
First Published 2025 by Frances Murray

Copyright © Frances Murray 2025

The moral right of the author to identified as the author of this work has been asserted.

All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the Australian Copyright Act 1968, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any mean, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without prior written permission from the publisher.

All enquiries should be made to the author.

Cover design by Cathy Murray and Luke Harris

Edited by Sarah Lewin, Jenny Murray

Typeset in Adobe Garamond.

ISBN paperback 978-0-6486294-3-6

ISBN 978-0-6486294-2-9 ebook


Table of Contents

Copyright Page

Violet's Place

This book is dedicated to:

LUCKY

DUCHESS

AND

GEORGE

WHO WERE MY INSPIRATION FOR CHANCE

THEY LIVE ON IN MY MEMORY AND HEART.

Excerpt from Kahlil Gibran

You would know the secret of death.

But how shall you find it unless you seek it in the heart of life?

The owl whose night-bound eyes are blind unto the day cannot unveil the mystery of light.

If you would indeed behold the spirit of death, open your heart wide unto the body of life.

For life and death are one, even as the river and the sea are one.

CHAPTER ONE

Located at the top of a long winding mountain range, Mum’s hometown of Balford looked picturesque in the cool, still, morning air. A thin cloudy mist cloaked the earth and drifted upwards to cover the hills. Soon the summer sun would make its way over the top of the tallest trees, dissolve the fog and end the chilly beginning to the day.

Like many small and not so small towns, the bakery and newsagent were open. Early risers and tradesmen were buying bread, coffee or breakfast, and whatever else they needed to kick start their day.

I parked the car and waited in line at the bakery. My hungry stomach grumbled in response to the scent of various mouth-watering aromas. Excitement had prevented me from eating before commencing the last hour of my long journey. The promise of a new life waited for me at my grandmother’s house and I had been eager to start my day.

Gathering up my order of a coffee and meat pie, I sat at one of the tables provided at the front of the bakery. Slowly, the town came to life as more people filled the streets to go about the business of their lives.

An old couple sitting at the table next to me, eyed me for a while until the woman spoke, ‘Are you just passing through, dear?’

After Balford, the road headed west into the outback, so I knew the question was loaded with curiosity.

‘No. I’ve inherited a property here. If I like it, I’ll stay here.’

Or not. I guess that depends on what I find. Poor Mum. She was so convinced that those hallucinations about the house being a gateway for the dead were real. 

‘Which property would that be?’ The woman’s voice intruded on my troubled thoughts.

Taking a sip of coffee to delay my answer, I decided there was no harm to her questions, and it might be a good way to judge the local’s opinion of my grandmother, or if they knew of her.

‘Vivienne Legg was my grandmother. It’s her property that I’ve inherited.’

The stillness that settled over the couple was unmistakable. They shared a glance full of meaning. The woman replaced her coffee on the table with a carefulness that spoke of shock, and a need to steady her nerves. The man cleared his throat with a loud harrumph.

‘The Legg women have been an important part of this community for generations,’ the man said. ‘Do you ... intend to follow in your grandmother’s footsteps?’

Why the hesitation? The Legg women? Plural? Were there no men? Follow in her footsteps?

‘Ah. Um, I’m not sure what you mean. What did my grandmother do?’

‘You must be Vera’s daughter,’ the woman said. 

Which I thought dodged the question nicely.

‘You knew my mother?’ I asked, following her lead. If she didn’t want to talk about my grandmother, that was fine. Mum hadn’t wanted to speak of her either.

‘We went to school with her. I’m Ernie Milledge, and this is my wife Beatrice,’ replied the man.

Finally! Someone who knew my family. I smiled at them. ‘I’m Sandrine. Pleased to meet you,’

‘Sandrine? What an unusual name!’ Exclaimed Beatrice. ‘Er, I mean ... usually,’ she faltered uncomfortably.

‘I know,’ I intervened before the poor woman dug a deeper hole for herself. ‘What can I say, Mum liked the name, and I’m stuck with it.’

Though I wished I had let her finish. What had she meant by ‘usually’?

‘Yes. Of course. I’m so sorry dear. How impertinent of me,’ apologised Beatrice before continuing. ‘How is Vera? We haven’t seen her for a very long time.’ 

Pain, along with irritation, flared within me. I let the question lay unanswered for several heartbeats, her prying was obvious, but I didn’t want to snap at the woman.

‘Mum died four months ago, from cancer,’ I told her, relieved at the normality of my tone.

‘We’re very sorry to hear that,’ replied Ernie in a quiet voice, staring at the table.

Beatrice frowned at him and turned her attention to me.

‘Did your mother not tell you what your grandmother does er did?’ She hastily corrected.

‘Mum never spoke of her. I thought she was dead until a couple of months before Mum died.’

‘What a shame.’ Outrage was clear in Beatrice Milledge’s voice. ‘Vivienne was a wonderful woman. She was very much loved and revered in this community. Vera should never have run out on her the way she did.’

‘That’s enough, Beatrice,’ her husband interceded, his voice sharp. ‘The girl doesn’t need to hear town gossip.’

Beatrice sniffed, opened her mouth and closed it again. Obviously, there was more she wanted to say, but Ernie’s rebuke and his continuing glare inhibited her.

Like a grey cloud, disappointment settled over me. Mum’s refusal to speak of her mother and her childhood hinted at secrets and fear. Whatever I had hoped I might learn from talking to the locals, scattered like leaves before a turbulent wind. I returned to sipping my coffee and picking at the meat pie. My hunger seemed to have left me.

Chairs scraped on pavement as Beatrice and Ernie rose to leave. A work-roughened hand placed a piece of paper on the table, and Beatrice said softly, ‘If you ever want to talk, this is my number, dear.’

I took the note and nodded at her, though I doubted she was the right person to help me understand Mum’s need to flee from her own mother, or whatever it was she had really fled from.

CHAPTER TWO

During a brief exploration of the town, I made a booking for two nights in a motel I discovered and set out to find Harriet Gould’s office. I’d received a letter from Harriet, a solicitor, four months after I returned to my family home to care for Mum during the last stages of her battle with cancer. The letter informed me of my grandmother’s death and that I’d inherited her property in Far North Queensland.

That would have been fine, except at the time I was unaware I had a grandmother. 

My father’s parents died in a car accident not long after he was born. Dad’s aunt and uncle raised him, though he preferred to treat them as if they didn’t exist. Like so much of Dad’s life, that door remained closed to me, and I never met them. 

When I asked Mum about them, her reply had been, ‘Believe me, Sandrine. They’re not people you’d want in your life.’

Any further questions were answered with a shake of her head and a firm, ‘No’.

According to Mum, her mother had died before she went to university, where she met Dad. But I held the proof of that lie in my hands, and ill or not, I wanted answers from her while she was still alive.

I waited until Mum had eaten, was rested, and appeared to be relatively pain free - then I read the letter to her.

‘Why? Mum, why would you lie? Your mother was alive until a couple of months ago? I could have known her. Why would you....?’

The moan, that escaped her lips, became a quickly suppressed scream. A jolt of surprise and alarm clutched at my throat, closing it mid question.

‘No! No! She can’t do this! She can’t do this to you. You mustn’t Sandrine! Burn the letter! Burn it! Give it to me!’

Mum reached out one scrawny, feeble hand as if to snatch the letter from my grasp. I moved backwards in the chair I was sitting in, easily evading her clutching hand.

‘You don’t understand,’ she wailed. Tears filled her eyes, and distress scored the lines of her face into deeper furrows.

‘No. You’re right, I don’t.’ My tone softened. ‘But you should have explained it to me. I haven’t been a child for a very long time.’

‘You wouldn’t have believed me. Even now, I know you won’t believe me. You will think I’m making it all up, that I’m lying. It’s so....’ Her eyes closed, and her voice quieted so suddenly, I could barely hear her. ‘I can’t find the words,’ she finished. 

A few moments later, Mum’s eyes opened to stare into mine, ‘I wanted to protect you. I just wanted to protect you. You have no idea,’ she moaned softly.

‘Mum. Please stop worrying. I don’t know what I’m going to do. I have this house, and a lot of other things to deal with. But right now, I have you to take care of.’

The conflicting emotions flitting across Mum’s face were difficult to interpret, fear and sadness appeared to be the dominant ones. 

Reaching out to grab my arm with a surprisingly strong grip, she said in a voice filled with anxiety, ‘Sell it. Don’t go there. Whatever you do, don’t go there.’

My stomach muscles clenched in response to the anxiety I heard in her voice.

‘Why not?’ I asked, trying to keep my voice calm and my face unreadable.

‘Because .... No! You mustn’t go Sandrine. Promise me you won’t go there.’

‘Tell me why first, and then I’ll think about it.’

‘I can’t tell you. You wouldn’t believe me even if I did.’

Mum closed her eyes; it was her way of ending the conversation. I sat with her and watched as she sunk slowly into sleep, then I phoned the solicitor to explain my situation. Harriet Gould promised me she would supervise the care of the property, until I was able to take possession of it. 

A quick shake of my head cleared the memory from my mind, and I paused to take a steadying breath before I entered the solicitor’s office.

Introductions and pleasantries over; Ms Gould, from behind her wide desk, studied me with sharp, assessing dark brown eyes. Her once black hair was filled with broad, white streaks. From our phone calls, I had envisioned a younger woman, instead I suspected she was nearer my grandmother’s age. Her smooth dark, coffee coloured skin and features revealed little sign of her true age.

‘Vivienne was a very dear friend of mine. What do you know of your grandmother?’ Her voice wasn’t harsh, but there was no welcome in her tone.

‘Nothing,’ I told her, matching her manner. She was not going to intimidate me, if that was her goal.

‘Your mother told you nothing?’ Her tone was incredulous.

‘Like I told you when I first phoned you. I didn’t even know I had a grandmother. Mum always told me she was dead.’

Harriet’s lips tightened in what I took to be disapproval, then she said, ‘I loved your grandmother like a sister, she was strong, but I think Vera needed more gentle handling, and your grandmother could never see that.’

‘I don’t know what went on between Mum and my grandmother. Mum never spoke of her, even up to her death she would never explain.’

Which wasn’t strictly true. Mum had eventually given me an explanation of sorts, but it was one filled with fantasy brought on by pain and the drugs needed to control that pain. I didn’t feel the need to share that with this forceful stranger.

‘Do you intend to stay?’ asked Ms Gould, interrupting my thoughts.

‘I don’t know. I want to have a look at the place before I make that decision.’

‘What about your home in Victoria?’

‘I sold it.’

For some reason, this information softened her attitude.

‘Good. In that case it’s unlikely that you’ll return. I’ll read the will, then there will be papers for you to sign. Vivienne has also left you a good deal of money ....’

I heard her voice but not the words. I had experienced all that was required with wills and the settling of property with Mum and Dad’s recent deaths. 

Instead, my mind was revisiting my early morning conversation with the Milledge’s. From what they’d said, and not said, I had the distinct impression Harriet Gould did not share their opinion of Mum and my grandmother. Vivienne had been obviously well liked, and a respected and valued member of the community. Mum’s flight from the area (or her mother, I couldn’t decide which), was viewed very differently. If she was going to be unsympathetic towards Mum, I wasn’t sure I wanted to see Beatrice Milledge again. Yet I sensed there were secrets, and like Mum, they seemed to want to keep them hidden. 

Harriet pushing a key, that looked like it had been forged in another era, towards me, focused my attention on her once again. I looked down to see that she had also included a map.

‘If you decide to stay and have any questions, you have my card. Have you heard a word I said?’

‘Not really,’ I replied truthfully. ‘Mum and Dad died within eighteen months of each other. After settling both their affairs, I believe I am familiar with all that is entailed.’

‘Mm. Well, it is apparent to me that you have Vivienne’s strength. I warned her often enough, but she never took my advice. Whether you want to hear it or not, I’m going to tell you the same thing I told her. When you have more strength than most people, first you must choose kindness.’

She paused to give me an even sterner look, which until that moment I hadn’t thought possible, before continuing, ‘Above all, Sandrine, choose love when dealing with others, especially with family. If Vivienne had chosen kindness and love, I believe Vera would have stayed, or at the very least, returned.’

Lips pursed, she paused long enough to submit me to another close scrutiny before continuing, ‘And you would understand the true legacy of what you have inherited,’ she finished cryptically. 

Before I had the presence of mind to ask her to unravel that strange remark, Harriet Gould ushered me to the door and I found myself standing on the pavement, clutching an old key and a map I knew I would have difficulty reading. 

I walked away from that ferocious old woman’s office, determined to find a hot tub to soak in, a delicious meal with a glass of wine, and to have a good night’s sleep, before making any attempt to find my grandmother’s place.

CHAPTER THREE

My journey north to the property I had inherited from my grandmother began two weeks ago; while I had been in no hurry to reach my destination, something tugged at me, urging me on. 

Following the inland highway, the seldom-empty road stretched between small country towns populated by farming communities, and bustling regional centres. The road traversed a changing landscape of bushland filled with a variety of iron bark, eucalyptus, bottlebrush and trees for which I had no name.

At times, I lingered to explore places that caught my interest; staying longer to enjoy meals created by country cooks who used fresh produce to deliver delicious meals and tempting deserts. Other times, compelled by unseen forces to leave the inland road, I headed towards the coast, where I walked sandy beaches and watched wild waves crash against the shore. 

Generated by the sorrow that Mum’s last days had been filled with the horrible fantasy that her family home was a gateway for the dead, the roaring surf seemed to mirror the conflict I carried within me.

The beaches in North Queensland, thanks to the barrier reef hugging its coastline, were peaceful. Inexplicably, my mood changed to match the serenity of the seas. Able to breathe more easily, I was glad I’d resisted the urge to give into Mum’s begging. 

Leaving behind the life I knew had been hard, but there was nothing to keep me tethered to the place where I grew up. My grandmother’s place beckoned, and I was keen to see and explore Mum’s childhood home and hopefully discover something of my family history.

In the space of almost two years. I’d lost both my parents and Robert, the man I thought I loved and with whom I had spent six years. 

Dad’s sudden death from a heart attack had been a shock. 

More shocking was his funeral. 

Mum and I sat side by side as over a hundred strangers poured into the church to pay their last respects.

‘He was a wonderful man. He never missed a Sunday service,’ a woman told Mum, then added, ‘It’s a shame you never came with him.’

There was a definite bite to her words that gave a lie to the smiling face.

‘Well, that’s news to us. And we might have done if only he had asked,’ I told her, not bothering to keep the sting from my voice, or the censure from my face. She’d looked at me askance and moved hurriedly away. 

‘He saved my life. You were so lucky to have him as a father,’ another woman I’d never met told me tearfully at the graveside. ‘My father left when I was twelve. Mum and I never saw him again.’

‘Well ...,’ I began, and Mum nudged me into silence. 

That moment was not the time to tell this stranger my father hadn’t physically left, but he had never connected with me emotionally.

As a doctor, Dad spent all his working life looking after other people. He, Mum, and I shared a house, not our lives. My parents had separate bedrooms; something I accepted as a child, but as I grew older and ventured into the homes of friends, I came to realise the relationship my parents shared differed a great deal from those of my friends.

Dad came and went like a well-kept border. His clothes were washed, ironed, and put away in his cupboard. Meals of his choice were prepared and kept warm for him. He came home, ate alone, slept alone, and would go out into the world to do whatever he wanted – alone. He barely spoke to either Mum or me. We lived our lives together without him.

What I mostly remembered from his funeral; was how numb I felt. Yet at the same time, I recognised that deep inside, a part of me wanted to scream at these strangers and tell them that the man they admired so much, was not the man I knew.

In contrast, Mum’s funeral consisted of myself and a few of our friends. She died after a short skirmish with a cancer so advanced it defeated her before she even had a chance to fight.

Robert came to the funeral, he hugged me and for a brief moment I clung to him, then broke contact and turned away. I shrugged off the hold he had on my arm as I turned, and felt him step back, which told me he knew that there was not an ‘us’ anymore. His selfish refusal to help my mother when she needed it the most had been the turning point, and the end of our six-year relationship. 

At one time, we tried having children together, when I failed to fall pregnant, as if in a secret, shared relief, neither of us pursued the reason for our apparent infertility. Yet I stayed with him. In hindsight, I realised I wanted the connection to another person more than I wanted to be true to what I knew and who I was.

That was until Mum became ill and needed constant care. 

‘Allow the professionals to look after her,’ he had urged.

‘Don’t be so insulting, I am a professional, Robert.’ I told him coldly.

Robert held me by the arms, rubbing his hands up and down as if to soothe me. 

‘I know that honey. I’m sure you’re a wonderful nurse to other people. It will be different with your mother, more emotional. If Vera is in a palliative care unit, she’ll have around the clock care, and it won’t drain you. You can visit her as much as you want. Not only that, think of how it will affect our lives. You will be at her beck and call twenty-four hours a day, there will be no time for us.’

I stepped back, pulling away from him and his selfishness. 

‘And if it were me?’ I demanded. ‘Would you put me into care, or would you look after me?’

Robert fell silent, his too handsome face and cool blue eyes told me he was searching for an answer that would reassure me - and came up with zilch. 

He took a deep breath, opened his mouth, and closed it again. ‘Sandy, please,’ he pleaded softly.

‘Goodbye Robert,’ I told him.

CHAPTER FOUR

The shock of discovering I’d inherited a house and land from a grandmother who I never knew existed, had subsided. However, it still bothered me that she’d been alive until a year ago. I doubted that I would ever understand why Mum lied to me about her mother being dead. 

If she’d told me the truth, maybe I wouldn’t have been deep in the bush of Far North Queensland, standing in the middle of a dirt road, perusing a map that I’d studied numerous times over the past couple of hours. 

‘Sandy, my girl,’ I muttered, ‘I think that solicitor has sent you on a wild goose chase.’

Wiping my hot, damp face on my sleeve, I pulled at my shirt where sweat had stuck it uncomfortably to my body.

Frustrated and doing my best not to scream, I’d stopped the car, grabbed the map and a bottle of water, and stepped out into a heat that covered me like a heavy wet blanket. Towering eucalypts provided thin shade. I retrieved my hat from the passenger seat and plonked it on my head. 

Summer’s heat dragged at my already depleted energy levels. I’d spent a sleepless night replaying, over and over in my head, the conversations I’d had with the Milledge’s and Harriet Gould. The things that I sensed were not said bothered me the most. 

The grit of tiredness lingered in my eyes. Annoying clouds of tiny, black, sticky bush flies bombarded me in an effort to attach themselves to my face. My arm acted like a metronome as I constantly waved them away. 

Taking a swig from the water bottle, I glanced around the countryside. From the new shoots of green grass losing their battle with the prevailing heat, it appeared that rain had fallen recently. The parched land had drunk its fill and returned the earth to dust.

The mournful cry of the black cockatoo sounded above my head. I lifted my gaze and watched the flocks’ graceful flight. For a moment, peace settled over me, until I turned my attention back to the map and the track meandering through the trees.

Did Harriet Gould give me the wrong bloody map on purpose? The thought wandered into my mind, and I pushed it away.

I turned the map upside down, but it still didn’t make any sense. 

Blasted maps why are they so hard to read?  

Because you can’t read maps. Said a small voice somewhere deep in the back of my head, which I immediately ignored. 

Irritation had me grinding my teeth and blowing air through my nose. I resisted the urge to crumple the piece of paper and throw it as far away as I possibly could.

She must have given me the wrong map!

There’s no reasonable explanation why she would do that.

Now I was arguing with myself. Great!

Letting the hand that held the map fall to my side; I stared, first one way and then the other, down the narrow dusty road I’d followed backwards and forwards since early morning. The trail (it was a bit of a stretch to call it a road), snaked through the bush leading to several isolated properties in the area - none of which were my grandmother’s house.

According to the map, the dirt road I was on was a thoroughfare that eventually connected to the Bruce Highway. It also showed the road to the property as plainly marked. In reality, there were numerous bush tracks leading to heaven knew where.

A signpost, clearly indicated on the map, showed the marker as being four kilometres from my grandmother’s house. I had discovered the broken sign hiding amongst a tall shrub, and four kilometres from that point was nothing but bush. 

Since leaving the main road over two hours ago, I hadn’t seen another soul. There were a few buildings set a long way back from the gateways I drove past, though it was difficult to determine if they were houses, sheds, or ruins.

Once more, I thought, studying the map, and then I’m going back to the motel. I’m sick of driving around aimlessly.

‘Looking for something, girlie?’

I yelped in fright and swung towards the voice. An elderly man stood a couple of metres away. 

Where had he come from? And so silently?

I glared at him to cover my alarm at his sudden and soundless appearance. 

‘You frightened me,’ I accused.

He didn’t reply. We studied each other without speaking. Thin tufts of grey-flecked brown hair were sticking out from under a felt hat. He wore baggy cotton trousers, and a rough work shirt hung loosely on his wiry frame. Calm brown eyes met mine, and the wild beating of my heart steadied. 

I waited a moment longer for him to speak.

He held his unnerving silence, so indicating the map, I showed him the road to my grandmother’s house.

He gave me a sharp look. ‘Ah, you’d be looking for Violet’s Place,’ he said. ‘It’s about time someone came to look after things. The house has gone to ruin since the old lady died.’

It was on the tip of my tongue to tell him my grandmother’s name was Vivienne, when he waved his arm in the direction I had come.

‘Go back and turn left at the next dirt road, the tree beside it is marked with a circle. Follow that track for a couple of miles, (not kilometres I noted) until you come to a gate. You’ll be able to the see the house from there.’

He paused, ‘Though you might be better off going back to where you came from, girlie.’

A frisson of alarm speared through me, was he warning or threatening me? And calling me girlie was just plain bloody annoying.

‘I’m hardly a girl ....’ The retort died on my lips when the old man turned and walked away. 

I took another swig of water and watched as he strolled up the road, where puffs of dirt marked his passing.

Back in my car, I looked into the rear vision mirror and caught a final glimpse of him before he disappeared from view.

Grumpy old sod. Probably an old loner who doesn’t like the thought of having a neighbour, which I supposed I could be, if the house wasn’t a ruin. Please God, don’t let him be right. I don’t want to have come all this way for nothing, and it would be so nice to have my own home again.
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