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 WHERE THE HEART IS







DEDICATION

Dedicated to
the memory of Glenda Danger.






For I will consider my
friend Glenda.

For she was kind to me
when I was new in the show world.

For she babysat Beau
when I had to go to Sydney.

For Beau had a really
good time staying with her.

For she took photos of
Beau and gave me copies.

For Beau really, really
loved her.

For whenever he saw her
after that, he would go apeshit with love.

For when he died,
Glenda let me jump the queue for a puppy.

For when she had to go
to hospital, she let me babysit all her dogs.

For she trusted me with
pregnant Indi.

For I took Indi’s
temperature every hour for a whole night.

For it was a false
alarm.

For she rang me up at
five a.m. to say, Lo! Indi is in labour!

For she let me be
present at the Birth.

For she allowed me to
infest her house every week until Emily was old enough to come
home.

For she gave me
Emily.

For she did not have to
give me Emily.

For it was with her to
determine who had what puppy.

For she was a wonderful
friend and mentor.

For she taught me so
much.

For when I was
desperate, she showed me the way to fix it.

For she never gave up
on anyone.

For she always finished
my sentences.

For she was the
greatest hearted person I have ever known.

For she had only
kindness and humour for every person.

For I shall always miss
her.

For I loved her.

 




PROLOGUE

I knew all
about life in the country. After all, hadn’t I visited the Botanic
gardens at least three times a year since I was a little girl? And
hadn’t I watched every single episode of Downton Abbey, and the
first four seasons of Worzel Gummidge? And hadn’t I even been down
to the riverbank to see the bats go off from their colony? I knew I
was prepared for anything the country could dish out.

Flies? I had a
bottle of insect repellent that smelled like tropical flowers.
Extreme weather? I had SPF30 – face it, when you’re a redhead you
don’t leave home without it anyway. And as for the housekeeping, I
still had my facsimile copy of Mrs Beeton’s Book of Household
Management. That covered things like straining hairs out of the
milk and general observations on sheep, and after all, the country
is all about sheep.

Isn’t it?


CHAPTER
ONE

The last proof
of affection which we can give to those left behind, is to leave
their worldly affairs in such a state as to excite neither
jealousy, nor anger, nor heartrendings of any kind, at least for
the immediate future.

Isabella Beeton, The
Book of Household Management

‘But I don’t
understand. Why can’t I have the money now?’

I shifted in my
chair. I’d been sitting here for at least twenty minutes listening
to Mr Pilchard of Pilchard, Pilchard, Pilchard, Pilchard, Jones and
Rowbottom spout gibberish. I didn’t even know which Pilchard he
was.

‘Well, as I
have been saying, the, ah, letters of administration have not yet
been granted.’

‘Well, can’t
you just write your own letters?’

Pilchard looked
at me over the top of his glasses in that way he had. I didn’t like
it, but it was marginally better than when he pushed them up his
nose and they reflected the light from the window, making his eyes
disappear into blankness. That was creepy, and made him look like a
huge praying mantis.

‘Ahem. Letters
of Administration are granted to the administrator of an estate
where that estate is intestate. You see, Mrs Pinkpank, probate
cannot be granted, for in the absence of any testamentary document,
there is nothing to be proved.’

‘Um, I don’t
use that name.’ I’d told him at least five times that I still went
by my own name. Perhaps those weird glasses interfered with his
hearing. ‘Anyway, if it’s just letters, why can’t you write them?
These administration thingies.’

‘They aren’t
something one writes, Mrs Pink– ah, Mrs MacDougall. Letters of
Administration are granted by the Supreme Court, in cases where the
deceased is intestate.’

‘But he wasn’t!
Quite the reverse, actually.’

Pilchard looked
startled, well, as startled as a lawyer can look, which isn’t very.
Anyway, he took off his glasses and started polishing them.

‘Ah, you’ve
found a will, then? But why didn’t you say so, Mrs Pink-MacDougall?
It changes everything.’

What was the
man blathering about?

‘No, I mean he
wasn’t intestate. He definitely had all his bits. Goodness, I
should know, I was his wife. And he was always wandering about the
house with nothing on.’

Pilchard had
turned bright pink and appeared to be squirming in his chair. Why
didn’t he get on with it? I didn’t have all day to be sitting
around lawyers’ offices.

‘When I say
intestate, Mrs Pink-MacDougall, I mean that the deceased, ah, um,
that is to say your late husband,’ he smirked and bowed, making me
want to slap him, ‘left no testamentary disposition, that is to
say, will. No will.’ He sat back, looking pleased with himself, as
if he’d said something clever, put his glasses back on and stared
blankly at me like a giant insect in a pinstriped suit.

‘I could have
another look, it might be there somewhere. I mean, you should see
his desk, it’s crammed with papers from the year dot.’ I didn’t
like to tell Pilchard I hadn’t actually got round to looking for
the will. I’d meant to, but somehow there was always something more
urgent I needed to do, and Tim’s desk drawers were so stuffed full
of rubbish… actually, I hadn’t opened any of the drawers since we’d
found the insurance policy. That had been the important thing at
the time, and since he’d been killed, well there’d been
celebrating, and then the funeral, and what with one thing and
another the days had drifted by.

‘So you see, I
might have missed it in among all the papers. I’ll go through them
again.’

‘Well, I
shouldn’t bother going too far back, Mrs Pink-MacDougall. There
wouldn’t be any point finding a will made before your
marriage.’

‘Why not? They
don’t go off, do they?’

‘In point of
fact, they do go off.’ Pilchard smirked again. I wished he
wouldn’t. It made him look even more like a praying mantis. ‘You
see, Mrs Pink-MacDougall, a will is automatically revoked upon the
testator’s marriage. Except for certain special circumstances, for
instance when the will has been made in contemplation–’

‘Why?’

‘Well, er… it
is to lessen the possibility of injustice to the spouse. And of
course, any… er… issue. Let us say, for example, that an unmarried
man makes a will giving all of his property to his brother, and
then marries. If that earlier will were to take effect, his wife
would be left destitute.’

I could feel my
patience running out. Money was what I needed, not a lecture about
the law of wills.

‘Mr Pilchard,
I’ve got the rent due. Well, overdue, and they wrote me a nasty
letter. I need money now, to pay the rent.’

‘I am sorry,
Mrs Pink-MacDougall, but I cannot disburse any funds from the
estate until administration has been granted, other than for
funerary expenses, which we have, of course, already paid from your
husband’s funds.’

I knew that
only too well. Tim’s ashes were in a cardboard box, sitting on the
mantelpiece. I hadn’t known what else to do with them.

‘Well, what
about his life insurance?’

‘The policy has
not yet been paid. In any case, Mrs Pink-MacDougall, as your late
husband did not name you as beneficiary on the policy, it is an
asset of the estate, and as such must be paid into the estate.’

I wished he
wouldn’t keep calling me that. Still, it was better than when he
wrote to me, which he did at least once a week, addressing me as
‘Dear Madam’. His letters were always at least three pages long and
completely incomprehensible, which was why I’d come to see him. I’d
hoped he might make more sense in person.

‘Well, how long
is all this going to take?’

‘It is
impossible to say with any certainty. But in general, it tends to
be at least twelve months before disbursements are made. A grant of
probate or administration must first be obtained, and then all the
assets of the estate must be...’

He rabbited on
for another twenty minutes before I could get away. I didn’t
understand a word of it, but one thing came through loud and
clear.

I was not going
to see a cent any time soon.







CHAPTER
TWO

The remedies placed in
the hands of landlords are very stringent. The day after rent falls
due, he may proceed to recover it, by action at law, by distress on
the premises, or by action of ejectment, if the rent is half a year
in arrear.

Isabella Beeton, The
Book of Household Management

Moses ran to
greet me as I came through the door. I picked him up and buried my
nose in his silky black fur, breathing in comfort, and looked round
the flat. It wasn’t all that great, with its hard-edged modern
furniture and that awful white leather sofa, now covered in scuff
marks from Patrick’s school shoes, but it was my home. I’d been
horrified when the first letter had come from the estate agent. Tim
had led me to believe that he owned it. Or had I just assumed that
he did? I couldn’t remember. Anyway, he hadn’t, and there was a
whacking great rent to be paid each month, and of course since he
had died it hadn’t been.

I made myself a
cup of coffee and sat down to consider my situation.

My credit card
was almost maxed out again. Thank God, Tim had paid it not long
before he’d died, but there had been expenses, household expenses,
and I had to have new clothes, all in black, and there had been the
amber necklace I’d bought to go with Moses’ yellow ribbon at the
wake. I hadn’t been able to convince Mr Pilchard that my outfit for
the funeral was a funerary expense.

I had pretty
well nothing in my account, since I hadn’t had anything coming in
for well over a year. I’d lost my job the year before last, but
then Tim had proposed, and it hadn’t seemed worthwhile getting
another job just for the time until I got married. Tim had had very
old-fashioned views about working wives, not that I ever paid any
attention to his silly, antiquated ideas, of course, but in this
case they’d coincided so nicely with my own preferences, which
didn’t include getting up early or being shouted at, that it had
seemed a good opportunity to practise wifely obedience. Sort of a
sop to Cerberus, as it were.

Then he’d been
killed on the freeway, in what was apparently a drunk driving
accident, leaving me destitute, although not particularly grieving
since I’d found out about his infidelity. In fact, at one time I’d
thought about murdering him, although I was happy to reflect that
I’d already thought better of it before he had the accident.

In any case, he
had obviously failed in his husbandly obligations as badly as he’d
failed at fidelity, or, for that matter, at being nice to live
with. It was time for emergency measures. I called Gloria.

Gloria said she
couldn’t make it until seven o’clock, which gave me a few hours to
tidy the flat and have a relaxing bubble bath. It was amazing how
the time went; there was the doorbell. It seemed I’d only just got
into the bath, and yet here she was already.

She stormed
into the flat like a whirlwind. ‘Jesus Christ on a bicycle, were
you in the bath again? Don’t you ever do anything else? Is there
anything to drink?’ She threw herself onto the sofa and propped her
feet on the coffee table. Her shoes had bright red soles.

‘I’ll get you a
drink in a minute. Listen, Gloria, I’ve got a problem.’

She snorted.
‘When don’t you? What is it this time? Patrick playing up
again?’

Patrick, my
little brother, who was living with me for reasons I’d never fully
understood given that we had perfectly good parents, had in fact
not caused any trouble for some time. Actually, not since he’d run
away from home to live with me, and that was months ago now. Well,
he did tend to stay up rather late, and I wasn’t sure whether he
was doing much homework, but he didn’t seem to be failing anything,
and there’d been no angry calls from the school, so for me that
counted as a win.

‘It’s not
Patrick. It’s this place. Look, I got this letter. Tim didn’t own
it at all, it’s rented, and they want two months’ rent, and I
haven’t got it.’

‘What d’you
mean you haven’t got it? You’re rolling, you twit.’

‘No, really,
apparently it takes months and months to process a will, and even
longer for us because Tim didn’t even have a will, and anyway the
insurance hasn’t paid. And my credit card’s full, so I can’t use
that.’

Just then
Patrick came in from school, looking unusually furtive. Instead of
saying hello, he slunk past us, heading for his room. This wasn’t
like him.

‘Patrick,
Gloria’s here, aren’t you going to say hello?’

‘Hello,
Gloria.’ He sidled off. A moment later we heard his door close. It
sounded very subdued for Patrick. Usually he either banged doors or
left them open. I’d better see if he was feeling alright. Besides,
I needed his creativity on the team. Patrick was the clever one in
our family, apart from Dad, of course. Although perhaps cunning was
a better word. Oh well, he’d have to come out for dinner, if not
before. I turned my attention to the kitchen.

* * *

Over dinner,
which was spaghetti because I couldn’t afford anything else, I
explained the problem to Patrick, being careful not to alarm
him.

‘Patrick,
there’s no money and they’re going to throw us out on the
street.’

‘Oh, Jesus,
Fiona, don’t be such a bloody drama queen,’ said Gloria, with her
usual sympathy and tact. ‘You’re a few days late with the rent,
it’s hardly the end of the world. And don’t start bloody crying,’
she added, forestalling me.

‘I don’t see
what’s so hard,’ Patrick put in. ‘Just make some money and then you
can pay the rent. Get a job again.’

Aha, I thought.
Now we’ll get somewhere. Patrick and Gloria together are a winning
team, combining cunning with daring. I could probably go to bed and
leave them to it. On the other hand, they might involve me in
something I’d rather they didn’t. Their cunning and daring didn’t
necessarily include prudence, as I had already learned to my
cost.

Patrick was
still shovelling in spaghetti. ‘This is good, Fiona. Is there any
more?’

‘Yes there is,
and don’t talk with your mouth full.’

I dished him up
a second helping without taking his plate away. I could do this
because the only table was in the kitchen. I remembered that I’d
been planning to rearrange the furniture now that Tim wasn’t around
to object.

‘Can you help
me move the table after dinner, I think it would be nice to have it
in the other room.’

‘Don’t start
mucking about with the furniture now, Fiona,’ said Gloria. ‘You
might be having to move out, so what’s the point?’

‘I can’t move
out. Where would I go?’

‘You could move
back in with your parents. I don’t see the problem. It would only
be until your money came through or you got a job.’

‘No way,’ said
Patrick. ‘We can’t move back there.’

‘Well, we
could. I mean, Mum would love it. And I’m sure Moses misses having
the garden. And don’t talk with your mouth full.’

‘That’s why.
Can you imagine her disinfecting everything all the time, and
having to have dinner with Father Simpson every week, and that
bloody Joe Morelli? God, Fi, we’re living like grown-ups here and
you want to just chuck it and run back to Mum?’

‘What d’you
mean, living like grown-ups? I’m twenty-two and a half, I am
a grown-up, thanks very much.’

Patrick
snorted. ‘You’re not. If you were, you wouldn’t be having this
problem.’

‘Guys, guys,’
Gloria admonished us. ‘We’re supposed to be finding a solution.
Okay, Patrick, have you finished? Fiona, you clear the table and
get us some coffee. Patrick, get a pad and pen. We’ll brainstorm
and you can write down all the ideas. Then we’ll decide on a
plan.’

I hopped to it.
There’s no point arguing with a force of nature.

* * *

By the time I
got the dishes done and a fresh pot of coffee made, Gloria and
Patrick had made themselves comfortable in the sitting-room.
Patrick, as usual, was sprawled across the sofa with his shoes on.
Gloria had shed her corporate suit jacket, revealing a scarlet
satin bustier. There was a spiral notebook on the coffee table, but
there was nothing written on it. Ah well.

‘Right, let’s
get to it. Patrick, you take notes. First of all, Fiona, how much
board is Patrick paying here? I notice he still eats like a herd of
starving elephants.’

‘Board? Of
course he doesn’t pay board, he’s my brother.’

‘Well that’s
something right there. Your parents should be paying for his keep.
God, with the amount he eats, that could be enough to cover the
rent right there.’

‘I can’t charge
him board, Gloria. How mean would that be?’

‘I don’t see
why not. They’re saving whatever it cost to feed him, aren’t
they?’

‘Yes, but...’ I
didn’t know how to explain. People in our family don’t do things
like that, ask each other for money. It just isn’t done.

‘Hang on,
Gloria. They might say I had to move back home.’ Patrick had even
more at stake than I did. Unlike our mother, I wasn’t interested
enough to inspect his room all the time.

‘I don’t see
why,’ Gloria objected. ‘You’ve been gone so long they’ve probably
turned your room into something else anyway.’

‘Don’t you
believe it. Mum keeps our rooms as bloody shrines. Everything
exactly as it was when we left.’

‘Or in your
case, a lot cleaner, and without the filthy magazines under the
mattress.’

Patrick ignored
this. ‘I just think it’s too risky, that’s all. They only let me
stay here because Dad reckoned it was an interesting sociological
whatsit. If we remind them, he might decide he’s got enough data
now. I mean this is my life we’re talking about.’

‘Alright, we
can come back to that later. Okay, first suggestion, Fiona. Rent
out the spare room. Get a flatmate.’

‘How can I rent
out the spare room when Patrick’s living in it? Don’t be stupid,
Gloria.’

‘If you’re
already having trouble supporting yourself, it would be better if
Patrick went home to your parents, after all he’s their
responsibility.’

She did have a
point. I loved having him there, but he did make a lot of work, and
he did eat a lot. On the other hand, a flatmate might be even
worse, and wouldn’t have the benefit of being my brother, whom I
loved.

‘Okay, write it
down. What else?’

‘What about a
419 scam?’ Patrick suggested.

‘What’s
that?’

‘Well, you
email a lot of people saying you’ve got a shitload of money and you
need help getting it out of the country and you’ll cut them in for
a big whack of it if they let you launder it through their account.
Then when they’re hooked, you say there’s just a small bank fee or
whatever, and they send you money. It’s easy.’

‘That’s fraud,
Patrick. You can go to jail for years and years for stuff like
that.’

‘Not if you
don’t get caught. Say you only target Americans and people like
that. Not in Australia. Then our police can’t do anything.’

‘That doesn’t
make it right. I’m not stealing.’

‘Don’t be so
prissy, it’s not stealing, it’s social Darwinism.’

I had no idea
what that meant, so I let him write it on the list. Privately
though, I resolved that I’d never have anything to do with it.

‘Okay then,
what about a webcam?’

‘A what?’

‘A webcam.
Girls in Russia make squillions with it. You set up the webcam so
it can see everything you do, and then you stream it onto a website
and dirty old men send you money. You can’t go wrong because it
doesn’t cost you anything.’

‘So what, some
old bloke’s going to pay to watch me reading books and vacuuming
the carpet and stuff? Why?’

Gloria was
silently cracking up in the corner. I couldn’t see what there was
to laugh about.

Patrick looked
shifty. ‘Well, you’ve got to make it sort of interesting.’

‘Interesting
how? How can vacuuming the carpet be interesting? It’s not even
interesting when you’re doing it yourself, let alone watching
someone else.’

‘Well, say you
do it in your underwear. Or with nothing on.’

‘Patrick
Aloysius MacDougall! I am not doing the housework in the nude, for
some dirty old man to watch on the Internet! God, it’s almost like
having a sex tape! You’re disgusting. What would Mum say?’

Gloria had
captured the notebook and was writing something in it. I didn’t
want to know what.

‘Okay, then,’
she said. ‘Perhaps we should back off and look at options that
aren’t quite so creative. What have you got that you could
sell?’

‘Sell?’

‘Yes, Fiona,
you know, you give people something of yours and they give you
money for it. That kind of sell.’

‘Yes, I know
what selling is, thanks, Gloria, but I don’t have anything to
sell.’

‘What about
Tim’s stuff? All those silk ties would have to be worth something,
they cost enough new. And all his identical business suits.’
Patrick knew about the contents of Tim’s wardrobe, because we’d
snooped through it while he was at the office. He really did have
eight suits all the same; we’d stolen one of them and he hadn’t
even noticed it was gone.

‘I don’t think
you’re allowed to sell people’s things before the will goes
through,’ I objected. It’s not really yours to sell, is it?’ Mr
Pilchard had been very clear on that point. I was not allowed to
dispose of any of Tim’s possessions until the estate was wound up,
at which point they would become mine.

Patrick waved
this aside. ‘How’s anyone going to know? That lawyer hasn’t been
here and counted everything. We could keep a couple of suits and
half a dozen ties, and sell the rest.’

Gloria wasn’t
so enthusiastic. ‘You won’t get much for second-hand clothes, even
if they’re good quality. Didn’t he have anything valuable? Solid
gold cufflinks or anything like that?’

I didn’t know.
While I was trying to remember about his cufflinks, the telephone
rang.

‘Hello?’

‘Oh, hello,
Fiona. It’s Bettina Peemoller here, from St Bedivere’s. I wanted a
word about Patrick.’

Zounds! What
awful trouble was he in now? And why was she ringing me about it? I
took the phone into the kitchen and closed the door, on general
principles – the fewer people who know about a problem, the easier
it is to cover it up.

Miss Peemoller
was still talking away. ‘Your mother told me Patrick lives with you
now, so it seemed best to talk to you first. I confiscated
something extremely disturbing from him today.’

I so did not
want to have this conversation. No wonder he’d been all furtive and
sly when he’d come home. What dreadful thing was it, I wondered.
Surely not pornography again, she should be used to that by now and
it wouldn’t qualify as ‘extremely disturbing.’ I crossed my fingers
that it wouldn’t be anything she’d report to ASIO, like explosives
or an AK-47.

‘What was
it?’

‘A sketchbook
full of drawings.’

‘Well, that’s
okay, isn’t it? He’s taking Art. Why wouldn’t he have a
sketchbook?’

‘It’s the
kind of drawings, Fiona. Have you heard of hentai?’

‘No, I haven’t.
Is it like bonsai?’

‘Not really,
although I believe it did originate in Japan. Hentai, Fiona, is
like manga, except that it is violently pornographic.’

I felt faint,
and sank into a chair. Miss Peemoller was still speaking. With a
mighty effort, I tuned back in.

‘...wouldn’t be
so bad if he hadn’t given them all the faces of St Bedivere’s
staff.’

‘What? Given
who?’

‘All of these
nasty drawings, it’s like a comic book, and he’s given them the
faces of people on the staff here. Teachers, mainly.’

I couldn’t get
my mind around it. ‘I expect it’s just a chance resemblance,’ I
tried, knowing full well that it was exactly the sort of thing
Patrick would do. When had he learnt to draw manga, I wondered.

‘Fiona, the
faces are unmistakable. Patrick is very talented at this kind of
thing, I have to admit. It’s just such a pity that he should waste
his talent on such filth. And I cannot have this...’ I saw a way
ahead.

‘I think you
should talk to him about that, Miss Peemoller. About how talented
he is, and not wasting it, and all of that. He’ll listen to you
more than me, he thinks a lot of you, he told me so.’ It wasn’t
really a lie; I didn’t say what he thought, just how much of
it.

‘Fiona, after
looking at these drawings, I have some idea what Patrick thinks of
me. AND of Father Morelli, and various other people –’

I backpedalled
frantically. ‘I’ll talk to him about it, Miss Peemoller, and you
can rest assured there will be no more of this kind of thing. I’m
really very sorry. He’s been under a lot of stress lately, my
husband was killed, you know, Patrick was very fond of him, it was
a terrible shock...’ The tears were starting to come, right on
schedule. I knew she could hear them in my voice. Really I don’t
know what I’d do in life if I couldn’t cry on demand.

I sobbed for a
bit, to drive home the point. Moses was winding round my ankles, so
I dished him up some of the Bolognese sauce that was left, being
careful not to make any sound with the saucepan. After a few
minutes I tuned back in, and found my tears had had the desired
effect.

‘Oh, you poor
lamb, it must have been ghastly.’

I choked out a
sob.

‘And he has
nightmares every night, I wake up and hear him crying...’ I sobbed
again.

‘Well, talk to
him about it when you can, Fiona, and make sure he knows I’m always
here if he needs to talk to someone. Poor little lamb.’

I got off the
phone and blew my nose. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if artificial
crying didn’t stuff up your nose? But it always does.

Back in the
sitting-room, Patrick and Gloria were still in conference. There
seemed to be quite a lot written on the notepad. I paused in the
doorway, wondering how to approach the subject. Should I wait until
Gloria had gone? Family linen is best not washed in public, my
grandmother always says. On the other hand, she might be a valuable
ally. While I was hesitating over this, the decision was wrested
from me by Patrick himself.

‘We’ve found
the solution, Fi.’

‘What
solution?’

‘To your money
problem. You’ll just have to get married again. To someone
rich.’

‘WHAT?’ I
hadn’t even wanted to get married the first time, not really, and
look how it had turned out. ‘You can forget that, Patrick, I am
definitely not getting married again, not ever, anyway I don’t know
anyone rich.’

‘I still think
getting a job’s a safer bet,’ said Gloria. ‘Even an entry-level job
gives you a guaranteed income, and then you can rearrange your
budget to suit.’

‘How long could
Fiona keep a job? She’s useless, you know that.’

‘I am not
useless,’ I said. ‘I’ve had lots of jobs.’

“Yeah, that’s
kind of my point,’ said Patrick. ‘Name one that you kept for more
than three months, apart from that last one.’

‘She could get
something it’s impossible to fuck up,’ said Gloria. ‘Cleaning, or
in a shop or something. I know! A receptionist. She’d be good at
that. You don’t have to do anything except answer the phone and sit
there looking nice.’

‘Trust me,
Gloria, she’d find a way to screw it up.’

I was fuming.
This was me they were dissing, right in front of my face. And there
was no way, no way in the world, I was going to be a receptionist.
I’d had it with the business world. It was all being bullied and
getting up early.

‘Guys, forget
it. I am NOT getting married again or being a receptionist.’












CHAPTER
THREE

After breakfast is
over, it will be well for the mistress to make a round of the
kitchen and other offices, to see that all are in order, and that
the morning's work has been properly performed by the various
domestics.

Isabella Beeton, The
Book of Household Management

Early next
morning (well, sort of early – I had to get Patrick off to school,
feed Moses, get dressed and straighten the flat, so about eleven) I
set about going through Tim’s things for the garage sale. Having
rejected out of hand all the other silly and completely impractical
ideas Gloria and Patrick had come up with, I felt it was the only
option.

As I sorted
through what seemed like a million silk ties (there had been
eighty-seven when Patrick and I had counted them before, but they
seemed to have been breeding), I remembered that I’d forgotten to
speak to Patrick about Miss Peemoller’s call. I’d better get onto
that as soon as he got home. No time like the present, I thought,
adding a tie decorated with smiley faces to the ‘keep’ pile. No one
would pay for that. I had to keep a reasonable amount in case
Pilchard came to take an inventory.

Moses came in
and curled up on the pile of unsorted ties. Oh well. I’d finish
those later. On to the next thing. What was the next thing? Oh yes.
Cufflinks. Tim kept them all in a carved rosewood box on the
dressing table. I shook out the box and poked through them. They
all seemed to be gold. No doubt that had been why he was always
complaining about what I spent. He was wasting his substance on all
these gold cufflinks. Wait on, if they really were all solid gold,
perhaps a garage sale wasn’t the best way to sell them. I should
get them valued by a jeweller. Perhaps there was an absolute
fortune here. I noticed with surprise that it was already
two-thirty. Too late to go into the city now. I’d do that
tomorrow.

Suits next.
They were all Armani. Could I get a fair price for a late-model
Armani suit at a garage sale? On the balance, I thought not. People
at garage sales always seem to sell everything for a couple of
dollars. One of those expensive designer op shops was probably the
place to go with these. I’d ask Gloria.

Well, it was
too early to call Gloria now. She always barked at me if I rang her
during business hours. I’d take a little break and come back to
it.

By the time I’d
made a fresh pot of coffee and settled down on the sofa, it was
getting on for three o’clock. Patrick would be getting out of
school soon. Good, I thought, I’d talk to him about the hentai and
then he could help me with the sorting. A boy was bound to know
more about men’s clothes than I did.

Patrick didn’t
arrive home at three-thirty, though, nor at four-thirty. Perhaps he
had an after-school activity. I went back into the bedroom to sort
out Tim’s shirts, but was discouraged by what I found. Moses had
raked all the suits and ties into a heap and made a nest in the
middle of it, where he was busily sicking up a furball. All the
ties I’d so painstakingly sorted were jumbled up together again. It
all seemed too hard. Perhaps I’d better look into getting a job
after all. Not as a receptionist, though. Something fun, that would
use my creativity.

There’s a
little shop almost next door to the flats, so I was able to get the
paper without any trouble. I poured another cup of coffee and
spread it out on the kitchen table.

There seemed to
be a lot of jobs going for boners, whatever they were. I circled
all of those in red pen; I’d ask Patrick when he got home. He
always knew things like that. There were some positions for meat
packers and butchers, which I crossed out straight away. It was bad
enough cutting up raw meat for Moses, I didn’t want to be up to my
elbows in it all day. Besides, all those jobs were blue collar. For
the same reason painters, plasterers, labourers and pipe layers got
the red slash. There seemed to be a lot of jobs related to
concrete, and I slashed out all those too. I was ripping through
this, I thought with satisfaction. Then I remembered the idea was
to find a job that I did want to apply for. Well, there were one or
two left. It came down to crowd controller, salesman or
receptionist for a brothel, unless of course being a boner was a
good job.

Crowd
controllers were bouncers, I knew. They were always beating people
to death and kicking their heads in, I also knew. Tim had had a
case about one. The bouncer kicked Tim’s client in the head and he
got a brain injury and was in a wheelchair, and he was suing the
casino about it. Or something like that, anyway. I was a bit hazy
on the details, but they certainly weren’t the kind of people I
wanted anything to do with.

Salesmen, well,
they were salesmen. All the words I associated with them seemed to
start with ‘s’. Slimy, sleazy, shady... anyway, nothing very nice,
and I didn’t want to be one of them, either. I’d seen plenty of
salesmen when I’d worked at Marsh and Spacknall, and the other side
of a desk was as close as I wanted to get.

That left only
the receptionist at the brothel, apart from the boners. I wondered
if a boner was something terribly glamorous, perhaps connected with
the Foreign Office (whatever that is, but it always sounds
mysterious and posh when people mention it.) I had an uncomfortable
feeling that, given the other jobs surrounding it, it was probably
something to do with the building trade.

Well, I
decided, I’d ring up the brothel and see what the job was like,
after all calling them didn’t commit me to anything. I was just
getting up to grab the phone when it rang, causing me to knock over
my coffee.

The phone rang
on and on as I mopped up the coffee. Some people just don’t know
when to give up. It was probably only a telemarketer anyway. I
squeezed out the cloth, rinsed it and gave the table and floor a
good wipe, not hurrying. These people need to learn some manners.
If it rings on and on, twenty times, they should realise you’re not
going to answer it. It was still blaring on when I got to it, and I
snatched up the receiver, ready to give some call centre person a
piece of my mind.

My stern words
died in my throat, though, because it was Patrick on the other
end.

‘Fiona, thank
God, I thought you weren’t going to answer.’

‘I nearly
didn’t, I spilt my coffee when it rang, and it went everywhere and
I had to–’

‘Never mind
that. Fiona, I need you to come to the East Melbourne Police
Station.’

‘The WHAT?
What’s happened? Oh my God. Are Mum and Dad alright? Are you
alright?’

‘I’m fine,
relax, everyone’s fine, I’ve just got a little problem.’

‘What little
problem? What have you done, Patrick?’

‘Nothing bad,
really.’ And that was all I could get out of him.

* * *

I had to get
the tram into the city, because I couldn’t afford a taxi. Cursing
steadily, although not out loud, I sat on the edge of the seat,
willing the tram to go faster. Patrick was obviously in some kind
of awful trouble, and no doubt it would be up to me to get him out
of it. I checked my makeup and added an extra layer of mascara, on
the top lashes only, as I was sure to be wanting to do some crying.
I hoped crying would work on the police. It hadn’t, the one time
I’d been arrested. But then perhaps those cops had been rogue ones,
like Dirty Harry.

The police
station was small and unobtrusive, and I almost missed it. Inside,
though, it seemed to be bigger than the outside, like a Tardis. I
was taken through twisty little passages to a bare room, where
Patrick sat hunched on a plastic chair. There was a table with a
big black box on one end of it, and several more plastic chairs
scattered about.

‘What the hell
have you done, Patrick? Look, just say ‘no comment’ to everything,
alright? Did you admit anything?’ I knew this was important. Tim
had often held forth about it. He used to say that nine out of ten
criminal matters wouldn’t be successfully prosecuted as long as the
accused person kept his mouth shut, because without admissions of
guilt they often don’t have enough evidence. He had usually come
home in a bad mood on days when he had criminal clients, because
apparently they nearly always admitted what they’d done, or talked
a lot and gave it away, or something. Not that he had often come
home in what you might call a good mood anyway, not as such. I
dragged my mind back to the present. ‘What did you tell them?’

‘Fiona, it’s no
use denying anything, they caught me – ’

‘Shut up! The
room’s probably bugged. What’s that big machine?’

‘That’s the
thing for recording the interview. Relax, it’s not turned on.’

‘How would you
know? They might work it by remote control.’

We were
interrupted by two policemen entering the room. How sinister they
looked, all hung about with weapons; they seemed vicious and
American, as if they’d shoot you as soon as look at you. I was in
control of the situation, though, I comforted myself, I knew what I
was doing. After all, I’d been married to a lawyer.

‘Right, Ms
MacDougall, is it? You’re Patrick’s...’

‘His older
sister.’

‘Okay. So we’re
going to interview Patrick now, and you’ll be present as required
when police interview a minor, okay?’

‘Well, yes,
but–’

‘Rightio. I’ll
just plug this in... there. This is a video recorded interview
between Senior Constable Smith and Patrick MacDougall of flat 10,
77 Queen’s Road Melbourne, conducted at the Melbourne East police
station on Wednesday 7 November 2012. Persons present are my
corroborator Senior Constable Papadopoulos, 35463, and Ms
MacDougall, the subject’s sister. Patrick, do you agree that the
time by my watch is now six-fifty p.m.?’

‘No
comment.’

‘You don’t have
to say no comment to that. It’s just the time. Do you agree that
the time by my watch is now six-fifty p.m.?’

‘No
comment.’

‘Okay, look in
the interests of time... I intend to interview you in relation to
criminal trespass. Before continuing I must inform you that you are
not obliged to say or do anything, but anything you say or do may
be given in evidence. Do you understand that?’

‘No
comment.’

He sighed.
‘Look, this is just preliminary. You don’t need to say no comment
to everything. I’m just giving you your rights here, okay? I need
to establish that you understand your rights. So did you understand
that, what I just said?’

‘No
comment.’

‘Okay. Senior
Constable Papadopoulos, do you agree that the time by my watch is
now... six fifty-one p.m.?

‘Senior
Constable Papadopoulos, 35463. Yes I do.’

Patrick looked
as outraged as I felt. Were they going to do the whole interview
without us?

‘I must also
inform you of the following rights. You may communicate with or
attempt to communicate with a friend or relative to inform that
person of your whereabouts. You may communicate with or attempt to
communicate with a legal practitioner. If you are not a citizen or
permanent resident of Australia you may communicate with or attempt
to communicate with the consular officer of the country of which
you are a citizen. Do you understand these rights?’

‘No
comment.’

‘Ms MacDougall,
are you satisfied that Patrick understands these rights?’

I wasn’t sure
what to say. Was this some kind of trick question? What if I said
no, would they be stopped from proceeding with the interview? And
would that be good or bad? If only I knew what Patrick had actually
done.

‘Ms
MacDougall?’

‘I’m not sure.
What was the question again?’

‘Are you happy
that Patrick understands these rights, the ones I just read
out?’

‘I don’t know.
He didn’t say he did, did he?’

‘Look, this is
just preliminary, we’re just reading Patrick his rights, you know,
like you’ve seen on the telly? It’s quite safe for him to admit he
understands them. He’s not doing himself any harm.’

‘Well, did you,
Patrick? Did you understand all that?’

Patrick looked
scornful and rolled his eyes. As if I wouldn’t, he seemed to be
saying. He still didn’t speak. I didn’t feel right answering for
him. I looked back at the two policemen. They seemed friendly
enough.

‘I just can’t
be sure, if he doesn’t say he does.’

‘Alright. We’re
going to assume he does and carry on, okay? Do you wish to exercise
any of these rights before the interview proceeds? You’ve already
called your sister and she’s here with you. Did you want to contact
a lawyer?’

‘No
comment.’

‘Look, I’m
offering to let you call a lawyer. It’s like offering you a cup of
tea. You can say yes or no to it, it’s not an admission. Would you
like something to drink, by the way?’

‘No
comment.’

‘I’m going to
take that as a no. Let me know if you change your mind. What is
your full name and address?’

‘No
comment.’

I felt I should
intervene at this point. From my own experience of being arrested,
I knew it wasn’t a good idea to refuse to tell the police your
name. They’d go through your handbag, and it had been an
appallingly humiliating experience. I didn’t know what might be in
Patrick’s backpack, but there were almost certainly more of those
hentai pictures, and that alone might be another criminal charge.
Was drawing pornography an offence? If it wasn’t it ought to be, I
thought crossly, considering all the trouble it caused.

‘His name’s
Patrick Aloysius MacDougall.’

‘Aloysius?
Would you mind spelling that for me?’

I spelt it out,
slowly. I could see him straining to match
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