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‘Imagine,’ Kim said. ‘I could be a movie star!’ 
‘When you’re famous,’ I said, sighing, ‘remember the little people.’ 
We were sitting out the front of Sandy’s Diner in Cape Carson. It was early morning, and Kim had already been for a five-kilometre run. I thought exercise was important, but not so important enough that I had to do anything about it. I’d stayed in bed until a decent hour before making my way down with my beagle, Trixie, to join her for coffee. 
‘Maybe you could get a role too,’ Kim said. 
This time I laughed. ‘Kim,’ I said. ‘All I said was that a film company was coming to Cape Carson to make a movie. Other than that, I know nothing! There might not be any roles for anyone.’ 
‘But Rosie—’
I held up a hand. ‘Don’t forget, I was an entertainment reporter for years,’ I said. ‘And yes, there are often bit parts, especially when the budget is low. But I know nothing about this film. I don’t know who’s in it. I don’t know the story. It could be about anything.’
‘Still…’ Kim said wistfully. ‘It’s always been on my bucket list to appear in a movie. It would be so exciting.’
I shrugged. ‘It’s no big deal.’
Kim stared at me. ‘Hang on,’ she said. ‘Are you saying…you’re not saying you’ve been in a film? What movie?’ 
‘Time Rescue,’ I said. ‘A sci-fi film. It takes place in the future when the world has been taken over by zombies. I was zombie number 34.’
‘Wow,’ Kim said. I may as well have told her I was the lead in Sunset Boulevard. ‘Was it a speaking part?’
‘Only if you count grunts and drooling as speaking. I was in the background. Considering it took them all day to film my scene, they could have used a mannequin instead, and it would have worked as well.’  
‘Adrian would be impressed if I were in a film,’ Kim said. 
Adrian Whiteway was Kim’s new boyfriend, and I couldn’t be happier. He was a lovely guy, good-looking and interesting. He managed an aged care facility in Cape Carson. As the year slid slowly into summer, Kim and Adrian had seen more of each other. I was missing my friend—we’d been spending less time together—but if she was happy, I was too. 
‘Adrian likes you whether you’re a star or not,’ I said. 
‘Maybe. But just imagine—Kim Chen: movie star!’ 
I gazed out across the sparkling bay. Summer had brought the heat with it, and humidity had produced storms. The good weather days, however, were glorious. The sun rose early, and the skies were a solid sheet of ultramarine blue. Twilight was longer, too, with the days lingering till nine o’clock. When night finally settled, the stars would break out like tiny embers in a fireplace. 
I sighed happily. Although our little town of Cape Carson wasn’t the centre of the universe, it was close enough for us. Our town on the southern coast of Victoria was as close to paradise as we were likely to get. 
Sure, I thought. We get a few murders, but murders happen everywhere. 
I considered. Actually, we got more than our fair share of murders. Good thing Kim and I were around. Although we were physically different—she was short and I was tall, and she had a strange love of horror and anything ghostly—we were best friends. Together, we’d managed to solve more than a few baffling mysteries along the way. 
Trixie whined and cocked her head. Sometimes, I was sure she could read my mind. 
I stroked her back. Yes, I thought. And we couldn’t do it without you, girl. And the local cops. 
At that moment, a big muscly man came down the road towards us. Todd Parker, sergeant of the local Cape Carson Police Department, gave us a small wave. He was so large that he barely fit into his police uniform. Although the bad guys may have found him intimidating, I knew he was as gentle as a lamb. And a potential love-interest, though nothing had eventuated as yet. 
‘Ladies,’ he greeted us. ‘Mind if I join you?’
We pointed him to a seat. Sandy Clementine, the blond-haired owner of the diner, came out, took his order, and disappeared inside. 
‘You’re out early,’ I commented. ‘Problems?’
‘No more than usual,’ Todd sighed, running his hand through his short black hair. ‘We’ve got a few people on holiday, so I got called in to help deal with an early morning disagreement between two neighbours.’
‘That doesn’t sound too serious.’
‘Except it turned into a full-scale fight with one guy hitting the other with a rake.’ He rolled his eyes. ‘Makes you wish people could at least do us the courtesy of brawling during regular working hours.’
Sandy came out with Todd’s coffee and scooted away. 
‘It’s most inconsiderate of them,’ I agreed. ‘You got much else on for the day?’
‘I hope not. If cops can have holidays, why can’t the crims?’
Kim leaned forward. ‘Have you heard about the movie?’
‘Cat Burglar?’ 
‘Is that what it’s called?’ I asked. 
Todd took a long sip of his black coffee. ‘Can you girls keep a secret?’ 
‘What a silly question!’ I said. ‘We have impeccable morals!’ 
‘Really?’ Todd pulled a face. ‘Do I need to mention how many times you’ve broken the law? And you seem to stumble across dead bodies at an alarming rate?’
‘People keep leaving them about,’ Kim said. 
‘We can’t help if we fall over them,’ I agreed. ‘Killers should tidy up after themselves.’
‘Anyway,’ Todd continued, ‘the name of the movie is Cat Burglar, and I’ve already received a threatening message about the movie.’
‘Really, Todd?’ My journalistic senses began to tingle. ‘Threatening what?’
‘That it shouldn’t go ahead. Whoever sent it said they’d do everything possible to close down production.’
‘It’s hard to imagine that anyone would be against the idea.’ The movie would bring badly needed money into the area and put Cape Carson on the map. ‘They didn’t say why they hated the film?’
‘No, and they didn’t identify themselves either.’
‘If they had,’ Kim said, ‘it might have made life much easier.’ She glanced at her watch. ‘I’d better get moving. We’ve got a girl away on holiday this week too.’
Kim was in charge of the local library. She said goodbye and left as I went inside to pay. By the time I returned, Todd was already on the footpath, staring wistfully at the bay. I collected Trixie and joined him. 
‘It’s a nice day out there,’ I said. 
Todd nodded without speaking. 
‘Okay,’ I said. ‘What is it?’
‘Huh?’
‘I can tell when you’ve got something on your mind.’
The big man shrugged. Sometimes, for someone so large, he looked incredibly boyish, and that’s how he looked now. 
‘It’s this movie,’ he said, his mouth turning down. ‘The director is Laura Gleep.’
‘Oh, yes,’ I said. ‘I know her.’
‘Really?’
Now it was my turn to eye-roll. ‘Try not to look so amazed. I did have a life before Cape Carson.’ I looked at him closer. ‘Wait a minute. You were a child actor. You didn’t work with Laura…’
He nodded. ‘I’m afraid so,’ he said. ‘She directed a season of Rusty Jones.’
Several years of Todd’s childhood had been taken up with him starring in The Rusty Jones Mysteries. Those days were not happy memories for Todd. His father had pushed his career, and kids at school had bullied him. His time in the mystery series had led to Todd becoming both a cop and a bodybuilder. 
‘And I suppose she’ll remember you,’ I said. 
‘Yes.’ Todd looked glum. ‘I hate being reminded of all that stuff.’
‘It can’t have been all bad.’
‘No, but sometimes the past is best left behind.’ 
Although I wanted to get to work early, there were times when friends took precedence. ‘Feel like a walk?’ I suggested. ‘I’ve got time to kill.’
He glanced at his watch. ‘Why not? It’s a nice day.’
We headed down to the beach and followed the coastal path up to the lighthouse. Here, we lingered under the monolith and stared out at the ocean. Despite summer having only just begun, the media was already full of stories about Christmas. Unlike the Northern hemisphere, Christmas in Australia took place in the middle of summer. Christmas Day could be one of the hottest days of the year. 
‘Do you know what’s happening with the Unicorn Bookstore?’ I asked. The bookshop had closed recently and was in want of a new owner.
‘Only that it might be reopening soon.’
‘Really?’ My interest was piqued. ‘Feel like taking a look?’ 
He agreed, and we headed up to Third Avenue, where the old Georgian-style building sat. It had been one of the busiest places in town until recently. Now it sat vacant and unloved. I stared closer. The real estate sign across the front now had a SOLD sticker plastered across it. 
‘Ah-ha,’ I said. ‘You were right. So it could be reopening soon.’
‘It wasn’t listed with your daughter Amanda?’ Todd asked. 
Amanda and her husband, Tom Healy, owned one of the town’s most successful real estate businesses. ‘No. It was with Carson Realty.’ That was their chief competition. ‘Hope it stays as a bookshop.’ 
Todd’s phone buzzed, and he glanced at it. ‘I’d better get going,’ he said. ‘Duty calls.’ He smiled. ‘Thanks for the walk.’
‘No worries. Any time.’
Wishing him a good day, Trixie and I watched as he headed off. I turned my attention back to the old building. 
Hmm, I thought. Who could be the new owner?
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‘I have arrived!’ I announced loudly. 
‘So I noticed,’ Doris Glow said. The Cape Carson Gazette’s receptionist glanced up from her desk. She peered more closely at me. ‘And you’ve got bacon and eggs on your shirt.’
‘Oh bother!’ 
She was right. 
I was a woman of many skills, with clumsiness being one of them. After returning home, my grandmother—Nan to everyone—had quickly thrown together some breakfast. It looked like I’d just as quickly tossed some onto my shirt and not noticed before leaving the house. As I dabbed it off with a tissue, the editor of the Gazette, Harry Blackshore, yelled out to me. 
‘Rosie!’ he said. ‘Are you busy?’ 
‘Only cleaning my shirt.’
‘That’s a waste of time. Everyone knows you’re not housetrained.’
I leaned into his office. ‘Okay, Mister Smarty-Pants,’ I groaned. ‘What’s up?’
‘That’s what I like to hear. A tone of reverence for your boss. Grab a seat.’
I sat. 
‘You know Alex Carlyle?’ Harry asked. 
‘Unfortunately—yes.’
The millionaire was a notorious recluse living in one of Victoria’s only castles. Carlyle Castle—as he modestly christened it—was located about fifty kilometres north of Cape Carson. Although I’d seen photos of it, I’d never visited the property. One reason was that I’d never been invited. The other was that Alex Carlyle was known as one of the nastiest people to ever walk the earth. 
I continued. ‘You’re not about to give me some good news?’ I said. ‘That Alex Carlyle is dead? Because if you are…’
‘No such luck,’ Harry said, laughing. ‘Yes, I know he’s a cantankerous old man. I don’t know anyone who’s ever had anything good to say about him. But something’s come up that I think you’ll be interested in. And besides,’ he paused, ‘Alex has asked for you.’
I stared at him blankly. ‘Alex Carlyle has asked for me?’ I said. ‘You mean…what do you mean? Harry, I once had a run-in with that horrible old buzzard. Alex tried to pull into a parking spot as I tried to reverse into it. He was driving that huge grey Mercedes of his. I narrowly avoided crashing into him. I jumped out yelling, and so did he.’ 
I thought back to the incident. 
He’d called me a terrible driver and my Flame Red 2005 Jeep Wrangler Unlimited Rubicon a pile of junk. I’d given as good as he’d given, though. In the end, a passer-by intervened, and I’d reluctantly surrendered the parking spot to him. I hadn’t forgotten the incident, and he hadn’t either. Three days after the disagreement, a parcel arrived at the office for me. Opening it with some trepidation, a glitter bomb had exploded, showering me with tiny tinsel that had taken a week to get out of my hair. While I usually would have appreciated the humour of such a thing, I also discovered a tiny model of a red Jeep Wrangler—crushed—at the bottom of the parcel. There was no note. Nothing. No indication as to the sender. 
Except, I knew exactly who it was from: Alex Carlyle. It was a practical joke laced with a dose of nastiness. 
‘Why does he want to see me?’ I now asked Harry. ‘If he wants a fight—’
‘He’s donating ten million dollars to the hospital.’
‘Huh?’ 
‘You heard me. Alex Carlyle is donating ten million to Cape Carson hospital. It’s to help build the new children’s ward.’
That made no sense. Not that people wouldn’t want to help a hospital. That made sense. What didn’t make sense was that Alex Carlyle would do so. He was renowned for being as ruthless in his private dealings as in his business relationships. No one had anything good to say about him. The best that could be said was that he was successful. Hated but successful. 
Which was why a donation to the local hospital made no sense. I’d never heard of him donating money to anything or anyone. His whole life had been money, money, money, and gathering it all for himself. 
‘And what does he want?’ I asked.
Harry raised an eyebrow. ‘What do you mean?’
‘He does nothing for anyone. Seriously, Alex Carlyle is a terrible person. Why is he suddenly donating a huge sum to our local hospital?’
‘I have no idea, and it’s your job to find out.’ 
‘He rang you?’
‘His butler rang me.’
Butler?
I groaned internally. Well, I suppose people in Alex Carlyle’s position had butlers. 
‘Alex has specifically invited you to his castle this weekend,’ Harry continued. ‘He’s holding a family gathering and would like you there.’
‘So he can mock me in front of everyone or…’
‘He wants you to write the story.’
‘I see.’ Mostly I was prepared to bend to Harry’s wishes, but not this time. I had no desire to be in the firing line of Alex Carlyle’s taunts. And holed up in his huge castle surrounded by his family sounded like a great way to make an utter fool of myself. ‘Thanks,’ I told Harry. ‘But—no thanks.’
‘If you refuse, he won’t donate the money to the hospital.’
‘What?’
‘It’s true.’ Harry shrugged. ‘I know it’s crazy. But that’s what the butler—Elliot Tyson—told me. No Rosie: no money.’
‘That’s insane!’ I snapped. ‘How crazy is that old buzzard?’
‘Pretty crazy,’ Harry agreed, sighing. ‘Rosie, it’s up to you. It’s your call. You can say no if you want.’ 
You can say no if you want.
Yes, I could say no, and that’s what I wanted to do. I’d never had much time for nasty people. But I had ten million reasons to say yes. The real question was—why did he want me there? Why me, of all people? To mock me? To make a point? Or was he so enamoured with my reporting skills that he truly believed I was the best person to write about his donation? 
Regardless, there could really only be one answer. 
‘Okay,’ I said reluctantly. ‘I’ll do it.’






  
  3

I spent the next few hours finishing up stories I’d been working on for the last few days. These included yet another development proposal from local businessman Giuseppe Costa to redevelop West beach. He was another local businessman with whom I’d had more than a few run-ins. The council, thank goodness, had declined his development application, and I hoped it would never go ahead. 
Heading up the road for lunch, I took Trixie with me and ended up back at Sandy’s Diner. After polishing off a burger, chips, and a soft drink, Sandy somehow talked me into an additional slice of apple and walnut cake. 
‘It’s low fat,’ Sandy told me, somehow keeping a straight face. 
‘So’s water,’ I told her. ‘All right. One slice—but make it small.’
‘Aye, aye, Captain.’
She disappeared inside while I pulled out my phone and brought up some information about Alex Carlyle. Sandy brought out my meal, and I ate slowly while reading my phone. Half an hour later, I’d finished my lunch and knew more about Alex Carlyle than I’d ever known before. Still, the more I learned, the less I felt I knew. There was a mystery about the man. If I hadn’t had my run-in with him over that parking space, I would have eventually sought him out for an interview. 
His father—Craig Carlyle—had migrated to Australia from Scotland with only the clothes on his back. He’d worked in a grocery store. His other talent was that he knew how to work—and wasn’t afraid to do so. Working seven days a week, Craig had immediately gone about starting a grocery store in the heart of Melbourne. One shop had led to another, and before long, the man had built an empire under the name of Carlyle Groceries. 
This was the world in which Alex Caryle had grown up. His father had taught him everything he knew until fate struck a cruel blow. One day, while changing a light bulb over a high set of stairs, the old man fell and died from a fractured skull. Alex’s mother died soon after from cancer. 
Alex Carlyle had inherited everything, including his father’s work ethic. Working seven days a week, the empire had grown. Along the way, Alex had somehow found the time to meet a woman, marry and sire three children. From all reports, however, it sounded like his relationship with his children had been problematic. 
The media was full of stories about all three children suffering failed businesses and facing numerous financial issues. 
Carlyle Groceries had eventually become one of Australia’s most successful chain of small grocery stores. A game-changer for the firm had been an inventory system that automatically reordered stock. The inventory system—Wishart—had been on-sold to other companies, including an independent chain in the UK and another in America. This had brought in countless millions for the company. 
All this success had not brought happiness for Alex Carlyle. His wife had died during a botched home invasion while Alex was away on business. Over the years, a series of heart attacks forced the old man into early retirement. This was when he turned his attention to the construction of Carlyle Castle. 
Alex Carlyle had become notoriously reclusive, although he wasn’t a shut-in. He wasn’t afraid to go out and—as was my experience—yell at the locals. Alex simply preferred to stay in the castle like a king looking out over his royal subjects. 
Mind you, none of us thought of him as his subjects. Most of us even considered a castle in the Australian countryside vaguely ridiculous. Castles were fine in the United Kingdom or Europe, but here—
‘Hey Rosie.’
I glanced up to see my ex-husband George approaching with Amanda. George was looking good these days, better than he had in years. For some time, he’d been unhealthy and turning to fat. Now a lot of that fat had been worn away since he’d started dating a woman named Sadie Brielle. George pushed back his short brown hair and smiled as he sat down. 
Amanda looked happy too. She was married and looked like me—tall with longish brown hair and eyes—although she wasn’t carrying ten kilos of middle-aged fat. 
‘Hello, you two,’ I said. 
‘You working, mum?’ Amanda asked as she sat. 
‘Doing some research for a story.’
‘Got a minute?’ George asked. 
‘Sure.’
I was worried. I didn’t often see Amanda out with her father, and this had all the elements of an ambush. Okay, I thought. What’s going on? Although Amanda looked relaxed, George’s face was a little pensive. 
‘What’s up?’ I asked. ‘Is everything okay?’
‘Everything’s fine,’ Amanda said. ‘Dad’s got some news.’
‘Really?’ I turned to him. ‘George?’
‘It’s nothing, really,’ George said, reddening. ‘Well, it is, I suppose. But it’s about Sadie. And me.’
‘Is she okay?’ And then I knew: it struck me like a tonne of bricks. ‘You’re getting married.’ 
‘Yes.’ George gave me an embarrassed smile. ‘We are.’
Married. 
‘Wow,’ I said. ‘That’s…amazing. Fantastic. Such good news. Sadie’s a lovely person. I’m…’ I was at a complete loss as to how to continue. ‘You’ll be very happy.’ 
George and Amanda continued to speak, and I somehow managed to ask if a date had been set for the wedding. It hadn’t, but I barely heard the answer. My heart was thudding hard, and I felt lightheaded. I glanced at my watch. 
‘Wow,’ I said. ‘I’d better go. I’ve got an interview happening.’
‘We’ll talk later?’ Amanda said. 
‘Sure. Fantastic.’
I went inside and paid up before collecting Trixie and giving them a wave. They both looked calm and happy, and somehow I managed to project the same demeanour. I headed for the office but kept going and reached Cut Rock Lookout a few minutes later. I was lucky, and no one was about. 
I burst into tears.  
The weirdest thing was that I wasn’t even sure why I was crying. It was like my body had been taken over by an outside force. As if gravity had suddenly flipped upside-down. After a few minutes, I took out my phone and rang Kim. She was my go-to person whenever catastrophe struck. Actually, she was my go-to person for pretty much anything. 
She listened sympathetically as I told her George’s news. 
‘So I’m sitting here at the lookout,’ I said. ‘And bawling my eyes out—and I don’t know why.’
‘It’s shock,’ she said. ‘And change can seem difficult. It’s the end of something. A permanent end.’
That’s one of the things I loved most about Kim. She somehow managed to simultaneously be the ditsiest person I’d ever known and also the smartest. 
‘But George and I haven’t been together for years,’ I pointed out. ‘I’m not in love with him. I mean, I love him, but not in love.’
‘I know what you mean. It’ll take time to process. It’s only in the movies where stuff gets settled from one scene to the next. In real life, it takes days and weeks, and sometimes years to come to terms with things.’
‘I suppose that’s true.’ I thought. ‘And like you say, change is hard.’
‘Hmm, I’m not saying change has to be hard. It’s all how we look at it. You’re not eighteen anymore. A lot of water’s passed under the bridge. You’ve moved on, and so has he. And at least Sadie’s a good person.’
‘Kim,’ I sighed. ‘How is it that you’re so smart?’
‘I’m a librarian. All librarians are smart.’
‘If you say so.’ I looked at my watch. ‘Look, I’ve really got to get going. I’m meeting with Laura Gleep about her movie.’
‘Oh! Great! Don’t forget about getting a role for me! It doesn’t need to be a speaking role. I’d be happy in the background. Not too much in the background—’
Warning Kim not to hold her breath, I thanked her and hung up. Soon, I was driving over to the old sports centre on Third Avenue. It was only a few hundred metres up the road from the Unicorn bookstore. The sports centre had been closed for years after the new place was built. Now the derelict building was a hive of activity, with vans parked out the front and people pouring in and out through the main door. 
‘Wow,’ I said to Trixie. ‘This production really has brought some business to Cape Carson.’ 
She gave a happy bark. 
We continued inside. The building had previously hosted basketball, netball, and indoor soccer games. The vast pavilion had been subdivided into various sets. At a glance, I could make out a faux living room, kitchen, and what appeared to be the interior of a warehouse. Through the wonders of filmmaking, I knew the director would insert some exterior shots and stitch them all together to make the film. People were everywhere, and I wondered if I’d even recognise Laura Gleep. Then I heard—
‘Rosie Ryan!’ 
The woman emerged from the crowd and strode towards me. It was like watching the parting of the waves. Laura was even taller than me and wore a flowing gossamer gown and bejewelled knit turban. 
‘Darling!’ she declared the word so loudly that it probably registered on the Richter scale. ‘Imagine finding you here! Hiding in this little corner of the world of all places!’
‘Laura.’ I tried to hide my irritation. I wasn’t hiding anywhere, and I didn’t appreciate anyone regarding Cape Carson as a little corner of anything. ‘It’s been a while.’
‘My goodness. A while. Let me see, was it at the Logie’s afterparty? It must have been. You remember when Danny Dunkle drank that bottle of champagne and collapsed on top of Gloria Swain? Tore her dress in two! My goodness! What a scene!’ 
It may have been quite a scene, but it wasn’t one I was privy to. Actually, I didn’t know Gloria Swain, and all I knew of Danny Dunkle was that he was currently serving time in prison for drunk driving. 
‘Ah, the parties…the parties,’ she continued, lost in the reverie of her own history. ‘And here we are now. Another movie. Another location. My goodness. The crazy world of filmmaking. It’s a fickle business.’ Her eyes narrowed on me. ‘What is it?’
With a growing sense of dismay, I recalled one of Laura’s least endearing traits. She had this annoying habit of saying something and then testing you on it to see if you were listening. 
‘Fickle?’ I repeated faintly. 
‘Fickle! That’s right! Fickle!’ She spat the words at me as if the uncertain world of filmmaking was completely my fault. ‘But you know who survives? Those that work. Those who seek opportunities and take them!’ She clenched her fist as if planning an invasion of Europe and not making a movie. ‘That’s what sets us apart, Rosie. We work. We strive. We take chances, and sometimes we have to accept less than the best.’ Upon saying this, she placed a firm hand on my shoulder. ‘We all have falls from grace.’
I got the impression she thought my move to Cape Carson was like landing in a garbage bin. ‘I’m very happy where I am,’ I said, gently shrugging off her hand. ‘This is a wonderful town—’
‘I’m sure it is. Finding a good coffee must be a trial—’
‘Actually, there’s plenty of good coffee—’
‘—but life isn’t all about coffee,’ she concluded. ‘There’s work, and that’s what matters.’
‘Yes. Well, anyway, tell me
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