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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      The Cook, the Ghost, and her Sister is set in Australia in an Outback town known as Charters Towers or 'the Towers' as Queenslanders refer to it. Over the years, I’ve visited Charters Towers many times. It started as a gold mining town in 1872. For the setting of the story, I've borrowed some of my own family history.

       

      One line of my family came to Australia from Jersey in the Channel Islands, sailing on the Golden City. Francois Hodel and his family went to Townsville and helped establish it. His children spread out over Queensland and Elizabeth, one of his daughters, married Edmund Harris Thornburgh-Plant who became the wealthiest gold miner in Charters Towers. He built a huge house that was known as Thornburgh House and later became Thornburgh College, now Blackheath & Thornburgh College.  This is the house that inspired the setting for my story.

      

      This book is written in Australian English.

      

      All of the illustrations, paintings and photos are mine.
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      The smell of baking filled the house and drifted outside to the servants’ quarters where Mabel gazed at her wedding dress. Her mother, Flo had been the cook at Hatton House for as long as Mabel could remember, and she’d insisted she would cook for Mabel’s wedding. The wedding cake had been baked a week ago and now Flo was cooking chickens and baked vegetables, baked ham and roast beef for the wedding breakfast. Then for dessert—Mabel called it pudding—there were trifles and jellies, baked custards, blancmanges, and lemon flummeries.

      Mrs Mary Hatton insisted no expense be spared, out of kindness to Mabel’s mother, and grandmother who had been a cook at Hatton House too, since 1872 when the Le Gerseul family had first arrived in Charters Towers from Jersey, which Mabel knew was an island close to England and France. Mrs Hatton had also ensured Mabel had learned to read and write and add up to one hundred.

      Mabel knew her mother would be sweltering in the hot kitchen, because even without the wood fired ovens going, the day was already one hundred and one degrees Fahrenheit. The summer heat was oppressive. Mabel wondered if they should have married in winter. There were only two seasons—hot and hotter, wet and dry. Mabel was born into it, but her grandmother said that the le Gerseul family had trouble adapting.

      Her bridesmaid, one of the maids at the house, dug her in the ribs.

      ‘What are you thinking of just staring at your wedding dress? Thinking about when you take it off tonight.’ Hattie giggled.

      Mabel giggled too. ‘I’m going to see how Mother’s going. She was up at five o’clock. She must be tired.’

      ‘I’m staying here. I’ll get roped into work,’ Hattie declared. ‘Where’s your Tommy? Not getting drunk, I hope.’

      ‘He’s with his mates but he said he wouldn’t drink before the wedding.’

      Hattie laughed. ‘Oh yeah. Pull the other one.’
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        * * *

      

       

      The day flew by. Mabel felt so special to be given a wonderful wedding by Mrs Mary, who strictly speaking had married Mr Anthony Cambridge, but everyone still called her Mrs Mary or Mrs Hatton.

      After the church ceremony, they returned to a marquee set up for shade, with the food and drinks laid out on wooden trestle tables covered with white linen tablecloths and bowls of flowers, mainly roses. A quartet of musicians played—not exactly the type of music Mabel would have liked. They could have had a right old knees-up if the reception had been at the pub, but Mrs Hatton wanted to do this for them, and Mabel didn’t have the heart to refuse. Her mother felt so honoured.

      By the time they’d danced and drunk the night away, Mabel and her Tommy could hardly walk the stairs. This was another honour Mrs Mary had insisted on. She wanted them to have their wedding night in the main house as a treat. Again, Mabel would have been just as happy in her room in the servants’ wing, but Mabel agreed for her mother’s sake. Mabel wanted to make her happy.

      ‘Oh, look at that bed,’ Tommy said when they opened the bedroom door.

      ‘I’d rather not be here,’ Mabel said.

      ‘Don’t be silly, love.’ Tommy threw himself down onto the mattress. ‘This feels too soft. How does anyone sleep in a bed like this?’ Then Tommy laughed. ‘Just as well we won’t be sleeping.’

      Mabel giggled.

      ‘Get over here, girl!’

      Mabel ran forward, jumping onto the bed. Tommy began removing his clothes.

      ‘Get out of that lot, Mabel,’ he said.

      Mabel obliged, but in the morning she couldn’t even remember if Tommy had done the deed or not. They’d both been too drunk. Her mother wasn’t the happiest about that.

      As her eyelids flickered in response to the morning light, her head felt too heavy to lift from the pillow. After ten minutes, or was it thirty or ninety minutes, Mabel sat up, tentatively put her feet onto the floor and stood up. Tommy was out to it, snoring his head off. Mabel stumbled over to the dressing table and flopped down onto the seat.

      Her scream brought Tommy to his feet in one movement.

      ‘What is it, love? You in pain?’

      Mabel felt the blood drain from her face. Her heart thumped wildly as she pointed to the dressing table mirror.

      On it three words were written in red—paint? blood? Mabel didn’t know. She could only stare at them.

      She killed me!

      Mabel scrambled to her feet. ‘I’m getting out of here!’

      That was the first time those three words had been written on a mirror in Hatton House. It wasn’t the last.
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      Danielle Roberts stared at her mobile phone after the call ended. It wasn’t every day a solicitor called to advise she’d inherited a house and everything that went with it, even some money. Dani shook her head. It was probably a scam. All calls like that were scams these days, even though the solicitor sounded genuine.

      The time on her phone stated it was just after 8am. Her baking was done, and she was ready to open her café at 9am. Sasha, Dani’s friend and employee, was getting the tables ready. Dani opened Safari on her phone and did a search for the solicitor. Luckily she’d jotted down his name. John Fleet of Fleet, Markham and Fleet Solicitors, Walker Street in Townsville. She put in the number. It answered after only thirty seconds.

      ‘I’d like to speak to John Fleet, please,’ Dani said. ‘It’s Danielle Roberts.’

      A few seconds later, a male voice said, ‘Did I overlook something?’

      Dani chuckled, feeling foolish now. ‘No, I… well I thought you might have been a scammer.’

      John Fleet joined her laughter. ‘I haven’t been accused of that one before.’

      ‘I’m so sorry.’

      ‘Don’t be. It’s always best to check on these things.’

      ‘I won’t keep you, but I’ll let you know when I can get away. I’ll have to find someone to look after my café.’

      ‘What are you laughing at?’ Sasha asked, when Dani finished the call.

      ‘Someone just told me I’ve inherited a house.’

      ‘Oh yeah. I had a call like that last week, but I knew the guy was a scammer all right.’

      Dani went back to the kitchen and cast her gaze over the delicacies she’d baked that morning. Starting at 3.30am to get all the baking done wasn’t easy, even though she was used to it now. She had her dream job—owning her own café. It’s what she’d always wanted. Baking and singing. She grew up believing she wanted to go to the Con—the Queensland Conservatorium of Music. She’d wanted to be an opera singer, but instead became a pastry chef.

      Now, looking through the café’s glass windows, over the Redcliffe Esplanade and across the bay, she felt happy with her life. There had been tragic times. Her parents dying in a car accident in Italy had left her devastated. She hadn’t been lucky in love… but she wouldn’t go there! Now, at this moment in time, her life was in order, and she was happy. She had her café and Bellatrix. The name had no reference to Bellatrix in the Harry Potter books. Bellatrix was Latin for ‘female warrior’, and that’s what her motorcycle was—a warrior. Dani didn’t need anything else.

      Certainly not a house in Charters Towers, a town west of Townsville, virtually in the Outback. She loved the ocean and the cool sea breezes. Not the heat of a place like Charters Towers. She’d told John Fleet she’d travel north to Townville to see him about the legalities and then go onto Charters Towers, she guessed, to see Hatton House. She could have signed papers here in Redcliffe if they’d been sent to her solicitor, but she supposed she should visit the house. For one thing, she had to decide what she’d do with it. The solicitor said it was a boarding house now.

      It took Dani a week to get someone to help Sasha. She asked Suzy, who’d studied for her pastry chef diploma at the same time as Dani and Sasha. The only reason Dani owned a café at her age was due to the inheritance she received after her parents’ deaths.

      ‘You’re not seriously going to ride all the way to Townsville? What is it? Twenty hours or more on the road?’ Sasha said the day before Dani was due to leave. ‘You could still fly. Get online. There might be tickets left.’

      ‘Close to twenty hours,’ Dani replied. ‘I’d rather have Bellatrix with me.’

      ‘You and that motorbike!’ Sasha rolled her eyes.

      ‘I couldn’t go without her.’ Dani smiled.

      ‘Do you think you’ll only be gone a week?’

      ‘I hope so. Unless the legalities are more complicated than I think. Anyway, you’ll have Suzy.’

      ‘Yes, and I’m thankful for that,’ Sasha said.

      They hugged after Dani locked the café for the day. ‘Now, you have the spare keys. You know all the delivery dates.’

      ‘I should do given I’ve been working here for five years.’

      ‘Sorry, Sash, I guess I’m nervous about going. I’m not sure what to expect.’

      Dani left at five the following morning. She didn’t take a great deal with her—only what she could pack in the side panniers and her backpack. She patted Bellatrix, saying, ‘Right, girl, let’s go.’

      She stopped at Childers for lunch and then made Rockhampton, or Rocky as most Queenslanders called it, eight hours after she’d left home. She thought of riding further but only for three seconds. It had been a long day.

      The following day was a nine-hour ride to reach Townsville. She had booked a room at the Ville, Townsville’s casino hotel, not that Dani cared about gambling, but it afforded a stunning view across the waters to Magnetic Island, or Maggie Island as locals called it. After a shower and feeling partly human again, Dani stood on her balcony and drank in the view. With vivid magenta bougainvillea close to her on the balcony, she gazed across to Magnetic Island. She ordered room service and had an early night, but not before thinking over her appointment tomorrow with John Fleet. He still hadn’t fully explained how she came to inherit a house and land.

      After having breakfast, Dani put on the only dress she’d brought with her—a mid-length blue dress with a tiered skirt. She wore a lot of blue, which matched her eyes and suited her black hair and fair skin. She’d managed not to get too suntanned over the twenty-seven years of her life.

      She caught a taxi to the solicitor’s office in Walker Street, where a pleasant young woman showed her into John Fleet’s air-conditioned office. He was a middle-aged, friendly man who wore a suit, despite Townsville’s heat, even though it was winter at present—something easy to forget in this tropical climate. Dani was confused only ten minutes into the appointment and she wasn’t stupid.

      ‘So, this Hatton House belonged to my ancestors in the late 1800s?’

      ‘That’s correct,’ John Fleet said. ‘It took a bit to track you down. You’re a descendent of Mary Hatton. Mary and her family stayed on at Charters Towers, while her sister Aimee left after her wedding. Actually, Aimee was two years older than Mary but apparently no one of Aimee’s line ever returned to the Towers. Our legal firm handled Aimee’s estate in absentia. Her last descendant was your Aunt Judith. When Judy died last year, she didn’t leave any heirs.’

      ‘Really? An entire line died out,’ Dani said. ‘How sad.’

      ‘We went back to Mary’s line. Your Great-Grandmother Elizabeth had moved away, and the house became a boarding house in 1946.’

      ‘So long ago?’ Dani asked.

      ‘We found that your grandmother and your parents had all passed away—my condolences, especially on your parents’ accident.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Dani murmured. ‘It was a shock.’ One she hadn’t recovered from as yet. ‘Then you found me.’

      ‘We did indeed,’ the solicitor said.

      ‘Amazing and sad to think that I’m the sole remaining descendent.’

      ‘You’d be surprised by how often this happens,’ John Fleet said.

      ‘Aimee is an unusual name,’ Dani said.

      ‘In some of the paperwork we have for you, it shows that Eloise and Emily le Gerseul came out to Australia with their father from Jersey.’

      ‘Jersey? The Channel Islands?’

      ‘Yes, that’s right. Emily was Aimee and Mary’s mother. Eloise didn’t have any children. She died young, I believe.’

      ‘Wow,’ Dani said.

      ‘I’ll give you copies of all we discovered. You’ll have some reading to get through,’ John Fleet said.

      ‘Yes, indeed.’

      ‘As I said, the house is a boarding house, but you can do with it what you like.’

      ‘I wouldn’t want to turn people out of their home,’ Dani said.

      ‘If you want to sell it, a new owner might do just that.’

      ‘I guess so.’ Dani hadn’t thought of that. In fact, until she got her head around all the paperwork, she didn’t know what to think about it all.

      ‘Are you still happy to go to the Towers on your own?’

      ‘Yes, of course.’ Dani suspected that the Towers was another local way of saying Charters Towers. She’d heard that Mt Isa was the same—known as the Isa. It was even further outback than the Towers. She gave a rueful smile. Saying the local idiom didn’t make her a local.

      After another half hour with the solicitor, Dani thanked him and left. She caught a taxi back to the Ville for lunch and then donned her motorbike gear and went for a ride.

      The Strand, the main beachfront, was beautiful with its long stretch of golden sand. Dani rode from the Ville down to the Rock Pool, a closed-in saltwater swimming pool. Some locals told her not to swim in the ocean because of sharks and jellyfish—not that she intended swimming. All this with a view of Magnetic Island, which wasn’t far off the coast. She saw some magnificent Banyan Fig trees, their wide canopies supported by air-roots hanging down. These eventually became imbedded in the ground, providing the trees with new root systems and more stability. Castle Hill stood close to the beachfront suburbs and the city, effectually dividing the western suburbs and the seafront.

      The following morning, Dani checked out of the Ville, disappointed she couldn’t stay longer. She felt reluctant to leave the beautiful seafront behind.

      The ride along the Flinders Highway to Charters Towers only took just over an hour and a half but it was a world away from Townsville on the coast. As she passed places such as Woodstock, Reid River, Calcium and Mingela, the land became dry and barren. Most of the country bordering the highway was part of large cattle stations. Not long after she crossed the Burdekin River, she rode into Charters Towers.

      The town itself was greener as she rode into Gill Street, which was the main street. Dani soon found a McDonalds, a Woolworths supermarket, a pharmacy and a newsagent, a hardware store, along with several restaurants and a bakery. All the essentials, Dani thought. She bought a cottage pie from the bakery and enjoyed it with a latte while sitting outside at a small table. She watched people hurrying by, while others ambled along. Before she left the table, she checked her mobile phone’s maps and found Hatton House was only two minutes ride away. John Fleet had told her the house stood in Hatton Street. That’s handy, Dani thought, being close to the town centre.

      Dani walked to where she’d parked her motorbike and started it. ‘Right Bellatrix, let’s see this house.’

      She turned right into Mosman Street, taking another few turns and then she saw it—the street sign stating that this was Hatton Street. Imagine the family having a street named after them. In only two hundred metres she had reached the front of the house. She stopped, idling Bellatrix on the outside of a hedge that passed as a fence and looked at the grand two-storey home, each level encased by wide verandas and white filigreed wrought iron balustrades. The front curved staircase of stone steps rose to the first veranda, that had bay windows on its left.

      Dani rode slowly through the main entrance to the grounds. A concrete path led to the front steps; the path flanked by palm trees—Dani later learned they were called foxtail palms because of their feathery fronds. On the other side were large Bismarck palms with their large silvery fronds. Gardens beds surrounded them. Overshading the palms were several huge trees with wide canopies—Banyan Fig trees, Rain trees and more Dani didn’t recognise.

      Dani turned off Bellatrix’s engine and propped it on its footrest. She stood beside her motorbike and stared at the house. She probably wouldn’t have looked at the front gardens again if a dog hadn’t barked. She turned to the sound. A man stood next to the dog, both in one of the garden beds. He leaned on a shovel, took off his Akubra hat and wiped the sweat from his brow.

      Taking off her helmet, Dani’s hair tumbled over her shoulder. She’d had men gawp at her before, especially dressed in her motorbike leathers as she was now. She had a trim figure and tall physique. But this man’s jaw had dropped for a different reason. He took a few steps forward.

      ‘In all the towns, in all the states of Australia, what the bloody hell are you doing here?’ he demanded.
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PURPLE PETUNIAS - DANI & BRETT 2023
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      ‘Hello to you too,’ Dani said, eyeing the man. Her heart skipped several beats and her stomach flipped but not because his tall, broad frame, handsome face and dark blond hair made her weak at the knees. Not anymore. If he hadn’t already said the words, she’d have demanded why he was here. Brett Bainbridge was the last, the very last man she wanted to ever see again, and here he was standing in a garden bed in the front of her house.

      The dog’s bark broke the tension that had risen between them, swirling around and holding them frozen.

      ‘Enough, Bonnie,’ he said.

      The dog, a Border Collie, wagged her tail, and bounded over to Dani.

      ‘Bonnie,’ Brett called, but Bonnie took no notice.

      Dani hung her helmet, her gloves inside it, on the handlebars and bent to the dog, ruffling its black and white coat. ‘Aren’t you lovely,’ she said, as she patted Bonnie.

      ‘Bonnie,’ Brett said again, the tone in his voice brooking no resistance this time. Bonnie turned and ran back to him.

      ‘Still having trouble with the females in your life, I see,’ Dani said. She regretted the cheap shot as soon as she’d said it.

      Brett lowered his shovel to the ground and walked closer to her. ‘If you’ve been searching for me, then you’ve wasted your time.’

      Dani gaped. ‘Searching for you? All these years? You’ve got tickets on yourself.’ She narrowed her eyes. ‘I believe you walked out on me. You knew where I lived.’

      ‘Yeah, well, there was no reason to stay.’

      ‘Ouch… that didn’t hurt,’ Dani said. ‘Now, let me ask the question. What are you doing here?’

      Brett huffed. ‘It’s none of your business. This could be my home, for all you know.’

      ‘I don’t think so,’ Dani said, raising her chin.

      ‘Really? So, you don’t think I could own a place like this?’

      ‘I don’t know the state of your finances, but I know you don’t own this house.’

      ‘Oh yeah,’ Brett said, annoyed. ‘You know, I left because we were going nowhere, but you were always kind. I see now you’ve become a bitch.’

      ‘I might be many things, Brett Bainbridge, but a bitch isn’t one of them. I know you don’t own this house because… I do.’

      Brett’s suntanned face paled. ‘What?’

      ‘You heard me. So, what are you doing in my garden?’

      Brett swore. ‘I work here.’

      Dani smiled. ‘Then meet your new boss.’

      ‘You’ve got to be kidding me!’

      ‘No. Come on Bonnie, will you show me inside?’ Dani said.

      The border collie barked and trotted beside Dani as she headed towards the house. Dani heard Brett’s comment of traitor, hoping he meant Bonnie and not her.
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      Dani followed Bonnie, who had taken the lead, up the stone steps into a large foyer. Dani glimpsed several old photos in frames, but Bonnie didn’t stop for browsing, instead she headed down a hallway that cut through the house and into a large room at the back. Astonished that Bonnie had known where to take her, Dani stared at the area that appeared to be a kitchen on the left and a family room on the right. It had obviously been given a makeover. Two ovens and cooktops, countless cupboards, a dishwasher and two commercial sinks made an L-shape with an island bench in front of them.

      A heavy wooden table sat the other side of the island bench. It seated twelve. The table divided the large open plan space.

      A television was mounted on the wall of the family room and a combination of couches and chairs made a U-shape in front of the TV.

      A woman stood at the island bench, kneading dough. She raised her head when she heard footsteps, no doubt canine and human. Her short grey hair and stern voice as she asked Brett what was happening, all made Dani think that Sue Turner—and this had to be the housekeeper—was a no-nonsense woman.

      A man, who by his age, had to be Tom Turner, Sue’s husband, sat in a wooden chair, drinking a beverage. He smiled readily and spoke first.

      ‘Well, Miss Bonnie,’ he said. ‘Who have you found here?’ He patted Bonnie behind her ears.

      Brett had caught up with Dani and Bonnie and stepped past Dani into the kitchen. ‘Sue, Tom, this is Dani Roberts, the new owner of the boarding house. Dani, this is Sue and Tom.’

      ‘G’day,’ Tom said as he rose and walked towards Dani. He stretched out his hand. ‘Welcome to Hatton House. I’m Tom Turner, gardener, handyman, caretaker. You name it, I probably do it.’

      Dani took his hand. ‘Thank you, Mr…’

      ‘There’s no mister here. Tom, please, and this is Sue.’

      ‘Hello to you both.’ Dani smiled. ‘I’m Danielle, but please call me Dani.’

      Sue wiped her hands on a tea towel and shook Dani’s hand.

      ‘You’re the other half of this fine team,’ Dani said.

      ‘I think the 50/50 bit is more like 70/30, in Sue’s favour,’ Tom said. ‘Sue does most of the work, cooking and cleaning.’

      Sue had held Dani’s gaze this entire time, assessing her. Dani wondered if she passed whatever Sue was measuring her against. Dani noticed the disapproval in those hazel eyes when Sue’s gaze roamed over her motorbike leathers. The woman probably thought she was a member of a bikie gang.

      The housekeeper turned to fill the kettle. ‘You must need a cuppa,’ she told Dani, more than asked her.

      ‘I hope you like tea,’ Tom said. ‘We drink it more than coffee, even though you can have coffee if you prefer it.’

      Tom was obviously the friendly, caring one. Sue frowned her disapproval at him for rambling.

      ‘Have you travelled far?’ Tom asked. ‘Did you hire a car?’

      ‘In that leather outfit, I’d guess Dani rode a motorbike,’ Sue said, her tone disapproving. She started taking cups and saucers out of the cupboards.

      ‘A motorbike?’ Tom’s eyes lit up. ‘Really? A young lady like you? Brett rides a motorbike too.’

      ‘I know,’ Dani said. ‘Well, I know he used to ride one.’

      ‘What? You two know each other?’ Tom looked delighted.

      ‘Years ago, Tom. We went to the same school.’

      ‘Ah, high school sweethearts,’ Tom said.

      ‘We were once,’ Dani said when Brett didn’t reply. ‘But not anymore.’

      ‘It was a long time ago,’ Brett added, his expression dark.

      ‘Sweethearts.’ A high-pitched voice sounded in the doorway and a woman of about fifty years clapped her hands with delight and danced into the room. ‘Oh, Brett,’ she added, taking his hands.

      Sue’s piercing gaze went between them. ‘Sit down.’ She indicated the kitchen table and chairs. ‘This is a madeira cake, if you want some.’ Sue pointed at the newcomer. ‘That means you, Margie.’

      ‘This is Margie Scott. Margie worked here for years,’ Brett said.

      When he went to cut a slice, Sue barked, ‘Hands.’

      Brett went to the sink and soaped up his hands. When he’d dried them, he cut four slices of cake.

      Dani raised an eyebrow at him when he handed her a plate. He was much more domesticated than he used to be.

      Brett scowled and looked away.

      ‘I’d love to have a sweetheart,’ Margie said, gazing at Dani. ‘I love to dance. Do you dance?’

      ‘No, I’m afraid not,’ Dani said.

      ‘Eat your cake, Margie,’ Sue commanded, and Margie fell silent.

      ‘So, tell us, Dani,’ Tom said, speaking around a mouthful of cake. ‘What did you have in mind? Are you going to live here?’

      ‘Yes, I’d like to know what’s going to happen to our lives here?’ Sue’s gaze pinned Dani down.

      Dani felt she couldn’t have moved if she’d tried. The cake choked her as she attempted to speak.

      ‘Let the poor woman enjoy her cake first,’ Tom said.

      ‘You asked her first,’ Sue snapped.

      Dani felt Sue’s stress radiating from her. Dani understood the anxiety they must be feeling, wondering but not knowing. Trouble was, she didn’t know herself.

      ‘What’s all the commotion?’ An older woman walked into the kitchen. ‘Ooh, cake,’ she added.

      Brett cut her a piece of madeira cake while Sue poured another cup of tea. Brett then pulled out a chair from the table and motioned for the older woman, who had to be over eighty, Dani estimated, to sit down.

      ‘This is Pat O'Shaunessy,’ Brett introduced the woman to Dani. ‘Pat, this is Danielle Roberts, the new owner of Hatton House.’

      The old woman sat down before she spoke. ‘Well, I’ll be. The solicitor advised us he’d found an heir. You’re the first Hatton to cross this doorstep in many a long year. You’re Mary’s kin?’

      Dani smiled. ‘It seems so. I must say it’s all as much of a surprise to me as it is to you.’

      Bonnie nudged Dani’s knee for a pat.

      ‘Well, you’re here now, where you belong,’ Pat said.

      Dani wasn’t too sure about the belong part of it.

      ‘My great-great-grandmother came to the Towers in 1872, just when the gold rush started, and there’s been one of us working in this household since,’ Pat added.

      ‘How amazing,’ Dani said.

      ‘I worked as housekeeper until I turned seventy. That was fourteen years ago now. I’d have kept going but it’s the arthritis, you know.’

      ‘Until you were seventy. That’s wonderful,’ Dani said, trying to imagine how hard the work would have been to keeping going until seventy.

      ‘The solicitors said I could live here for the rest of my life,’ Pat said. ‘Is that all right with you?’ She looked up at Dani.

      This is what Dani dreaded. She’s didn’t want to throw people out of their home, and Pat just showed that this boarding house was home to her and Sue and Tom, perhaps even Brett, if he lived here. Did he live here? How many more lived here? Margie probably did too. Gazing down into the old lady’s faded blue eyes, Dani knew she couldn’t sell. The boarding house, as it was, seemed to pay for itself. She smiled at Pat. ‘Of course, you can keep living here.’

      ‘So, you’re not selling?’ Sue asked, quick off the mark.

      ‘No, I’m not. Perhaps we can talk later about financial matters. I have a lot to read from the solicitor. But I know I’m not going to sell.’

      Dani caught Brett’s frown and quizzical expression. Tom sprang up and pumped Dani’s hand. Sue nodded and started kneading her dough again, which she’d left under a tea towel.

      Pat smiled and said, ‘Good girl,’ over and over.

      When the tea and cake had finished being consumed, Sue asked if Brett would show Dani her room.

      ‘I’ll show Dani,’ Margie said. ‘You like dancing,’ she added when Dani stood up. ‘But you’re wearing a boy’s costume.’

      ‘Dani is dressed in her motorbike leathers,’ Brett said, adding, ‘I’ll come with you to show Dani her room.’

      ‘I do ballet sometimes,’ Margie said. ‘Do you do ballet, Dani?’

      ‘Leave Dani in peace, Margie,’ Sue said, her tone strident.

      A few seconds later they were out in the hallway. Brett didn’t speak but Margie kept regaling Dani with dancing stories. Brett led the way to a room at the end of a long corridor, Bonnie on his heels. Once Brett opened the door, Bonnie hurried in first. Like the hallway, the bedroom had a pressed metal ceiling in white, mahogany floors, and cream walls all round, a floral pink bedspread and matching curtains. It overlooked the front of the house. The furniture was rosewood—a dressing table, double bed, small desk, and had a beautiful hue to it. Purple petunias filled a crystal vase on the dressing table.

      ‘There’s a walk-in wardrobe, and ensuite.’ Brett pointed in the right direction. ‘This is the master bedroom. The house was done-up a few years ago, apparently. Before I arrived.’

      ‘It’s lovely,’ Dani said.

      ‘You have enough room to dance in here,’ Margie said, and did a twirl. ‘Did you bring a dancing dress?’

      ‘No, I didn’t.’

      ‘Let’s go back now,’ Brett said to Margie. ‘Dani has to fetch her luggage.’ Bonnie was first down the corridor. Margie danced her way back to the kitchen.

      ‘Take no notice of Margie. She’s bit different, that’s all,’ Brett said.

      ‘I can see.’

      ‘Do you have much in the way of luggage?’

      ‘No,’ Dani said. ‘I’m travelling light. I can manage.’

      ‘Good, because I have to get back to work.’

      As they stepped onto the veranda, a male voice said, ‘G’day.’

      ‘G’day, mate,’ Brett said. ‘This is Dani, the new owner.’

      ‘Hi,’ Dani said, staring at the man sitting on a chair near the front door. He wore stubby shorts, a singlet, sandals and a decrepit old straw hat. Even sitting, Dani could see he was a big man, tall and solid. What a strange cast of characters lived here.

      ‘G’day. I’m Dazza.’

      ‘Daryl Davis,’ Brett explained, as they stepped down onto the path.

      ‘I suppose Daryl has been here for ages too?’ Dani asked.

      ‘Yeap, but don’t call him Daryl. He doesn’t like it.’

      ‘How long have you been working here?’ Dani asked.

      ‘Technically, I don’t work here,’ Brett said. ‘I have a landscaping business but I help Tom out when I don’t have a job on. I live here, though, and have done for the last eighteen months.’ He pushed his Akubra back onto his head. ‘I also take some tours around the old Hatton Battery.’

      ‘Battery?’ Dani asked.

      ‘It’s a stamp battery, the goldfield's first permanent mill. It was used for crushing ore, which is the start of the gold extraction process. Your ancestor Bill Hatton built it.’

      ‘Really? That’s interesting.’

      Brett stepped into the garden bed. Bonnie followed him but returned to Dani with a short stick. Brett shook his head. ‘You’d better throw it, or Bonnie will never let up.’

      Finally, Dani managed to get away. Brett told Bonnie she had to stay with him.

      In her room, Dani unpacked her clothes, took a towel from a rail and her blue tiered dress. It was early in the day, but she felt she needed a shower. She wasn’t certain what the water situation was here, so she made it a quick one. When she went to lunch in the kitchen, the same cast of characters was there, including Dazza. Dani didn’t think she’d be able to call him by that name. They sat around the heavy kitchen table.

      Margie danced across to her, clapping her hands. ‘You did bring a dancing dress.’

      ‘Yes, I forgot about this one.’

      ‘Sit down, Margie,’ Sue bellowed at the other woman, and then glanced at Dazza, adding, ‘Hat.’ The man whipped his old straw hat off.

      Conversation tended to be noisy over lunch of salad sandwiches and chocolate cake. It wasn’t until after the meal, when Tom and Brett went back outside, Pat and Margie went for a nap and Dazza took up his position on the veranda, that Dani had a chance to speak to Sue about the house and its finances. She helped Sue wash up first.

      ‘I haven’t had a chance to read over everything from the solicitor yet, but I assume, given that Pat doesn’t pay board and I suppose Margie doesn’t either, that there is another source of income to bolster the finances and keep the house going?’

      ‘You’re right on both scores,’ Sue said.

      Now Dani sat closer to the housekeeper, she thought that Sue looked tired, which probably accounted for her strident voice and barked out orders.

      ‘Originally Hatton House had a sizeable amount of land with it. It’s now been sub-divided into four other blocks of land, and under the solicitor’s instructions, four houses were built and rented out. The Hatton Estate receives rent from those houses.’

      ‘I own the houses, too? I didn’t realise.’

      ‘You do indeed.’

      ‘I see,’ Dani said. ‘That explains it.’ She felt Sue’s gaze boring into her. ‘I can’t see any reason to change something that’s working.’

      ‘Tom and I live in the old servants’ quarters out back. It’s like a granny flat.’

      ‘That sounds great.’

      ‘Will you be staying here for good?’ Sue asked.

      ‘That I can’t say just yet. I have my own business in Redcliffe, where I live.’

      ‘Right, so more absentee landlords.’

      Dani felt the barb. ‘It must be difficult dealing with John Fleet all the time, I know, but this news knocked me for six. I’ll stay for a while, of course, but I have employees to consider in Redcliffe.’

      This seemed to placate Sue. She nodded. ‘Yes, I understand your dilemma.’ After a moment, Sue added, ‘Do you mind me asking why your parents didn’t inherit Hatton House?’

      ‘They met with a fatal accident last year.’ Dani looked away. She didn’t want to see the woman’s expression. Sue’s tone of voice when she expressed her condolences was softer.

      ‘Now this has happened,’ Sue murmured. ‘It must all be a bit of an upheaval for you.’

      Dani glanced at the woman. ‘It has been.’

      ‘What’s the story with you and Brett… if you don’t mind me asking?’

      ‘We went through primary school together and then high school. When we left school, we gravitated more to each other. Started a relationship, but it didn’t work out. I mean, we were together for two years, but we were too young. Brett… left. He went to Melbourne, and I never heard from him again.’

      ‘Wow. That had to hurt. He’s a nice guy though. Very kind and considerate to all of us.’

      ‘Yes, he was always the best but… as I said, we were too young. Perhaps we’d just been together too long and needed some distance.’

      ‘It happens,’ Sue said.

      At that moment, Margie came into the kitchen. When she saw Dani, she clapped her hands. ‘You have your dancing dress still on.’

      ‘Margie, Dani and I are talking business,’ Sue said.

      The joy on Margie’s face vanished as if the word business had unpleasant connotations for her. She turned, her shoulders slumped and left the room.

      ‘What’s the story with Margie?’ Dani asked, after a few moments, making certain Margie had gone.

      ‘Margie worked here until about ten years ago when she had an accident. She never really came back to reality.’

      ‘How terrible for her,’ Dani said. She thought of her parents and hoped it wasn’t a car crash.

      ‘She’s none the wiser,’ Sue said, and as if she realised what Dani was thinking, she added, ‘She fell down a mineshaft.’

      ‘A mineshaft? I thought they’d be all long gone.’

      ‘No, not all. Usually, they’re fenced off or boarded up, but Margie happened to find one that wasn’t safe. She walked on the old timber boards, and they cracked. She fell quite a distance.’

      ‘I’m so sorry to hear it,’ Dani said, cringing just thinking about it.

      ‘We have a few other boarders at the moment,’ Sue went on. ‘Adam Chambers is one. He’s an artist and a bit of a hippie. Dazza claims he’s always off with the fairies. Then Dazza stays here.’

      ‘He seems a character,’ Dani murmured.

      ‘He’s a funny bloke,’ Sue agreed. ‘Pauline Paterson is another boarder. She’s off somewhere for the day. Then Spencer Vaughn. He’s a strange one too.’

      ‘In what way?’

      ‘He’s a city type. Stands out like a sore thumb around here with his flash name and flasher suit,’ Sue said.

      ‘A suit, no less? Wow.’

      ‘He’s just moved to the Towers. He works in one of the banks. You’ll meet them all tonight.’

      ‘Great. I look forward to it,’ Dani murmured.

      ‘Pauline is fairly quiet, but I’d watch out for her cat, Jinx. If ever there was a spooky black cat, it’s that one.’

      ‘They sound like an interesting mix of people,’ Dani said.

      ‘That’s putting it mildly,’ Sue muttered. ‘Well, I have to start on dinner preparations.’

      ‘Can I help?’ Dani asked. She hadn’t expected Sue to open up to her, so it was the least she could do.

      ‘Can you cook?’ Sue pierced Dani with that steely gaze again.

      ‘Yes, I can. I don’t think I mentioned that the business I own is a café, even though I’m more a pastry chef.’

      ‘A pastry chef? Well, you’re on dessert duty.’ Sue smiled, really smiled, for the first time.
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        * * *

      

       

      Dinner was served in the dining room, a spacious room with pressed metal ceiling, mahogany floorboards and rosewood furniture. The dining room table was large and grand with rosewood timber chairs. It also sat twelve people.

      Sue and Dani carried the food in on trays. Dani felt conspicuous, especially as she hadn’t met two of the boarders. She also wore the same dress as she’d only packed one. The rest of her clothes were jeans and tops.

      Dani heard Margie coo with delight and clap her hands. Brett looked at her as she passed plates around.

      ‘Dani’s made dessert,’ Sue said. ‘She’s a pastry chef.’

      Brett raised his eyebrows at Sue’s announcement. When they’d been together, neither had made the decision what to do with their lives, although for Dani the choices had been opera singer or pastry chef. Two polarised professions. Brett had always had a green thumb, so his choice hadn’t surprised Dani.

      When everyone had been served plates of corned beef, white sauce, cauliflower, broccoli, beans and peas—they were fed well, Dani thought—she sat down next to Sue, while Brett sat next to Tom. Bonnie sat at Dani’s feet.

      Sue made hasty introductions. ‘Adam Chambers, Pauline Paterson, Spencer Vaughn. This is Danielle Roberts, our new owner. Now eat while it’s hot.’

      Dani glanced occasionally at Adam Chambers. His long, not very tidy, brown hair and thin beard, his beads and pierced ears, proclaimed him as a hippie, as Sue had told Dani. He was deeply tanned. ‘You’re an artist?’ Dani asked him.

      ‘Yes,’ he said, sniffing. ‘Abstract landscapes.’

      ‘I’m sure you must find some interesting landscapes around here.’

      ‘I like bright colours. The red soil and blue skies,’ Adam said, and then devoted himself to his meal.

      Dani noticed the cat, Jinx, sat on Pauline’s lap. How on earth she managed to eat, Dani didn’t know. Pauline kept her head down. Dani wondered how the two, canine and feline, got along.

      Out of his suit and in a pair of good trousers nonetheless and a polo shirt, Spencer Vaughn looked a little less formidable, Dani imagined.

      ‘I understand you’re working at a bank?’ Dani asked him.

      ‘Yes, indeed. Financial Manager at the Commonwealth bank,’ he said.

      Everyone liked the apple pie Dani had made served with fresh cream, along with cupcakes, which Dani had iced and piped a few rosettes on each one.

      ‘We’ll be keeping you, Dani, this is delicious,’ Tom said.

      When the meal finished, most people moved to the family room with its comfortable couches and several recliner chairs. Sue and Dani carried the plates back to the kitchen. Brett helped them.

      ‘We usually eat at the kitchen table,’ Brett said.

      ‘We thought on your first night, we’d eat in the dining room,’ Sue said, ‘but it is formal, as you could see.’

      ‘I’m honoured, thank you.’ As they were loading the dishwasher, Dani said to Brett, ‘I noticed that Jinx hissed at Bonnie when we moved from the table.’

      ‘The cat’s a menace,’ Sue said.

      ‘Bonnie doesn’t like Jinx,’ Brett said.

      When the work had been done, Dani couldn’t prevent her yawn. ‘I’ll think I’ll go to bed. It’s been a busy time of it and a long ride to reach here.’

      ‘Good night,’ Sue said.

      Brett nodded but didn’t look at her.

      Dani patted Bonnie and went along the corridor. Tomorrow she’d have to have a good look at the house and go through all the paperwork from the solicitor, but for now she thought she might read and then sleep.

      She hadn’t got into the bed when she heard some music. Dani recognised it straight away. Quando m’en vo was one of her favourite arias from Puccini's opera La Bohème. She’d sung this aria so many times and without at first realising it, she started to sing—softly she thought, until a pounding came on her door. She’d upset someone.

      When she opened the door, she didn’t expect it to be Brett who knew she used to sing years ago, but he stood on the other side of the door, his arms folded. Bonnie ran into Dani’s room. Dani didn’t have a chance to speak.

      ‘Can you at least turn your music down? Or at least play it in sync with mine?’

      ‘No, I can’t turn it down. I don’t have a volume control button on me.’

      Brett stared for a moment, and then muttered, ‘Oh, so you were singing?’

      ‘Exactly. Or have you forgotten that I once wanted to be an opera singer?’

      ‘Well, sing softer,’ he said.

      ‘Anyway, how can you hear me? I thought your bedroom was upstairs.’

      ‘I was setting the music up for Pat. She likes La Bohème and her room is close to yours. So, sing softer,’ he said and strode away.

      ‘Ooh,’ Dani exclaimed and shut her door. For the next few minutes, she sang even louder. When she stopped, she couldn’t hear Brett’s, or was it Pat’s, music.

      A few moments later, someone knocked on her door yet again.

      Dani wasn’t surprised to find Brett outside. He still stared at her with narrowed eyes.

      ‘Bonnie,’ he called.

      Dani hadn’t realised the border collie was still in her room.

      Bonnie trotted happily out into the corridor.

      ‘Traitor,’ Brett said, loudly this time, as he strode down towards the hall.
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        * * *

      

       

      Brett only walked as far as the kitchen. He sat at the table, in the dim lighting and dropped his head into his hands. Bonnie whimpered and tapped his leg. ‘Yes, you should ask for forgiveness. Deserting me like that.’ Bonnie whimpered again and Brett patted her. ‘What am I going to do, girl? This is the last thing I expected to happen. I can hardly believe it that after all these years, Dani would turn up here. She looked so beautiful standing there in her leathers, her hair tumbling over her shoulder. My heart nearly jumped out of my chest.’

      Bonnie nudged him.

      ‘I know, it’s late. We should go to bed. I won’t sleep though, you know. Not after seeing her again. Why the hell did I leave her before?’

      Bonnie scratched his leg.

      ‘Yes, okay. Let’s go upstairs. Let’s hope one of us sleeps well.’
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        * * *

      

       

      Dani went to bed but couldn’t read. Her thoughts were too distracted. She tried not to think of Brett in a bedroom upstairs. All the old annoyance and anger at his leaving her returned even more fiercely than earlier in the day. He didn’t just have to walk out! They could have discussed things. But no, he ran away. There was no other way of looking at it. True, they were young but other people had relationships and married when they were young. His abandonment cut her to the core, perhaps because she was young, perhaps because she’d loved him so deeply. She had thought he was her forever after love.

      Dani blinked her eyes to the morning light. She hadn’t realised she’d slept. Under normal circumstances, she was used to waking up early but this morning she didn’t feel like moving. She lay in bed, staring at the ceiling. Then her gaze lowered, and she noticed some marks on the dressing table mirror. Dani flung back the bed covers and padded over with bare feet to stare at the mirror.

      Written in red paint or blood were the words She killed me!

      Not one to scare easily, Dani nevertheless screamed.
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      Eloise Hatton sat at her dressing table staring at the rose in the small crystal vase. Its vivid deep pink colour was her favourite. She rested her hand on her closed journal, and after a few moments, opened it. She turned to her last entry in 1874 but she felt certain she’d written more. Always alert and good with numbers—how often had she helped her father with his account book—she couldn’t seem to remember the date, or even the year. In fact, she couldn’t remember a great deal before her mother had died in 1863 in Jersey where they’d lived. Eloise never thought she’d recover and, really, she never did. Eloise was eleven years old. Her sister Emily, although only eighteen months younger than her, seemed to fare better.

      Eloise didn’t want to leave Jersey because it meant leaving her mother in the consecrated ground of their church. She could see that her father, Adrien le Gerseul, needed a fresh start. He had not recovered from his dear wife’s death. So Eloise said no more about abandoning her mother.

      In 1865, they sailed on the Golden City on the long voyage to Australia. English was not their first language but Eloise didn’t complain, even though she couldn’t understand her father’s logic in making this decision. Emily did protest. Loudly. All the way to Australia.

      The ship docked in Brisbane. Eloise couldn’t bring those early days and years to mind now. Memories of them seemed to float before her eyes like wispy cobwebs with little substance. She glanced through her journal, her main depository of memories. Yes, she’d written here they’d sailed to Townsville, far north of where they lived in Brisbane. Her father worked on Robert Town’s plantation constructing new buildings for him. Then another man by the name of George Melton Black discovered Townsville and named the swampy settlement after his employer. Eloise’s father was summoned to Townsville to start constructing a town.

      Eloise mainly remembered that Townsville was hot, even worse than Brisbane. The mosquitoes were ferocious and crocodiles—huge monsters—lived in Ross Creek. She cried herself to sleep, longing for Jersey and her mother.

      For whatever reason, in 1872, her father moved with them to an inland town called Charters Towers. Gold! That was why. Eloise wished her memory wasn’t failing her—she was only young, but she seemed to forget so many details of late. She should never forget the reason was gold, because gold brought her Bill.

      William Hatton. Her Bill. He lit up her world. The world… wasn’t the world something to do with Charters Towers? Eloise wished she could concentrate properly. Sometimes, thoughts eluded her. She saw them, catching sight of their coat tails, as they ran from her as if they were naughty children.

      Bill. She’d married Bill in 1872 when she was eighteen. He was twenty-eight.

      Don’t they make a lovely couple. Who said that? Bill’s partner in the goldmine? Carmody, yes that was his name. Eloise rifled through the pages of her journal. No, she couldn’t see mention of Carmody. In parts of it, the ink was fading. She must tell Bill they should buy a better quality ink.

      Her father and Emily stayed with them after they were married. Bill built this house for them. Where were they now? That’s right, her father had passed away in 1873. Eloise remembered that date. Emily stayed on with them. The house had plenty of bedrooms. Bill wanted them filled with children. Where were her children? She flicked through the journal’s pages. Did she have children? Where were they?

      Eloise left her bedroom and stood at the top of the staircase. She opened her mouth to call them, but she couldn’t remember their names. Where were they?

      She hurried back into her bedchamber to look in her journal. She would have written the names of her children in it.

      Then, she halted in the doorway when she saw her daughter in her bed. Eloise crossed to her, but no, this wasn’t her daughter. Who was this? Where was her daughter?

      Eloise sat down at her dressing table and stared at herself in the mirror. Why couldn’t she find her daughter? And who was the woman in her bed?
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      Dani felt as if ice was spreading through her body, from the shock of seeing those words on the mirror. The pounding on her door brought her around.

      ‘Dani, are you okay? Dani?’

      Brett’s voice. Dani crossed to the door and opened it. Brett and Bonnie, plus Sue and Tom, Pat and Dazza stood in the corridor.

      ‘Are you all right?’ Sue asked.

      ‘Come in,’ Dani said to Sue.

      Bonnie trotted in first. Brett and Sue followed Dani into her bedroom. Tom stayed outside with Dazza. Before Brett could shut the door, Pat joined them. Dani realised she still wore her nightie but at least it wasn’t thin and see-through.

      ‘So,’ Pat said, looking at the dressing table mirror. ‘She’s done it again.’

      ‘What?’ Dani asked. ‘You mean this has happened before?’

      ‘Bloody hell!’ Brett exclaimed. ‘She killed me! No wonder you screamed.’

      Bonnie sprang up on the bed next to Dani, who stroked her long black and white hair.

      ‘It hasn’t happened in my time here,’ Sue said, ‘and I’ve been housekeeper for the last fourteen years since Pat retired.’

      ‘So, who did it?’ Dani asked. ‘How could someone wander into my room and write those words? And why?’

      Brett pulled out the desk chair for Pat to sit down. He obviously suspected, like Dani did, that this might take a while. Dani and Sue sat on the bed. Brett stood leaning against the wall.

      ‘Eloise Hatton,’ Pat said. ‘That’s who we think wrote the words. The first time it happened was in 1910. My grandmother Mabel saw it first, but it wasn’t in this room. It was upstairs in the main bedroom. That was before the recent renovations, of course.’

      ‘I don’t understand,’ Dani said.

      ‘That was a long time ago. How could the same person keep writing it?’ Brett asked.

      ‘Is there another Eloise Hatton?’ Dani was totally confused.

      ‘No, I don’t think so,’ Pat said. ‘Eloise le Gerseul married Bill Hatton in 1872 but Eloise died a couple of years later. Her spirit never left this house. This is the home Bill Hatton built for her.’

      ‘You’re saying she’s a ghost?’ Dani couldn’t believe it. ‘A ghost?’

      ‘We’ve always believed Eloise is still here,’ Pat continued. ‘She hasn’t written those words for ages though.’

      ‘Why now?’ Sue asked.

      ‘Perhaps because there is the last Hatton descendent in the house.’

      ‘Are you saying someone killed Eloise?’ Dani asked. She came here to learn about her family, but she didn’t expect anything like this.

      ‘No one thought so at the time,’ Pat said. ‘My great-great-grandmother Ethel worked here then.’

      ‘Wow,’ Brett murmured. ‘Your family’s been here for as long as the Hatton’s, Pat.’

      ‘Yes, and my ancestors kept the stories. I mean, they weren’t well educated to write everything down, but Ethel told my great-grandmother Flo and she told her daughter Mabel, who was my grandmother.’

      ‘You said Mabel saw the writing in 1910?’ Dani asked.

      ‘It was on Mabel’s wedding night,’ Pat explained. ‘Mary Hatton who was mistress of the house at that time insisted that Mabel and her Tom should spend their wedding night in the big house. It was an honour, for all the years of service my family had given to the Hattons.’

      ‘So Mabel spent her wedding night in this bedroom, and woke to see the writing?’ Dani asked.

      ‘That’s right,’ Pat agreed. ‘Although, the main bedroom was upstairs then.’

      ‘What makes you think Eloise wrote the words?’ Brett asked.

      ‘Eloise was found dead in her bed,’ Pat said. ‘The police said she’d been poisoned with cyanide.’

      ‘This bed?’ Dani squirmed and looked at the crumpled sheet, horrified to think someone had died in this bed.

      ‘It’s had many new mattresses,’ Pat said, ‘but yes, that bed.’

      ‘Did the police catch the murderer?’ Brett asked.

      ‘No, the murderer was never found,’ Pat replied.

      ‘Eloise must know who killed her,’ Sue said. ‘Look at the words… She killed me!’

      ‘Did Eloise’s sister Emily still live with her?’

      ‘She did but she didn’t know who could have crept into the house to poison Eloise. Apparently, cyanide works quickly,’ Pat explained. ‘No one locked their doors in those days.’

      ‘Even with all the gold around?’ Brett asked.

      ‘Even so,’ Pat said. ‘Another tragedy happened a few years later in 1879 when Emily, Eloise’s sister, fell down the basement stairs and broke her neck.’

      ‘Both sisters dead.’ Dani shook her head. ‘Was Emily’s fall an accident?’

      ‘It was believed to be,’ Pat said.

      ‘For a moment, I thought someone may have had a grudge against both sisters,’ Dani said.

      ‘But hey, surely she’s not a ghost?’ Brett asked.

      ‘Has anything else happened that could be attributed to Eloise’s ghost?’ Dani still had trouble believing what Pat was telling them. Then she stared at the writing on the mirror. It was real.

      Pat shrugged. ‘There have been a few sightings of a woman in an old-fashioned dress, a few times something has been broken. At others, items were moved around. You know, an ornament moved, books in the bookcases have been rearranged.’

      ‘That’s definitely creepy.’ Brett shivered. ‘You’re sure it’s Eloise?’

      Pat shifted on the chair. Maybe her back didn’t fare well sitting for too long.

      ‘In the early days, my three-times great-grandmother said the items had all belonged to Eloise, and her ghost had shifted them back to where she’d always kept them.’

      ‘There haven’t been items moved around since I’ve been here, that’s for sure,’ Sue added.

      ‘What can be done?’ Brett asked. He changed positions a few times and was now staring at the red words on the mirror. ‘Is that paint?’

      ‘Nothing can be done,’ Pat said. ‘What can we do?’

      ‘A séance?’ Brett suggested.

      ‘I don’t believe in that sort of rubbish!’ Sue exclaimed. She looked at Dani. ‘Would you like to change rooms? There is another spare, even though it’s not as large as this one.’

      ‘No, no, it’s fine,’ Dani murmured. What was the use? If Eloise wanted to haunt her as the last Hatton, a change of room in the same house wouldn’t deter her.

      Bonnie whimpered and moved closer to Dani.

      ‘I’ll get Tom to clean up the mirror,’ Sue said. ‘I’d better go and start the breakfasts.’

      ‘I’ll get changed and help you,’ Dani said.

      ‘Are you sure you’re okay?’ Brett asked.

      ‘Yes.’ Dani wished he wouldn’t be nice to her. She didn’t want to like him all over again.
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      Dressed in jeans and a pale pink blouse, Dani joined Sue in the kitchen. ‘What do you need help with?’

      ‘I usually cook up bacon and eggs.’

      ‘I can do that. What about some pancakes?’

      ‘You’ll spoil them,’ Sue said. ‘We don’t have any maple syrup.’

      ‘Maybe tomorrow,’ Dani said. ‘I’ll go to the supermarket later.’

      ‘Are you sure you’re all right after that shock?’

      ‘It was a shock but I’m fine, even though I didn’t expect to hear all Pat had to say. She’s a mine of information.’ Dani started frying the bacon.

      ‘You’ve inherited more than you anticipated,’ Sue said.

      ‘You’re not wearing your dancing dress,’ Margie noted, as she came into the kitchen.

      Brett walked in behind her, Bonnie at his heel.

      ‘Brett, take Margie into the family room. There’s no room in here,’ Sue said. ‘Breakfast won’t be long.’

      At the kitchen table, while everyone was eating their eggs and bacon, or cereal and milk, they wanted to know all the details about what had happened earlier. They all spoke over each other.

      ‘Quiet.’ Sue’s voice rang out. ‘No one can hear anything. Give Dani a chance to tell you.’

      Dani and Pat went through most of the conversation from earlier. The boarders were suitably shocked, scared, disbelieving or accepting.

      Adam stood up first. ‘I’m off painting.’

      He didn’t seem affected at all by the story of Eloise’s ghost.

      Dazza rose next, grabbing his battered straw hat from where he’d dropped it on the floor next to his chair. ‘Righto,’ he said, as if that was all that was required.

      ‘He’s only going to sit on the veranda,’ Sue commented when’d he left the room.

      ‘I must head off too,’ Spencer said. ‘I’ll just grab my suit jacket and briefcase.’

      Brett rose. Bonnie moved from his feet to Dani’s. ‘Looks like I’m being deserted,’ Brett said. ‘I’ll be outside helping Tom if you need me.’ He patted his border collie and left her with Dani.

      Dani helped Sue load the dishwasher and wash up a few things that didn’t fit.  Pat and Margie sat at the kitchen table, and they all chatted. Dani and Sue tried to keep the conversation off Eloise’s ghost and dancing dresses. Poor Margie seemed the most affected by what had happened this morning.

      ‘I’ll go and buy some extra grocery items, if you don’t mind,’ Dani said. ‘Some maple syrup.’

      ‘Get what you like,’ Sue said. ‘Especially if you’re going to do some cooking. Take my car instead of your bike.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Dani said, appreciating that Sue was being amenable.

      ‘I’ll help Dani,’ Margie said, doing a spin.

      Obviously a dance move.

      ‘I think Dani can manage,’ Sue said. ‘Anyway, I need your help here.’

      ‘Oh. Sorry, Dani. I’ll help next time. Sue needs me.’

      Dani smiled. Margie was very easily influenced. ‘That’s quite all right.’

      Brett was in the front garden when Dani and Bonnie walked down the stone steps. Bonnie ran over to him.

      ‘So, you haven’t forgotten me.’ He chuckled and patted the border collie. ‘Where are you off to?’ he asked Dani, no doubt noticing the handbag over her shoulder.

      ‘The supermarket.’

      ‘Do you need some help?’

      Dani avoided his gaze. ‘No, I’m fine. If I can buy for a café, I’m sure I can manage a few grocery items.’ Dani noticed his jaw tightening, but Brett didn’t reply.

      In Sue’s car, Dani looked up Google maps to find the location of the supermarket, and then drove off.

      When she came back, she didn’t notice Brett at first, until Bonnie pushed her way through a clump of cycads. Dani bent over to pat the dog. Brett followed.

      ‘That is a cycad, isn’t it?’ Dani asked.

      ‘A Cardboard Cycad,’ Brett said. ‘It’s one of the most popular landscaping cycads in Australia. Due to the robust foliage and rounded leaves, it can be used in areas with high foot traffic, which is ideal here.’

      Dani nodded and lifted the boot lid. Brett leaned forward to help carry the groceries. Dani wished he wouldn’t. She didn’t want his help.

      ‘What delights do we have in store on the culinary front?’ he asked.

      ‘You’ll have to wait and see.’

      Bonnie ran ahead of them. Dazza said G’day from his station on the veranda.

      In the kitchen, Brett put the grocery bags down and left.

      As soon as Dani put her handbag away and washed her hands, she started baking. It was close to morning tea time so she whipped up a batch of scones with fresh cream and strawberry jam that Sue had bought from a market a week ago.

      When at half past ten everyone came into the kitchen, they made complimentary remarks over the scones. Dani had also made a lemon drizzle cake.

      Brett gathered up the empty plates and Sue washed them off ready for the dishwasher. ‘You’ve done well. Delicious baking,’ he said to Dani. ‘Would you like to see over the garden?’

      ‘Don’t you have a job to do?’ Dani said the words more harshly than she’d intended.

      ‘I do tomorrow. Coming?’ he picked up his Akubra hat and walked out the back door. Bonnie whimpered at Dani and they both followed him.

      Brett stopped at the bottom of the steps. ‘You’ve seen the front. At the back we have a small orchard over there—citrus, mango, paw paw, custard apples. Then there’s the vegie garden. Tom likes to grow the vegetables.’

      They walked through the rows of tomatoes, lettuce, cabbage, broccoli, zucchini.

      ‘Everything looks very healthy,’ Dani said.

      ‘There’s a palm grove over there.’ Brett pointed and led Dani over. ‘All sorts —Triangular palms, Foxglove, Alexander, Bismarck, Royal palms. They’re giants. You wouldn’t want a frond to fall on you.’

      ‘Besides helping Tom, you said you did landscaping,’ Dani said.

      ‘Tom’s getting on a bit, so I like to help. I have a landscaping job tomorrow and the next day I’m at the battery.’

      ‘What do you mean you’re at the battery?’

      ‘I’m a tour guide. Now don’t laugh.’

      ‘I wasn’t going to, but I must say I’m surprised by all you do.’ Dani looked up at him. Some of his golden hair escaped his hat and fell over his eyes. Dani refused to be weakened by a lock of hair, even though thoughts returned to her of other times when she’d pushed his hair off his face.

      ‘I guess you know you own all that land over there too, where those houses are.’

      ‘Sue told me.’

      ‘Are you going to sell it all up and move back to Redcliffe a rich woman?’ Brett asked.

      ‘You heard me tell Pat I wouldn’t sell.’

      ‘I didn’t know if that was just spur of the moment platitudes,’ Brett said.

      ‘No it wasn’t,’ Dani snapped. ‘Though I can’t see myself staying. I have my bakery and my life.’

      ‘I thought as much,’ Brett retorted. ‘Running away from everything here. I suppose you have a partner.’

      Dani halted and stared at him. ‘You’re a great one to talk about running away.’

      ‘Okay, okay,’ Brett said, whipping off his hat and rubbing his fingers through his hair.

      ‘Thanks for the tour,’ Dani said, and swivelled on her heels. ‘I’m going to help Sue with lunch.’ Ooh, the man was so annoying. The sooner she arranged everything and left, the better.

      Bonnie followed her.
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      In the afternoon, Dani read through some of the documents John Fleet had given her. The estate was financially sound, even though two boarders didn’t pay rent. Dani didn’t wish to change that either. What captured Dani’s interest more than anything were some of the old family documents. The le Gerseul family emigrated from Jersey in the Channel Islands. They’d lived in St Helier. It seemed they moved after the death of the wife and mother. It seemed to be much as Pat had told her. In another folder were some family miniatures. It felt strange to be looking at Eloise and her sister Emily. Eloise had died soon after her marriage to Bill Hatton, but what surprised Dani was the fact that he had then married Emily. In fact, it was Emily who was Dani’s four times great-grandmother.

      Eloise had died, been poisoned, and Emily had married her husband. In one sense it sounded calculating, but Dani understood that for Emily to remain under the same roof as Bill Hatton, they would have to have married or scandalise the good citizens of Charters Towers. They’d had two daughters—Aimee and Mary. Aimee had moved away. Mary was Dani’s three times great-grandmother. Then Elizabeth, Dani’s great-grandmother, had also left Charters Towers.

      No wonder John Fleet had trouble tracking her down.

      In the folder, Dani found two photos that had been taken of original paintings of Eloise and Emily. Dani thought she knew which was Eloise—she looked a little older. Dani placed them on the dressing table, propped against the mirror.

      Dani didn’t linger in the family room after dinner.  She thought she’d read. Before she turned off the reading lamp next to the bed, she hoped she wouldn’t have any visitors tonight.
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APOTHECARY’S ROSE - ELOISE 1874 OR SOMETIME AFTER
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      Eloise stared at the rose in the small crystal vase. Rosa gallica officinals. She remembered its

      name. It was also called the Apothecary’s Rose, because herbalists such as Benedictine monks created potions with it to cure everything from toothache to the plague.

      Why she could recall those random facts and not remember her children’s names, Eloise didn’t know.

      She took her journal from the bottom drawer of her dressing table and opened it. She couldn’t find her children’s names written in it. It was a constant source of frustration. Nor did she understand why she didn’t keep her journal up to date, instead of stopping in 1874. Whenever she thought of it, she had a vague memory of the worst pain she’d ever experienced.

      She rose and started to pace. When she tried to remember, it felt like she’d walked through a dark, endless tunnel with wispy words taunting her by floating in front of her and then disappearing, like hot water poured on snow. Not that she’d ever see snow again. Instead, she perspired in this atrocious heat. And the dust! It floated into every corner of the house. She must speak to the housekeeper. Ethel, that’s right. She needed to clean into the corners.

      Then Eloise caught two of the wispy words—new journal. She must have started writing in a new one. Where was it? Bill would know. No, perhaps not, he was very busy. Ethel would know.

      Eloise went downstairs to the kitchen, but Ethel wasn’t there. There were two of the interlopers in her home. They seemed to come and go as if they owned the place! She must talk to Bill about it. She didn’t like them. They used strange contraptions that beeped and made others sounds. The women, both dressed scandalously in short gowns that showed their legs, were baking. Eloise walked closer to them and blew on the flour on the board. She laughed when it floated up and one woman looked at the flour, obviously wondering where the breeze came from. It was one of Eloise’s enjoyments to tease these intruders. What could they expect when they came into her house. She knew she’d shouted at them on at least one occasion, and they’d ignored her. They didn’t have the decency to even look at her.

      The younger woman… something about her connected with Eloise. She was a Hatton. Of that Eloise felt certain.

      Her thoughts troubled, Eloise walked back upstairs. No one was around. She wondered where Ethel could have gone. And Emily. Emily was her sister. She should be here.

      When Eloise sat down at the dressing table again, she noticed that petunias were in her crystal vase, not her roses. Then she noticed the images of herself and Emily. They were on this strange canvas that Eloise had noticed before. Not canvas at all.

      What were they doing here? Eloise picked them both up. She didn’t want these images in her bedroom. They were of happier times. Eloise rose, her heart pounding. She wanted to tear them to shreds.
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COSMOS - DANI 2023
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      Dani woke at five the following morning, telling herself she could be sleeping in while she was here, but her body clock was set to wake early. Nevertheless, she took some time to listen to birds singing outside. Dani recognised the beautiful song of the willy wagtail, and the chortle of the butcher bird—both had melodious voices.

      When Dani rose, the first thing she noticed was something scattered over the floor. She bent to pick a few pieces up and then more. It didn’t take long to realise they were the photos of Eloise and Emily that she’d placed against the dressing table mirror. Someone had torn them into small pieces.

      She didn’t cry out this time, even though she felt alarmed. Someone had entered her room last night, while she slept, and done this.

      The question going around in her head was, who hated the sisters enough to have torn their photos up? In fact, no one could hate them, as they were long dead. Not unless the someone who entered her bedroom had some reason carried down through the generations to detest them.

      Dani dressed in jeans and a blue blouse, brushed her hair, putting it back in a scrunchie, and went along to the kitchen. She entered to find Sue, Tom and Brett in it. Bonnie ran over to her, tail wagging.

      ‘What is it?’ Brett said.

      Dani sighed. Obviously her face spoke volumes. She dropped the confetti pieces onto a cleared area of the kitchen table.

      ‘What’s that?’ Brett asked.

      Sue leaned over and touched the pieces with her finger. ‘A photo? More than one?’

      ‘Precisely,’ Dani told them. ‘I found a photo of Eloise and another one of Emily in the paperwork I was sorting through. I leaned them against the mirror before bed and this morning they were shredded and scattered over the floor.’

      Tom rubbed his head. ‘Who would do that?’

      ‘Whoever did it, came into my room again while I was sleeping,’ Dani pointed out.

      ‘This is a bit much,’ Brett said. ‘It has to be someone boarding here.’

      ‘I certainly didn’t notice any sign of a break-in,’ Tom said. ‘We should call the police now it’s happened twice.’

      ‘No,’ Dani said. ‘Not if we believe what Pat told us about Eloise’s ghost.’

      ‘You surely don’t believe that?’ Sue asked.

      ‘I don’t know what to believe.’ Dani patted Bonnie, who’d been nudging her.

      ‘The same person can’t write on the mirror in 1910 and 2023,’ Brett said. ‘That looked like blood to me.’

      ‘What can we do?’ Tom asked.

      ‘I’d like to talk to Pat again this morning,’ Dani said. ‘But perhaps we shouldn’t mention it to anyone else.’

      ‘Very wise, I’d say,’ Sue agreed.

      Dani took the shredded photos back to her room. When she returned to the kitchen, Brett was on his way out. ‘You’re off early.’

      ‘I have a big job today, and even in our winter, it gets hot quickly.’ When Bonnie kept whimpering, Brett added, ‘Do you want me to leave Bonnie here today?’

      Dani bent to the border collie. ‘As much as she’s great company, no, you take her. I’m sure you’d miss her.’

      Brett nodded, pushed his Akubra down on his head, and walked towards the front door. He called back. ‘There are some cosmos out in flower in one of the back garden beds. You might like to take a look.’ Then he was gone.

      Dani strolled out the back door and soon found the cosmos. They were cheery flowers in their yellows and whites and pinks. They nodded their heads to her in the breeze. She bent and snapped off a few. She hoped no one minded. In her room, Dani put them in the vase with the petunias.

      Sue had started breakfast when Dani entered.

      ‘What can I do to help?’

      ‘I’ve put some dough for bread in the bread maker. It should nearly be finished. If you’d like to finish kneading the other loaf there.’

      Dani washed her hands and got to work. By the time the boarders came together in the family room, the entire area smelled of hot fresh bread. Dani cut slices and carried it over to the kitchen table, along with sausages, bacon and eggs.

      Conversation flowed and Dani was pleased they hadn’t mentioned the photo incident. There wouldn’t be chatter and chuckling now if they had. The only person missing was Pat who wasn’t feeling well.

      ‘I took some fresh bread and tea to her,’ Sue said.

      ‘I’ll check on her after breakfast,’ Dani added.

      Adam finished first, saying he was off painting. Tom went back into the garden, Dazza to the veranda. Spencer grabbed his briefcase. Margie started dancing around the kitchen, but she’d been quiet this morning. She hadn’t asked Dani once if she had another dancing dress. While they stacked the dishwasher, Pauline put Jinx on the floor. Straight away, Margie started screaming that the cat wanted to scratch her.

      ‘The cat is evil,’ Margie cried. ‘An evil cat.’

      Jinx shot out of the kitchen, with Pauline running after her.

      ‘Sit down, Margie,’ Sue said. ‘Jinx isn’t evil.’

      Dani thought evil or not, the cat terrified her. Evil eye came to mind.

      ‘Sit down!’ Sue raised her voice.

      Dani looked twice. Margie sat down.

      ‘Now, no more nonsense,’ Sue said. ‘Jinx has gone for the day. We can expect to see an exhausted Pauline for afternoon tea but no sooner, I’d warrant.’

      Margie’s lower lip trembled but she said no more.

      ‘Why don’t you go to see Pat?’ Sue said to Dani.

      Dani frowned at Margie. ‘If you’re sure.’

      ‘Absolutely.’
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      Dani hurried outside, picked a few cosmos in yellow and white, grabbed a vase from where she’d seen them in a kitchen cupboard, added water and the flowers, and went along the corridor to Pat’s bedroom. When Dani knocked, Pat called for her to enter.

      Pat’s features brightened to see Dani and again when she noticed the flowers.

      ‘Hello, love. I love cosmos, thank you.’

      ‘Can I open the curtains for you?’ Dani asked. The room was too dark when there was a bright and shining sun in the sky.

      Pat nodded.

      Dani set the vase down on a coffee table next to the chair where Pat sat. Once she pulled open the curtains, sunlight flooded the room. It was a small room but had a cosy air to it. Photos of people who had to be Pat’s family, past and present—did she have a family somewhere?—stood on every possible surface—bedside tables, dressing table, writing desk. All the furniture was in the same rosewood that seemed to dominate the house.

      ‘How are you feeling? Sue said you weren’t well this morning.’

      ‘Just my blood pressure. It’s erratic. It’s too high or too low. But you didn’t come to hear me blather away like an old woman. Sit down, love.’

      ‘I did want to see how you are, but I also wanted to speak with you.’ Dani took a zip bag from her pocket and handed it to Pat. ‘These fragments of photos were scattered over my bedroom floor this morning.’

      Pat frowned, her skin paling. ‘That’s Eloise. I can see her face.’

      ‘That comprises two photos that were among the paperwork the solicitor gave me, one of Eloise and one of Emily. I propped them intact against the mirror last night.’

      Pat’s faded blue eyes were filled with alarm. ‘Torn to shreds.’

      ‘If you’re well enough, I wanted to ask you about the sisters and Bill Hatton and the house.’

      ‘I’m feeling much better, love, but I must say I don’t like the look of this,’ Pat said.

      ‘Do you think it was Eloise’s ghost? Perhaps she didn’t like that I had the photos?’

      ‘Possibly.’

      ‘You do believe in her ghost, though, don’t you?’

      ‘Put it this way, too much has happened over the years for me not to believe,’ Pat replied.

      ‘Your ancestor Mabel saw the writing on the mirror in 1910. Had there been any paranormal activity before then?’

      ‘Ethel, my three times great-grandmother, always claimed, or so my mum said, that Eloise wandered a lot soon after her death. My mum and grandma told me that when she died Eloise was waiting for Bill to return home.’

      ‘So he wasn’t here when she died?’ Dani asked.

      ‘No, he’d gone on a business trip to Townsville. He’d been away for a couple of weeks.’

      ‘That’s so sad and poignant to think she was still waiting for him,’ Dani said, feeling tears sting her eyes. ‘That could have been why her spirit became trapped here, because she was waiting for Bill.’

      ‘I reckon so,’ Pat agreed. ‘But there could be a second ghost. That’s the story that came down through my womenfolk.’

      ‘What! A second ghost? Who?’ Even as Pat was about to speak, Dani murmured, ‘Emily?’

      ‘That’s what we think. Emily died in 1879, two years after Mary was born.’

      ‘Didn’t you say she fell down the stairs?’

      ‘Yes, love. She broke her neck in the fall, and she had other injuries, too.’

      ‘And you think Emily’s ghost is here too?’ This was growing weirder by the minute. Dani could hardly believe it.

      ‘Everything has been quiet for many years but before, back when my mother was housekeeper, she said that voices could often be heard arguing, and there was no living person having a dispute.’

      ‘Has there ever been any violence or anything dangerous happen?’ Dani asked.

      ‘Those photos being torn up is probably the most violent thing that’s ever been done.’

      ‘I see. I wonder why Emily’s ghost is trapped here, too,’ Dani mused.

      ‘Apparently the sisters were close,’ Pat said. ‘Maybe they couldn’t stand to be parted, even in death.’

      ‘Perhaps.’ Dani sighed. ‘It’s certainly a mystery. I wonder how we can learn more. Women in those days, so I’ve heard, often kept a diary or journal. Do you know if Eloise did?’

      ‘My mum told me that Eloise always wrote in a journal. She used to keep it in a bottom drawer of her dressing table. It’s probably been packed up and stored. You could look in the basement,’ Pat suggested. ‘I’d help you but I’m not as spry as I used to be, and those stairs are steep.’

      ‘There’s a basement?’

      ‘Yes. It was built originally to be a playroom for the children that Eloise never had. Over the years, it’s been used for storage and recently as a gym. Brett works out a bit.’

      ‘You’d think he’d get enough exercise in his job,’ Dani said, trying not to think about how fit Brett looked. He always had been when they were together. Dani felt the flush rise to her cheeks and hoped Pat wouldn’t notice.

      ‘Brett or Sue might help you search through the boxes and crates.’

      ‘Thank you, Pat.’ Dani could have sworn the woman’s eyes twinkled with a spark of mischief.

       

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

       

      ‘I’ll help you look after lunch,’ Sue said, when Dani mentioned crates stored in the basement.

      ‘Thank you.’ Dani started making croissants for morning tea.

      ‘You’ll spoil them,’ Sue said, referring to the boarders.

      Dani smiled. ‘I’ll make a cake later on. It will do for afternoon tea. Maybe a ginger cake. Do you have any ginger? I might make a Tim Tam cheesecake for dinner.’

      ‘Yes.’ Sue shook her head. ‘They won’t want to see you go.’

      Dani didn’t reply. She kept her head down. She didn’t want to deal with this issue right now. Would she stay or would she go? She had to go; she had a business to run.

      After lunch, as promised, Sue took Dani to the basement. The stone stairs, as Pat had said, were very steep.

      When they reached the basement, Sue turned to her and said, ‘These were the stairs Emily fell down.’

      Dani sucked in her breath. ‘Really? When you think they wore long skirts, it must have presented a danger. I wouldn’t want to try it in a long dress.’ Dani looked at where she stood at the bottom of the steps—this is where Emily would have lain.

      ‘She wasn’t found for a while because Bill and the staff looked everywhere else for her, so Pat told me.’

      ‘How awful.’

      ‘Now, let’s look at these boxes. I think most are labelled, so we should be able to find something with Eloise and Emily’s names on it.’

      Sue was correct, the boxes were labelled, and they soon found one that read… Eloise and Emily Hatton. The box wasn’t large. The hardest part was getting to it.

      ‘That’s right!’ Dani exclaimed. ‘They were both Hattons because they married the same man.’

      ‘The weddings were only two years apart, if I recall Pat’s words correctly.’

      ‘That’s very close, isn’t it?’ Dani said. ‘But I imagine Emily couldn’t really stay in Bill’s house without being his wife. How times have changed.’

      ‘Do you want to leave the box here?’ Sue asked. ‘There’s an old desk and chair you could use.’

      ‘Yes, I think I will.’

      ‘I’ll leave you to it then,’ Sue said and went back upstairs.

      Dani found the basement a little claustrophobic because there weren’t any window and the air smelled of old things and perspiration—the latter probably due to Brett working out down here. She looked at the treadmill and a couple of weights. She wasn’t going to start thinking of Brett again.

      She sat at the desk and opened the old cardboard box. It proved too simple. A journal sat on top with Eloise le Gerseul’s name on it, dated 1872.

      Dani paused, hesitant to open Eloise’s journal. She knew she was being silly. It wasn’t Pandora’s box she was opening. It was her four times great aunt’s diary.

      After several long moments, Dani lifted the journal and opened it.
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MURRAYA OR MOCK ORANGE BLOSSOMS - ELOISE 1874 OR SOMETIME AFTER
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      Eloise took her journal from the bottom drawer of her dressing table and opened it, turning to the page where she written about her wedding to William Hatton. It had been a wonderful day. He was the most handsome man she’d ever seen. Eloise fell in love with him at first sight. She would always remember when she first saw him, standing among a group of much shorter miners, her father among them. Months later they married. Eloise wore a beautiful silk gown with orange blossom and roses in her bouquet. She’d kept a few dried sprigs of murraya from her bouquet in her diary. She turned to the back of it now and lightly touched the orange blossom and rose petals. She could still smell their delightful fragrances mingling together.

      They hadn’t long been in Charters Towers when she met Bill, her Bill. It soon became a thriving town. The mines brought wealth and prosperity to its residents. William Hatton, Eloise’s Bill, was one of the first to strike it rich. In 1872, he built the Hatton Battery with Carmody as his partner. Other mining investments paid off—that’s all Bill would ever tell her. He didn’t want to bother her with business matters. She knew she could have helped because she’d assisted her father with his accounting books in Jersey.

      Bill had already started construction on their home before the wedding. Eloise could never have imagined such a wonderful house, a mansion, and soon afterwards they moved in, even though some work was still being undertaken. Eloise was so pleased that Bill welcomed her father and sister to their home.

      Eloise crammed her journal with as much as she could. Despite her mother’s death, Eloise was happy with her life. Yet even now, her greatest sorrow was having to leave her mother in her grave at St Helier, which was the capital of Jersey.

      Many dinners and parties were held at Hatton House. Eloise had never been one for entertaining a lot of people, but Bill needed to socialise and make connections. It was all part of being a businessman, and Eloise understood it.

      If anything, Emily loved parties so much more than Eloise. She recalled at such times that Emily glowed.

      Eloise flipped through her journal until she found one such dinner. At first she’d been annoyed. She’d never felt such anger surge through her and directed at her sister as when she found Emily flirting with her Bill. They were on the veranda, probably taking in some fresh air, just as she was doing. But seeing Emily leaning into Bill, laughing seductively, made Eloise furious.

      Bill kissed Eloise when she came to stand next to him. She slipped her arm through his, staking her claim. Eloise glared at her sister. In those first few moments, Emily looked like one of the brazen women Eloise had seen at other dances but had never thought to see in the shape of her dear sister. Emily turned and walked away.

      Eloise’s heart pounded as she watched her sister go. It had probably been harmless. It certainly had been on Bill’s part. He gazed lovingly at Eloise and kissed her again.

      ‘How is my girl? The most beautiful girl in the world?’

      Eloise smiled and rested her head against his arm. Bill often said that phrase. It was something of a play on words—Charters Towers had been dubbed ‘The World’ because everything anyone could want was found here, in this one town.

      ‘You are all I want,’ Bill said.

      Perhaps he recognised Emily’s flirtation and was reassuring Eloise.

      Eloise often thought of that night but nothing like it ever happened again. She’d written it in her dairy. Eloise might now be forgetting facts and things that had occurred, but she’d never forgot that evening.

       

    

  







            Chapter Eight

          

          

        

    

    






PURPLE ALLAMANDA - DANI 2023
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      Interesting. Dani had just read the entry about Bill and Eloise’s wedding. She turned to the back of Eloise’s journal. How amazing. The dried sprigs of orange blossom and rose petals were still there.

      Dani touched them but with no pressure from her fingers in case they disintegrated with age. To think these petals had once been a part of Eloise’s wedding bouquet. Dani felt a surge of… something… run through her. It was as if in that moment she’d connected with Eloise through the years and generations. Not that Eloise was her direct ancestor. Emily was that—her great-great-great-great-grandmother.

      Even with different moral standards applying today, Dani felt a stab of annoyance that Emily had flirted with Bill. Perhaps it was simply that Dani connected more with Eloise. Emily seemed a more distant figure. Later, of course, Emily married Bill, after Eloise’s death. Dani had previously thought that Emily had very little choice but to marry him, but now Dani wondered. Perhaps Emily had made advances to him once Eloise had passed away.

      In the kitchen, Dani found Sue and Pat. She told them about the journal.

      ‘I was so excited to have found it,’ Dani said. ‘Now I feel disappointed because I’m not sure I like Emily, my own four times grandmother.’

      ‘That’s interesting though, reading about Eloise’s concerns regarding her sister,’ Pat said.

      ‘You mentioned a possible second ghost,’ Dani said to Pat, but Sue swore.

      ‘Bloody hell! Isn’t one enough?’ Sue looked at Pat. ‘This is the first I’ve heard of it.’

      ‘There was a lot more activity years ago,’ Pat explained. ‘Sometimes raised voices, an occasional thing thrown. I remember my grandma mentioning that her mum said, and so on, that Emily was a flirt until she married Bill Hatton.’

      ‘That’s fair enough,’ Dani said. ‘But to flirt with her sister’s husband is another. I’ll read more tonight and see what happens.’

      At that moment, a black blur shot past Dani’s legs and an exhausted Pauline limped into the room.

      ‘I hope you haven’t been chasing that cat all this time?’ Sue asked.

      Pauline flopped into a chair and Jinx jumped onto her lap as if nothing unusual had happened, an innocent look on his face. ‘Not all day. I lost him several times.’

      ‘You’re a bloody fool!’ Sue exclaimed. ‘You know he’d eventually return here for his food.’

      ‘He’d return for me, too.’ Pauline looked about to cry.

      ‘Yes, for you too,’ Sue added, her tone softer.

      Dani wasn’t so certain Sue believed her last words.

      Margie entered the kitchen, spotted Jinx and started to cry out.

      Dani could see the whole thing starting again, but no, Jinx jumped down and, with great disdain, walked out of the kitchen.
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        * * *

      

       

      When Brett and Bonnie walked in, Dani was in the kitchen making her Tim Tam cheesecake for dessert—she’d had to go to the supermarket again. Bonnie whimpered and wagged her tail to see Dani, who wiped one hand on the dish cloth and patted the border collie.

      Brett had a handful of flowers. Even before taking off his hat, he found a vase, filled it with water and put the flowers in. ‘Purple Allamanda,’ he said. ‘Although it’s more a rose-purple.’

      Dani looked at the trumpet shaped flowers that had to be seven centimetres across. ‘They’re gorgeous.’

      ‘They’re a shrubby climber. I had to pull a heap of them out today. They’d taken over.’ Brett took his hat off and rubbed his hands through his sweat-darkened hair. ‘Shower for me,’ he added and left.

      ‘Brett always brings different flowers back from his jobs,’ Pat said. ‘He’s such a darling.’

      Dani could tell that Pat had a soft spot for Brett, and not just in her praise of him but in the sparkle in her eyes. Dani felt her heart wobble but, flowers aside, she had no intention of making the same mistakes all over again.

      Bonnie barked. She’d stayed with Dani. Jinx hissed and Pauline held the cat close to her.

      ‘Take that cat out of here,’ Sue told Pauline. ‘The kitchen is no place for angry felines.’

      Her lower lip trembling, Pauline picked up Jinx and went outside.

      During dinner, Brett told the boarders that Dani had wanted to be an opera singer. Everyone was surprised, most exclaimed wow! Margie clapped her hands.

      Dani frowned at Brett before saying,  ‘Baking won. I loved it more.’

      After dinner and dessert, everyone implored Dani to sing. They all moved through to the lounge room and had coffee. Dani caught the expression in Brett’s eyes, as if teasing her and taunting her to do it. An upright piano sat against one wall. When she’d spied the piano before, Dani had thought it looked forlorn and she wondered how often it was played.

      ‘All right, I give in,’ Dani said, sat down on the piano stool and lifted the lid. It was an old piano and sounded like it needed tuning. This would be fun! She wasn’t going to attempt opera with these keys. Maybe a ballad. She knew Ed Sheeran’s The Joker and The Queen. At the end, the room exploded in rapturous applause. They must be starved for music! Or perhaps it was because she sang the song. Margie kept on at her to sing it again. Instead, Dani played and sang an old one—Il Mondo. When she noticed Brett staring at her with a wistful expression on his face she wished she hadn’t, as it had been one she’d sung years ago when they were together.

      When Dani moved away from the piano, Margie took her hands. ‘I hope you don’t leave us.’ Dani nearly cried at the sad expression in the woman’s eyes. Margie left the room, murmuring a good night as she did so.

      Sue, sitting next to Dani, said, ‘I told you they won’t want you to go away.’

      Dani didn’t know what to say. She probably couldn’t speak anyway around the lump in her throat. Bonnie came and sat on Dani’s feet.

      As the rest of them made their way to bed, Sue and Tom commenced locking up. That done, they said good night and went to their home at the rear of the main house—the old servants’ quarters. Brett and Bonnie remained with Dani in the lounge room.

      ‘It looks like you’ve won everyone’s heart,’ Brett said.

      ‘Not everyone’s,’ Dani murmured. She wouldn’t gaze up at him, even though she felt him willing her to do so.

      ‘Oh, who’s left to conquer?’

      ‘I’m going to bed,’ Dani said, still refusing to look at him. What did he want of her? He’d walked out on her all those years ago. Was he now going to say she’d won his heart?

      ‘I enjoyed hearing you sing again,’ Brett added.

      He wouldn’t give up! ‘Did you really?’ Dani knew her petulant tone sounded childish, but she couldn’t help herself.

      ‘Can we talk?’

      ‘What about?’ Dani demanded.

      ‘About us.’

      ‘Us? There is no us, Brett.’ She raised her eyes now and stared at him. ‘In fact, we’re only talking now because by a strange quirk of fate I inherited the house where you live.’

      ‘Maybe fate is trying to tell us something,’ he said.

      ‘What? To make the same mistake twice?’

      ‘So, it was a mistake? Us being together?’ His voice sounded wounded.

      ‘You must have thought so when you left without even telling me.’ Dani walked to her bedroom door, opened it, glanced at him at the end of the long corridor, and shut it behind her. Inside, she flopped onto the bed, feeling immature and churlish. She couldn’t even say he had changed because he was always a nice guy, considerate and thoughtful, just as he is now with the boarders. But how could she trust him not to hurt her again?
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        * * *

      

       

      Brett flopped into an armchair in his room, took off his boots and stretched out his long legs. ‘I’m not going to win this one, Bonnie girl.’

      Bonnie sat between his outstretched legs and whimpered.

      ‘There’s hardly been a day that I haven’t thought of Dani, wondered where she was, if she was happy. I’ve been an idiot! A total idiot! Why did I ever leave her? We would have been married now, probably had children.’ When Bonnie whimpered again, Brett leaned forward and patted her. ‘Yes, I know, girl. I have you.’ Brett rose and stretched. ‘Ready for bed, Bon?’

      Bonnie jumped up on the bed.

      ‘You leave some room for me, young lady,’ he said as he pulled off his shirt.
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ALLAMANDA BLANCHETII - ELOISE 1874 OR SOMETIME AFTERWARDS
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      Eloise thumbed quickly through her journal. She couldn’t find where she’d written about the crystal vase. Bill had given it to her but now she’d discovered one in Emily’s bedroom… well, at least the bedroom Emily had used until the interlopers moved in. But there had only been one vase. Surely her Bill wouldn’t have bought Emily a crystal vase?

      Eloise left her room and hurried downstairs, calling Emily as she went. At last, she found her sister standing on the veranda.

      Emily had never been as attractive as her sister. Eloise knew this because everyone said so, which can’t have been comfortable for Emily. Nevertheless, Emily had a more voluptuous figure and turned many heads. Eloise just didn’t want it to be her Bill’s head.

      ‘What are you doing?’ Eloise asked. ‘You haven’t been going into people’s bedrooms again, have you?’

      ‘You do,’ Emily said, pushing out her chin.

      ‘I only go into my own bedroom.’

      ‘As I do mine. Fortunately, that handsome one called Brett now sleeps in my room,’ Emily said.

      ‘Do you spy on him?’ Eloise asked, shocked.

      ‘No.’ Then Emily giggled. ‘Well, yes… If these intruders are going to take over our house, I don’t see why I shouldn’t?’

      ‘I went into your bedroom looking for you,’ Eloise said. ‘Where did you get the crystal vase? It looks to be the one Bill gave me.’

      ‘It’s none of your business where I got it,’ Emily said and pushed past her sister.

      Eloise hurried after her and caught her in the corridor to Bill’s office. ‘Where did your vase come from, Emily?’ Eloise grabbed her sister’s arm.

      Emily pulled free and went into the room where Dani now slept. Eloise followed and closed the door behind her. Eloise could see they were in Dani’s time. Dani’s book was on the bedside table.

      ‘This is my vase,’ Emily said, lifting the vase from the dressing table.

      ‘Put it down. That’s my vase. Bill gave it to me. Dani has it now, but I don’t mind,’ Eloise said, feeling her anxiety mounting.

      ‘Bill gave it to me,’ Emily shouted.

      ‘Never! He would never betray me. How dare you!’

      ‘Bill married me,’ Emily said, her eyes narrowing. ‘He loved me.’

      ‘Not my Bill,’ Eloise cried.

      ‘You died. What did you expect him to do?’

      ‘He loved me,’ Eloise said.

      ‘Well, he loved me too.’

      ‘You’re also dead now,’ Eloise told her sister.

      ‘I am not! How dare you say that!’

      ‘Whether you believe it or not, I don’t care. Just give me my vase,’ Eloise said.

      ‘Right. Have it back,’ Emily said, as she raised her arm and smashed the vase on the floor.

      Eloise stood in shock. Then sank to the floor, sobbing.
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SONG OF INDIA - DANI 2023
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      When Dani woke the following morning, she sat up and gazed about the room. No writing on the mirror, no torn photos all over the floor. Despite her words with Brett before bed, she had slept well with no ghosts from the past making an appearance.

      As Dani stepped out of her shower, she heard raised voices. It took a few moments to realise they came from her room. Her heart and stomach somersaulted. She wrapped a towel around her and rushed into the bedroom, but no one was there. She took in a deep breath. The voices must be close by. She dressed in a hurry, pulled the brush through her long hair and went outside.

      Already dressed for the day, Brett stood in the corridor. ‘Are you all right? I heard shouting.’

      Dani absent-mindedly patted Bonnie when the dog ran up to her. ‘It wasn’t me. Who would I be shouting at? But I could have sworn it came from my bedroom. I was in the shower at the time.’

      The voices came again. They both stopped and listened.

      ‘That’s definitely coming from my room,’ Dani said, her stomach flipping again.

      ‘They’re female voices but they’re muffled,’ Brett said after moving closer to the door.

      ‘Don’t tell me Jinx is in my room and Pauline and Margie are…’

      They both jumped at the sound of something breaking. Then a woman’s heart-wrenching sobs followed.

      Brett flung open the door. Dani followed him inside.

      No one was in the room, but they stared at the broken vase on the floor, crystal shards lying amidst the purple allamanda.
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        * * *

      

       

      By this time, Sue and Tom, Margie and Pauline had arrived on the scene. Pat stood in her open doorway.

      ‘What on earth happened?’ Sue asked. ‘Are you two arguing?’

      ‘I think it’s the ghosts,’ Dani said.

      ‘Ghosts?’ Brett asked. ‘Plural?’

      ‘Right, Margie, back to the kitchen with me.’ Sue led her away.

      Tom suggested to Pauline they go too. Only Pat and Brett stood with Dani in the corridor.

      ‘I might sit down, if you don’t mind,’ Pat said going into Dani’s room and sitting on the bed.

      Dani and Brett with Bonnie followed her.

      ‘In the past, we’d often thought there were two ghosts,’ Pat said. ‘Occasional raised voices and no living person shouting.’

      ‘Eloise and Emily,’ Dani explained.

      ‘Wow. Emily’s spirit remained here too?’ Brett asked.

      ‘I read in Eloise’s journal that she’d found Emily flirting with Bill. It could be that Emily fancied her sister’s husband,’ Dani said.

      ‘If nothing much has happened for years, perhaps this recent activity is because you’re here.’ Brett stared at Dani.

      Dani stared back. ‘That’s right, blame me!’

      Brett looked away. He asked Pat, ‘What can we do about it?’

      ‘Nothing. We can’t control ghosts,’ Pat replied.

      ‘It’s as if they’re going through their lives again and again,’ Dani said. ‘Is that possible, Pat?’

      ‘Who really knows? It’s possible.’

      Sue came back and knocked on the open door. ‘I’ve brought the dustpan and brush to clean up the mess.’

      ‘I can do that,’ Dani said.

      ‘Well, I must be going.’ Brett pushed his Akubra onto his head. Bonnie whimpered.

      ‘Are you guiding a tour group at the battery today?’ Dani asked.

      ‘Later. First I have to do more work on yesterday’s landscaping job. Why?’

      ‘I thought I might take the tour.’

      ‘Eleven this morning on the dot. Don’t be late.’

      Bonnie nudged Dani’s legs and they were gone.
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        * * *

      

       

      Dani helped Sue with breakfast and morning tea, making scones again. After that she went to her room to dress in her leathers.

      ‘You can take the car if you like,’ Sue said, when Dani returned to the kitchen.

      ‘I want to give Bellatrix a ride.’

      ‘Who’s Bellatrix?’

      ‘My motorbike.’

      Sue barked out a laugh. ‘Off you go then. Do you know where you’re going?’

      ‘Google maps,’ Dani said, smiling.

      It took less than ten minutes to find the Hatton Battery. Multiple buildings were scattered around but Dani headed to the largest.

      Brett stood outside welcoming tourists. He nodded when he noticed her. Bonnie ran to Dani, pleased to see her. When Brett led everyone inside, Bonnie stayed with her.

      The room inside was like a massive open shed filled with huge machines—the stampers, sorting tables and tailings trays.

      Brett walked everyone through, explaining. ‘Mr William Hatton and his partner Mr Carmody built the Hatton Stamp Battery in 1872. It was used for crushing ore, which is the start of the gold extraction process. It’s the oldest surviving battery in Queensland, but its machinery and power plant have been reconstructed at least four times since 1872.  It is the only intact battery and cyanide plant in the Charters Towers Mining District and has twenty stamps.’

      Cyanide? Dani seized on the word and nearly repeated it aloud. Wasn’t Eloise poisoned by cyanide?

      Brett continued, ‘The first sighting of gold was discovered by Hugh Mosman and some colleagues, with Jupiter Mosman, their young aboriginal horse-boy, who made the actual discovery of gold, at the end of 1871 or the very beginning of 1872. Within weeks of his discovery, a new goldfield was proclaimed, and miners began to arrive. Charters Towers developed rapidly, and its boom era endured. This was because gold was found in massive quartz reefs that stretched to many thousand feet underground. They provided greater permanence than alluvial fields. But a reefing field meant that the mines were dependent on crushing facilities. It’s believed that around twenty-five mills and seventy cyanide works were operational on the Charters Towers goldfield.’

      Cyanide. Dani couldn’t get the word out of her mind. In Eloise’s day, especially here in the Towers, cyanide would have been easily obtained.

      Brett led everyone to bench seats to watch a holographic video re-creation of how the battery worked.

      Dani stayed behind when the tourists had left, all thanking Brett for his great tour. ‘You do a fabulous job,’ she told him.

      ‘Thanks.’ Brett leaned down to pat Bonnie.

      ‘Cyanide,’ Dani said. ‘It must have been easy to obtain in the goldrush days.’

      ‘It was too easy.’

      ‘Do you know that Eloise was poisoned by cyanide?’

      ‘I didn’t know.’

      ‘Is it still easy to get?’ Dani asked.

      ‘No, not anymore.’

      ‘Really anyone could have poisoned Eloise,’ Dani said thoughtfully.

      ‘You’ll never know now,’ Brett said.

      Dani walked with him back outside. ‘Do you have another tour?’

      ‘Yes, but I’m going home for lunch first.’

      ‘I’ll see you there.’

      Dani reached Hatton House only moments before Brett. She took her helmet and gloves off and waited for him and Bonnie to join her.

      ‘That’s a mean machine,’ Brett said, eyeing the motorbike.

      ‘Bellatrix.’

      ‘Bella-what?’

      ‘Bellatrix. That’s her name. It means female warrior.’

      Brett smirked at her. ‘Two female warriors, I’d say.’

      ‘If you like,’ Dani grinned.

      As they headed for the house, Brett said, ‘I’d been thinking what you asked about cyanide being easily available or not… it’s not the only type of poison around. Do you know that various plants are toxic, some quite poisonous?’ Brett asked.

      ‘I know the well-known ones, I guess. Foxglove. Mandrake.’

      ‘A lot of tropical plants are toxic. Take this one,’ Brett pointed at a plant near to where they stood. ‘It’s a dracaena. Known as Song of India.’

      Dani looked at the alternating dark green and yellow stripes on narrow, long leaves. ‘I’ve seen it grown as an indoor plant, too.’

      ‘Outdoors it can grow up to six metres. It’s toxic to dogs, cats and humans too. This one over here, this shrub is an invasive weed and I’ll have to get rid of it soon. It’s also poisonous to humans and animals. It’s known as a Bellyache plant.’

      ‘Let me guess… it gives people a bellyache,’ Dani said.

      Brett nodded. ‘The fruit, if eaten, leads to severe gastroenteritis and, in animals, can lead to death.’

      ‘This garden is dangerous.’ Dani felt shocked.

      ‘Only if you do something stupid like eating the fruit on the bushes. Keep clear of white, milky sap. That can burn.’

      ‘Should we strip all the plants out and start again?’

      Brett chuckled. ‘No need to do anything as extreme. You can’t avoid poisons.’

      ‘I don’t like the sound of it,’ Dani said. They’d walked up the front steps and onto the veranda. Dazza was in his usual chair near the front door.

      ‘G’day,’ he said.

      Dani and Brett greeted him.

      ‘I overheard bits of what you said.’ Dazza nodded towards where they’d stood. ‘A mate of mine got some milky sap in his eyes, poor bugger. He only lifted his hand to wipe the sweat off his forehead, but he must have had sap on his hand. The residue on his forehead ran down into his eyes.’

      Dani gasped. ‘That’s awful.’

      ‘Poor bugger was in hospital for days while they flushed out his eyes.’

      ‘Did it damage his sight?’ Dani asked.

      ‘Naw, and the stupid bugger was doing the same thing weeks later.’

      ‘Coming inside for lunch?’ Brett asked.

      ‘Never miss me tucker, mate.’ Dazza rose and followed them.

      Dani hadn’t heard Dazza speak so much before. Only g’day. Or Night as he headed to his bed.

      She and Brett hurried to their respective rooms. Brett to wash. Dani to change into jeans. The leathers were great for riding, essential for safety if she had an accident, but hot to wear, especially here. You’d never suspect it was winter at the moment.

      Brett was already in the family room when Dani entered. His dark blond hair was damp, and he looked refreshed.

      Dazza sat waiting, his straw hat on his knee. Pauline and Jinx joined them. As soon as they did, Jinx sprang out of her arms, arched his back and hissed.

      Bonnie ran up to Jinx and barked.

      ‘Bonnie,’ Brett said. ‘Come here.’ Bonnie obeyed him.

      When Pauline attempted to lift Jinx, the large black cat shot down the corridor to the front door, hissing when he reached it.

      ‘I think the cat senses something… or someone,’ Dani whispered to Brett.

      ‘Your ghosts again?’ he asked and shook his head.

      ‘You may scoff but what caused Jinx to act like that?’

      ‘The cat’s a bit crazy, if you ask me,’ Brett whispered back.

      ‘I don’t think so,’ Dani said. ‘Animals can sense things we can’t.’

      ‘Lunch is ready,’ Sue called. She spotted Pauline struggling with her cat at the front door. ‘Leave him alone, Pauline,’ Sue called out. ‘You’ll get all scratched up again.’

      ‘Jinx is upset,’ Pauline said, whining.

      ‘Lunch, Pauline,’ Sue said. ‘You either have it now or miss out. Dazza mightn’t say much but he eats a lot.’

      Dani thought again what Dazza had said to her and Brett. She wondered what else he might know and what else he might see from his vantage point on the veranda.
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        * * *

      

       

      Everyone was in for lunch except Adam and Spencer. Dani hadn’t had a chance to get to know either of them. Adam was off each day with his canvases and easel straight after breakfast, while Spencer had taken his briefcase and driven away in his sporty Mazda. Neither returned until dinner. That evening, Dani took more notice of them. Adam definitely looked to be a hippie with his long brown hair, some of which was plaited. One earring in his left ear added to the impression. Adam sat silently eating over dinner and afterwards Dani noticed he seemed sullen. He didn’t read like Dazza or Pat. He didn’t chatter away like Margie. Spencer was more aloof, remaining at the kitchen table when the others chose the comfortable chairs of the family room.

      Television went on for a while but when nothing much was on except for reality television, everyone, except Adam and Spencer, implored Dani to sing and play the piano. She wondered why that was. Perhaps they just didn’t like her singing. They all moved to the lounge room. Not wanting to swim against the tide of requests, Dani played and sang Love Me Tender, Elvis Presley’s song—Dani had heard Margie playing a CD of Andrea Bocelli’s version of it. Margie clapped her hands when Dani started playing. She played a couple more songs and then closed the piano lid.

      As everyone made a move to head to bed, Dani found herself next to Adam. ‘How is your painting going?’ she asked.

      Adam looked at her as if she’d startled him. After a few moments, he replied, ‘Okay. I’m getting some great landscapes done.’

      ‘Anything we can see?’ Dani asked.

      ‘No,’ he said, and walked away from her.

      Brett came to stand beside her. ‘I wouldn’t let him worry you. He’s a bit strange, if you ask me.’

      ‘How long has he been here?’

      ‘A month or so. He’s travelling around Australia painting.’

      Bonnie stood up, putting her paws on Dani’s legs. ‘You’re a good girl.’ Dani patted her and rubbed behind the border collie’s ears.

      Dani noticed that further along the corridor Pat looked to be in pain. Her movement was slow and awkward. Brett hurried ahead and helped her, taking her weight and thereby affording her a handrail.

      When she reached her room, Pat thanked him, and Brett kissed the old lady’s cheek.

      ‘You’ve won a heart there,’ Dani said, when Pat had shut her door.

      ‘She’s a lovely old dear.’

      Dani chuckled, patted Bonnie and went into her bedroom. She got ready for bed, took Eloise’s journal that she’d brought to her bedroom before dinner, and reclined on the bed to read.
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      Eloise took her journal from the bottom drawer of her dressing table. She hadn’t been well. She recalled that she’d written about it in her journal. Yes, there it was. She’d been delighted, more… she’d been ecstatic when she’d learned the reason for her sickness. She was with child. The doctor had verified it. Excitement built within her and her chest felt like bursting. She wanted to tell Bill first, before she would tell Emily.

      Eloise felt the excitement afresh now, but something had happened. She couldn’t remember what. She knew she had to wait for Bill to return.

      Here was the entry she’d written in her diary.

      Day after day, she stood at the front door watching, looking out for his return. Nothing would appease her. Ethel often came to her. Imploring her to take some rest, have some food. Eloise appreciated her concern, but Bill was late. He should have been home by now.

      Only at night did Eloise go to her bed. Every morning she’d wake and go out into the garden. That was her only time outdoors for fresh air. She formed the habit of picking some white chrysanthemums. They had special meaning as her baby was due in November and white chrysanthemums were the birth flower for November. Eloise always put some on her dressing table, but she also held a posy of them in her hands where she stood by the front door.

      Eloise felt desperate to impart her news to Emily. If she and Bill were to be parents, then Emily would be an aunt. Finally, when Bill still didn’t return, Eloise told her sister that she carried a child. Emily wasn’t as supportive or pleased as Eloise had expected her to be. Eloise felt devasted by her sister’s lack of pleasure and enthusiasm. She thought Emily would love to be an aunt.

      Then one day, when Eloise stood at the front door peering out, one of the interloper’s black cat hissed at her. Even the dog barked. Eloise didn’t mind the good-looking man’s dog but that cat was evil. Eloise shivered every time it was near. She waved her arms at it, trying to make it go away. The man, Brett, called his dog but the malevolent cat escaped its owner. Eloise wished they’d all go away. What were they doing in her home? She’d asked several of them but never received an answer. The new young woman had felt her presence, Eloise felt certain. She was a Hatton. Was she Eloise’s descendent or Emily’s? Emily said she and Bill had children. Eloise didn’t believe Emily anymore. Eloise was married to Bill and was carrying his child.

      Where was Bill? Anything could happen, of course, to delay him. More business in Townsville than he’d planned to undertake. A broken wagon wheel on the way home. He might have had to stay at Mingela and get it fixed. Anything!

      One night after dinner, Eloise felt ill. She told Emily so. She’d written it in her journal. She could see it there now. Eloise had gone up to her bed, feeling terribly ill. Ethel had brought her some valerian to help her sleep. Eloise implored Emily to stay with her.

      The pain… Eloise looked at her journal. She hadn’t written anything else in it. This was where her entries stopped. But she remembered the pain. She’d writhed on the bed, gripping Emily’s hand. Emily shouted for Ethel to fetch the doctor.

      All Eloise worried about was her baby. She prayed she wasn’t miscarrying. She hadn’t even told Bill about their child.

      The pain… Now Eloise couldn’t remember the intensity of pain, but she knew how she’d thrashed and twisted.

      Strangely enough, the next thing Eloise remembered was standing by the front door waiting for Bill. She had thought she was going to die but she must have recovered because she was able to wait by the door.

      She had so much to tell Bill!
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      So that was it! That’s why Jinx hissed and carried on. He’d seen Eloise’s ghost standing at the door. Bonnie had been aware of it too.

      Dani put her legs over the side of the bed. How she’d get to sleep now, she didn’t know.

      Poor Eloise waiting for Bill to return… and she’d been pregnant. It tugged on Dani’s heart and tears spilled onto her cheeks. Eloise hadn’t even realised that she’d died. The pain she’d felt wasn’t a miscarriage but undoubtedly the poison.

      Dani had heard so much about people being aware they were passing over, but Eloise didn’t seem to be cognizant of it at all. She had been terribly ill and then, the next thing, Eloise had been back at the door, waiting for Bill. She had no idea that with her own passing, she’d lost her unborn child. Dani patted her tears with a tissue. How sad. Tragic, really, because someone had given Eloise that poison… cyanide, the one poison that was everywhere in Charters Towers in those early goldrush days.

      But who would have wanted Eloise dead? Dani’s first thoughts shot to her sister Emily. Emily was keen on Bill, but the sisters were close. No, surely not Emily. Then it had to be someone in the house, one of the staff. Ethel? She had taken the valerian to Eloise. Had she put cyanide in it? Ethel was the next most likely because, as housekeeper, she could go all over the house without question. Although other staff members could have put poison into Eloise’s food or drinks.

      The motive confounded Dani. Why would anyone want to kill Eloise? She seemed to have been a kind and gentle person. Had she slighted one of the staff? Or did the motive come through Bill? Had he offended, upset, snubbed or insulted someone? Worse, had he cheated a business associate? Dani wondered about his partner, Carmody. Even if all this or any of it had occurred, to poison Eloise seems to be a drastic, horrific step to take.

      Could it have been an accident? If cyanide was easy to come by, could Eloise have ingested it by mistake? Although surely cyanide wouldn’t be kept in the house.

      Dani opened her laptop and brought up Google. She typed in uses for cyanide in 1800s Australia. Plenty of sites were listed. One claimed that it was used to leach the gold from the ore. Cyanide was sprayed over the crushed ore that was spread atop collection tables. Yes, that’s what Dani had seen yesterday at the Hatton Battery.

      One entry stated that cyanides were used as chemical weapons for the first time in World War I.

      Another site wrote that cyanide, strychnine, and arsenic were the popular poisons during the Victorian era.

      Another claimed that cyanide was quick acting—once the signs and symptoms appeared, death ensued within thirty minutes.

      That’s fast! Dani looked at Eloise’s journal. From what she’d written it seemed like Eloise’s pain had hit her after dinner. Somehow cyanide had been placed in her food or her drink, whether by accident or by design.

      Dani wanted to talk to Pat about this, but it was too late now. She’d have to wait until the morning.

      Perhaps she’d go and make a cuppa. Everything was silent except for the chimes sounding on the grandfather clock in the lounge room. Then it struck one.

      Dani took a torch and walked slowly down the corridor, so as not to wake Pat, and headed for the kitchen. She turned on one light, filled the kettle and waited for it to boil. While the water bubbled away, Dani stepped out into the passage that went straight to the front hallway and door. Was Eloise standing there now waiting for her Bill? Dani couldn’t sense anything, not like Jinx and Bonnie had.

      She went back to the kitchen and jumped when a black, blurred body shot past her. Dani’s heart thumped. That had to have been Jinx. What on earth was he doing in the kitchen at this time of night, and what had spooked him? Dani looked around the room. Was Eloise here now in this room? Or Emily? Dani couldn’t see anything, nor sense a presence. She felt spooked too.

      Tea made, kitchen light off, Dani stood for a moment with only her torch light on. There seemed to be too much light. For a few moments, she turned the torch off. Yes, another light source convinced her someone else was awake in the house. The light seemed to be coming from the laundry, which was behind the kitchen. The steps that led to the basement were in the laundry.

      Dani put her tea down on the kitchen bench and went into that room. The door that Sue kept locked stood ajar. Sue had given a spare key to Dani. Did anyone else have one? It was probably Sue, although she should be in her home with Tom, but who else would be foolish enough to be awake at one am? The treadmill was down there, too. It could be Brett.

      Taking a deep breath, Dani went down the stairs into the basement. ‘What are you doing here?’ she exclaimed when she reached the bottom.

      Adam Chambers glanced up, his eyes wide, his hand going to his chest. ‘Oh! You just took ten years off my life.’

      ‘You do know it’s gone one in the morning?’

      ‘Is it that late? I was just getting a fresh canvas for tomorrow. I’m afraid I’m a bit vague when it comes to time.’

      Dani glanced around where he stood. Sure enough, Adam had a few canvases at his feet, as if he’d been sorting through them.

      ‘How did you get in here? The door’s kept locked.’ Dani eyed him, still feeling suspicious of him. Sue had said there were only two keys. Sue had one and now so did Dani.

      He looked uncomfortable. ‘Well, I er… I used Sue’s key.’

      ‘When did Sue give you her key?’

      ‘No, it’s the one that’s kept in the kitchen in a biscuit tin.’

      This was news to Dani. Sue hadn’t mentioned it. ‘Are you finished now?’

      ‘Yes,’ he said and grabbed a medium sized blank canvas. His gaze narrowed as he walked past Dani.

      Belligerent or not, once he’d locked the door, Dani put her hand out for the key.

      Adam begrudgingly dropped into her palm. ‘It’s never bothered Sue that the key was kept in the biscuit tin. How can we boarders access the basement?’

      ‘You’ll have to actually ask Sue or me.’

      Adam glared at her and headed back through the kitchen, along the passageway and up the stairs. Dani grabbed her cup of tea. She’d have to speak to Sue about this in the morning.
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        * * *

      

       

      Dani dragged herself into the shower the following morning. She’d barely slept. Thoughts of Eloise and cyanide had battered her brain all night. Along with Adam having the key to the basement. What was the point in locking the room if everyone knew where the key was kept? And why hadn’t Sue told Dani about the third key? Were there more?

      At five, Dani had given up trying to sleep.

      When she’d showered and dressed, Dani went to the kitchen to make a coffee. Brett walked into the kitchen/family room area. Bonnie wriggled with excitement to see her.

      ‘Wow. You look as if you stayed up all night! Streaming watching?’

      Dani frowned at his glib remark. ‘I wish. No, I read some of Eloise’s journal before bed and then couldn’t sleep.’

      ‘Not the best time to read it, I wouldn’t think,’ Brett said.

      ‘I know. I’ll tell you more about it later, if you’re interested.’

      ‘I’m interested. It’s intriguing. I’m hanging around here today. No extra jobs on.’

      ‘How come you’re up so early then?’ Dani asked.

      ‘I couldn’t sleep either.’

      Dani nodded and went along to her bedroom to put some mascara and lipstick on. She hadn’t been worrying about wearing makeup since she’d been here but thought she’d make herself feel a bit brighter.

      Sue was in the kitchen when Dani walked back in.

      ‘Morning,’ Sue said. ‘Sleep well?’

      ‘Actually, no. At one this morning, I came down here for a cuppa and found Adam in the basement.’

      ‘At that time of night!’

      ‘He was sorting his canvases, or so he said. What surprised me the most was that he said he used a key kept in a biscuit tin kept in here.’

      ‘Oh yes, I forgot to mention that key.’ Sue hit her forehead with the base of her hand, a flour imprint left behind. ‘Sorry.’

      ‘I took it off him,’ Dani said, trying not to sound too bossy but she wanted to be firm, just as if she had to discipline staff at her café. ‘I’d rather only you and I had keys. Anyone else can ask if they want to use the exercise equipment or have any other reason to access the room.

      Sue shrugged. ‘Fair enough. You’re the boss. They might drive you mad though wanting to use the basement.’

      ‘I’ll take that risk. Are there any other keys?

      ‘No, that’s all.’

      Sue seemed genuine in merely overlooking the extra key. Dani decided to leave it at that. ‘What would you like done?’ Dani asked.

      ‘Perhaps you can bake a cake for afternoon tea.’

      Dani set to work. ‘I’ll make a double mix. I have a good recipe for that. I’ll make half of it a chocolate cake and do a marble cake with the other half.’ For the marble cake Dani would have to divide the half into three portions. One would stay vanilla, one made chocolate and one strawberry.

      ‘Sounds good.’

      By the time Sue had breakfast ready, Dani had the cake in the oven.

      Over breakfast, Dani took particular notice of Adam Chambers. Really he looked his usual dreamy self. Or was it spaced-out self? Dani wondered if he took any drugs.

      Breakfast was never long, and everyone went their separate ways. Dani and Sue went to the kitchen. Tom, Brett and Bonnie out to the back garden. Adam took off somewhere with his new canvas. Spencer took his briefcase and left. Dazza went to the front veranda.

      After the men had gone, Margie, Pat and Pauline came into the kitchen.

      ‘I can’t find Jinx,’ Pauline said, her voice distressed.

      ‘That damned cat!’ Sue exclaimed.

      ‘Oh, don’t be hard on him, Sue,’ Pauline pleaded.

      ‘He gives you nothing but trouble,’ Sue said.

      Pauline sniffed back tears.

      Dani took the cakes out of the oven and the ladies oohed and aahed. ‘They’re hot.’ Dani cautioned them.

      ‘I need to sit in comfort,’ Pat murmured, and went back to the family room.

      After a couple of minutes, Dani left the kitchen and sat down next to Pat. The others were talking among themselves. ‘Do you mind if I join you?’

      ‘Not at all, love. How are you going?’

      ‘I couldn’t sleep last night. I’ll come straight to the point in case we get interrupted. I read in Eloise’s journal that she was pregnant.’

      ‘I thought as much,’ Pat said. ‘Apparently, Ethel suspected it. You know, morning sickness.’

      ‘It seemed that Bill was away, and Eloise waited endlessly at the front door for him to return so she could tell him. It’s so sad, Pat.’

      ‘That it was, love.’

      ‘Then she took ill very quickly. She wrote in her journal that she was ill, but she feared she was miscarrying. That must have been when she was poisoned. She didn’t write another entry in her diary.’ Dani went on to inform Pat of the incident with Jinx hissing at the front door. ‘I think Eloise is still waiting for her Bill.’ Dani burst into tears. She usually wasn’t so emotional but something about the poignant tragedy of the situation had hit her hard.

      ‘There, there, love.’ Pat patted Dani’s hand. ‘It’s very sad, and it’s your family, your ancestors.’

      ‘I’m sorry for breaking down like that though.’ Dani wiped her face with a tissue. ‘Can we do anything for Eloise?’

      ‘I don’t know what, love.’

      ‘No, of course not.’ Dani rose. ‘I just wanted you to know. Oh,’ Dani added as she turned away. ‘Did Emily ever keep a journal?’

      ‘Not that I’m aware of. Unless you find one in the boxes in the basement.’

      Dani smiled and left Pat to her reading. She had to ice the cakes, but she couldn’t face the ladies in the kitchen, not at the moment. Instead, she went outside to look for Brett and Tom. Bonnie found her first, and then led her along a path through some tall shrubs—golden duranta, Dani thought—until they walked out into the sun. Only Brett was there.

      He stood up from weeding. ‘There you are,’ he said to Bonnie. ‘I wondered where she’d disappeared to. I should have guessed,’ he said to Dani.

      ‘Is that a grevillea you’re weeding around?’

      ‘Yes, grevillea peaches and cream.’

      ‘It’s beautiful.’ Dani looked at the two-tone flowers. ‘It’s an Australian native, isn’t it?’

      ‘It is.’ Brett frowned. ‘What’s the matter?’

      ‘Nothing.’

      ‘Something’s wrong. Is it about Eloise?’

      Dani couldn’t say a word. She burst into tears once again.

      Bonnie stood up on Dani’s legs. Brett stepped out of the garden bed and wrapped his arms around her.

      Dani allowed her head to drop to his chest. At that moment, she didn’t care that they weren’t together anymore. She needed to feel him holding her. She felt like she’d shrugged into a warm, cosy jumper, one that was beautifully familiar. Her heart ached more than she could have imagined.

      ‘Come on,’ Brett said, and led her into the shade where he found a bench seat.

      Dani flopped down and again; Brett drew her close. She didn’t protest. Bonnie jumped up beside Dani and put her head in Dani’s lap. Brett didn’t rush her but eventually he asked what had happened. Dani told him. She finished by saying, ‘Knowing that Eloise is still waiting for her Bill is just so sad.’

      ‘Ah, I get it. You think that the other day Jinx sensed Eloise at the front door.’

      ‘I do. I know it. In fact, I’m certain Eloise doesn’t know she’s dead.’

      ‘I don’t know what you can do about it all,’ Brett commented.

      ‘I know. Pat said the same.’

      ‘It’s good to keep Pat in the loop,’ Brett said, and then frowned. ‘Does any of this really matter when you’re leaving us soon?’

      ‘Of course, it matters. It’s my family, my ancestors and… and I might not be leaving soon.’

      ‘I thought you had a café and a life somewhere else.’ Brett didn’t look at her.

      ‘I do, but the café is being looked after. At least for a while longer.’

      ‘Are you okay now?’ Brett asked.

      ‘Yes. I’m sorry for crying all over you.’

      ‘I’ve missed not holding you. I didn’t realise how much until now.’ He rose and held out his hand. Dani took it. ‘I’d better get back to work.’

      ‘But you said this job isn’t paid,’ Dani pointed out.

      ‘True but I’m helping Tom.’

      Brett still held her hand. Dani didn’t pull it out of his grasp.

      ‘I have cakes to put icing on.’

      ‘You’re certainly a good cook. You’ve won everyone’s heart.’

      He’d said those words before. Dani glanced down. She didn’t trust herself to look at him.

      Brett let her hand go. ‘Come on, Bonnie. Work.’

      Bonnie whoofed and followed him. Dani turned and headed back to the house.

      At morning tea, Brett walked into the kitchen carrying a few grevillea flowers that he handed to Dani. ‘I wouldn’t put them in your bedroom because the nectar is sticky, but you could put them in a vase and keep them in here.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Dani said, acutely aware that everyone was watching with interest. She went over to the sink. Brett joined her after taking a vase from the cupboard. His arm rubbed against hers and she glanced up at him, into his beautiful blue eyes, and she was undone.
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CROTONS - ELOISE 1874 OR SOMETIME AFTERWARDS
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      Eloise stared out of the front door of Hatton House. She could see the crotons in the front garden bed. They provided year-long colour with their multi-coloured leaves. They didn’t rely on flowers to put on a show. In fact, their flowers were tiny.

      Resting her hand on her stomach, she was pleased the horrendous pain had stopped. More than anything at the time, she worried it might harm her baby, but all seemed well. Now if only Bill would come home.

      Emily walked into the hallway. She was crying, and dabbing at her eyes with her linen handkerchief that was crocheted around the edges. Eloise called out to her sister, but she didn’t reply. Emily went on into the drawing room. Eloise didn’t want to leave the front door in case Bill arrived. What was keeping him?

      Ethel walked towards her, but she looked out of the door and didn’t speak, which was unusual because Ethel liked to have a talk. Eloise heard all the gossip through Ethel. Eloise called after her, but Ethel kept walking.

      Her endurance surprised Eloise. She’d stood at the door all day and hadn’t grown tired. She hadn’t even felt the need for food or drink.

      The grandfather clock struck ten before Eloise went upstairs to her bed. She opened the door and halted; the breath knocked out of her. She didn’t understand it. Eloise crossed to the bed and stared down. She was already in bed.

      How could this be? Eloise turned around and ran down the stairs. She’d read of spirits leaving their body when they were asleep. She believed it was called astral projection. Was that what she’d done? What was happening to her?

      Eloise went to stand by the front door. It was dark and she couldn’t see anything, but she felt comfortable here, if only Bill would return!
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        * * *

      

       

      Dawn broke. Eloise sighed. She could see outside. She could see the crotons and the large poinciana trees. She felt certain Bill would arrive today. She was correct. Eloise saw him approach. Her Bill. Tears streamed down her cheeks. She didn’t go out to meet him. She felt she couldn’t, but she watched him jump down from his dray and hurry to the house. He flung open the door and stood beside her. But he didn’t look at her. Eloise turned to see Emily standing further back in the hall. She dabbed at her eyes and then, sobbing, she ran towards Bill. Bill stepped forward to meet her and encased Emily in his arms.

      Eloise fell back in her shock… no, her horror. What did this mean? Her Bill ignored her and hugged Emily while she cried.

      Then Bill and Emily climbed the stairs. Eloise followed them. At least now, they walked separately. They entered her bedroom and Bill doubled over when he looked at the bed, looked at Eloise lying there.

      Eloise didn’t know what to do. She wanted to take Bill’s hands and explain that she had somehow astral projected. She’d soon be back in her body. ‘Bill,’ she spoke his name, but he didn’t hear her. ‘I have a surprise for you,’ she added. Her need to tell him consumed her. ‘Bill, I have news for you. I’m going to have our baby.’

      He wouldn’t listen. All he wanted to do was stare at her body on the bed and weep.
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HIBISCUS - DANI 2023
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      That evening, every time Dani looked at Brett, she wanted nothing more than to step into his arms. She felt warmth flush her cheeks and hoped no one else noticed. Brett also watched her. Was he feeling the same? When she’d cried earlier in the day and he’d held her and comforted her, their barriers had come crashing down. Even though Dani could only, strictly speaking, feel for herself, she sensed his hurdles had fallen over too.

      After dinner—Dani had cooked lasagne, and everyone had said it was the best they’d ever tasted—they moved into the lounge room. Everyone asked Dani to sing for them again. Sue brought in coffee and some of the cake Dani had made that morning. Margie asked for I Could Have Danced All Light from My Fair Lady. Dani agreed. Of course, Margie would ask for that song about dancing. While Dani played, Margie danced around the room, spinning and dipping. Dani loved the stage play and the movie with Audrey Hepburn, so followed it with On The Street Where You Live.

      ‘I adore our concerts of an evening,’ Pat said, ‘but this old woman has to go to bed.’ She rose.

      ‘Do you need a hand?’ Brett asked.

      ‘Of course I need a hand. When a gorgeous young man is around, I’m not one to shoo him away. Give me your hand, love.’

      Brett coloured but laughed. As did the others.

      Everyone started to make a move. Adam shot out the door. Dazza brought up the rear. Margie still danced to music only she could hear. She even sang the words she knew.

      Dani followed Brett and Pat along the corridor. Outside her room, Pat said good night.

      When Pat had closed her doors, Brett asked, ‘Would you like to listen to La Bohème? You might know that I have it,’ he added referring to Dani’s first night at Hatton House.

      Dani pulled a wry face. ‘Yes, I’d love to.’

      ‘In my room? Or would you prefer to go to the family room?’

      So, he was leaving the ball in her court. ‘Your room will do.’ She didn’t look up at him.

      Bonnie led the way up the stairs, Brett opened the door and Bonnie shot inside. Brett allowed Dani to go in next. The bedroom was smaller than hers, with the double bed, a lowboy with drawers, an old wardrobe and a small desk and chair. Two armchairs had a small coffee table between them. What struck Dani the most was the tidiness of it—no clothes strewn around, no shoes to fall over. Dani recalled that Brett had always been tidy.

      ‘Sit down,’ Brett said, indicating the armchair. He pulled his phone from his pocket, found his music and selected La Bohème. Act One started on Christmas Eve in a garret with a large window looking out over the snow-covered rooftops of Paris. Marcello sang first.

      The power of Puccini’s music and words flowed through Dani, causing goosebumps over her skin. She had performed the role of Musetta in amateur theatre, singing Musetta’s Waltz or Quando me'n vo. It was one of the most beautiful arias, the words so poignant. Dani imagined Margie dancing to the music. She must play it one night.

      Brett sat in the other armchair. He looked as rapt as Dani. It had been one joy they’d shared when they were together.

      Partway through, Brett paused the opera. ‘Can we leave the rest until tomorrow evening? I have an early job in the morning and then a guided tour to take in the afternoon.’

      ‘Of course,’ Dani said, standing up. ‘Thank you for sharing it with me.’

      ‘It brought back old memories. I remember you singing Musetta’s Waltz.’

      ‘Do you? I’m surprised. It was another life.’

      Brett took her hands. ‘I was stupid, you know, leaving you like that.’

      Dani tensed. She wanted to pull her hands away, but she left them cradled in his.

      ‘I was frightened. Well, I took fright anyway. We’d been together all our lives and I started to doubt. I’m sorry.’

      ‘I’m sorry if you felt trapped,’ Dani said defensively.

      ‘Not trapped, not by you.’ Brett dropped her hands and half-turned away. ‘I was doing it all to myself.’

      ‘I wasn’t enough for you, that’s all.’

      ‘You were always enough for me. I stupidly wondered…’

      ‘What you were missing?’ Dani snapped.

      Brett sighed. ‘I guess that was part of it.’

      ‘And did you find plenty of what you were missing out on?’ Dani’s anger grew.

      ‘I discovered that what I missed was you.’ Brett took her hands again.

      Dani pulled them away this time. ‘No other girl friends?’

      ‘None that counted.’

      ‘It doesn’t matter Brett. You can do what you like. We haven’t been together for many years.’ Dani went to walk past him, but he held her arm and then turned her to face him.

      ‘I’m not going to let you go again, Dani. I couldn’t bear it.’ Brett wrapped his arms around her and held her against his chest.

      Her anger was seeping away, but did she want this? The truth was… and she’d always known it, even though she’d tried to pretend she didn’t… but she’d always loved him. She was concerned they wouldn’t recapture what they used to have.

      Brett relaxed his arms, and then took her face in his hands and kissed her. A gentle, tentative kiss, as if he wasn’t certain how it would be received.

      He kissed her again, and each kiss was deeper, more passionate, until Dani pushed away.

      ‘We’re moving too fast,’ she said. ‘There has been a lot of hurt between kisses.’

      Brett nodded. ‘You’re right. We don’t need to rush anything.’

      Dani smiled. ‘Exactly.’

      Bonnie broke the awkwardness by pushing between their legs. They laughed at her.

      ‘Good night to you, Bonnie.’ Dani bent to pat her. When she stood up, Brett was staring at her. ‘Good night.’

      Brett walked over to the door but before he opened it, he kissed her once more. ‘Good night.’

      Downstairs in her room, Dani flopped onto the bed. After this afternoon, she thought something might occur between them, but she didn’t expect a big apology. Of course, it had to happen. They had to get past their past and move forward.

      Dani had planned to go over Eloise’s journal again but now her thoughts were too scattered, her feelings all over the place. She didn’t even know how she’d get to sleep. When she woke at daylight, she realised that she had slept, and a butcher bird sang its beautiful song outside her window.
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      When Brett walked into the kitchen carrying a bright yellow hibiscus flower, Dani was making a custard slice and had just finished a caramel slice. She glanced up and smiled. He looked to be hesitating, as if not certain whether to cross to where she stood to kiss her good morning. In the end, he didn’t. Dani caught a smile flitting across Sue’s lips. No one could fool Sue!

      Bonnie had no hesitation in nudging Dani’s leg.

      ‘Hello, girl,’ Dani greeted the border collie.

      Brett put the hibiscus on the kitchen table. He didn’t put it in water, it would only remain open for a day in any case.

      ‘Are you doing the Battery tours today?’ Dani asked Brett.

      ‘This afternoon.’

      ‘Do you know where some of the old mine shafts are? I’d love to see one.’

      Brett frowned. ‘Well, yes, I know where some are, but it can be dangerous going too close.’

      ‘I’d still love to see one.’ Dani gently stirred the custard mixture over the stove.

      ‘If you drop by the Battery at three this afternoon, I’ll be finished.’

      ‘Great. I’ll see you then.’

      Dani took the car after breakfast and went to the supermarket. She’d made a list—strawberries, icing mixture, cooking chocolate, baking soda, fresh vanilla beans if she could find it, cinnamon—the list went on.

      In the town area, Dani took more notice this time of some of the grand old buildings. The Stock Exchange Arcade was one of them with its barrel-vaulted portico that was the entrance to the open-ended arcade where people could have morning tea or lunch at the café under the glass roof. Dani imagined cooling breezes flowing through—a wonderful adaptation to cope with the summer heat. The masonry, two-storey building now also housed offices and other stores. The World Theatre building in Mosman Street was another building with beautiful architecture.

      Before Dani shopped for her groceries, she found a dress boutique in Gill Street and bought a few dresses, which would definitely be cooler in the heat… and they’d make Margie happy. Dani smiled to herself.

      Back to the house for lunch, Dani put the groceries away. Sue had prepared a salad, and everyone turned up except for Brett and Adam. They knew not to expect Spencer.

      In her room after lunch, Dani took out her laptop to download her email. She’d seen a notification on her phone that James Fleet, the solicitor, had sent an email. She read it. Apparently one of the rental houses had been unoccupied but only briefly. Dani thought it strange because no one had mentioned one of the houses on Hatton property was empty. James Fleet said a new tenant moved in that morning. Her name was Janice Bainbridge.

      Dani went cold hearing that name. Bainbridge? Brett’s surname. Surely there couldn’t be a connection. This doubt bothered her until, at half past two, she left, in her leathers, to ride to the Hatton Battery. She arrived early, took off her helmet and gloves, and sat on Bellatrix waiting.

      Soon after three, people started leaving the battery. When it appeared no one else remained, Dani walked across to the entrance, only to find another woman standing there. Dani hesitated and took a few steps backwards.

      When Brett and Bonnie came into sight, he stopped to speak to the woman. Dani couldn’t hear what he said, but his voice rose, and he began pointing and throwing his hand out. Dani hadn’t ever seen him as angry as this. Then the woman, despite his flaying arms, stepped closer to him and placed her hand on his chest. He stepped back as if her touch had seared him.

      Dani took more notice of the woman now. She had to be around Dani’s age. She wore her red hair in a ponytail. Dani could only see her side-on, but she looked pretty.

      ‘Go away!’ Brett shouted at her.

      Dani edged closer to Bellatrix. She’d never seen Brett like this.

      The woman put her other hand on his chest. Brett threw them off.

      At that moment, he turned his head and noticed Dani. She wasn’t waiting around. She hurried to Bellatrix, put on her helmet and started the engine. A moment before Brett reached her, Bellatrix fired into action, leaving him behind.
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      As soon as Dani arrived back at Hatton house, she hurried along to her room. She took her leathers off and dressed in jeans and blouse. All this time, she kept asking herself what this meant. Dani had received an email from the solicitor telling her that Janice Bainbridge had taken a rental lease on one of her houses and then she sees a scene between Brett and a strange woman. Dani felt certain that in this case, two and two definitely made four.

      A loud thump sounded on her bedroom door followed by Brett’s voice. ‘Dani, please let me in. I need to explain.’

      Dani wrenched open the door. ‘Explain why you lied to me?’

      ‘Dani, please…’

      ‘Come in and keep your voice down, otherwise everyone will hear.’

      Bonnie trotted in. When Brett walked in, he looked extremely uncomfortable.

      Dani was pleased about that. She narrowed her gaze at him. ‘I believe you told me last night that you didn’t have another relationship that mattered.’

      ‘That’s true…’

      ‘More lies!’ Dani swung around and grabbed her phone off the bed, opened it and showed Brett the email she’d received from the solicitor. ‘I don’t call a marriage a relationship that doesn’t matter.

      ‘What is this?’ Brett asked and grabbed the phone. ‘Bloody hell! I don’t believe it. She’s rented one of the Hatton houses.’

      ‘Don’t pretend you didn’t know.’ Dani grabbed her phone back. ‘It’s a wonder you didn’t bring her here to the boarding house.’

      ‘I didn’t know. The scene you witnessed was the first instant I knew she was here.’

      ‘This is your wife we’re talking about.’

      ‘Ex-wife. She’s the reason I moved here because she was making my life hell. I should never have married Janice and it only lasted six months, which is why I said I hadn’t had a relationship that mattered. After the divorce, she kept stalking me. I thought I might have evaded her by coming up here.’

      ‘You still lied to me, Brett.’ Dani felt her anger bubbling inside her.

      ‘I didn’t. I just didn’t tell you everything.’

      ‘I rest my case. That’s still lying in my books.’

      ‘I was going to tell you, Dani,’ he said. ‘But we only seemed to mellow towards each other yesterday. I was afraid that if I blurted out I’d been married, you…’

      ‘Might have shown you the door?’ Dani said, as she walked to the door. ‘Like this?’

      ‘Dani…’

      ‘Please leave my room, Brett.’

      ‘Okay, I’m going. Come on, Bonnie.’

      Dani shut the door after him and flopped into the armchair. What a fool she was to think he’d changed! Not that he’d betrayed her with another woman years ago, but he’d deserted her, and Dani saw it as betrayal nonetheless.

      Her decision had been made easier. She’d been thinking of staying on here, at least for a while. But now, she knew she couldn’t stay. Tomorrow she’d work out what else had to be done. Nothing really, she didn’t think. She realised she had no reason to stay.
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ARUM LILIES - ELOISE 1874
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      Eloise stood at the front door of Hatton House and watched a coffin with arum lilies on top being carried out of the house.

      Her body was inside!

      How could they not know she wasn’t dead? Why was Bill allowing her body to be put in a coffin? She’d be buried alive!

      Surely she wasn’t dead. She couldn’t remember dying. When had it happened?

      That intense pain… it must have been then. But what had happened? The only thing she could think of was… that she’d miscarried!

      As the coffin was placed in a horse drawn hearse and Bill and Emily, both sobbing, passed her to join it, Eloise collapsed onto the timber floor of the hall. It meant that she and her unborn baby had died.

      Her own sobs were loudest of all, but no one could hear her.

      When Eloise rose and looked around her, the house seemed to be empty. They had all gone to her funeral. Her… funeral! So, she was dead. Then why was she here? Why wasn’t her spirit in God’s hands? It wasn’t even with her body, that would soon be buried. Did God have a plan for her? Some reason her spirit was trapped in her home. And she was trapped, because when she tried to go outside, she couldn’t. It was as if an invisible wall blocked her.

      Time seemed different to Eloise. Her coffin left at a quarter to ten and now, what seemed like one minute later to Eloise, everyone returned. Ethel and the staff brought out platters of food and drinks, mainly cups of tea. Bill and Emily returned and then, standing in the hall, greeted the many guests. Eloise stood next to Bill, but no one acknowledged her. Emily had her arm through his. Eloise wanted to pull it away. Bill was hers. Her husband. He’d lost his wife and child.

      The number of mourners surprised Eloise. She had no idea she knew so many people. No doubt they’d attended her funeral for Bill’s sake.

      As Bill and Emily went into the drawing room and started to circulate, so did Eloise. She’d pause next to various people, listening to them singing her praises. How nice, but what good did it do her. She supposed Bill took solace from it.

      Now what? She was dead. Eloise had to admit it. Why she was still in the house, she didn’t know. She had waited and waited for her Bill to return and when he did, she had passed away. Well, not too far away, if only he knew it. Could he sense her proximity to him? Could Emily? They had always been a close family.

      When Eloise went to a far corner of the drawing room, standing next to a potted palm, a woman came and stood beside her. A tiny lady in a black dress and hat, her silver hair peeking from beneath its brim, she turned her head and stared at Eloise. For a moment, it gave Eloise a start. Then she realised the woman stared at the palm tree.

      ‘No, I’m looking at you, my dear,’ the woman said.

      Eloise jumped and put her hand to her heart. ‘You nearly scared me to death.’ Then Eloise chuckled, realising how silly that sounded.

      ‘What are you doing here?’ the old lady said.

      ‘I don’t know, but perhaps more importantly, how can you see me?’

      ‘Oh, I’ve always seen ghosts.’

      ‘Ghosts?’ Eloise said.

      ‘You are one, my dear.’

      ‘I suppose I am.’ The realisation hit Eloise hard.

      ‘Now don’t worry. When people see me talking to myself—and that’s the way it appears to be—they just think I’m batty. They’re used to me. In fact, they expect me to be crazy. It gives them something to talk about.’

      ‘Who are you?’ Eloise asked. ‘I don’t remember meeting you.’

      ‘Oh, you haven’t, my dear. I wasn’t even invited to your funeral.’

      ‘Then why are you here?’ Eloise asked. ‘You’re not a ghost?’

      ‘No, I’m quite alive. I’m here because I heard your cry for help.’

      ‘But you can’t help me. No one can.’

      ‘You’re wrong there. I can help you find peace,’ the old lady said.

      ‘How?’

      ‘Poison. That’s what is being bandied about.’

      ‘What do you mean, poison?’ Eloise felt herself grow cold. Was that because she felt afraid or because she was dead?

      ‘The word is out that you were poisoned.’ The old lady tapped the side of her nose.

      ‘No, I miscarried.’

      ‘Ah, so you were with child. That is a shame. But I assure you, my dear, you were poisoned. The post-mortem said it was cyanide poisoning.’

      ‘Did I have a post-mortem? My body remained here.’

      ‘No, it was taken and brought back for your funeral at the request of your husband.’

      Thoughts rushed around inside Eloise’s head. ‘Cyanide is a poison that’s everywhere in a gold mining town. I wonder how I could have ingested it?’

      ‘Someone gave it to you, I’d say. On purpose,’ the old lady emphasised her last words.

      ‘No!’ Horrified, Eloise stared at her, her hand going to her chest. ‘No, it can’t be.’

      ‘I assure you it is.’ The old lady stopped when a woman walked by.

      ‘But who?’ Eloise asked when they were alone again.

      ‘That I don’t know but I might be able to find out.’

      ‘How?’

      ‘Do you know, my dear, old ladies are rarely seen. I mean, people look at us, see we’re there, but generally ignore us. But I happen to know Ethel, your housekeeper.’

      ‘Do you think Ethel will know? I’ve always liked Ethel.’

      ‘Believe me, if anyone knows what’s going on, it’ll be the housekeeper.’

      ‘Really?’ Eloise sighed. ‘I think I’m very naïve.’

      ‘Don’t you worry, my dear, I’ll track down your killer.’

      ‘But why would you?’ Eloise looked at the old lady. She can’t have been more than five foot high and Eloise thought a strong wind could blow her away.

      ‘It is my life’s work, my dear. To help troubled spirits.’

      The old lady walked away and then Eloise couldn’t see her in the crowd of people.

      Eloise couldn’t watch anymore. She went upstairs and rested on her bed. This was the only place she felt close to Bill, her Bill, her wonderful husband.
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      That evening, Dani felt certain that Sue knew something had happened between her and Brett. Instead of the secret smiles of that morning, they now avoided looking at each other.

      After dinner, everyone implored Dani to sing for them, but she’d lost heart. She made the excuse that she couldn’t sing because her throat was sore, but she played the piano for them. That she could do almost mindlessly. She chose I Could Have Danced All Night and Margie sprang up and spun around the room.

      When Dani had finished the song, Margie said, ‘It’s a shame you’re not dancing in your pretty dancing dress.’

      Dani smiled. She’d worn one of her new dresses, even though it was hardly a dancing dress, but the green dress did have shirring on the bodice and a full skirt. Dani played a few more songs and then helped Sue bring in cups of tea and some cake before bed.

      ‘Are you okay?’ Sue asked when they reached the kitchen.

      ‘You’ll find out, I’m sure, so I might as well tell you. I had an email from the solicitor informing me that one of the rental houses had a contract. I didn’t know one was empty.’ Dani didn’t say more because Brett walked into the kitchen.

      ‘It’s been rented by my ex-wife,’ he said, as if he knew what they must have been talking about.

      ‘What!’ Sue exclaimed. She stared at Brett. ‘By the sound of it, you’re not happy about it.’

      ‘That’s putting it mildly,’ Brett said. ‘I came here to the Towers to get away from her. She was stalking me, no matter where I went.’

      ‘Bloody hell,’ Sue said. She looked at Dani. ‘Can we break her rental lease?’

      ‘I don’t know.’ Dani hadn’t thought of that. ‘It’s only just happened.’

      ‘It could be worth asking your solicitor,’ Brett said. ‘Would you do that?’ Brett gazed intensely at Dani.

      ‘I’ll contact him and ask.’ Dani looked away from Brett. ‘I’ll prefer to keep this private, at the moment,’ Dani added. She didn’t want the entire household to know.

      ‘No worries,’ Sue said.

      ‘I’d be careful if she comes here,’ Brett said to Sue. ‘And I’m sure she will visit Hatton House.’

      ‘Can’t you place a court order on her to keep away from you?’ Sue asked.

      ‘I’ve taken many court orders against her. She just ignores them.’ Brett folded his arms. ‘Anyway, forewarned, Sue. Her name is Janice Bainbridge. She still uses her married name.’

      Dani wanted to ask why he’d married her, but she didn’t ask. Maybe she didn’t even want to know. Perhaps it had been lust that pushed him into a marriage that only lasted six months. Or perhaps Janice didn’t reveal her true self until after they were married. Who knew? Dani didn’t care.

      The three of them carried trays into the lounge room.

      Once everyone was happily eating Dani’s madeira cake, she said good night to one and all. From the hall, she went outside to the front veranda. The air was cool and refreshing. It seemed strange not to see Dazza on his chair near the front door.

      It wasn’t long before the door opened, and Brett leaned out. ‘Can I join you?’

      Dani sighed. ‘I suppose so. What do you want?’

      Brett thrust his hands into the pockets of his jeans. ‘I want us to be like we were last night. I love you…’

      Dani swung around to face him. ‘Don’t say it!’ she exclaimed, her heart pounding, her anger stirred. ‘I don’t want to hear it.’

      ‘I didn’t mean to deceive you. I would have told you everything. If the bloody woman hadn’t turned up, tonight I would be telling you about her, telling you that she meant nothing to me.’

      ‘Then why did you marry her?’ Dani finally asked the question.

      ‘She deceived me. It was a bit of a whirlwind romance but, as soon as we were married, she changed. She became possessive and kept following me to work, hanging around the gardens where I had jobs. The owners—the people who employed me—didn’t like it. After six months, I couldn’t tolerate it anymore. But even when the divorce went through, she kept turning up at my flat, at my workplaces. She accused me of being cruel to her. Eventually, I stopped getting work.’

      Dani gazed at him with a softened expression. It all sounded awful.

      ‘I moved a few times around Victoria and New South Wales, but she always found me.’ Brett sighed. ‘I thought this time I’d won. I hoped she’d never suspect me of moving to Queensland, to Charters Towers.’

      ‘How long have you been in the Towers?’

      ‘Eighteen months.’

      ‘I can understand why you’d think you’d got away from her this time.’ Dani felt confused. She felt sorry for him. What an awful situation to be in. Perhaps, as he said, tonight he would have told her about his ex-wife. ‘What are you going to do about it?’

      ‘If you can ask the solicitor if the lease can be broken, that would be something. Not that I want to drag you into my domestic mess. I’ll try to keep her away from Hatton House.’

      Dani nodded. ‘Very well. I’ll phone James Fleet in the morning.’

      ‘Thanks, Dani.’  Brett dropped his head. ‘I don’t blame you for not trusting me anymore. I’d probably be the same if the shoe was on the other foot, but I hope in time you’ll see that I’m sincere.’

      Dani nodded and patted Bonnie. ‘I’ll say good night.’
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      ‘I’ll talk to the real estate,’ James Fleet replied to Dani. ‘If Janice Bainbridge doesn’t break the lease herself, I’m not sure what can be done. She’s living in the house now, I assume?’

      ‘Yes, she is. Thank you anyway.’

      ‘Leave it with me,’ the solicitor said and hung up.

      Dani sighed and walked back up the front stairs.

      ‘G’day,’ Dazza greeted her from his position on the veranda. ‘You look like you lost one hundred dollars and found fifty cents.’

      Dani sighed and leaned back on the wrought iron veranda railing. ‘It feels like that too.’

      ‘It can’t be that bad, can it?’

      ‘I assure you it is,’ Dani said. ‘You watch what’s going on from here, don’t you?’

      ‘I keep my eyes peeled.’

      ‘If you see a red-haired woman about my age hanging around, would you let Brett or myself know.’

      ‘Sure. What’s she done?’

      ‘She’s Brett’s ex-wife and she’s stalking him.’

      ‘You can count on me,’ Dazza said, and wriggled his hat more firmly onto his head, as if making ready to spring into action.

      ‘Thank you.’ Dani smiled. ‘Tell me, what was your job before you retired?’

      ‘I was on the force. A copper.’

      ‘A policeman?’ Dani chuckled. ‘No, really?’

      ‘Absolutely. You just leave this woman to me. What’s her name?’

      ‘Janice Bainbridge.’

      Dazza didn’t even hesitate. ‘Done. The name’s in here.’ He pointed to his head. ‘She won’t get past me to get to you and Brett.’

      ‘Thanks, Dazza.’
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      Dani was baking a sponge cake that she would later top with fresh strawberries and cream. By the time Brett and Bonnie entered the kitchen, Tom, Margie and Pat were already there.

      ‘You’re late today,’ Sue said to him.

      ‘I don’t have any jobs until this afternoon,’ Brett said. ‘In fact, I wondered if you wanted to see some gold mines this morning?’ he added gazing at Dani.

      ‘Yes, why not?’

      Sue raised her eyebrows and smiled, as if she guessed things between them were a little better.

      ‘It will give me a chance to ride my motorbike,’ Brett added. ‘I drive my work ute most of the time.’

      ‘Can I get your help tomorrow with grubbing out those bushes we don’t want. You know, the bellyache bushes and that hairy fleabane?’ Tom asked Brett.

      ‘Sure, mate.’

      ‘What strange names some of these plants have!’ Dani exclaimed.

      ‘Both of those are toxic, too,’ Tom said.

      Margie started dancing around the kitchen and, even though it was large, it wasn’t a dance floor.

      ‘Out!’ Sue bellowed at everyone. ‘Dani and I have to finish breakfast, if you want to eat.’

      Dani laughed to herself at Sue’s bombastic tone, but Dani knew she was a kind person with a good heart.

      After breakfast, Dani dressed in her leathers and when she met him downstairs, she saw Brett had too. Her heart kicked. Seeing him ready for a ride brought back memories. They’d enjoyed going off on long rides together, to the beach, out bush. They usually took a picnic lunch. It had been a long time ago. Dani realised she missed those times. She didn’t know if she’d forgiven Brett for holding off telling her about his ex-wife, but she hoped they could enjoy a couple of hours together. Perhaps that would allow her to decide.

      ‘G’day,’ Dazza said as they stepped onto the front veranda.

      ‘Morning, mate,’ Brett said.

      ‘Did you know that Dazza was a policeman?’ Dani asked Brett.

      ‘Go on!’ Brett exclaimed. ‘A copper?’

      ‘Yeap,’ Dazza said. ‘Don’t you worry, mate. I’ll sit here and keep an eye out.’

      ‘He’s a funny guy,’ Brett said when they’d reached where their motorbikes were parked. ‘Up Bonnie,’ he added. He had fitted a seat, including a safety harness, behind his seat for the border collie.

      ‘I mentioned to him about Janice. I hope you don’t mind. Asked him to keep an eye out.’

      Brett shrugged. ‘That’s a good idea.’

      Dani followed Brett and, only minutes later, he came to a stop on the outskirts of the town.

      ‘Surely there aren’t any old mine shafts this close to the town?’ Dani asked.

      ‘You’d be surprised. There are roughly two hundred kilometres of mine shafts under Charters Towers,’ Brett told her.

      ‘Under the town? That’s incredible.’

      Brett dismounted and unclipped Bonnie’s harness. He clipped a leash to her collar. ‘Stay close, Bonnie. It’s too dangerous.’

      Dani followed suit and stared around the area. There weren’t any trees, just long spear grass, most of which was dry. Dani avoided it or she’d end up with the spear-like ends clinging to her leathers.

      Brett walked a short distance to a slightly mounded hole in the ground. A lot of loose gravel surrounded it. ‘This is the entrance to a sloping mine shaft.’

      ‘But anyone could fall down it if the cover broke,’ Dani said. The timbers that covered it didn’t look to be very strong.

      ‘It’s probably unlikely but locals know to be careful. You just don’t go wandering around in the dark.’

      Bonnie edged close to it. Brett gave a slight tug on the leash and ordered her back to him. ‘There’s not a lot to see really.’

      ‘It’s been interesting all the same,’ Dani said, and then put out a hand. ‘Wait a minute. Isn’t that Spencer there? Who on earth is he talking to? It surely can’t be a friend of his, not dressed in dirty jeans and singlet shirt and a straw hat on his head that makes Dazza’s hat look new?’

      Brett followed the direction of her gaze. ‘Beats me. He could be. There are a lot of bushies around here, station people come into the Towers for supplies.’

      ‘Could he live in that old shack? They are standing in front of it,’ Dani said.

      ‘No, that’s the old Barnett place. It’s been rundown for years. Long before I moved here, or so I’ve been told.’

      ‘It looks as if it would fall down in a strong wind.’ Dani’s gaze travelled over the small timber hut, with its rusty wrought iron roof. It sat on low stumps that looked as if it would collapse if only one more white ant chewed on its timber. ‘I guess we should go before Spencer sees us.’

      ‘Would you like to go for a coffee?’ Brett asked.

      ‘Is there somewhere that will let Bonnie in?’

      ‘Sure, there’s a few cafes that will.’

      Once again, Dani followed Brett to a café that had tables outside. Bonnie stayed at one of the tables with Dani while Brett ordered the coffees.

      ‘You still have it black and strong, I see?’ Dani remarked when he sat down with their coffees.

      ‘Some things don’t change,’ he said.

      One of the waiters brought out a bowl of water for Bonnie.

      ‘They’re good here,’ Brett said after the waiter had gone.

      ‘It’s a lovely cafe and it’s pleasant sitting outside.’

      ‘Not so pleasant in summer,’ Brett added.

      When a shadow fell across their table and Bonnie growled, Dani looked up, startled to see the woman she’d seen at the battery with Brett standing in front of their table. Brett’s reaction was swift and sharp.

      ‘What do you want, Janice?’ he demanded.

      ‘I was just passing and saw you.’

      ‘Highly unlikely,’ Brett snapped.

      Dani looked at Janice Bainbridge. She was pretty with green eyes and red hair, but at Brett’s last remark, her expression changed. Suddenly her eyes narrowed, and her lips twisted in a sneer.

      ‘So, aren’t you going to introduce me?’ she asked.

      ‘This is Dani Roberts who owns the house you’re renting, and Dani, this is my ex-wife.’ Brett put emphasis on the ex.

      Janice looked appraisingly at Dani. She didn’t actually say hi.

      ‘Hello,’ Dani said.

      ‘Aren’t you going to ask me to sit down?’ Janice asked, staring at Brett.

      ‘No,’ he said. ‘We’re almost finished.’

      When Janice took a step closer to Brett, Bonnie growled once more. Dani hadn’t ever heard her growl.

      Brett stood up. ‘Coming?’ he asked Dani.

      She rose. Her coffee cup still half full but she wanted to get away from the stifling tension between Brett and Janice.

      Janice didn’t speak. Nor did they. They rode off without a backward glance.

      Once back at Hatton House, but still sitting on their respective motorbikes under the shade of the banyan fig tree, Dani took off her helmet and said, ‘She’s a piece of work.’

      ‘She’s toxic. Where the hell can I go where she won’t find me?’ Brett took off his helmet and ran his hand through his sandy-coloured hair.

      ‘You might just have to stop running and see what happens,’ Dani suggested.

      ‘I tried that, and it didn’t work. She drove me crazy.’

      Dani felt sorry for him. She also felt something stir within her that she hadn’t felt for years… a protectiveness mixed in with love. It used to be them against the world.

      ‘Let’s hope I can have her lease broken, otherwise it will be three months before she can reapply for an extension. Apparently that’s the lease’s duration. I can certainly make sure she doesn’t take out another lease.’

      ‘She’ll only go somewhere else. She’ll find a house to rent,’ Brett said, his voice heavy. ‘I’m sorry you had to be there and go through that.’

      ‘I’m glad I was there and could see how awful she is.’ Dani got off her bike. She felt like comforting Brett but instead patted Bonnie. ‘Let’s go in for lunch.’

      Dani changed into jeans and a blue blouse and arrived in the kitchen in time to help Sue finish making a large salad. Brett had changed in an even shorter time and was chatting to Tom.

      Everyone was in for lunch, even Pauline, who wasn’t out chasing Jinx, and Di and Doug, friends of Sue and Tom, joined then. Adam ate with them. He came in to pick up a new canvas. For once he was proudly showing everyone his work. He propped his finished canvas on a seat that belonged to the kitchen table as if it were an extra guest.

      ‘You’ve done really well,’ Tom said.

      Everyone agreed, even Dazza who always claimed he knew nothing about art.

      ‘That type of art I understand,’ Dazza said.

      Dani agreed with everyone else. Adam had painted the inside of the Stock Exchange with its beautiful arched glass ceiling, and he’d done a superb job.

      Conversation touched on Dani and Brett’s visit to look at an old mineshaft.

      ‘What did you think?’ Pat asked.

      ‘Not very impressive. I don’t know what I expected,’ Dani said. ‘But it’s quite amazing when you think that a couple of hundred kilometres of tunnels exist under the town.’

      ‘They didn’t think in those days, I guess,’ Pat said. ‘They just dug where there was gold.’

      Brett and Bonnie were the first to leave after lunch. ‘I have a landscaping job this afternoon.’

      Adam was next, after he asked Dani for the key to the basement to get another canvas. He didn’t seem to mind having to ask.

      Dazza went back to his surveillance position on the veranda, as Dani liked to think of it now.

      Pat, Margie and Pauline went to their rooms to have rests. Tom went outside to his garden.

      Sue and Dani remained in the kitchen. ‘I thought I might make a peppermint chocolate slice,’ Dani said.

      ‘You’re breaking the household budget, you know,’ Sue said and then smiled. ‘I might have to speak to the boss about you.’

      Dani laughed. ‘Luckily I’m the boss, and anyway I bought the ingredients the other day.’

      The cramps in her stomach hit just as Dani was finishing-off making the slice. She doubled over and went cold.

      Sue ran to her. ‘What’s the matter?’

      ‘I don’t know. Pain in my abdomen…’ Dani broke off.

      Sue hurried to the back door and shouted for Tom. ‘Let’s get you to your bedroom. Or maybe you should see a doctor.’

      ‘No, no…’ Dani said. ‘I’ve only had the pain for a few minutes. ‘I’ll go to my room and have a rest.’

      Tom ran into the kitchen and together they helped Dani down the long corridor.

      ‘I think I need the bathroom,’ Dani said.

      ‘Okay, I’ll help you to it and then leave you,’ Sue said. To Tom, she added, ‘Phone the doctor and phone Brett.’

      By the time Brett charged into her bedroom, Dani was writhing in agony. He sat on the edge of the bed and took her hand.

      ‘The ambulance is on its way,’ Sue said. ‘Tom phoned the ambos instead of the doctor.’

      ‘I’m all right,’ Dani murmured.

      Two paramedics were soon asking Dani about her symptoms, although Sue did most of the talking. They rigged her up to a drip. She was vomiting now and couldn’t keep anything down. Dani didn’t really follow what was happening. The next thing she realised she was being loaded into the ambulance.

      ‘I’m going with her,’ Brett said.
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      When Dani opened her eyes it was morning. She glanced around, trying to gather her thoughts. She’d had the most atrocious pains, diarrhea and vomiting. At least she was free of pain, even if she felt like a washed-out rag.

      Brett sat crumpled in a chair, his long legs hanging over one armrest. He sprang up when Dani murmured.

      ‘Thank God,’ he said, and sat on the bed, taking her hand. ‘How are you feeling?’

      ‘Better. The pain has stopped. What was it?’

      ‘Gastroenteritis, the doctor said but…’

      ‘But what?’

      ‘Tom found some berries from the bellyache bush out the back of the house. We showed the doctor, and she said it could have been the berries that poisoned you.’

      ‘I didn’t touch any berries,’ Dani said. A coldness washed over her. What was Brett about to tell her?

      ‘You might not have but…’

      ‘What are you saying?’

      ‘It looks as if someone poisoned you,’ Brett said.
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ORANGE LILIES - ELOISE 1874 OR SOMETIME AFTER
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      Eloise heard her name called. Was it Emily? Yet somehow she sensed the summons more than actually heard it.

      As Eloise moved from the main hall, Emily came down the stairs. She had her arm linked through Bill’s. He laughed at whatever Emily said. Eloise’s heart contracted. Had Bill forgotten her? They hadn’t been married for long, but he was her soul mate. Eloise thought she was his. Tears rolled down her cheeks.

      It can’t have been Emily who called her. She was on the steps with Eloise’s Bill.

      Eloise went on into the kitchen. As soon as she walked in, she noticed the old lady from her funeral. She sat at the kitchen table talking with Ethel. When the old lady raised her hand to her, Eloise wondered what Ethel made of it. She couldn’t see Eloise.

      ‘She’s here,’ the old lady said to Ethel, who glanced around the room. Ethel’s gaze remained unfocused. ‘Come and sit down, my dear.’

      Eloise hesitated.

      ‘Ethel knows I can see spirits,’ the old lady said. ‘Come and sit down.’

      ‘Mrs Hatton, Miss Eloise,’ Ethel said when Eloise sat down at the table with them. Not that Ethel could see her.

      ‘Dear Mrs Hatton is in that chair,’ the old lady said and pointed.

      Ethel looked at Eloise now. ‘I’m sorry to hear you haven’t passed over, Miss Eloise.’

      ‘I don’t understand it,’ Eloise said, and the old lady told Ethel what words Eloise uttered. It was a confirmation for Eloise to hear her words repeated accurately. The old lady was genuine.

      ‘Something is keeping you here,’ Ethel said.

      ‘Isn’t Ethel surprised or even frightened that I’m a… ghost?’

      ‘Ethel said she’s not frightened,’ the old lady explained. ‘We often chat about the ghosts I see.’

      ‘But not usually to a ghost,’ Ethel added.

      Eloise smiled. ‘I see.’

      ‘Now,’ the old lady said. ‘I’ve been investigating, and you were definitely poisoned. It’s official now.’ She leaned in. ‘The rumours have it that it was someone in the house who did it.’

      ‘I know!’ Ethel exclaimed indignantly. ‘As if one of the staff would harm Miss Eloise.’

      ‘Not the staff,’ the old lady went on. ‘Some are saying that it’s Miss Emily.’

      ‘Emily?’ Eloise cried out, appalled at the idea. ‘Never! We’ve always been close.’

      ‘That’s what some are saying,’ the old woman muttered.

      ‘Emily has no reason to kill me, in any case.’

      ‘There’s your husband. A fine, handsome man like that.’

      ‘No, no!’ Eloise thrust her chair back and turned around, her hands to her head.

      The old lady filled Ethel in on what had been said.

      ‘Ooh now, I wouldn’t have liked to have said it, Miss Eloise, but the staff have hinted the same.’ Ethel looked at the chair.

      ‘Mrs Hatton is over by the range,’ the old lady told the housekeeper.

      ‘No, I won’t accept it,’ Eloise stated, with vehemence. ‘I don’t want to hear it again. Emily would never harm me.’

      The old lady explained to Ethel.

      ‘Sorry, Miss Eloise,’ Ethel murmured.

      ‘I don’t want to hear any rumours like that again,’ Eloise reiterated.

      ‘I only wanted to help you, my dear,’ the old lady said.

      ‘Yes, you do.’ Eloise hurried across to the table and grasped the old woman’s hands. She noticed the woman shiver at her touch. ‘Please, come again. You’re the only one I can talk to.’

      ‘I will, my dear.’ The old lady stood up.

      ‘Show Miss Eloise the flowers you brought her,’ Ethel said.

      ‘There they are. Ethel put them in a vase.’ The old lady pointed to the vase of orange lilies on the other end of the table.

      ‘They’re beautiful,’ Eloise said.

      ‘Do you know about the meaning of flowers?’ the old lady looked between Eloise and Ethel. ‘No? Well, some flowers have good meanings and bad meanings too. Lilies in general are heart-warming, beautiful flowers but they can also carry feelings of hatred, and contempt. Just be careful, my dear.’

      ‘Are you saying Emily hates me?’ The old lady walked out of the kitchen. ‘No, I won’t accept it. I don’t believe it.’ Eloise raced after the old woman, but she wouldn’t turn back.
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      ‘Poisoned me?’ Dani reiterated. ‘That’s absurd. Why would anyone poison me?’

      ‘I have no idea,’ Brett said. ‘Tom definitely found some squashed bellyache berries out the back of the house.’

      ‘It sounds a bit far-fetched, don’t you think?’

      ‘Well… the evidence is there.’

      ‘Surely that’s not evidence?’

      ‘I guess the police will sort it out. You just rest and get better.’

      ‘Police?’ Dani struggled to sit up.

      Brett eased her back down. ‘The hospital had to notify the police when they suspected poison had been administered.’

      Dani felt as if her lungs had deflated, and she had no more energy left. After some moments, she spoke again. ‘Instead of asking who might have poisoned me, perhaps we should ask how they did it? And I don’t mean the berries. I mean, how did they get to me or something I ate to poison me? I gather it would have been put in food or drink.’

      Brett nodded his head. ‘I thought of that too. You were with me in the morning and then everyone was in at lunchtime.’

      ‘Would the poison work quickly, do you think?’

      ‘I don’t know. You could ask the doctor.’

      Two men walked into Dani’s room. Their uniforms gave them away—one a doctor, one a policeman. They introduced themselves as Doctor Patel and Constable Parsons.

      Dani felt her head whirl with so many questions. Doctor Patel, with a concerned expression, took her blood pressure.

      ‘We’ll have to prove it’s poison, especially if you suspect this bellyache bush,’ the young constable said. ‘You have no idea who would wish you harm, Miss Roberts?’

      Dani thought about inheriting the house. It could have caused ill-feelings if there was someone else around who could contest the will, but Dani was the last living descendent. She explained this to the policeman.

      ‘What about the residents at Hatton House?’ he asked.

      ‘Dani has been more than accommodating,’ Brett said. ‘She hasn’t sailed in and upset everyone. No one has been evicted.’ When Brett frowned, Constable Parsons asked him to continue. ‘I was just thinking about my ex-wife who unexpectedly arrived the other day. She’s stalked me in the past and I don’t know how she discovered I lived here now.’

      ‘Really? What’s her name?’ the constable asked and wrote it down when Brett told him it was Janice Bainbridge. ‘She still uses your surname?’

      ‘She does,’ Brett said, heavily.

      ‘Do you suspect her of trying to poison Miss Roberts?’

      Dani caught Brett’s gaze. ‘Would she?’

      ‘Janice has never done anything like that in the past, but she did meet Dani yesterday morning when we were out and stopped for a coffee.’

      ‘Janice is also renting one of the Hatton houses,’ Dani said.

      ‘Really? Well, I’ll have a talk to her.’

      ‘I don’t know how she’d poison me though.’

      ‘Could it have been when you were having your coffee? Could she have dropped something into your cup?’

      ‘I don’t think so,’ Dani murmured. She felt tired and wanted to sleep.

      ‘We left almost straight away,’ Brett added. ‘I think it unlikely. We didn’t drink anymore of the coffee after Janice turned up.’

      ‘We’ll leave it at that for now,’ Constable Parsons said.

      Both the doctor and the constable left the room.

      ‘You should sleep,’ Brett said. ‘I can see you’re tired.’

      ‘I am.’

      ‘I’ll stay until Sue arrives.’

      ‘No, you go. I’ll be fine.’

      ‘I’ll stay. Sue won’t be long.’

      By the time Dani opened her eyes again, Sue and Tom sat on opposite sides of the bed.

      ‘How are you?’ Tom asked even before Sue.

      ‘I’m better. Just washed out.’

      ‘I heard you had the police asking questions,’ Sue said. ‘Brett told us.’

      ‘Yes.’ Then Dani looked straight at Sue. ‘Who would want to poison me?’

      ‘I don’t know, love.’

      ‘How could they had done it, in any case? You and I prepare the food and most of the tea and coffee,’ Dani said.

      ‘It beats me,’ Sue said.

      ‘It must be that Janice woman,’ Tom said.

      ‘Di and Doug had lunch with us yesterday too.’

      ‘It wouldn’t be them,’ Sue assured her. ‘Di might be a busybody, but I can’t see her poisoning anyone.’

      ‘Now you just rest, love,’ Tom said. ‘You don’t have to chat to us.’

      Brett returned in the middle of the afternoon to allow Sue to go home to cook dinner.

      ‘You rest and take care,’ Sue said.

      Tom even leaned over and kissed Dani’s forehead.

      ‘Thank you for keeping me company,’ Dani said, as she waved them goodbye. Then she gazed at Brett. ‘You don’t have to stay either.’

      ‘I’m not going anywhere,’ Brett said. He grinned. ‘I did bring a piece of your chocolate cake for each of us. Fancy a slice?’

      Dani smiled. ‘I might manage it.’

      By eight that night, she convinced Brett to go home. ‘I’ll be fine.’

      ‘I’ll see you in the morning then.’ He hesitated and then leaned over and kissed her cheek.

      When Brett had gone, Dani raised her fingers to where his lips had been. She could still feel them on her skin.
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        * * *

      

       

      Dani went home from hospital on the following day. Brett picked her up in Sue’s car. Bonnie sat on the back seat. Dani was surprised to see everyone at Hatton House waiting to greet her, except for Spencer. Even Adam, who usually took off after breakfast, had stayed around. Di and Doug had called in to see her too.

      ‘I’ll take your bag to your room,’ Brett said, ‘while you chat.’

      ‘Thank you.’ Dani moved into the family room.

      Sue carried in a tray with teas and coffees and what remained of Dani’s chocolate cake.

      ‘We’ve missed your baking,’ Pauline said. She brought Jinx over to greet Dani, but the baleful yellow eyes only sent shivers down Dani’s spine.

      ‘I’ve missed your singing and your dancing dresses,’ Margie said. She gave a little twirl that showed off the swing of her skirt.

      ‘Eat and drink,’ Sue barked out. ‘Give Dani some space and peace.’

      Dani said she didn’t mind, and she didn’t. Their welcome touched her heart. She hadn’t felt a sense of family since her parents had passed away. Having friends like Sasha and Suzy in Redcliffe had got her through her immediate grief but other family would have helped. Now she felt she had found it, even if they were a motley lot, all with such different personalities. Di and Doug were perhaps the exceptions. Because of her incessant talking, Dani could only take Di in small doses. Speak of the devil…

      ‘It’s so shocking,’ Di said, taking the seat next to Dani that Pauline had vacated. Jinx had hissed at everyone or no one and taken off out the door. ‘Who could have done such a terrible thing as poisoning you?’

      ‘That’s the question,’ Dani murmured.

      ‘And bellyache berries! Who would have thought,’ Di exclaimed.

      ‘Someone obviously knew about their toxic traits.’

      ‘I guess so. I suppose Tom and Brett would have known.’

      ‘The police are investigating,’ Dani added.

      ‘Di, help me back to the kitchen with these trays, will you?’ Sue winked at Dani as she bent to lift one.

      Sue had obviously noticed that Dani had coped with Di for long enough.

      Most of the group dispersed. Only Brett, Tom, Doug and Dazza remained.

      Dazza came to sit beside Dani and took her hand. He had his battered old straw hat with him, which he placed on his knee. ‘I’m sorry I let you down.’

      ‘You haven’t let me down,’ Dani said and smiled.

      ‘I have. I was on watch all the time and a poisoner got past me. I’ll never forgive myself.’

      Dani had never seen the older man look so distraught. ‘Dazza, no one could have prevented this. The truth is even I didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary.’

      Brett came to sit on the other side of Dani. ‘Don’t be too hard on yourself, mate. No one noticed anything.’

      ‘Could it have been…’ Dazza looked at the other men, but they were absorbed in discussing lawn bowls, which both men played. ‘Could it have been that woman Janice? Her visiting is out of the ordinary.’

      ‘Do you mean visiting the Towers or did she come here to Hatton house?’ Brett asked.

      ‘She came here just before lunch that day asking for you, Brett.’

      ‘She’d only just seen Dani and I having coffee.’ Brett tensed.

      ‘I didn’t get a chance to mention it over lunch that day and then you took ill, Dani.’

      ‘Did she go inside?’ Brett asked.

      ‘No, mate, I sent her packing,’ Dazza said in a tone that would have frightened anyone off.

      ‘Could she have somehow got the poison into the kitchen?’ Dani wondered.

      ‘I didn’t notice her going around the back,’ Dazza said.

      ‘She could have doubled back.’ Brett sighed heavily, as if the weight of the world was on his shoulders. ‘I think we need to tell this to the police.’

      ‘I did tell them when they questioned everyone here,’ Dazza said.

      ‘The police might not have thought much of it,’ Dani said.

      ‘When you’re up to it,’ Brett suggested, ‘we can go down to the cop shop and speak to the constable.’

      ‘Good idea,’ Dazza said.

      Dani squeezed Dazza’s hand. ‘Thank you for telling us. Now please believe me when I say you didn’t let me down. Think nothing more of it. Okay?’

      ‘Okay,’ Dazza agreed. He took his hat from his knee and rose.

      ‘Don’t beat yourself up about it, mate,’ Brett said, rising and clapping the older man on his back.

      When everyone moved on and Dani and Brett sat alone, Dani asked, ‘Do you think Janice could have poisoned me?’

      ‘If she did, she must have seen straight away that there was something still between us.’

      ‘So, she knew we’d been together?’

      ‘I had told her, yes. I married the woman after all.’ Brett’s voice was heavy with guilt.

      ‘You should do what you told Dazza to do. Not beat yourself up about it.’

      Brett huffed. ‘Easier said than done, but I’ll try.’

      ‘I might go for a rest before lunch,’ Dani said. It seemed ridiculous to have to rest but she still felt washed out, as if a huge wave had hit her and taken all her energy with it. Dani went to her bedroom and had barely stepped into the room before she heard someone hurrying behind her.

      ‘I brought you these for your bedroom,’ Brett said.

      ‘Snapdragons,’ Dani said, staring at the alternating stalks of yellow and magenta flowers.

      ‘They’re in flower at the moment in the garden.’

      ‘I’ve always loved them,’ Dani murmured.

      ‘I remember.’ Brett looked at her as if he saw the distant past.

      ‘I’ll put them in water.’

      ‘I’ll do it… if I can come in to get the vase,’ Brett added.

      ‘Thank you.’ Dani waved him in. By the time he returned with the snapdragons in water, Dani was lying on her side on her bed, with Bonnie curled into the backs of her knees.

      ‘Will you be okay?’ Brett asked.

      ‘Yes, of course.’ When Brett looked glued to the floor, Dani asked, ‘What’s the matter?’

      ‘I’m going to have it out with Janice.’

      ‘What!’ Dani pushed herself up. ‘I don’t think it’s a good idea to talk to her. We have to leave it to the police. Honestly, Brett, you might make things worse.’

      ‘I need to tell her that I won’t tolerate her trying to harm you.’

      ‘I’m sure that will go down well.’ Dani sighed. ‘Sit down… please.’ When Brett sat on the desk chair, she added, ‘You can’t go accusing Janice. It might not have been her.’

      ‘Then how else could anyone have slipped the berries into your food or drink?’

      ‘I don’t know but promise me you won’t challenge her over it. Promise!’

      ‘I just don’t want anything else to harm you.’

      ‘I’m a big girl and can normally take care of myself.’

      ‘I want to take care of you, too,’ Brett murmured, his voice low.

      Dani stared at him. She didn’t know what she felt. She was too tired to try to work it out.

      ‘All right, I know. You still don’t trust me.’ Brett heaved a heavy sigh. ‘What can I do to make it up to you?’

      ‘I appreciate all you’ve done over the last couple of days,’ Dani said. ‘I just need some time.’

      ‘Yes, of course.’ Brett sprang up. ‘You’ve been through so much. I’m sorry. I understand that you need time. You need to get well and strong again first.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Dani said, and smiled.

      ‘I’ll be in the family room if you need anything,’ Brett said.

      ‘Don’t you have some work? Some tourists to show over the battery?’

      ‘I cancelled everything.’

      ‘You didn’t have to because of…’

      ‘Because of you? You let me be the judge of that,’ Brett murmured. ‘Coming Bonnie?’

      The border collie whimpered but didn’t move.

      ‘Righto,’ Brett chuckled. ‘I’ll leave you two together.’

       

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

       

      Brett sat on the back veranda, not taking any notice of the garden as he usually would, although he did notice that the Bangkok Rose he put in a large pot on the veranda needed to be watered. His thoughts dwelled in the conversation he’d had with Dani. She needed more time, and he understood it, understood why she didn’t trust him. It all came down to Janice. He wished the bloody woman would go away, just leave him in peace. He didn’t know how much more he could take. He’d told Dani he wouldn’t confront Janice, but the woman had tried to poison Dani with the bellyache berries. Janice had the nerve to come up to the house, most likely bringing poison with her. Dani had ended up in hospital. What if the bellyache bush had killed her? Brett ran his hands through his hair, as if the action might remove his agonised thoughts.

      It all came down to Janice, ruining his life and now trying to harm Dani.

      He couldn’t tolerate it for much longer.
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CARNATION - ELOISE 1874 OR SOMETIME AFTER
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      Eloise had no idea of the date. Time had a different perspective for her. She knew where she was but… when? Sometimes it felt as if she’d woken from a deep sleep and when she looked around everything had changed.

      She was aware of the newest interloper occupying Hatton House. She was a Hatton by blood. Eloise had heard the name Dani mentioned. Danielle perhaps? She’d been ill. Poisoned, so they said. Who would poison her? This angered Eloise more so because she’d been poisoned. Cyanide. Dani’s poison hadn’t killed her. Eloise wished she could discover who had given Dani the poison, but she couldn’t even uncover who had given her cyanide. Or had she?

      When she’d last spoken to the old lady, Emily’s name was put forward as a suspect. Eloise wouldn’t believe it! Her dear sister wouldn’t harm her. Where had this rumour started?

      Eloise needed to speak to the old lady again. Maybe the old woman could help find Dani’s poisoner? But no… Dani was in Eloise’s future. She knew that because Dani was one of the interlopers, not that Eloise minded Dani being in her home, but the old lady would most likely be dead by that time. Eloise wondered about Dani’s time. She dressed so differently to Eloise, and she’d seen noisy carriages that didn’t need horses. Dani rode an incredible contraption that balanced on two wheels. It was beyond Eloise’s comprehension.

      In fact, there was a great deal of noise outside at the moment. A smart carriage with horses sat in their carriageway. So, it wasn’t Dani’s time. It could possibly be Eloise’s. She thought she must search for the old woman and Ethel, but before she could move the carriage door opened and Bill alighted. He was dressed in a morning suit and looked so handsome. Then he reached back into the carriage and a hand took his.

      A crushing pain stabbed Eloise’s unworldly heart and she buckled, even though she didn’t fall to the floor. She had to look again to see if her eyes deceived her. But no, Emily stepped down from the carriage. She wore a wedding dress that Eloise might have thought beautiful if the vision of it didn’t destroy her. She knew what this meant. Emily and Bill were married.

      The next moment, Ethel stood beside her.

      ‘Ethel,’ Eloise said. ‘Ethel, tell me this isn’t true.’

      But Ethel ignored her. Instead, the housekeeper opened the front door and a happy couple walked through it.

      Eloise cried out her devastation, but no one heard her. Her knees buckled once again and gave way. She sat in the hall in a crumpled heap that no one bothered about.

      Guests arrived and pushed Eloise aside. After a while—how long, she didn’t know—Eloise stood and searched the drawing room for Bill. He stood with Emily and other people. They both looked happy. How could this be? Bill was hers. How could he marry Emily? And Emily, her dear sister… Eloise felt betrayed. The two people she loved the most in this world had deceived her. They had been planning to marry and kept it from Eloise. Had they cheated on her while she still lived?

      The pain of it tore Eloise apart. Her thoughts turned to what the old lady had told her of the rumours suggesting Emily had poisoned her with cyanide. Eloise hadn’t believed it. Now the thought tortured her. Had Emily murdered Eloise so that she could marry Bill? No, no. A thread of logic remained. After Eloise’s death and alone in the house together, it was the only decent thing Bill could have done. Emily was alone, her father and sister dead. Bill would have done the honourable thing and married her.

      But Eloise still felt it as a betrayal. The pain of it intolerable.

      She remembered long days in the basement. The upper rooms were foreign to her, as if they’d been tainted. She couldn’t tolerate watching them together. Her Bill and her sister.

      One day, Eloise went upstairs. She sensed her name being called. It had to be the old woman. No one else could contact her.

      In the kitchen, Eloise found the old lady in her black clothes talking to Ethel.

      ‘I don’t like the way things are going,’ Ethel leaned in and whispered.

      The old lady put her hand on Ethel’s arm. ‘Eloise is here.’

      ‘Ah,’ Ethel sighed. ‘Miss Eloise. How are you? Or is that a silly question to ask?’

      ‘Hello Ethel. I’ve been depressed since my sister married my husband.’

      The old lady repeated the words to Ethel.

      ‘Oh, I’m sorry to hear that, Miss Eloise.’

      ‘Where have you been, my dear?’ the old lady asked. ‘I’ve visited here often, and I haven’t sensed you.’

      ‘I’ve been in the basement.’

      ‘Oh no, my dear, I’m sorry to hear it.’ The old lady then explained to Ethel.

      ‘I can’t stand to be upstairs but today I thought I heard you,’ Eloise murmured, and then gazed at the housekeeper. ‘Why doesn’t Ethel like the way things are going? What things?’

      At that moment, there came a cry from out in the hallway and then Emily walked into the kitchen. Eloise inwardly groaned when she saw the child in Emily’s arms.

      ‘Look what the child has done!’ Emily exclaimed. ‘She’s vomited all over my shoulder. Take her, Ethel. I’ll have to change my blouse.’ Emily thrust her daughter in the housekeeper’s arms. ‘I have little patience with her bad behaviour.’

      ‘That’s what Ethel meant, my dear. Miss Emily has not taken to motherhood.’

      ‘I would’ve loved to have had a child. I wish I could hold her,’ Eloise said. ‘What’s her name?’

      ‘Aimee. She’s about nine months old. She’s a beautiful little thing,’ the old lady said.

      Eloise moved to stand beside her niece in Ethel’s arms. With a ghostly finger she stroked the soft cheek. Aimee cooed as if she was aware of Eloise’s presence. This was Bill’s daughter. It should have been hers and Bill’s.

      ‘Is Emily a bad mother?’

      ‘Ethel tells me that Emily has no patience with the baby. She tends to be neglectful.’

      Ethel nodded to corroborate this.

      Eloise felt the pain stab her dead heart. Emily! What had become of her? From now on, Eloise would keep a watch on her niece. Perhaps she couldn’t actually do anything, but she would observe. ‘Please tell Ethel that I will look out for my niece. As Ethel can’t hear me, tell her I will…’ Eloise thought. ‘I will leave a sign for her if the baby needs anything. I will place a flower—whatever flower is in the vase near the sink—and I will put it on the table… just one flower.’

      Ethel nodded as she listened to the old lady’s repetition of Eloise’s words.
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        * * *

      

       

      The time that followed—and for once time passed in a linear way—gave Eloise the most happiness she could ever have imagined. She no longer allowed the betrayal of her husband and sister to depress her. She spent each day in the nursery watching Aimee, who was an adorable baby. Aimee loved her aunt’s company and when Eloise took her hand or stroked her cheek, little Aimee giggled.

      Eloise witnessed Aimee’s first steps. Bill was away so much of the time and Emily didn’t care for the child. Aimee turned to Eloise sitting in a chair and tottered towards her. It hurt Eloise that she couldn’t hold the little one’s hands to steady her, and Aimee walked straight up to the chair as if Eloise wasn’t there at all.

      The number of occasions that Eloise had to take a flower from the vase and put it on the kitchen table was so numerous that Eloise despaired.

      For the most part, Eloise had forgotten about the manner of her death but sometimes it bothered her. Especially when the young woman Dani was poisoned. Eloise wondered where the old lady was at those times. Then Eloise realised that she would be dead too. Was the old woman a ghost? Eloise didn’t know. But she had a thought.

      One day, she took a carnation and placed it on the bed Dani used. Eloise had stepped into Dani’s time without any difficulty. She wondered if Dani would see it as a sign. Would Dani know it was from Eloise?
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YELLOW CARNATION - DANI 2023
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      Dani had slept well. She woke to the sound of the Butcher Bird’s song. It sang so beautifully. Dani had done a search on the bird to discover it gained its name because it skewered its prey of insects and lizards with its straight beak that has a hook on the end. Dani had shivered, but despite this predatory habit, butcher birds were definitely songbirds.

      Stretching, Dani sat up on the edge of bed, noticing a yellow carnation that lay on the foot. She picked it up and sniffed it. Its perfume awoke her senses.

      Who had put it there? Brett?

      Dani grabbed her phone and did a search for the meaning behind yellow carnations. She always wanted to know more about an object or subject. Unlike other colours, yellow

      expressed a sad sentiment and portrayed the idea of rejection or disappointment towards someone. If Brett placed it on her bed, what was he saying? Or didn’t he even know the meaning of a yellow carnation? He was a landscape gardener, so he might know.

      Dani showered and then dressed in one of the dresses she’d bought—a yellow one, in fact, that had a tiered skirt and shirred bodice. After doing her hair and putting on some mascara and a touch of lipstick, a soft knock sounded on her door. Dani opened it to see Brett standing outside it. Her heart kicked. His blue eyes beneath his sandy coloured hair, the casual way he leaned against the door frame exuding strength, got the better of Dani. Feeling the heat rise to her face, she turned back into the room and muttered, ‘Come in.’ Bonnie hurried in first.

      Brett closed the door and waited until she faced him. ‘How are you this morning? May I say you look good.’

      ‘I’m feeling a lot better, thank you. But I must ask you something. Did you come into my room last night while I slept?’ Dani turned to face him.

      ‘No. Why would I? I wouldn’t sneak into your room.’

      Dani was satisfied that he looked innocent, but she took the yellow carnation off the bed and showed him. ‘Someone came into my room and placed this on the end of my bed.’

      ‘Bloody hell,’ Brett exclaimed. ‘Are you alright?’

      ‘Yes, I’m fine. I didn’t even know until I woke up and found it.’

      ‘After someone poisoning you, that’s…’

      ‘I know!’ Dani said. ‘It’s a bit scary.’

      ‘The thing is,’ Brett said, ‘none of the bedrooms have locks on them. It seemed strange that when the renovations inside the house were done, that whoever held the purse strings, felt it wasn’t required. I think we should get locks on all the bedrooms.’

      ‘I agree,’ Dani said. ‘At first, I thought you might have placed it on my bed, and I searched the meaning of yellow carnations.’

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘A sadness, rejection or disappointment towards someone.’

      ‘I wouldn’t leave you a flower with that meaning.’ Brett huffed. ‘You didn’t reject me, and I’ve never been disappointed with you.’ He took her hands. ‘I’ve always loved you. Yes…’ He held up his hand to stop Dani from speaking. ‘Always. Even through my marriage to Janice. I knew straight away what a bloody idiot I’d been to leave you. If I thought I needed time to decide what I really wanted in life, I very quickly discovered what I wanted was you.’ Brett pulled her close to him and held her.

      Dani didn’t protest. As she rested her face against his chest, she knew it was what she wanted too. She could hear his heart beating and she breathed in his shower gel fragrance, but more, the scent of the earth that had always been a part of Brett, as if every flower combined, every tree, had merged their bouquet into his being. She leaned her head back and went weak at the feel of his lips on hers. She wound her arms around his neck and held him close. His lips traced their way down her throat, and he tucked her into him.

      Then his head shot up. ‘Sorry. Too much, too soon. We need to take our time.’

      ‘Do we?’ Dani asked and drew his head down.

      They kissed for another few moments until he lifted his head.

      ‘I have a landscaping job to do this morning,’ he murmured. ‘Can we pick this up tonight?’

      Dani laughed. ‘You’re impossible! Yes, go on. I suppose you need your breakfast. I’ll come along too.’

      Brett kissed her again and held her tight. ‘Tonight’s a promise.’

      ‘I’ll hold you to that,’ Dani said.
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        * * *

      

       

      Dani followed Brett to the kitchen. He grabbed a piece of toast and left. Again, he hesitated as he looked at Dani but obviously decided not to kiss her and announce a relationship to those in the house. They weren’t back on solid ground yet.

      Sue wouldn’t allow Dani to help with breakfast, but Dani made some scones for morning tea. After breakfast, Sue wouldn’t hear of her washing up.

      ‘I’m feeling fine,’ Dani assured the housekeeper.

      ‘Go and have a chat with the ladies,’ Sue said.

      Dani found the ladies in the lounge room. She’d no sooner walked in than Jinx arched his back and hissed at the glass fronted cabinet. When Pauline attempted to grab him, the cat took off, running out of the room. Pauline cried out and hurried after the big black cat.

      ‘I could have sworn Jinx was staring at the glass cabinet,’ Dani said, as she sat down. ‘You don’t think the cat might have seen…’ Dani gazed at Margie where she was doing slow twirls about the room.

      ‘Don’t worry about her,’ Pat said. ‘I doubt she’d understand what we say.’ Pat nodded. ‘I do indeed think Jinx can see our resident spirit. That’s what spooks him.’

      ‘Is it Eloise?’

      ‘Most probably.’

      ‘When I woke up this morning, I found a carnation on the end of my bed,’ Dani said. ‘I thought Brett might have left it, but he didn’t. It frightened me a little in light of my recent experience that someone entered my bedroom during the night. Then, I wondered if Eloise might have put it there. I’m not sure why I thought of her, but her name kept flitting through my thoughts.’

      ‘It could have been her,’ Pat said.

      ‘You think it would be possible for a ghost to put a physical object on my bed?’

      ‘I can’t see why not. You know, down in the basement in an old trunk are journals my ancestors wrote. Not that they were highly educated but I know they wrote stories down about Eloise’s ghost.’

      ‘Really?’ Dani asked.

      ‘They were always fascinated after Ethel met her.’

      ‘What? Ethel met Eloise’s ghost?’ Dani exclaimed.

      ‘I remember one tale that came down from Ethel…’

      ‘She was housekeeper then?’

      ‘That’s right. There was this old lady who often visited Ethel. The woman could see ghosts and talk to them.’

      ‘How amazing.’

      ‘Ethel could never see Eloise’s ghost, but the old lady would act as a third-party during conversations. That’s how we’ve always known that Eloise’s spirit remained here. Ethel always said she knew why Eloise became a ghost.  Apparently Bill, Eloise’s husband, had gone on a trip and he was delayed. Eloise waited at the front door for him, day after day. Eloise died during that time, but Ethel claimed Eloise didn’t realise she was dead… not at first, and she went back to the front door and kept waiting for him to return.’

      ‘Oh no! And when he did, Eloise had passed away,’ Dani murmured. ‘That is so sad.’

      ‘Ethel said that Eloise had been pregnant too.’

      ‘How awful.’ Dani tried to imagine Bill’s grief. ‘Eloise has been waiting ever since for him, I suppose.’

      ‘That she has.’ Pat stared at Dani. ‘Eloise was poisoned, you know, and rumours hinted that Emily had poisoned her sister to marry her husband. Eloise wouldn’t believe it.’

      ‘Do you think it was true?’

      Pat paused before she spoke as Margie tired from dancing and sat down.

      ‘You have your dancing dress on, Dani. A pretty yellow too,’ Margie said.

      ‘Would you get me a glass of water, love?’ Pat asked Margie.

      Margie nodded and danced out of the room.

      Pat continued, ‘After a while, Ethel said Eloise came to believe it.’

      ‘Why was that, do you know?’

      ‘Emily married Bill soon after Eloise’s death. Eloise was devastated. Ethel said that Emily wasn’t a good mother. She was neglectful and impatient. Ethel was always looking after the child. Eloise’s spirit wasn’t happy about it.’

      ‘Poor Eloise. She’d lost her baby and then her sister didn’t want hers,’ Dani murmured.

      ‘It’s ironic,’ Pat agreed.

      ‘What happened when the old lady passed away? It would have meant that Eloise had no means of communication with Ethel.’

      ‘From what my Gran Mabel told me, Eloise found ways of leaving signs. She liked to leave a flower as a message. The Victorians used to hold great store by the meanings of flowers.’ Pat frowned. ‘What colour was the carnation left on your bed?’

      ‘Yellow. I searched for its meaning already this morning. It means sadness, rejection and disappointment.’

      Pat nodded her head. ‘You might have your answer. Eloise might be giving you a sign that she’s sad, rejected by her husband, and disappointed by her sister.’

      ‘But what can I do?’ Dani asked.

      ‘Eloise must know you are a Hatton. Perhaps she can sense that you would be open to communication. Would you be?’

      ‘Well, yes. If I knew what to do,’ Dani murmured.

      ‘Just wait, my dear. Look for any signs Eloise might give you.’

      ‘Okay. I guess that’s all I can do.’
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        * * *

      

       

      Everyone came in for morning tea, except Brett and Adam. Pauline had found Jinx and now, while they ate at the kitchen table, the big black cat sat on a spare chair, curled up contentedly.

      Afterwards, Dani followed Dazza on to the veranda. He carried a chair outside for her and they sat together and looked out over the garden. Foxtail palm trees, with their feathery fronds, flanked a path that led from the front steps to the footpath. On either side of the path were huge Bismarck palms with their large silvery fronds. Garden beds of annuals surrounded them—purple petunias, yellow marigolds, and pink gerberas. Overshading the palms were the wide canopies of banyan fig trees, rain trees and some poinciana, the latter of which allowed some light to filter down for the flowers. Otherwise, the front garden was quite shady.

      ‘Brett and Tom do a great job with the gardens,’ Dani remarked.

      ‘Yeap,’ agreed Dazza. His battered straw hat was back on his head, even though the veranda was in shade.

      ‘Do you like gardening?’ Dani asked.

      ‘Used to, before my back went on me. It’s been a bit of a bugger since then.’

      Dani nodded and smiled. ‘Have you seen the ghost, Dazza?’

      ‘No. Heard them though.’

      ‘Them?’ Dani questioned.

      ‘There’s supposed to be two of them, isn’t there?’

      ‘If one is Eloise Hatton, who is the second?’

      ‘Buggered if I know.’ Dazza shrugged. ‘Might be her sister. Pat told me once there was bad blood between them.’

      ‘Eloise was poisoned,’ Dani said and looked at the man next to her.

      ‘Yeah, so I heard.’ Dazza looked back. ‘How are you now?’

      ‘Fine.’

      ‘I’m keeping a closer watch this time. If that woman takes one step into this garden, I’ll throw her out.’

      ‘Thank you, Dazza.’
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        * * *

      

       

      Dani went to her bedroom before lunch. She’d left the yellow carnation on her dressing table, she remembered doing it, but it was now back on her bed.

      ‘What do you want, Eloise? How can I help you?’ Dani asked, doing a slow pivot. ‘I can’t see you.’ Somehow, Dani could sense the ghost’s presence. She didn’t feel afraid or alarmed in any way. It wasn’t as if Eloise was jumping out at her and terrifying her. Only Jinx seemed to bolt in alarm. ‘I know the meaning of the yellow carnation. But how can I help?’

      Silence. Nothing happened.

      Dani thought about the words on the dressing table mirror on her first night in the house. Had Eloise written them?

      ‘Who poisoned you, Eloise?’

      Still nothing.

      Dani shrugged. What did she expect?
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        * * *

      

       

      Brett arrived home at four that afternoon. He popped his head into the kitchen before he climbed the stairs and had a shower.

      Sue raised an eyebrow at Dani. ‘You and Brett back together again?’

      ‘No… well, not absolutely yet, but things have progressed.’ Dani smiled.

      ‘What will you do if you get together again? I mean, regarding where you’ll live?’

      Dani sighed. ‘I’m not sure yet.’

      ‘You have your café back in Redcliffe.’

      ‘Cafés can be sold,’ Dani said. Is that what she wanted? Her best friends were in Redcliffe, looking after her business for Dani while she was here chasing old loves and ghosts. Yet it depended how she looked at it. An old love? Or a second chance at love? And with the man she’d always loved.

      ‘Wow,’ Sue said. ‘That’s a surprise. Would you sell your café?’

      ‘I might. I’ve been thinking about it.’

      ‘Well, you know everyone here will be happy if you do.’ Sue gazed at Dani and chuckled. ‘I tell you, when you walked in here in your bike leathers not so long ago, I wondered what we’d be in for.’

      Dani laughed. ‘It shows people shouldn’t make a quick assessment of someone, especially when that someone looks different.’ Dani didn’t say the words as a criticism of Sue.

      ‘I couldn’t agree more,’ Sue stated.

      Dani made two lemon meringue pies for dessert, while Sue cooked a good, old-fashioned roast, as she called it. Both went down well.

      In the lounge room, Dani played and sang Musetta’s Waltz from La Bohème. And especially for Margie, Dani followed with On The Street Where You Live.

      When she’d finished, Dani helped Sue carry in the cups of tea and cold water for those who wanted it.

      ‘We seem to go from one meal to another in this house,’ Dani said and chuckled.

      ‘Tell me about it,’ Sue said.

      Brett took the tray from Dani and when he placed it on the kitchen bench, he took another biscuit. ‘What?’ Brett said, when Dani threw him a questioning look. ‘I’m a growing boy.’

      When everyone headed upstairs, Brett and Dani lingered in the lounge. Adam returned and asked Dani for the key to the basement.

      ‘I need a new canvas,’ Adam said, ‘and I never think of it until I’m in bed.’

      Dani handed him the key that, fortunately, she had in a pocket in her skirt. She’d kept it with her since the incident when she’d found Adam in the basement at one in the morning. ‘The painting’s going well?’

      ‘Yes. The landscape here at the Towers is to die for with the red dust and dry bush.’

      ‘That’s fabulous. Will you be staying for much longer?’ Dani asked.

      ‘I take one day at a time,’ Adam said.

      When he’d gone, Brett nodded his head towards the doorway. ‘Do you fancy listening to the rest of La Bohème?’

      ‘That sounds good. My room this time?’ she asked.

      ‘Yours, if you like. I can stream it on my phone.’ They walked unhurried along the corridor, as if setting the scene for the rest of the evening. When they were inside Dani’s room, Brett took a few moments to set it up and then Puccini’s wonderful music filled the bedroom.

      Dani reclined on her bed, leaning against the headboard, Bonnie next to her. Brett sat in the armchair; his long legs stretched out in front of him. He didn’t look comfortable.

      ‘You could join me here,’ Dani said. ‘It might be more comfortable for you. You can stretch out.’

      Brett dragged off his joggers and reclined next to Dani. ‘You sure you don’t mind?’

      ‘No. I could even lean back against you.’

      Brett gave the smallest smile and lifted one arm so that Dani could fit in close to him, leaning back on his chest.

      They listened for a while, until Dani looked up at him. Then Brett lowered his head and they kissed. Dani turned around, so that she rested on her side facing him. Brett’s kisses trailed down her neck to her collarbone. Dani moved her hand over his chest, then she found the top button of his shirt and opened it. The feel of his skin under her hand sent shivers through her. Brett kneeled and ripped his shirt off.

      ‘Does that dress have a zip?’ he asked.

      Dani kneeled on the bed. ‘Just over the head.’

      Brett pulled the dress up and off, and then tugged her down to him. He undid her bra clip and threw it away, his gaze devouring her breasts.

      Dani wanted him more than ever.

      They made love to the music of La Bohème.
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WHITE CHRYSANTHEMUM  - ELOISE 1874 OR SOMETIME AFTER
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      A sense of relief flowed through Eloise when she realised that Dani could sense her. After all this time, she could communicate with someone.

      Eloise went to the nursery. Another baby was in Aimee’s cot. A woman played blocks on the floor with a toddler.

      Time had passed and Eloise hadn’t known. Two children. Her Bill had two children but not with her, as it should have been. He had children with her sister, who was now his wife. Where was Emily? And who was the woman playing with Aimee? Perhaps a nanny. It was obvious Emily didn’t want to be burdened with raising her children. Eloise would have given anything to have had Bill’s babies. But she had been poisoned, killed, and now Emily had taken her place.

      Emily wasn’t the sweet sister she’d known in Jersey. She wasn’t even how she’d been when they’d first arrived in Australia. Of course, Emily was always the lively one, but Eloise would never have suspected that she was ambitious.

      The one question wouldn’t leave Eloise’s thoughts. Had Emily coveted Bill, and then poisoned her so that she could have Eloise’s husband?

      Eloise wandered down to the kitchen. Ethel was speaking with the old lady, who looked at her the instant Eloise walked into the room.

      ‘Good morning,’ the old woman said. Then to Ethel, she said, ‘Eloise has joined us.’

      Ethel smiled, a vague greeting, because she didn’t know exactly where Eloise’s ghost stood.

      Eloise sat down. ‘There’s another baby,’ she murmured.

      ‘Yes, another girl, Mary,’ the old woman told her.

      ‘Is that a nanny upstairs with the children?’ Eloise asked.

      ‘It is,’ Ethel said, after the old lady had told the housekeeper Eloise’s question.

      ‘Where’s Emily?’

      Ethel replied, looking at where Eloise should be in the chair. ‘She’s out shopping. She likes to buy new dresses. Mr Hatton gives her a generous allowance, so Miss Emily has told me.’

      ‘She should be looking after her children.’ Eloise felt her anger mount. The unfairness of the situation overwhelmed her. After a lull where the room sounded silent, Eloise asked, ‘Has anyone been charged for poisoning me?’

      The old lady shook her head. ‘No, my dear. No one has been found guilty.’

      Eloise rose, so quickly that the chair shuddered on the floor. ‘Do some people still blame Emily for poisoning me?’

      ‘Most people have lost interest,’ Ethel said after the old woman had filled her in on Eloise’s change of subject. ‘It’s 1877, Miss Eloise.’

      ‘Time. It’s not my friend,’ Eloise murmured. ‘Is Bill happy?’

      ‘I think so, Miss Eloise,’ Ethel replied once she knew the question. ‘As far as I can tell. He is always busy with his mines.’

      ‘Gold… it tempts us all. Maybe that’s what Emily wanted… riches, fine clothes, gold, my husband.’

      The old lady fidgeted but said nothing.

      ‘Please ask Ethel to pick a white chrysanthemum for me,’ Eloise asked, and then waited. When Ethel returned with it, Eloise lifted it from the table where the housekeeper had placed it and walked out of the kitchen.

      Upstairs, she went into Emily’s bedroom. Lavish furnishings and expensive furniture graced the room. Eloise crossed to the bed and lay the white chrysanthemum at the bottom of it, and then left the room.

      White chrysanthemums were used at funerals, often representing death. Eloise hoped Emily would know this flower was meant to say, I know you killed me.
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RED HIBISCUS - DANI 2023
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      Dani stretched but realised she couldn’t move. Brett’s arm pinned her down. The butcher bird sang outside of her window, the morning sunshine was light, the air fresh. She sighed and stayed where she was, happy to be there. Then Brett moaned, opened his eyes and stared at Dani. He gave a lazy smile and pulled her in closer to him.

      ‘Good morning,’ he murmured, his voice low.

      ‘Good morning.’ Dani smiled.

      At that point Bonnie jumped onto the bed for cuddles.

      Brett kissed Dani and then his head sprang up. ‘What’s the time?’

      ‘Six, according to the clock. Do you have a job on this morning?’

      Brett relaxed. ‘No, I’m helping Tom and then I have a Battery tour this afternoon.’ He grinned. ‘Now where were we?’

      Dani lifted her head to kiss him. ‘About there.’

      ‘Ah yes.’

      Sometime later as they were lying quietly in each other’s arms, Dani whispered, ‘Are you going to shower first?’

      ‘If you like.’

      ‘You know,’ she said, ‘if we make a habit of this, you should move into my bedroom.’

      Brett stared at her. ‘Does that mean you’ll be staying?’

      ‘Will you be staying?’ Dani asked.

      ‘It’s now my favourite place in the world,’ Brett said, and kissed her neck.

      ‘Even with a crazy ex-wife hanging around?’ Dani asked.

      ‘If we got married, she might go away. What’s Dazza’s favourite expression? She might bugger off.’

      Dani laughed but then sobered. ‘Are you asking me to marry you?’

      ‘Perhaps, over a lovely romantic dinner, with just the two of us, and without the horde, I might.’

      Dani giggled. ‘You mean you don’t want Margie dancing or Jinx hissing and Pauline shrieking?’

      ‘No, just us.’ When Bonnie, whimpered, Brett added, ‘You too Bonnie. Then I might ask you. Will you say yes?’

      ‘I might do.’ Dani grinned.

      ‘Cheeky!’ Brett said. ‘I’m going to shower. I hope I don’t run into anyone on my way upstairs.’

      Dani laughed. She hadn’t laughed so much in a long time.
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        * * *

      

       

      Dani was late helping Sue for breakfast, so she started making a Tim Tam slice for later.

      ‘Hmm.’ Sue eyed Dani pointedly. ‘Another one with a wide smile plastered all over her face.’

      ‘Who else?’

      Sue tutted. ‘Brett.’

      ‘Oh. Well…’

      ‘Don’t worry, love. I’m pleased to see you both happy.’

      Dani grinned. ‘Where is the man in question?’

      ‘He’s out with Tom, discussing what they’re going to do this morning.’

      A few minutes later, the men and Bonnie entered the kitchen. Brett took three red hibiscuses from behind his back and presented them to Dani. ‘Red hibiscus stand for love and passion. One for all the years I have loved you. One for the love between us today. One for the love that will carry us into our future.’

      Dani burst into tears and Brett wrapped his arms around her.

      ‘Tom,’ Sue said in a strident voice. ‘Help me carry this tray into the dining room.’

      ‘Yes, dear,’ Tom said.
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        * * *

      

       

      After breakfast, Dani decided she’d look in the basement again for any more journals that might offer up information about Eloise and the early days of Hatton House. Dani also hoped she’d find some old photos.

      In the laundry, she extracted the key from her pocket and opened the door. On the top step, a rush of cold air engulfed Dani as if she’d suddenly stepped out in Antarctica. For a moment, she nearly changed her mind and stayed riveted to the step. What could have caused it? It hadn’t happened before. Of course, the door was locked now, and fewer people could go to the basement at will. Had that made a difference?

      Dani hung onto the hand-railing as she descended. On the last step, she halted and gazed about the room. There weren’t any windows. Nothing to suggest a flow of air, especially not one as she had just experienced. Then, when she was about to take the final step, she felt pressure on her back, and she fell forward onto the floor.

      What on earth…? Dani looked up to see if anyone had followed her into the basement, but she couldn’t see anyone. Perhaps she’d imagined that someone pushed her, but she didn’t think so. Dani got to her feet, brushed off her dress and again looked around. She would search for more journals, but she felt uneasy.

      So many boxes and old suitcases were stacked high, one on top of the other. She might need some assistance with the higher ones. Dani found the crate she’d been sorting through. First off, she found a sketchpad with Eloise’s name on top. The drawings showed what Dani assumed were scenes from Jersey and St Helier. One was of St Peter’s Church, St Helier, and another of St Peter’s Parish Hall. Eloise had drawn in window boxes of flowers cascading over the edges. How stunning it would have looked if done in colour. Another sketch showed a house, a solid structure—Dani could only wonder if it had been the le Gerseul home—Eloise hadn’t notated it. A drawing of a ship was well executed—Golden City—the ship that brought them to Australia from the Channel Isles.

      In another box Dani discovered a few photos. One showed an early Charters Towers mine with its poppet head and mullock heap, while another was of Mosman Street, with 1900 written on the back of it. The one that captivated Dani was of Hatton House with some of the family sitting in chairs in the front garden. They wore long, full skirted gowns and hats. One of them could have been Mary Hatton, Dani’s three times great-grandmother. Unfortunately, the names weren’t written on the back. How often Dani had seen that when going through some of her mother’s old photos. Now that her mother was dead, those photos were in her flat in Redcliffe and she may never know the identity of some of the people.

      Dani decided to take the photo of the family, the sketches of the sailing ship and St Peter’s Church at St Helier upstairs with her. She placed them each in turn on the writing desk in her room and took photos of the old images, so that she had a copy. Then she put them in one of the dressing table drawers. She decided that after lunch she’d go into town and buy frames for them.
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        * * *

      

       

      Not everyone was in for lunch, but they gained two when Di and Doug joined them. Di was still going on about Dani’s poisoning and she wished the woman would stop. No one seemed to hold any sway over Di, not even Sue.

      When Dani mentioned she was going into town, Di said, ‘Is it safe for you to go alone?’

      ‘Of course, it is,’ Dani said.

      ‘Dani will be fine,’ Sue told her friend.

      ‘If someone had wanted to kill me, they should have chosen a stronger poison,’ Dani added.

      ‘Well, I think you can’t be too careful.’ Di sniffed and lifted her chin.

      After lunch, when Dani went to change into her leathers, Sue followed her to her door.

      ‘Sue,’ Dani said, surprised. ‘You startled me.’ She hadn’t heard Sue following her. ‘Is something wrong?’

      ‘Sorry, love. I just wanted to say that I don’t mind going out with you this afternoon.’

      ‘That’s very kind of you but I’m sure I’ll be fine shopping in busy shops.’

      ‘As long as you’re sure?’ Sue asked.

      ‘I am, thank you.’

      A thrill shot through Dani when she sat on Bellatrix. Dani had missed riding. She put on her helmet and gloves and waved to Dazza as she left.

      She found a parking spot in Mosman Street and walked towards Gill Street where she knew a Kmart was situated. They should have some good photo frames.

      Dani stood waiting on traffic and was about to step off the gutter when she felt someone thump her between the shoulder blades. Because one foot was airborne, she lost her balance and fell heavily onto the street. A car in danger of hitting her came to an abrupt halt.

      ‘Oi, you there!’ Dani heard someone shout. Were they yelling at her?

      Then people ran from all sides to help Dani. They got her to her feet and sat her on a bench seat on the footpath.

      ‘Are you hurt?’ a woman asked.

      ‘I’ll phone for an ambulance,’ someone else said.

      ‘No, please,’ Dani replied. ‘I don’t need an ambulance. I’m okay… really I am. My bike leathers protected me.’ Never had she been so pleased to have worn them.

      ‘You can’t ride a motorbike home?’ one man said.

      Then another man ran up to them and bent over, panting. ‘I couldn’t catch her.’

      ‘Catch who?’ the first woman asked.

      ‘The woman who pushed this young woman onto the road.’

      A collective gasp sounded. Dani felt as if she’d had cold water thrown over her.

      ‘Better phone the police.’

      ‘And the ambulance.’

      ‘No, please,’ Dani said. ‘Phone Hatton House and ask Sue to come and get me. I’ll collect the bike tomorrow.’

      ‘You staying there?’ the first woman asked.

      ‘Yes, I’m the new owner.’

      ‘Ah,’ the woman said.

      Someone came out of a café nearby with a glass of cold water. Dani kept assuring everyone she was fine. It was kind of so many people to care.

      Before long Sue drove up and parked close to where Dani sat.

      ‘I saw the crowd around you,’ Sue said. ‘Okay, thank you folks for your kindness. I’ll get this young lady home.’ Before Sue could get into the driver’s seat several people surrounded her, ready to wave them off. On the way back to Hatton House, Sue said, ‘I’m sorry, love, I should have gone with you.’

      ‘It’s fine, really.’

      ‘Not from what I hear.’ Sue nodded her head back towards the town.

      ‘They would have had the ambulance and the police called. Everyone was surprised and shocked.’

      ‘And what about this woman who pushed you onto the street?’

      ‘I don’t know. I felt a shove between my shoulder blades, but I didn’t see anyone. I landed in the street.’

      ‘Just as well you had your leathers on,’ Sue said. ‘Or you’d be a lot worse off.’

      ‘I know!’

      ‘So, how hurt are you?’ Sue asked. ‘Should we go to the hospital?’

      ‘Oh no. I’m shocked more than anything.’

      ‘From what Sid told me—he’s the one who saw the woman push you—she meant business. That means someone tried to kill you.’

      ‘Hurt me but one shove surely wouldn’t have killed me,’ Dani said.

      ‘If you’d been pushed into the path of a car, it could have hit you.’

      ‘True. I don’t understand why someone would try to kill me.’ Dani rubbed her neck—it was aching.

      ‘You’ve just inherited Hatton House, for one thing,’ Sue said. ‘And what’s the chances of Brett’s ex-missus trying to get rid of you?’

      ‘Probably the latter is the most likely.’ Dani sighed. ‘Why would anyone not be happy I inherited Hatton House? It’s been owned by an absent landlord for years now and it’s not as if I’ve tried to change anything.’

      ‘You’re right. Well, here we are. You’ll have a reception committee, I reckon. Tom phoned Brett to tell him.

      Dani groaned. ‘Oh no.’

      As soon as Sue halted the car, Brett took the veranda steps in two bounds, Dazza and Tom were a bit further behind him, and then the ladies followed, even Pat.

      ‘What the hell!’ Brett said, as Dani got out of the car. He took her hands and then saw they were gravel-rashed. ‘Who did this to you?’

      ‘I didn’t see,’ Dani murmured.

      ‘Sid, the guy who saw it happen, said he saw a woman push Dani, but she had a hat pulled down on her head.’

      ‘Janice!’ Brett exclaimed.

      ‘We don’t know that,’ Dani said.

      Brett sighed. ‘Let’s get you inside.’

      Then everyone crowded around her, all concerned how she fared. Dani thanked them all.

      ‘Righto,’ Sue’s strident voice carried over the group. ‘Dani needs to get inside and rest. You can all talk to her in the family room.’

      Brett and Dani led the way.

      Inside, Dani said to everyone, ‘I’ll go and change and see you soon.’

      Everyone nodded. Dani heard their voices swell as they settled themselves in the family room.

      Brett helped Dani along the corridor, not that she needed it… even though she felt a few aches, probably bruises.

      Brett hesitated at the doorway to her bedroom.

      ‘Come in,’ Dani murmured. He did and helped her out of her leathers. He went off to the bathroom then for a wet face washer, while she slipped on a blue floral dress. Dani took the wet cloth and washed her face and hands.

      ‘Do you want a few Band-Aids for those?’ Brett asked.

      ‘No, they’re fine.’ Dani stood up.

      Brett wrapped his arms around her. ‘You gave me such a fright,’ he murmured into her hair. ‘You’re not going anywhere on your own again until they catch the person who did this.’

      Dani decided she wouldn’t argue. If someone had deliberately pushed her, it was concerning. She felt safe standing in Brett’s arms, and she didn’t want to move but she had a captive audience awaiting her. ‘Shall we go?’

      ‘Do we have to?’ Brett asked. He kissed her. Then sighed. ‘Okay. Everyone else is worried.’

      In the family room, everyone spoke at once.

      ‘One at a time.’ Sue raised her voice over the top of the others. She pushed a cup of tea into Dani’s hands. ‘It’s sweet and will help with the shock.’ Everyone in the room fell silent. No one was inclined to go against what the housekeeper said.

      ‘Thank you.’ Dani smiled. Dani sat on the couch with Brett.

      ‘Are you badly hurt?’ Dazza went first.

      ‘No, my leathers protected me. I have a few cuts and scratches on my hands, a few bruises.’

      ‘Well, that’s the last time you’re going out on your own,’ Dazza said. ‘At least until we know who this murdering bugger is. If I catch him or her, they won’t know what hit them.’

      Dazza sat on Dani’s other side. She laid a hand on the back of his. She was touched that this big man had taken on the roll as her protector, although he had to get in line behind Brett and Sue. ‘Thank you.’

      Everyone in turn expressed their concern, including Adam who’d returned for lunch. Pauline had to hold onto Jinx as he hissed and struggled in her arms. Dani wondered if the cat had sensed a ghost in the room. Perhaps Eloise was watching them.

      ‘Who would want to hurt Dani?’ Margie said with tears in her eyes.

      ‘It’s all right, Margie,’ Dani said. ‘I’m fine.’

      ‘But someone pushed you.’ Margie broke down. Dazza stood up so the sobbing woman could sit next to Dani.

      Dani put an arm around Margie and held her close. ‘Don’t worry. I’m sure when I go out next time, I’ll have someone else with me.’

      ‘You’re damned right!’ Dazza exclaimed.

      ‘You see,’ Dani said, thinking she wouldn’t have a moment to herself again.

      ‘Right!’ Sue said. ‘Lunch is ready.

      Jinx jumped free as Pauline rose. The big black cat hissed and arched his back and then ran out of the room as if the Furies were after him. Pauline cried out and went to follow until Sue grabbed her arm.

      ‘Leave the bloody cat,’ Sue told her, not unkindly. ‘It’s lunch time. He’ll be back.’

      After lunch, Dani took out the ingredients for a chocolate cake. Before she got far, Sue turned to Brett.

      ‘Get your woman out of the kitchen. She should be resting.’

      ‘I know,’ Brett said. ‘Come on. Let’s sit in the lounge room,’ he said to Dani. ‘You’ll get me in trouble if you don’t.’

      Dani laughed but tears came to her eyes just knowing that so many people cared for her. ‘I think I’ll go and rest for a while.’

      ‘Now that’s a good idea,’ Brett said.

      Inside her bedroom, Dani took off her shoes and lay on top of the quilt. Brett followed suit and then Dani cuddled into him. Bonnie jumped up on to the bed too.

      ‘You do know this is serious,’ Brett said.

      ‘I know.’ Dani thought how close she’d come today to being hurt.

      ‘I’m going to talk to Janice again. If she’s done this…’

      ‘No, don’t. It might make matters worse.’

      ‘She can’t come here and threaten you like this; harm you like she has.’

      Dani moved her head back to look at him. ‘Please, Brett. If she has done this today, who knows what else she might do. She might threaten you.’

      ‘I’m not going to let her get away with it!’

      ‘Please, darling. Please don’t speak to her. For me.’ Dani reached out her hand to him.

      ‘Okay,’ Brett said and took her hand.
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WHITE LILY - ELOISE 1874 OR SOMETIME AFTER
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      Eloise stood in the drawing room or whatever room they called it in Dani’s time. She listened to the conversation. Dani had been put in danger once again. Someone had pushed her onto the street and one of those horseless carriages nearly hit her.

      Who could be doing this? Who had pushed Dani in the back?

      Eloise wished she could help but she couldn’t leave the house. That had been one circumstance she’d hadn’t enjoyed in her new existence… her confinement to her home. How often she’d watched Emily leave with Bill… Emily had no right to be Bill’s wife. Emily had no right to the two children she found annoying.

      When she left the drawing room, Eloise nearly walked into Bill. Her heart pounded and she felt as she did the day she first saw him. Her Bill. He seemed to hesitate, as if he felt her presence, but only vaguely. He walked out of the front door. Probably going to work.

      Emily came into the hall then. Little Aimee, at nearly three, and crying, tugged at her mother’s skirts.

      ‘Take me too, Mamma. I want to go.’

      ‘Florence,’ Emily called. When no one answered, Emily raised her voice and shouted, ‘Ethel. Ethel!’

      When the housekeeper came running, Emily commanded, ‘I’m going shopping. Will you take this child away! Take her to the basement and let her play there. And find that Nanny.’

      Ethel lifted Aimee who still cried and took her into the kitchen.

      It broke Eloise’s heart to see the poor child treated in this manner and it broke again with the knowledge that Emily had turned into a callous, uncaring, selfish woman.

      Eloise followed Ethel into the kitchen, but time had betrayed her again. Eloise thought she could play with Aimee, but the child wasn’t there. Eloise’s time didn’t pass as it did for other people. Instead, the old woman was talking to Ethel. Eloise knew straight away that someone had passed away because Ethel wore black and was sniffling into a handkerchief.

      ‘Here she is,’ the old lady said to Ethel.

      ‘What is it?’ Eloise asked. She sat down at the table. ‘It’s not Bill? Is he well?’

      ‘He is well, Miss Eloise,’ Ethel said after the old woman translated.

      Eloise’s lungs deflated in relief. ‘Thank the good Lord.’

      ‘Miss Eloise…’ Ethel started. ‘It’s your sister. She’s had a nasty fall.’

      ‘Oh no!’ Eloise said. She may have become disappointed in her sister, but she still loved Emily. ‘What happened?’

      Ethel couldn’t say anymore, so the old lady took over. ‘She fell down the basement stairs, going down to check on Aimee who was playing down there. My dear, I’m afraid she is dead.’

      Eloise felt another huge piece of her heart tear away. Her mother, then her father dead. Now Emily. Eloise was alone. But no, the children, her nieces were here. They would have to be cared for. ‘Are the children all right?’

      ‘Yes,’ the old woman said. ‘The poor little mites.’

      ‘When did this happen?’ Eloise asked.

      ‘Several days ago. The funeral was held yesterday.’

      Eloise’s head shot up. ‘No one told me.’

      ‘I called for you,’ said the old woman. ‘Where were you?’

      ‘I don’t know. It’s as if sometimes I sleep and when I wake up the day, month or year has changed.’

      ‘I’m so sorry, my dear,’ the old lady murmured.

      ‘If we have white lilies in flower, please ask Ethel to bring me one.’

      Sometime later Ethel returned with a single white lily.

      Eloise took it from the table where Ethel had placed it. ‘I’ll leave you now.’ Eloise walked out into the main hall and halted. She’d been looking down at the flower. When she glanced up, the lily fell from her hand, as she stared into her sister’s eyes.
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      Dani woke to the sounds of an argument. This time the voices came from her ensuite. She threw back the sheet and got out of bed. Before she reached the bathroom, Brett took her arm. He’d stayed with her during the night.

      Bonnie barked but wouldn’t go near the door.

      ‘I’ll go,’ Brett whispered, as something crashed and shattered on the tiled floor. He hurried into the room. ‘There’s no one here,’ he called out to Dani.

      ‘You heard the voices too though, didn’t you?’ she asked, as she joined him. A perfume bottle had been broken and its liquid spilled all over the bathroom floor.

      ‘I didn’t hear them but who smashed your perfume bottle?’ Brett frowned. ‘At least, this room is going to smell beautiful for days.’

      ‘It had to be Eloise and the other ghost,’ Dani said.

      ‘Do you really believe that?’

      ‘A month ago, I probably wouldn’t have but now… I don’t have any other explanation.’

      ‘Was the bottle near the edge of the cabinet?’

      ‘Nowhere near the edge,’ Dani assured him.

      ‘I don’t know what we’re going to do if two ghosts start smashing things. Anyway, I’ll get a bucket and mop and a dustpan to put the glass in.’

      When Brett had gone, Dani looked around her. She couldn’t see a ghost, but she could sense something. ‘Is that you Eloise?’ she asked, thinking she must be stupid. ‘Who are you arguing with?’

      No reply came. Of course, no reply would be given. Dani spoke to thin air.

      She went back into the bedroom, waiting for Brett to return. Then she halted. Dani stared at the photo of Eloise and Emily on the bottom of the bed. Dani hadn’t put it there.

      ‘Is it Emily you argued with?’

      The door opened and Brett came in. ‘What’s that?’ he asked, indicating what she held in her hands.

      Dani showed him the photo. ‘It’s of Eloise and Emily. I found it on the end of the bed when I walked back in here. It wasn’t there before.’

      ‘Bloody hell,’ Brett muttered. ‘Do you think Eloise put it there?’

      ‘I can’t explain it any other way,’ Dani said.
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        * * *

      

       

      Sue was in the kitchen when Dani and Brett entered. Tom was already out gardening, so Brett joined him.

      ‘More ghostly shouting?’ Sue asked.

      ‘Yes, and a perfume bottle was smashed onto the floor of the ensuite. I mean, I didn’t see it happen, but we definitely saw the repercussions from it.’

      ‘I wonder what’s stirring them up?’ Sue muttered. ‘Do you think it’s because you are here?’

      ‘I do,’ Dani said. ‘I think Eloise wants to communicate with me. Perhaps because I’m her blood relative.’

      ‘Can you talk to ghosts?’

      ‘I’ve never been able to before but… I sense Eloise’s presence.’

      ‘Rather you than me, love.’ Sue cracked eggs into a bowl.

      ‘Scrambled eggs?’ Dani asked. Then she added, ‘I just don’t know what to do about it.’

      ‘Wait,’ Sue said. ‘You’ll just have to wait. I’m sure Eloise will make contact when she’s ready to.’

      ‘You’re right. I can’t do anything else.’
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        * * *

      

       

      After breakfast when everyone had gone their own ways, and Brett and Bonnie had followed Tom outside to help him, Dani decided to make a Banoffee Pie. With its bananas, cream and condensed milk it was sweet but delicious. She also made some small cupcakes and piped a two-tone icing on top of them. The finished products resembled a rose sitting on top of the each of the cupcakes.

      Sue called Tom and Brett in for morning tea but only Tom entered the kitchen.

      ‘Where’s Brett?’ Dani asked, her stomach sinking.

      ‘He went for a walk,’ Tom said.

      ‘I hope he hasn’t walked around to the house Janice rented,’ Dani murmured. She dreaded to hear that he’d gone to confront her again.

      The ladies were relaxing in the family room but moved to sit around the kitchen table when Sue carried over the teas and coffees. Dani put a dozen of the iced cupcakes on a plate and put it in the centre of the table.

      ‘Ooh.’ Margie clapped her hands together. ‘Roses.’

      Dazza walked in. ‘Mm. I could smell the coffee from the veranda.’

      At that moment, Brett and Bonnie came in the front door. Brett strode through to the kitchen, while Bonnie found Dani for pats. Brett threw his Akubra down and sat at the table.

      Dani looked at him and could tell he was charged up. She thought he might burst. Again, her stomach twisted. She knew where’d he’d been. To speak with Janice. Brett scoffed two cupcakes and slurped his mug of tea, and then excused himself. He strode through the back door and out to the garden, with Bonnie following him.

      Sue eyed Dani, and Dani nodded and rose.

      Outside, Brett sat on the bench seat he’d taken her to that day when she’d been upset. Bonnie ran up to her as she approached.

      ‘You went to see Janice, didn’t you?’ Dani asked. ‘I wished you hadn’t.’ She sat down next to Brett.

      He leaned forward, resting his forearms on his knees, his golden head bowed. ‘I wished I hadn’t now, too, but I wasn’t going to let her get away with threatening you and harming you. Sid was certain it was a small woman who’d shoved you in the back.’

      Dani remembered this man Sid telling Sue. Dani rested her hand on his arm. ‘Did you accuse Janice of pushing me?’

      ‘As good as, I suppose.’ Brett sat up and shook his head.

      Dani could see how angry he was. Brett didn’t usually let his emotions go so far. ‘What did she say?’

      ‘She told me that if I harass her again, she’d get the police onto me. Can you believe it? She’d call the police! She followed me here. It should be me notifying the police with all the harassment I’ve had to endure from her.’

      ‘You’ll have to keep away from her,’ Dani said, taking his hand in hers. ‘She’s dangerous and unpredictable.’

      ‘She’s crazy. I’ve always known it.’

      ‘We need to be alert but otherwise let’s forget it for now.’ Dani turned his face and kissed him. ‘Okay?’

      Brett took a deeper breath and sat back, pulling her in close. ‘Yes, let’s forget it. I won’t go near her again.’

      ‘Good.’

      Bonnie sat up and barked. Dani jumped.

      ‘I thought it was a snake,’ she said, pointing at the face peering out of the grevillea.

      ‘Settle Bonnie,’ Brett said. ‘No, it’s an Eastern Blue Tongue lizard.’

      ‘That is a large lizard.’ Dani stared at it as it bit off a grevillea flower and ate it. ‘It’s the size of… well, it’s over thirty centimetres long.’

      Brett chuckled. ‘It won’t hurt you. That one is often in the garden. Even Bonnie knows it’s not a danger.’

      ‘I’m pleased about that.’

      Perhaps they were both still shaken from this incident with Janice, because when a shadow fell onto the path, they both jumped.

      ‘Dazza. You frightened the living daylights out of me,’ Dani said.

      ‘Sorry about that.’

      ‘What do you have behind your back?’ Brett asked.

      ‘I went to the loo and when I returned to the veranda I saw this sticking out of the letter box.’ Dazza brought his hand around and showed them what he’d been hiding.

      ‘Oh, they’re pretty,’ Dani said. ‘Oleander flowers aren’t they? I love that shade of pink. It has a ribbon tied around it and a note. What does it say?’

      ‘To Danielle Roberts.’

      Dani frowned. ‘For me.’

      Dazza whipped the flowers out of her reach when she went to take them. ‘Oleanders are poisonous. I’ll throw them away, but I wanted to show you.’

      ‘Oh no,’ Dani said.

      ‘We don’t grow them here because every part of the plant is toxic and are especially dangerous for pets and little guys like that lizard,’ Brett said.

      ‘Who would give me a toxic plant?’ Dani asked. The answer came to her as soon as she said the words. ‘Janice.’

      ‘Exactly,’ Brett said.  His face flushed and he gritted his teeth. ‘I’ll kill her!’

      ‘Don’t say that,’ Dani pleaded. ‘I don’t want to hear you say that. You’re a good person. Don’t let her drag you down.’

      Brett wrapped his arms around her. ‘I don’t want to lose you again.’

      ‘You won’t. I have a lot of people looking out for me.’ Dani smiled up at Dazza.

      ‘I know,’ Brett murmured, sitting back but still holding her hand. Tears glinted in his eyes.
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        * * *

      

       

      Brett sat in the family room with Bonnie at his feet. Margie and Pauline were watching a television show. It looked to be a rom-com, but Brett didn’t follow it. All he could think of was Janice having the nerve to come up to the house and most likely bringing poison with her. Dani had ended up in hospital. What if the bellyache bush had killed her? And now, she’d pushed Dani onto the street in the path of oncoming traffic.

      He couldn’t tolerate it anymore. Janice had followed him around for too many years. How the hell she’d found him here in the Towers, he didn’t know. He’d never be free of her. Now he thought of it, he’d never wanted to marry her. Somehow she’d manipulated him into it. She was all over him. Then they were married, and Janice turned into a different person.

      Brett sprang to his feet and walked out the back door. He couldn’t stay confined. He had to walk. If Sue noticed him dive out the door, she didn’t call out to him.

      Before he realised it, Brett was standing in front of the house Janice rented. Obviously his thoughts had led him here. Now he knew he had to speak to her. After all, he hadn’t promised Dani he wouldn’t.

      When he knocked on the front door, it took only seconds for Janice to open it, as if she’d seen him through the window.

      ‘Brett,’ she said in a sweet voice. ‘Come in, darl.’

      ‘No, I won’t and don’t call me darl.’

      ‘Ooh, touchy.’ Then Janice smiled at him. ‘Won’t you have a coffee with your wife?’

      ‘Ex-wife, and no I won’t. Look here, Janice…’

      She stepped out to him which brought her close to him. She managed to rest her hand on his chest before Brett stepped away from her.

      ‘Keep your hands to yourself!’ Brett exclaimed. Bonnie edged closer to him.

      ‘We are touchy,’ Janice said. ‘Is the woman annoying you?’

      Brett huffed out his breath. ‘You’re the one annoying me. Stop saying you’re my wife. Stop touching me and more than the anything else, leave Dani alone.’

      ‘I don’t want to have anything to do with her, darl.’ Janice twisted her lips.

      ‘So, I guess you didn’t poison her then?’ Brett narrowed his gaze.

      ‘Poison her! Are you accusing me?’

      ‘I’m asking you?’ Brett said, his tone sharp.

      ‘How can you be so unkind! Accusing me of… of…’

      ‘Don’t start this innocent act with me. I’ve heard it too many times before.’

      Janice stepped forward and raised her arms, as if to put them around his neck.

      Brett grabbed her forearms. ‘Leave me and Dani alone!’

      Janice cried out. ‘You’re hurting me.’

      ‘I’m barely touching you,’ Brett said.

      ‘Don’t hit me, Brett!’ Janice shouted.

      ‘I’m not going to hit you.’ Brett stepped away from her. At that moment, he became aware that someone was watching them—a woman walking along the street.

      ‘Don’t hit me again, please don’t!’ Janice cried.

      ‘I’ve never hit you.’ Brett stepped further away. ‘Will you be quiet.’

      ‘So, you want to shut me up. Don’t kill me, Brett.’

      Brett stepped closer to her. ‘I’ll kill you if you hurt Dani.’ Then he turned and strode away.

      ‘I’ll report you to the police for harassing me,’ Janice called out.

      Brett could see the woman on the street walking very slowly. He swung around. ‘You’re the one harassing me,’ he said to Janice. Bonnie barked at Janice.

      ‘I’ll get another court order slapped on you,’ Janice shouted after his retreating back.

      Bloody hell! Brett thought. Dani had been right. You can’t reason with a person like Janice.
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        * * *

      

       

      Di and Doug arrived for morning tea, along with the police constable. Sid had reported the incident with Dani. Di was all ears, listening to every detail. She was such a busybody, Dani thought.

      Dani went over the details with the constable. Sue added what Sid had told her.

      ‘Well, we’ll see what we can do,’ the policeman said. ‘You’ll have to keep an eye out, Miss Roberts. If you see anyone suspicious hanging around, let me know.’

      ‘There is someone,’ Brett blurted out.

      Dani sucked in her breath. She didn’t think Brett was going to say anything.

      ‘My ex-wife. She’s a stalker. It’s on record down south. We think she might have pushed Dani.’

      ‘Right. That changes things a bit,’ the constable said. ‘I’d better have a word with her. Where can I find her.’

      ‘She rents one of the houses on Hatton land.’ When the constable raised his eyebrows, Dani added, ‘She organised it through the real estate office before we knew anything about it.’

      ‘Righto. Leave it to me.’ The constable nodded. He eyed the banoffee pie Dani had made.

      ‘Sit down and join us,’ Dani said. ‘A coffee and a piece of pie?’

      ‘Too right.’ The constable put his notebook in his pocket and sat down. An expression of ecstasy came over his face as he bit into the pie.

      Everyone laughed.
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        * * *

      

       

      Later in the day, Dani heard raised voices coming from the front of the house. She’d been baking a cake and had flour over her hands. She wiped the flour off as best she could and hurried to the front door.

      Dazza stood blocking the doorway. ‘You’re not getting past me, lady.’

      Although Dani couldn’t see her, Janice Bainbridge’s voice screeched from the other side of Dazza.

      ‘What’s the commotion all about?’ Dani asked, as if she didn’t know.

      Dazza stood aside and let Dani draw level with him.

      ‘What do you want?’ Dani asked.

      Janice’s face twisted. ‘You set the cops on me, ya bitch!’

      ‘I did no such thing. Someone pushed me into the street. I guess they’re asking questions of anyone thought to be remotely suspicious.’

      ‘Now bugger-off,’ Dazza said, waving his hand at her.

      ‘You’re on private property,’ Dani added her voice to Dazza’s action.

      ‘You watch out!’ Janice pointed a finger at Dani. ‘I’ll get you.’

      Dani raised her chin and stared the woman down. ‘Oh and thank you for the oleanders. They’re so beautiful.’

      ‘Bitch,’ Janice muttered and turned away.

      Brett had been working in the backyard with Tom. He ran around the side of the house and saw Janice leaving.

      ‘Forget it, mate,’ Dazza said. ‘We sent her packing.’

      Dani grinned at the big man.

      Brett walked up the front steps to Dani and took her hands. ‘Are you all right? She didn’t hurt you?’

      ‘No. Anyway, I’d like to see her try with Dazza beside me,’ Dani said.

      ‘This has to stop,’ Brett said.

      ‘I agree, mate. This woman can’t be allowed to keep going like this. Something has to give.’
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      ‘Emily?’ Eloise said. Had time played a trick on her again? She could see Emily, and her sister appeared to be able to see her too.

      Emily screamed and backed away, seeming to have received the greater shock. ‘You’re dead! I know you’re dead.’

      ‘I am, and you know it because you killed me.’ Eloise threw the accusation at her sister as if she’d hurled a knife.

      ‘Keep away from me.’ Emily stepped backwards. ‘How can I see you? It’s a dream, a nightmare.’

      ‘Not a nightmare, Emily. A lifelong agony.’

      ‘You’re a ghost, aren’t you?’ Emily asked. ‘How can that be? I don’t believe in ghosts.’

      ‘You had better start believing, dear sister, because you’re a ghost too.’

      ‘No, I don’t believe you,’ Emily said, and gazed at her hands, both a pasty white.

      ‘Then how can you see me?’ Eloise asked.

      ‘I don’t know. You’re dead. How can I see you?’ Emily’s eyes widened.

      ‘Can you see anyone else?’ Eloise asked.

      ‘Yes, there.’ Emily pointed. Her face lit up. ‘There’s Ethel. Ethel, come here,’ Emily called out. ‘Ethel, Ethel.’ She looked back at Eloise. ‘She can’t hear me.’

      ‘No, she can’t hear you or see you because she’s alive and you’re not.’ Eloise felt some contrary pleasure from saying those words.

      ‘I don’t understand,’ Emily said, her shoulders dropping.

      ‘It’s quite simple. You’re destined to stay at Hatton House for… eternity, perhaps. Your spirit has been trapped here, just like mine. I wanted to stay with Bill, my Bill. The man you stole from me. But why is your spirit trapped? As punishment for killing me?’ Eloise narrowed her eyes. ‘Don’t try to deny it. I know you poisoned me with cyanide. It was so easy to obtain in a gold mining town, wasn’t it?’

      Emily backed away from her sister. ‘You keep away from me.’

      Eloise felt calm, in control. ‘It’s a large house. You keep out of my way, and I’ll keep out of yours.’

      ‘I’m going to tell Bill about this. It’s only a nightmare. A bad dream. You keep away from me,’ Emily shouted.

      Eloise let her sister go. She turned and went into the kitchen. The old woman sat at the table with Ethel.

      ‘We heard the shouting,’ the old woman said. ‘Well, Ethel was only aware of muffled voices. Just enough to frighten her.’

      ‘That’s right, Miss Eloise,’ Ethel looked in her general direction. ‘If I didn’t know it was you, I’d be scared out of my wits.’

      ‘I’m sorry, Ethel,’ Eloise said, and the old woman translated. ‘I don’t mean to frighten you.’

      ‘Is your sister trapped in the house too?’ the old woman asked.

      ‘It would seem so. She’s not happy about it.’

      ‘Hence the shouting?’

      ‘Yes,’ Eloise confirmed. ‘She’ll calm down, I hope. Eventually.’

      At that moment, Bill Hatton walked into the kitchen doorway. ‘Excuse me, ladies. Ethel, would you have a vase I could put these flowers in please?’

      Ethel sprang up to get a vase.

      Eloise moved closer to Bill. He looked as if he had the weight of the world upon his shoulders. Her heart ached for him, her Bill. He had mourned her. Perhaps he mourned her still. Now he mourned Emily. Did he know that his second wife had neglected his children? Would he mourn for her as much if he knew?

      Ethel put a vase on the table and offered to arrange the flowers for him.

      Eloise stared at the flowers—Rosa Gallica officinalis. They were her favourite flower, not her sisters. Eloise gazed at Bill. These were her flowers.

      Emily rushed into the kitchen and seeing Bill cried out. ‘Bill, I don’t know what’s happened but I’m not dead. Tell me you can see me. Please, my dear. Tell Eloise to go away.’

      Bill merely watched Ethel.

      ‘Where would you like to put the roses, Mr Hatton?’ Ethel asked.

      ‘I think in my office, but I’ll take them. Thank you.’ Bill nodded to the old woman.

      ‘Bill,’ Emily shouted. She stumbled after him. ‘Bill please. Why won’t you speak to me?’ Emily collapsed on the tiles of the main hall.

      Eloise walked by her sister, not even speaking to her. She followed Bill to his office. She loved this room. It smelled of leather, books and tobacco… and Bill. Eloise could breathe in his essence. She stayed with him for hours, until he went for dinner. Then Eloise took one rose out of the vase and took it to Dani’s bedroom. Really all she did was to go outside and then return to the room. Dani’s bedroom was where Bill’s office used to be.

      Eloise lay the rose at the bottom of Dani’s bed.
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      Dani woke alone. Her hand stretched out to the other pillow where Brett’s head should be but his side of the bed was cold. Brett kept to his old-fashioned ideas and before daylight, he left to sneak back to his room, as he didn’t want to scandalise Pat and the others if they saw him coming out of Dani’s room in the morning. Dani thought it rather sweet. But really, they should make their relationship official.

      Janice. Her appearance in the Towers caused them to hold back. Even though Brett had divorced her, they couldn’t really move forward while she was in proximity and while she threatened them openly.

      Dani threw the quilt and sheet back—the winter nights were cool—and rose. As she did, she noticed the rose at the end of the bed.

      Again! Dani picked up the beautiful pink rose. It was Eloise’s favourite.

      Pivoting, Dani looked around the room. ‘Eloise,’ she whispered the name because she didn’t want anyone else to hear her. A shiver went through Dani and left her with her skin tingling.

      Eloise must be in the room.

      ‘Thank you for the rose, Eloise,’ Dani said. ‘I hope you can hear me.’

      A piece of paper on her dressing table that Dani hadn’t noticed seemed to quiver as if a small breath of air stirred it—perhaps a ghost’s breath? Dani walked across and picked it up. It was written in a delicate script. Dani had scripts like that on her computer—Edwardian Script or Lucida Calligraphy. But these words had been written by hand, using ink. One spot was smeared.

      Dani stared at the words, Bill’s room. Nothing more.

      ‘What does this mean, Eloise?’ But Dani felt nothing. She concluded the ghost had gone.

      Dani quickly showered and dressed in jeans and a top. Today, she intended going to the basement to see if she could discover more about William Hatton’s room.

      Sue was already in the kitchen when Dani entered. ‘I don’t know how you do it. You’re always in the kitchen working before I get here. Do you get enough sleep?’ Dani asked.

      Sue took eggs out of the fridge ready for them to be scrambled. Some would be made into pancakes. Dani often made crepes. ‘Too fancy for me,’ Sue had told her.

      ‘I’m fine,’ Sue said now. ‘I like to get an early start. It’s the only time of day a person can think straight in this house with so many other people.’

      ‘Very true,’ Dani said.

      ‘Margie is bit needy. Not that I mind. But I enjoy this quiet time before the others wake up. Anyway, you rise early too.’

      ‘I’m used to it too, what with the café. I always had a lot of baking to do before we opened.’

      Sue paused and eyed Dani. ‘Have you decided what you’ll do yet? You can’t be away for too long from your business, I wouldn’t think.’

      Dani started making a frittata for lunch. She paused too. ‘You’re right. I can’t be away for too long. At the moment, two good friends of mine are looking after the café for me.’

      ‘Can I be so bold to say you look sad when you speak of it? But is it because you’d have to leave here or leave there?’

      ‘That’s the question,’ Dani murmured, wondering what she really felt. Her life was in Redcliffe. But was it? Here at Hatton House she fitted in, as if she’d always been here. Hatton House felt right for her, her long-lost home and she wasn’t keen to leave. For the first time since her parents’ death, she had a family… albeit a strange sort of family, if she counted every occupant. But Adam and Spencer would move on and there might always be some short time boarders. The core would remain. Dani thought of the rose and Eloise. Eloise didn’t frighten her. In a weird way, Eloise felt like family, not just some long-dead ancestor haunting the house but someone who was an existing member of the family. Dani blinked hard and stared at Sue.

      ‘Back with me again?’ Sue asked.

      ‘Sorry. I was thinking. I haven’t even told Brett yet but I’m going to stay. I’ll have to go back to Redcliffe and sell the café, although I think my friends might buy it and take it on.’

      Sue nodded her head and smiled. ‘You’ll be welcomed by everyone, that’s for sure.’

      ‘Please keep it between us for now,’ Dani said, thinking she must tell Brett as soon as possible.

      ‘Sure.’

      ‘I have had a thought,’ Dani continued. ‘We have a large back veranda that isn’t used too often. What if I opened a café here? I’d do the baking and I’d have to employ a couple of staff to serve.’

      ‘Wow,’ Sue said. ‘You do think fast. I don’t mind but whether you’d get all the approvals through Council, would be the thing. You know, health and safety. But go for it, if you’d like to.’

      ‘It could impact you though,’ Dani said. ‘We’d both be working in the kitchen.’

      ‘Isn’t that what we’re doing now?’

      Dani grinned. ‘It is.’

      The boarders began drifting into the family room, ready for their breakfasts. Brett came into the kitchen. Dani was surprised when he kissed her—a quick, chaste kiss.

      ‘Ooh,’ Margie said, and clapped her hands.

      Within a few moments, everyone knew that Dani and Brett were an item.

      ‘And we were wondering how to tell everyone,’ Dani said.

      Brett chuckled. ‘I have something for you.’ He took from behind his back a posy of simple powder-blue flowers. ‘They’re a native flax. Nothing like the New Zealand flax that you might have seen. These have hardly any leaves.’

      ‘They’re so beautiful. I’ll get a vase.’ Dani kissed him. ‘Thank you.’

      Margie came close and handed them an empty vase.

      ‘Will you put the flowers in the vase, please Margie?’ Dani asked.

      Margie nodded and hurried away to the kitchen table with the vase and flax flowers.

      ‘I have something to tell you,’ Dani whispered.

      Brett suntanned face paled. ‘You’re not… you know?’ He tapped his well-toned stomach.

      ‘I can see we need to talk further if you don’t want children.’ Dani eyed him sternly.

      ‘I do but just not right now.’

      ‘You can breathe again. I’m not pregnant,’ Dani said. They both whispered now, so no one else would hear. ‘But I want to tell you something.’

      ‘I have a big job today but…’

      ‘It’s fine. Tonight is okay.’

      Breakfast was the usual noisy meal and a bit frenetic with people hurrying off for the day. Brett kissed Dani as he left, and a cheer went up. Dani felt the heat in her face increase.

      Given that Dani had already made the frittata for lunch and a caramel custard slice, she decided to go to the basement, mentioning it to Sue in case she was wanted.

      Once again, as soon as Dani had descended the steep concrete steps and stood on the basement floor, a chill wrapped itself around her. She felt it deep in her bones. Why? She hadn’t noticed anything on the first couple of occasions she’d come down here. A new thought entered Dani’s mind. Was it because she was now sensing Eloise’s presence? If so, Dani could be more attuned to… whatever.

      In a way, Dani felt convinced that Eloise wanted her to come down here. Why else would she leave a note saying only the words, Bill’s room? Although what Dani would be able to discover was another thing.

      Dani crossed to the stack of crates and old boxes she’d looked into previously. She moved them aside and chose a new box. In it were some old papers, letters, and a yellowed map of North Queensland, showing an area from Charters Towers to Townsville. Bill Hatton might have used it to travel backwards and forwards. The next roll of papers that Dani laid out showed architectural drawings of a house. It only took a few moments for her to realise that she was looking at some early drawings of Hatton House. She recognised some of the rooms but, of course, renovations of the interior had been conducted not that long ago. The front hall, kitchen, the drawing and dining rooms looked to be in the same place as their present-day counterparts.

      On the ground level, Dani saw the scribbled words, Bill’s office. She counted along the line of front rooms and realised that Bill’s room was now her bedroom. Dani stood up from hunching over the drawings. What did it mean? Was Eloise trying to tell her something? It had to be significant. Perhaps that’s why Eloise could connect with Dani in that room. It had once belonged to her Bill. Eloise also argued with her sister, or so they’d assumed it was Emily, in that room. The room that had been Bill’s but now Dani used it as a bedroom.

      Dani decided to keep this to herself for now. She’d tell Brett but no one else. Given that she had one of two keys, she decided that the house plans were probably safer left here. She put them back into the box and went upstairs.
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      Lunch was quiet. Pauline was out chasing Jinx. Adam was off somewhere painting. Spencer at work. Even Brett couldn’t come home. He texted to say the job had held him up and he’d find something to eat.

      Once they cleaned up the kitchen, Dani went to her room—Bill’s room—and donned her leathers. It brought her up short to think that in this space William Hatton had placed his desk, his house drawings. He’d conducted business dealings that made him a rich man. It sent another shiver through her.

      ‘I found the old house drawings,’ she whispered to Eloise and immediately felt stupid for doing so. She continued, nonetheless. ‘Bill’s room used to be this room.’ Dani didn’t know what she expected to happen. Nothing did. ‘I’m not sure why you told me.’ Nothing. Maybe in due course, when Eloise was ready to explain she would understand.

      Dani headed to the front hall with the intention of going to the mineshaft Brett had shown her. She’d only gone as far as the front hall, when the voice stopped her.

      ‘Where do you think you’re going?’ Sue’s strident voice called out.

      Hearing it, Dazza stepped into the front doorway, as if pointing out that no one with any sense would push past him.

      Sue joined Dani and handed her keys. ‘My car keys. You either have me join you or Dazza. I have work to do, so I suggest Dazza. But you’re not going alone, young lady.’

      Dani shook her head, her lungs deflating. ‘Okay. Would you like an outing, Dazza?’

      The big man nodded and stepped aside.

      Dani put her helmet and gloves on the hall table. ‘Let’s go.’

      Dazza didn’t want to drive. Dani wondered if he could. She preferred to take the wheel anyway. Dani drove straight for the gold mine shaft that Brett had shown her.

      ‘Do you know of this mineshaft?’ Dani asked Dazza as she stopped the car. ‘Brett brought me here when I wanted to see a mineshaft.’

      ‘Oh yeah, I know it. The mine’s been closed for years, as most of them have been.’ Dazza stared at her. ‘Why do you want to see it again?’

      ‘It’s not the mine I wanted to see. It’s that shack over there. Do you see the one? It’s dilapidated and about to be blown away.’

      ‘I see it,’ Dazza said. ‘It belonged to old Fred Barnett. Years ago. He went crazy, silly old bugger. Spent years down the mines by himself with no one to talk to. It’s been empty for years. Sometimes squatters have lived in it before the cops threw them out.’ Dazza nodded his head, as if recalling his days on the force. ‘I threw a few out, I can tell you.’

      ‘I think there’s someone living there now,’ Dani said.

      ‘The place will fall down on top of someone one day.’

      ‘What would you say if I told you that when Brett and I were here, Spencer was on the footpath talking to some scruffy bloke who later went inside the shack?’

      ‘Spencer here?’ Dazza exclaimed. ‘You’re joking?’

      ‘I’m not.’

      ‘Then I’d say that something fishy is going on.’

      ‘That’s what I thought,’ Dani said. ‘Brett just brushed it off.’

      ‘Strange,’ Dazza mused. ‘Hey, you weren’t going over there on your own, were you?’

      ‘Just a quick look,’ Dani said. ‘Do you want to join me?’

      Dazza stared at her, and then nodded. ‘What’s the story if someone is there?’

      ‘Curiosity?’

      ‘A bit flimsy.’

      ‘Well, maybe the bloke won’t be home.’ Dani opened her car door. ‘Come on. No time to waste.’

      ‘Brett will have my guts for garters if this goes bad,’ Dazza said.

      After knocking for some moments, Dani concluded no one was home. ‘The door’s locked though,’ she said after trying the handle.

      ‘Round the back.’ Dazza jerked his head to the side. Once there, he tried the back door. ‘It’s locked too. Now why would you lock up an old shack like this?’

      ‘Something to hide,’ Dani said. She cast her gaze over the back yard. Knee high dried brown grass covered it. The only narrow path led to an old shed. Dani took it and rattled the shed door. ‘It’s locked too. Something is going on here.’

      ‘Let’s get going,’ Dazza said. ‘I don’t fancy being here when the bloke comes home.’

      Dani nodded and agreed. Once back in the car, she drove into town and pulled up in front of a coffee shop. ‘Let’s get something to drink and we can sit and talk.’

      Once the waiter placed two coffees in front of each of them, Dazza said, ‘I can’t believe you were going there all by yourself.’

      ‘I’ll tell Brett, don’t worry. You won’t have to lie for me.’

      ‘Good. I’m pleased to hear it,’ the big man said. He took off his battered straw hat and dropped it onto the seat beside him.

      ‘Now, why would Spencer have reason to speak to the bloke who’s staying in that shack?’ Dani asked.

      ‘Spencer is a banker. Maybe he had to go there for a financial reason.’

      Dani huffed out her breath. ‘It seems unlikely, but you could be right.’

      ‘What were you hoping for?’

      ‘I’m not sure. Sometimes Spencer looks shifty to me. You know, a little furtive, as if he has something to hide,’ Dani said.

      ‘I have noticed that,’ Dazza said. ‘He’s a bit too perfect, don’t you think? I mean who wears a suit in the Towers?’

      ‘He is a bank manager, as we know. He might have to wear a suit for work.’

      ‘Whatever he is, whoever he is, you keep away from that place, you hear,’ Dazza said.

      ‘I will, I promise, unless I take you with me.’ Dani grinned.

      ‘You’ll get me into trouble. If not from Brett, then from Sue.’

      Dazza chuckled.
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        * * *

      

       

      Dani did wonder why she bothered going to the old shack. It had niggled at her since Brett took her to the mineshaft. The scene with Spencer and the scruffy bloke didn’t look right. Since then, someone had pushed her into the road, and she’d been poisoned.

      Could they all be linked? She didn’t know.

      ‘You did what?’ Brett asked, when he came home around four in the afternoon. He’d had a shower. Dani said she had something to tell him and suggested they go to her room. ‘Bloody hell! Wait till I see Dazza.’

      Bonnie sprang up, obviously concerned by Brett’s tone of voice. Brett patted her.

      ‘It was all my idea. Dazza was merely going with me to make certain no one harmed me.’

      ‘Dani. Are you crazy?’

      ‘Not at all. We found out the old, dilapidated shack was all locked up and so was a shed out back. Now, I ask you, why would they be locked?’

      ‘If someone lived there, it could be locked.’

      ‘No one could live in that old place,’ Dani scoffed.

      ‘I’ve seen people live in worse.’

      ‘Well… yes, I suppose so.’ Dani felt a little foolish. Of course, people had to live in worse. ‘It’s just that seeing Spencer that day…’

      ‘Please don’t go there again,’ Brett said.

      ‘And,’ Dani said, trying to avoid answering Brett. ‘I went down to the basement this morning.’ Dani jumped up off the bed. ‘Look at this. Eloise left it for me.’ She showed him the note. ‘She also left me a rose.’

      Brett frowned. ‘How do you know it was Eloise? Can a ghost leave a note?’

      ‘Why not? There are all sorts of ghosts.’

      ‘Says the expert,’ Brett muttered.

      ‘Bill’s room, it says, and look at that beautiful handwriting.’ Dani put the note down and took Brett’s hand. ‘You’ll never guess what I found?’

      ‘Bill’s room?’ Brett mocked.

      ‘Don’t be like that,’ Dani admonished him. ‘I found some early architectural drawings of the house, and yes, I found Bill’s room. But not his bedroom, it was his study or office.’

      ‘Was it hidden?’

      ‘No, no. This was Bill’s office. My bedroom.’

      ‘Wow.’ Brett looked stunned.

      ‘I think that’s why we can hear the voices in here. It used to be Bill’s office.’

      ‘But what does it really mean?’

      ‘I’m not sure but I do know that Eloise is trying to tell me something.’
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        * * *

      

       

      During the evening, Dani kept shooting surreptitious glances at Spencer. She couldn’t help thinking that something didn’t sit right with him. Even relaxing after dinner in the family room when he’d taken off his suit, he wore good trousers and a polo shirt. He seemed false, too polished. He might have come from the city—he looked as if he should work in Brisbane—but Dani was sure he was playing a part. That was it. He didn’t look natural sitting in their family room. Was his natural habitat with the scruffy bloke at the ramshackle shack? Hardly, but something wasn’t right.

      Could Spencer have a reason for poisoning Dani? Perhaps he was in league with Janice. She might have given him the poison to put in Dani’s drink. Dani tried to recall if Spencer acted differently just before she was poisoned. She didn’t have a clue because she hadn’t been expecting it. Who would? But why? She was back to her first question. Why?

      Dani could think of why Janice might want her out of the way. The woman still wanted Brett. She had to be in cohorts with someone in the house, and that person could be Spencer.

      That night, Dani didn’t sleep well, even though she was in Brett’s arms. While he slept, she thought how wonderful it was to have him close to her once again. She breathed him in and cuddled in closer.

      When she heard the butcher bird’s song, Dani realised she had slept. She also realised she hadn’t told Brett she was going to stay in the Towers.

      Brett had gone, most likely upstairs to shower and dress. She went into her ensuite, half expecting to find a note or flower from Eloise, but nothing. By the time she reached the kitchen, Brett was chatting to Sue and Tom.

      A knock sounded on the front door, and Tom went to answer it.

      ‘A bit early for visitors,’ Sue muttered.

      Tom returned and brought the constable who been here before with him.

      ‘To what do we owe this pleasure?’ Sue asked.

      ‘I’m afraid it’s not a pleasure,’ the constable said.

      Dani noticed how uncomfortable he looked. ‘What’s wrong?’

      The policeman turned to Brett. ‘I’m sorry to have to tell you that your ex-wife, Janice Bainbridge, has been found dead. I’ve been told to bring you down to the station, Brett. You are under arrest, and to be questioned in relationship to your ex-wife’s murder.’
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GERBERAS - ELOISE & EMILY 1878 OR SOMETIME AFTERWARDS
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      ‘Look at your children,’ Eloise said to Emily.

      ‘What about them? They’re being well cared for.’

      They stood in the nursery where a maid played with Emily’s children.

      ‘You never loved them,’ Eloise said.

      ‘Of course I loved them.’

      ‘Not like I would have loved them if they’d been mine and Bill’s.’ Eloise’s voice was wistful.

      ‘Well, they weren’t. They were… are… my children. Bill’s children,’ Emily added and sneered.

      ‘Bill and I would have had children if you hadn’t poisoned me.’

      ‘Don’t start that again.’

      ‘I was carrying our child when you killed me.’ Eloise stared at her sister.

      Emily stepped back, her face appearing whiter than usual.

      ‘Yes,’ Eloise added. ‘You killed our unborn baby.’

      ‘I only have your word for that,’ Emily said.

      Eloise shook her head. ‘What happened to you? You were always kind in Jersey and even here, when Bill and I first married.’

      ‘You didn’t know me,’ Emily said. ‘You never knew me. And this place… my God, how boring it is… was… when I was alive. You never knew Bill either. He was flirting with me before your death.’

      Eloise turned outraged eyes on her sister. ‘I don’t believe it. He was a good man. He would never have deceived me if you hadn’t tempted him.’

      ‘So, it’s all my fault,’ Emily cried.

      ‘Yes, it was your fault. After my death, after you murdered me, Bill felt he had to marry you… an unmarried woman in his home. He felt responsible for you.’

      ‘You talk rot, Eloise. You know nothing. Nothing about your husband, about the world. You hid yourself away here. It was pathetic the way you waited each day for Bill’s return from Townsville… and that was when you were alive. But you kept waiting after you’d died.’ Emily sneered. ‘You couldn’t even tell the difference.’ Emily laughed. Not a pleasant sound.

      Eloise rarely felt anger, but she turned to her sister, her eyes blazing. ‘You didn’t deserve to have Bill. He’d have never gone to you if I’d been alive.’

      ‘Why do you think I killed you?’ Emily taunted her sister. ‘And now you’re stuck with me.’

      ‘As you are with me.’ Eloise voice had a sharp edge to it.

      ‘I hate you, do you know that? Hate you!’ Emily shouted.

      They were in the front hall now. Emily picked up the photo of Eloise and Bill on their wedding day and threw it crashing to the floor. The glass shattered, as did Eloise’s heart. She ran to pick up the photo, but Ethel reached the smashed frame before Eloise.

      Ethel shook her head and looked around as if looking for her. She’d obviously heard them arguing. Some sound must penetrate the real world. Ethel took the photo. Eloise knew Ethel to be a good woman. She would repair it.

      ‘Look what you did,’ Eloise turned blazing eyes onto her sister.

      ‘You’re not Bill’s wife now.’

      ‘Nor are you, and if it comes to it, I am Bill’s first wife. He only married you out of a sense of duty.’

      Emily’s face turned red. She looked around and then spied a crystal vase with flowers in it—pink and white gerberas—and threw it to the floor.

      Eloise grabbed her sister’s arms. ‘Have you finished breaking everything yet?’

      ‘Let me go. I hate you.’

      ‘You should have looked after your children,’ Eloise shouted when Emily pulled loose and ran away.
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      ‘No wait,’ Dani said, as the constable put handcuffs on Brett. ‘You can’t be serious.’

      ‘What’s this nonsense, Steve Parsons?’ Sue demanded. ‘Brett hasn’t murdered anyone, not even his ex-wife. I’ll speak to your mother about this.’

      The constable squirmed. ‘Come on, Sue, give me a break. I’m only doing what the sarge told me. Brett was heard arguing with Janice Bainbridge.’

      ‘Yes, I did argue with her, but I didn’t kill her,’ Brett said.

      ‘You were overheard, mate,’ the constable said. ‘You were overheard saying that if she didn’t leave you alone you’d kill her.’

      ‘Everyone says that,’ Brett said.

      ‘You might have got away with saying it if your ex-missus hadn’t been found dead. Sorry mate.’

      Constable Steve Parsons pushed Brett towards the door.

      Dani ran after them. ‘How did she die?’

      ‘I’m afraid I can’t say.’

      ‘Of course, you can say,’ Sue said, from behind them. ‘Now out with it.’

      ‘Oh, all right. She was poisoned with cyanide… so the boss says. A post-mortem has to be done yet.’

      Dani went cold, as if someone had thrown ice water over her. ‘Cyanide?’

      ‘It’s okay, love,’ Brett said. ‘Look after Bonnie for me. I’ll be home soon. They can’t have any evidence. I didn’t do it.’

      ‘I know.’ Dani reached out for Brett, but the constable hurried him down the stairs and into the police car.
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      Dani couldn’t eat breakfast. She sat in the family room until Adam and Spencer left for the day and the others joined her. Dazza sat next to her and took her hand.

      ‘Don’t you worry now. Brett will be back before you know it.’

      ‘But he did visit Janice and told her to leave us alone. Brett said they argued. He must have said he’d kill her out of anger.’

      ‘A throw-away comment,’ Sue said. ‘We all make them.’

      ‘I don’t say that,’ Margie said, dabbing at her tears.

      ‘That’s not helpful, Margie,’ Sue said.

      ‘We know you wouldn’t say it,’ Dani said. ‘Don’t worry.’ Dani was surprised at how upset Margie was, although she was close to Brett. As was Pat, who also shed some tears. ‘What can we do?’ Dani asked.

      ‘Get Brett a solicitor,’ Tom said.

      ‘He might not need one yet,’ Sue said. ‘Surely this is early stages.’

      ‘The constable did arrest Brett for murder,’ Dani pointed out.

      ‘I think we need to talk to the Hatton tenants in those houses,’ Sue said.

      ‘No, I’m not going to do anything that might jeopardise things for Brett.’ Dani put her head in her palm, thinking. When she raised it, she said, ‘I might go down to the police station.’

      ‘Righto,’ Dazza stood up and put his hat on his head. ‘Let’s go.’

      ‘Here’s my car keys.’ Sue dropped them into Dani’s hand.
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      Dani wondered what they’d achieved. The desk sergeant wouldn’t let them see Brett. ‘Can we speak with Constable Parsons please?’

      ‘I’ll see what I can do. Hey,’ the sergeant called out to another policeman at a desk behind him. ‘See if you can find Constable Parsons.’

      When Steve Parsons opened a door and stepped out into the waiting room, he shook his head. ‘No news, I’m afraid, Miss Roberts, Mr…  Dazza.’

      Dani would have smiled at the constable if she wasn’t so upset. ‘Can we wait?’

      ‘If you want to.’ He shrugged. ‘It might be better if you go and get a coffee and come back in a couple of hours.’

      ‘Hours!’ Dani exclaimed.

      ‘Afraid so. These things take time.’

      ‘Come on,’ Dazza said, jerking his head to the side. Outside he added, ‘Let’s go home for morning tea and then we’ll come back.’

      ‘You’re right. We’ll get a better cuppa if we make it.’

      ‘And we can have some of your caramel slice.’

      Dani smiled. ‘Let’s go.’

      Everyone spoke at the same time as soon as they walked into the family room.

      ‘One at a time,’ Sue bellowed over the top of the charged voices. When everyone went quiet, Sue added, ‘Any luck, love?’

      ‘No, not yet. We came home for morning tea and then we’ll go back,’ Dani explained.

      ‘Good idea.’ Sue headed into the kitchen.

      Dani followed and cut the caramel slice she’d made into slices.

      As everyone ate and drank, Dani fell silent. This whole situation frightened her. Brett arrested for murdering Janice with cyanide. He’d never do such a thing. He might have challenged her yesterday, but she was the one that threatened him, telling him to stop harassing her. Well, if that’s not the pot calling the kettle black! Even though they argued, and even if Brett did say he’d kill her, he wouldn’t do it.

      Then, a dark thought entered Dani’s mind. Once one had gained entry, it invited more to gate-crash her brain.

      Brett probably had access to cyanide through his work at the Hatton Battery. He had been stalked by his ex-wife for years since their divorce. He said he’d had enough of it; said he was going to tell her to stop once and for all. Had things got out of hand? It could so easily happen. But if their argument had become physical, if she’d fallen and hit her head, Brett would only be charged with manslaughter. Not murder. Janice Bainbridge died from cyanide poisoning. This was planned. A pre-meditated murder. Brett could get life imprisonment for this.

      Tears stung Dani’s eyes and rolled down her cheek. Sue reached out and put a hand over Dani’s. Dani appreciated Sue’s gesture of comfort but that didn’t stop the dark thoughts.

      Brett wouldn’t do it. He wouldn’t. Not when they had only just got back together. He had more to lose now… surely! Or would he do it to stop his ex-wife hounding them?

      Dani dropped her face into her hands.

      ‘Come on, love,’ Dazza said, helping her to stand and leading her to the couch.

      Dani sank into it and then cried against Dazza’s chest.

      After a long while, Dani sat up and wiped her face. She felt embarrassed, but Margie came to hug her, as did Pauline. Jinx took one look at Dani, arched his back and hissed. The first thing she thought of was to wonder if Eloise was in the room. Jinx had hissed at something.

      Dani washed her face in cold water and brushed her hair. Going back into the family room, she nodded to Dazza.

      With Dani driving, they went back to the police station. The desk sergeant called for Constable Parsons. His smile brightened Dani’s day.

      ‘I’ll go and see if the sarge has finished with him. I know they’re letting him go.’ He came back with Brett who looked tired and wrung out but he too brightened when he saw Dani and Dazza.

      Brett wrapped his arms around her and held her tight. ‘Let’s get out of here,’ he said when he let her go.

      Brett sat in the front car seat with Dani. Bonnie sat on his lap.

      ‘I hope I don’t have to repeat that again.’ Brett sighed.

      ‘How did it go?’ Dani asked.

      ‘Gruelling but they didn’t have any evidence to hold me. Yes, unfortunately, I told Janice I’d kill her and yes, I have access to cyanide, but the police had nothing solid against me.’

      ‘Thank goodness,’ Dani said.

      ‘They did say they might have more questions for me, but I guess I’ll deal with that when or if it happens.’

      Dani drove Sue’s car into the garage, and they entered the house through the kitchen. A cheer went up from the family room, where everyone waited, as if they too had suspended their day’s activity. Adam had even heard about Brett’s arrest and came home to see what was happening. Only Spencer was missing.

      Adam came forward and shook Brett’s hand. ‘Good on ya, mate. I knew you couldn’t kill anyone.’

      Margie and Pat hugged Brett—Margie started crying again. Pauline was a little shyer. She smiled and shook Brett’s hand.

      ‘Have a beer, mate,’ Dazza pushed an ice cold Four X into Brett’s hand. ‘If anyone ever deserved one, it’s you right now.’

      Brett sat down among his friends.

      Dani went to the kitchen to help Sue with lunch. ‘As I said previously, we go from one meal to another in this place.’ Dani chuckled. She felt as if she could breathe now that Brett was home.

      ‘We sure do,’ Sue agreed, a grin on her face. ‘I’ll cook some chicken schnitzels if you want to make a salad.’

      ‘Will do.’ Dani found the ingredients, most direct from the garden —tomatoes, lettuce, avocados, snow peas, carrots, which Dani grated. She made a potato salad—she’d already cooked the potatoes yesterday. Now she put the eggs on to boil. It would go together with an easy creamy dressing. She boiled extra eggs so she could make some egg and lettuce sandwiches. ‘I’ll make a Lemon Ricotta Cheesecake too.’

      ‘I don’t know how you do it all so quickly and yet in an ordered manner.’

      ‘Try running a café,’ Dani said.

      By the time lunch finished, it was almost afternoon tea time but no one felt like eating more. Tea and coffee all round went down well.

      Brett took his coffee upstairs. ‘I’ll take a quick shower.’

      Dani went back to her room. A minute later a knock sounded on the door. Dani opened it to see Pat outside.

      ‘Come in.’ Dani stepped back. ‘Have a seat.’

      Pat didn’t waste any time. ‘With everything else that’s been happening, I wondered if you’d had any luck on the ghost front?’

      ‘I have.’ Dani took Eloise’s note from her dressing table and showed Pat before sitting in another armchair. ‘What do you think of that?’

      Pat’s head shot up on a quick intake of breath. ‘The writing…’

      ‘I know,’ Dani said. ‘Copperplate, isn’t it?’

      ‘Where did you find it?’

      ‘On the dressing table this morning. The flower was on the foot of my bed. It’s Eloise’s favourite rose.’

      ‘I can hardly believe it,’ Pat said. ‘You think Eloise left it for you?’

      ‘I do, and I’ll tell you why.’ Dani warmed to her story. ‘I went to the basement and happened to find some early house plans. On it was written, Bill’s room.’

      ‘Just like the note.’

      ‘Indeed, and best of all, Bill’s room is here. My bedroom is where Bill’s office used to be.’

      ‘What do you think it means?’ Pat asked.

      ‘I’m not sure yet but I feel Eloise wants to tell me something.’

      A soft knock sounded on the door. Dani crossed to open it. Brett walked in.

      ‘That’s very interesting,’ Pat said as she stood up. ‘Keep me informed. Now I’ll leave you young people to yourselves.’

      ‘It’s okay Pat. Don’t hurry away,’ Brett said.

      ‘I’ll see you later,’ she said and left.

      Brett brought his hand around from behind his back. In it he held a bunch of yellow flowers in the shape of a sun. ‘Golden Penda. We have a tree in the garden.’

      ‘They’re beautiful,’ Dani said. ‘Thank you. You spoil me by bringing me flowers all the time.’

      ‘I’ll bring you a flower for every day of our lives together.’

      Tears stung Dani’s eyes. ‘How long do you think that will be?’

      ‘My lifetime.’ Brett put the flowers in the vase on Dani’s dressing table. Then he wrapped his arms around her. ‘How long do you think it will be?’

      ‘My lifetime too, I hope.’

      ‘Will you stay with me?’ Brett asked, his voice deeper.

      Dani saw the tears in his eyes. ‘I will. I wanted to tell you that I’m going to stay here at Hatton House.’

      ‘Give up your life in Redcliffe?’

      ‘Yes. Are you happy to stay here?’ She raised a hand to his cheek.

      ‘I am, if it’s with you.’ Brett lowered his head and kissed her.
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      Brett left early the following morning. Constable Parsons didn’t turn up on their doorstep about which they were all pleased.

      ‘I guess I’ll have to arrange a funeral,’ Brett said before he left.

      ‘I suppose so. There’s time yet,’ Dani said.

      Brett twisted his lips. ‘Yes, they might arrest me again first.’

      He kissed Dani and left, leaving her feeling down.

      Soon everyone came in for breakfast and she didn’t have time to dwell on it.

      After breakfast, Dani baked scones for morning tea, a date loaf and a chocolate topped mint slice. By the time she’d finished baking, everyone arrived for morning tea. Dani noticed that Adam had stayed in after breakfast. He didn’t usually hang around in the family room. When everyone went their ways after morning tea and he still remained, Dani asked if he was well.

      ‘Oh yes, I’m fine, fine. I thought I’d have a day off from wandering all over the place and catch up on some painting. I do a lot of sketching when I’m out and about.’

      ‘Fair enough.’

      ‘Would you mind if I set up my easel in the basement?’ he asked.

      ‘The light wouldn’t be as good there,’ Dani said. ‘Why not use the veranda.’

      ‘Yeah true. I’ll do that.’

      Dani stared at him for a moment. As an artist he’d surely know where the better light locations were for painting. After all, he mostly painted en plein air. He didn’t seem to mind her suggestion though. A little while later, Dani noticed that he’d set his easel up on the back veranda and was painting from sketches he’d made. She went out to have a peek.

      ‘That’s very good,’ she said, standing next to him. ‘I know it’s early stages, but you have an eye for it.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      ‘Have you been travelling around, painting as you go?’

      ‘I have but I usually stay in each place for a while,’ Adam said, adding some ochre to his canvas.

      ‘How do you manage to travel with all your canvases?’ Dani didn’t think that would be a simple matter.

      ‘I send them off to a mate who runs a gallery on the Gold Coast. He shows some of them.’

      ‘Ah, I see. That’s different then.’ Dani continued to watch him for a while, then asked, ‘Where do you think your talent comes from?’

      Adam stopped his brush hand and exclaimed, ‘What?’

      ‘I mean do your mother or father paint?’

      ‘My father used to dabble but he didn’t pursue it.’

      ‘I think it’s fascinating to hear about our ancestors,’ Dani said. ‘I’m only just starting to learn about mine.’ Adam’s jaw tightened. Dani didn’t know why. Maybe it was just the angle of his head to his work. She continued, ‘On your painting days, when you’re out and about, you must cover a lot of territory.’

      ‘Yeah. So?’

      ‘Have you seen Spencer outside of the town area?’

      Adam scoffed. ‘Spencer in the bush. I hardly think so.’

      ‘That’s what I thought too.’

      ‘Then why ask?’

      Dani kept going. ‘You haven’t seen him at an old shack with a scruffy-looking man?’

      ‘Scruffy like me?’ Adam snorted.

      Dani chuckled. ‘Much scruffier.’

      Adam laughed, not seeming to object to her comment. ‘No, I haven’t. I thought Spencer would be tied to his desk.’

      ‘Have you seen the old shack that’s near Towers Hill?’

      ‘There’s a few there.’

      ‘The very worst one,’ Dani said.

      ‘Oh yeah, I know the one. I mean I’ve seen it. It’s only the rust and the white ants’ nests holding it together.’

      ‘You’re probably right about that.’ Dani chuckled.

      ‘I’ll keep an eye out, although surely Spencer doesn’t hang out there.’

      ‘I appreciate it. Just let me know if you see anything odd.’

      ‘No worries.’

      Dani went back inside, feeling better about that one fact. Adam spent his days out and about. If he saw Spencer at the shack, he’d tell Dani. She thought back to how his jaw tightened, convinced she hadn’t imagined it. We all had our hang ups from our childhood. Obviously, Adam’s had been with his father. Perhaps he hadn’t wanted Adam to be a painter. After all, it must be difficult making a living from art. Although Adam didn’t seem to mind. He was a free spirit and a creative person. Dani suspected his living expenses weren’t too high, so he managed. She watched him on and off during the day, impressed by his talent. He captured the red soils, the blue skies and the viridian green that applied to most of Australia’s flora.
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DAISIES - ELOISE & EMILY 1897

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      ‘What do you want?’ Emily asked her sister, lips twisted.

      Eloise stood on the landing upstairs. People hurried all over. Some came so close to her that she wondered how they didn’t sense her presence. She nearly reached out a few times to ascertain if the person might be startled or cry out, but no one seemed to be aware of her ghostly presence. Even her sister’s irate voice had no effect on any living person.

      ‘Do you know what’s happening?’ Eloise asked.

      ‘Yes, you summoned me when I didn’t want to be disturbed.’

      ‘Where do you go, Emily?’ Eloise honestly wondered.

      ‘I don’t know. Where do you go?’

      ‘Most times I wander the house, but sometimes I do find the years have slipped by.’ Eloise stared past her sister as she wondered why time seemed so different in her ghostly world.

      ‘I was in the basement,’ Emily said. ‘I often go there. You know that’s where I died.’

      ‘I know.’

      ‘I seem to be drawn to it. I wish I wasn’t because it’s so cold there. Why is it cold to me? You’d think I wouldn’t feel it.’

      Eloise gazed at her sister. These last three sentences were spoken in the calmest manner she’d heard from Emily since her death. ‘I’m drawn to my bedroom where I died.’ Eloise wished they could connect more often like this. Even though Emily had killed her and then stolen her husband, her sister was the only person she could speak with… no, that wasn’t true. The old woman had not been around of late. Perhaps she had died too, but if Eloise stepped back to those days soon after she’d been poisoned, the old woman would be there, talking with Ethel.

      ‘What did you want?’ Emily asked, the annoyance tinging her words once more.

      ‘I wonder what year it is?’ Eloise said. ‘It must be the late 1890s.’

      ‘Why must it be? What do I care anyway?’

      ‘It’s your daughter’s wedding day. Does not all this activity make you curious?’

      ‘Why should it?’ Emily snapped. ‘I can’t be a part of it anymore.’

      ‘Come with me,’ Eloise said, and led the way to Aimee’s bedroom. ‘Look at your daughter. Isn’t she beautiful in her wedding gown? Look at her bouquet of daisies. How beautiful they are.’ Eloise lightly ran her fingers over the bouquet.

      ‘Aimee,’ Emily murmured.

      For a moment, Eloise thought Emily showed some love for her eldest daughter, love she hadn’t shown when Aimee was a child. Then Emily shrugged.

      ‘I feel nothing for her,’ Emily said. ‘She doesn’t even sense me.’

      Eloise felt the anger mount within here. She’d felt it before when Emily revealed her callousness to her daughters. ‘They should have been my daughters. I would have loved them.’ Eloise jabbed her forefinger in her sister’s direction. ‘You took that away from me… the chance to have children. If you hadn’t killed me, Bill and I would be celebrating the wedding of our daughter. We would have loved her.’

      Emily’s expression tightened and her top lip curled up. ‘Well, they’re not your daughters. They belong to Bill and I.’

      ‘They don’t belong to you. They don’t belong to anyone but themselves. But you forsook any right to their love and loyalty when you ignored them as children. You stole Bill from me and yet you didn’t love his children. Your children!’

      Emily backed away; her eyes wide. ‘You keep away from me.’

      ‘You never deserved your daughters, and you never deserved my Bill’s love.’ Eloise flung an arm in the air. ‘Get out of my sight! Get out before I kill you!’

      ‘You’re too late,’ Emily jeered. ‘I fell down the stairs and died. So, it means I cheated you of everything, my dear sister.’

      Eloise screamed and ran towards her sister. Emily disappeared before Eloise could reach her.

      Aimee startled. ‘What was that?’ she asked her sister. ‘Did you hear it?’

      ‘I did,’ Mary said and glanced around. ‘It’s probably the ghost again.’

      ‘She’s not happy.’

      ‘No,’ Mary said. ‘I wish I could see her.’

      Eloise calmed down. She didn’t want to frighten her nieces, especially not on Aimee’s wedding day.

      A knock sounded on the door. Mary opened it and Bill entered.

      ‘Are my girls ready yet?’ he asked.

      Eloise bent over in pain and a sob rent her chest apart… or at least it felt like it. Her Bill. She stood up. To see him and hear him speak. He looked older with some grey hair, but he was as handsome as ever. Eloise could have touched him. She did. Why not? Why shouldn’t she? Her fingers trailed down his cheek and he turned his head a little and he touched where her fingers had been as if something had tickled him.

      ‘Bill,’ she murmured, close to his ear.

      He looked around. He did sense her. Eloise smiled. If only she could be here in the flesh, to join him as their daughter walked down the aisle on his arm. She knew she’d had a daughter, not born, merely a foetus in her stomach, when Emily poisoned her. Now Emily didn’t care about her children or about Bill.

      It was at times like this that Eloise wished that if she had to die, that her spirit had passed over. Instead, she had an eternity to mourn what was taken from her.

      Aimee rose. She looked beautiful in her white gown and long veil. Mary too glowed in her pink bridesmaid dress. Bill kissed both of his daughter’s cheeks and offered his arms, one for each daughter.

      Eloise’s tears ran down her ghostly skin.

      Bill glanced back and frowned as he left the bedroom with his daughters.

      Eloise’s heart broke yet again.
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WHITE CARNATIONS - DANI 2023
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      Dani found Constable Steve Parsons in the kitchen just before morning tea. She smiled, thinking that he knew how to time it. The horrible thought followed that he was going to arrest Brett for murder.

      Brett glanced up too as Dani joined them. ‘Steve has come to tell us about the Inquest for Janice’s death.’

      ‘Ahh,’ Dani said. That explained the long faces.

      ‘In two days,’ the young policeman said.

      ‘I’ll be called up,’ Brett added.

      ‘I’m afraid, Miss Roberts…’ the constable said, frowning. ‘You’ve been called too.’

      Dani thought Brett would have to testify but she hadn’t expected to be called to be questioned, too. ‘Really?’

      ‘Afraid so,’ Steve said.

      ‘That’s fine,’ Dani added. ‘I didn’t expect it but when I think about it, it’s obvious.’

      On the day of the Inquest, those going with Dani and Brett—Sue and Tom, Dazza, Pat, Pauline and Margie—met in the family room, where Brett presented Dani with a posy of white carnations.

      ‘Oh darling, they’re beautiful,’ Dani took the small bouquet. Bonnie nuzzled her leg. ‘I bet you helped pick them.’ She patted the border collie.

      ‘White carnations symbolise true love,’ Pat said. ‘A couple’s devotion to each other.’

      ‘Aww,’ Margie said and started to cry.

      ‘It’s all right.’ Pauline comforted her.

      Luckily Jinx was nowhere in sight, or he’d be causing Pauline problems as he always did.

      Dani took one flower out of the posy and gave it to Brett. ‘You should have a white carnation too.’

      Brett put it in his shirt pocket, and then kissed Dani.

      ‘Well enough of this lovey-dovey stuff,’ Sue said but she had a twinkle in her eye, ‘we have an Inquest to get to.’

      Dani laughed. ‘Yes, let’s go.’

      ‘You have to stay here this time, Bonnie,’ Brett told the border collie.

      Dani went in Brett’s ute, while Sue and Tom took Margie and Pauline in Sue’s car. Dazza drove Tom’s ute. So, Dazza can drive, Dani thought.

      The Charters Towers Courthouse was built in 1887 and although Dani didn’t know a lot about architecture she’d read about it online. It was a classical revival building of rendered brick with a corrugated iron roof—which were very popular in Queensland—rising to two storeys in the centre and had a triangular pediment in the front. Dani was pleased she had looked it up, otherwise it would have looked nothing more than an old building. In fact, it was heritage listed.

      There weren’t many people in the courtroom. Di and Doug had come along for support, but otherwise, Janice was a stranger to the community. Some people must attend these things through curiosity, Dani thought as she gazed about the room.

      Dani was called first and sworn in. The presiding magistrate, Ms Hill, asked her what her relationship to Janice Bainbridge was, how many times she’d seen her, spoken to her. Dani went through these questions by rote.

      ‘It is understood that you were poisoned with berries from the bellyache bush. Did you suspect Ms Bainbridge of administering the berries from the toxic plant to you?’ Ms Hill looked down a long nose and pierced Dani with her gaze.

      ‘We suspected Janice might have. It came on the heels of her seeing Brett and I together.’

      ‘You were pushed onto the road by an unidentified woman. You didn’t recognise this person?’

      ‘No. I was face down on the road. Sid—I’m not sure of his surname—chased the woman and said it looked to be Janice Bainbridge.’

      ‘So, you had reason to wish harm on Ms Bainbridge.’

      ‘Heavens no!’ Dani exclaimed. ‘I wouldn’t kill anyone.’

      Ms Hill frowned at her, more for raising her voice than anything else.

      Brett’s questioning followed. Dani noticed he touched the white carnation sticking out of his shirt pocket as he sat down. The magistrate asked him about his relationship with his ex-wife, his relationship with Dani, and went on to what had happened on the afternoon of Janice’s death when Brett argued with her. He admitted he said he’d kill her but added it was just a throw-away comment.

      In view of the lack of evidence, the magistrate declared that Janice Bainbridge had met foul play by person or persons unknown. Investigations would continue.

      Back at Hatton House, Dani realised how stressed both she and Brett had been. Bonnie was excited to see them and ran between Brett and Dani.

      In a way, the inquest had taken a weight off their shoulders, but the police would still pursue their investigations. Beneath the smile she now showed everyone, Dani feared that something about the case might jump out at them and destroy their happiness and lives.

      While Sue laid out cups, saucers and plates, Dani cut up a date loaf, a French tea cake, and cut scones and put on the jam and cream that she’d prepared earlier. Di and Doug came back with them, and Di carried out a plate of sandwiches that Sue had made.

      Everyone sat around the kitchen table and discussed the inquest. However, Margie’s main concern was if any of the sandwiches were egg and lettuce. It lightened the mood, broke the cloud of tension hanging over those at the table. Then Jinx hissed and jumped about. Pauline frowned and tried to catch the big black cat until Sue told her to sit down. Again, everyone laughed at Sue’s strident tone and Pauline’s capitulation.

      ‘It’s probably only the ghost,’ Sue said.

      Dani had thought the same. Eloise probably stood somewhere close by. What did she make of it all?

      After they’d eaten, Brett went outside to help Tom; Doug followed too. Dani helped Sue clear up. Di, who didn’t stop talking, didn’t help at all.

      Dani took the opportunity of outlining what she hoped to do regarding opening a café, by using the back veranda. She thought it would give them something positive to go on with.

      ‘Would you be able to round up some friends for a trial run, Di? I need to see if all the other cooking and baking for the boarders can be done as well as opening a small café.’

      ‘No worries, luv,’ Di said. ‘How many would you want?’

      ‘I think you and Doug, and three other couples would be good,’ Dani said.

      ‘You know, of course, you’ll have to get a permit or something from the council,’ Di said, in a sanctimonious tone.

      ‘I know, but at first, this is only having friends over for lunch.’

      ‘Gotcha,’ Di said, and winked.

      ‘You’ll need a couple of tables and chairs,’ Sue said. ‘There might be some in the shed. Tom will clean them up. Or there could be a couple in the basement. It’s a big space down there. Bigger than you think.’

      ‘I’ll have a look,’ Dani said.

      As soon as Di and Doug left, Dani went to the basement. She felt certain if she’d gone sooner, Di would’ve wanted to join her.

      As she descended the stairs, with each step, the air became colder. Dani was certain it wasn’t like this on the first couple of times when she came down here. Why now? What had happened?

      Dani hesitated on the bottom step, staring down at the floor. This is where Emily had died, fallen to her death at the foot of the stone steps. Did the chill in the air have anything to do with Emily and her death? Unsettled by it, Dani took a jump so that she missed the area right at the bottom, the spot where Emily had died. Even though when it came to it, Dani didn’t know the exact spot. Was Emily trying now to communicate with her? Is that why the basement felt like a freezer?

      Walking around, and turning on more lights, Dani was surprised at how spacious the basement was, at least four times larger than she’d thought. In the back areas where Dani hadn’t looked before, she saw that furniture was indeed placed around and stacked up in some instances. A lot of it was very old, dating back to what was possibly the Victorian and Edwardian eras—some cabinets inlaid with parquetry. Dani spotted a beautiful small table in the Art Deco style. She’d love to have that upstairs. Nothing looked to be suitable for outdoors.

      Dani found more boxes labelled family, as if that helped indicate exactly what was inside. She had a lot more things to go through but, for now, she couldn’t wait to leave the basement. It remained cold and didn’t feel friendly. Dani would have to ask Pat if she knew more about Emily.

      That night, Dani cuddled up to Brett, throwing her head back to look at him. ‘Perhaps you should officially move into my bedroom.’

      ‘Are you sure it’s not too soon?’

      ‘I am. Are you?’

      ‘Absolutely.’ Brett kissed her.

      ‘Then it’s settled.’ After some moments, Dani asked, ‘Do you have any free time tomorrow? I want to buy some outdoor furniture. I couldn’t find anything suitable in the basement.’ Dani paused, thinking. ‘Have you noticed how cold it has become down there?’

      ‘It’s always been cooler than the house because it’s away from the sun’s heat.’

      ‘I know, but I swear it’s worse than when I first arrived. It’s like a chilled blast of air direct from Antarctica.’

      ‘Really? I’ll check it out,’ Brett said. ‘You er… you said that Emily Hatton fell down the basement steps.’

      ‘That’s right.’

      ‘If you’re sure there’s a second ghost, could Emily’s ghost be inhabiting—if that’s the right word— the basement?’

      ‘I thought the same thing,’ Dani murmured, settling her head back on Brett’s chest. ‘I wonder why the coldness is worse. I’m going to have a word to Pat about it.’

      ‘Good idea,’ Brett said.

       

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

       

      The following morning after breakfast, Dani and Brett headed out to buy two outdoor tables and eight chairs—four for each table. Dani found two square tables with stone tops and wicker chairs with beige cushions. Not too fancy and easy to clean. Brett took his ute, so they easily fitted in the back, although some assembly was involved, which Brett started as soon as they arrived home.

      Home. When the house came into sight, a warm feeling coursed through Dani’s body. How lovely to know that this house was her home. Of course, she’d still have to sell her apartment and the café in Redcliffe but that was for later.

      Dani’s excitement at seeing the tables and chairs set up had to show in her eyes. She felt them glow. She kissed Brett and thanked him.

      Everyone inspected the new furniture and were suitably pleased. When Dani suggested they sit outside for tea, coffee and cake for morning tea, Margie instantly sat down.

      ‘This is my chair,’ she told the others.

      Everyone laughed. Pauline and Dazza sat at one table. There was even a seat spare for Jinx. The big black cat eyed everyone through his baleful eyes taunting them to just try and remove him. No one did try. Bonnie kept clear of Jinx, but then she always did.

      Dani spent some time after morning tea on her laptop designing a simple menu for the following day when Di and Doug would bring along friends for lunch. Dani kept to two meals from which they could choose—Chicken Parmigiana, which was always a hit, and a Beef Lasagne. For starters, some garlic bread and for dessert a cinnamon apple cake and small cupcakes—Dani intended decorating them by piping roses on to the tops. Tea and coffee. She might have to invest in a decent coffee machine if this project worked.

      That done, Dani wanted to speak with Pat, but she waited until after afternoon tea on the veranda—the new favourite place— as she knew Pat had a nap after lunch.

      ‘Come to my room,’ Pat said, after Dani asked if they could chat. Once seated in Pat’s comfortable armchairs, she asked, ‘How can I help?’

      ‘I wondered if you knew much about Emily, through Ethel and your other ancestors. I know we suspect she is the second ghost.’

      ‘I don’t know a lot, I’m afraid. Have you found any journals she might have kept?’

      ‘Not as yet,’ Dani replied. ‘That’s another thing. The basement has become ice cold.’

      Pat nodded her head several times.

      Dani waited, trying to be patient, even though she wanted to hurry.

      ‘Well, Emily died after her fall in the basement,’ Pat said. ‘Perhaps her spirit lingers there.’

      ‘I thought that too.’ Dani frowned. ‘I know the sisters argue at times. Eloise seems a gentle soul. So is Emily the argumentative one?’

      ‘I know that Ethel found Emily difficult once she’d married William Hatton. Emily didn’t care for her children.’

      ‘I wonder why the basement has become icy,’ Dani mused.

      ‘Emily could be hanging out in it more often,’ Pat suggested.

      ‘My exact thoughts too. I think I’ll go and look around it again. When I was searching for any furniture suitable for the outdoors, I discovered a stack of new things. More boxes marked family, more furniture. I haven’t explored half of it.’

      Pat reached out a hand. ‘Just be careful, love.’

      Dani smiled to reassure Pat. ‘I will.’
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      The chill of the basement penetrated Dani’s bones as she stood and gazed around her. She turned on all the lights and moved into the back area that she hadn’t explored. If anything, this section of the room became colder still.

      Dani inspected the Art Deco furniture she’d noticed the other day. Stroking her fingers over the polished timber, she knew she’d have to find a space for it upstairs.

      Moving onto the boxes, Dani selected one that was labelled family. She lifted it down, nearly dropping it as she stumbled under its weight. She separated the top flaps that were folded in on themselves. Dani groaned when she looked inside at the stacks of papers and folders. She took a few out and flicked through, looking for anything interesting.

      Dani couldn’t believe her luck when she opened one book to discover it was a family bible, complete with a family tree written over the first two pages. She sat down on one of the old dining chairs.

      It started with Adrien le Gerseul, born in 1825 in St Helier, Jersey, died in 1873 in Charters Towers. His wife was also Eloise. She’d died before the family sailed for Australia. Their children Eloise and Emily were listed, and then on to Emily’s daughters Aimee and Mary. Aimee moved away from the Towers when she married. Mary had one daughter, Constance, who in turn had one daughter, Elizabeth, who also left Charters Towers when she married.

      It seemed to Dani that although Aimee inherited Hatton House, Mary who stayed at the house, looked after it. Until her granddaughter Elizabeth left, and Mary passed away.

      The second page had a section that dealt with Aimee’s line. Her daughter was Eleanor, her granddaughter was Annie. It seemed no one had sons. There had to have been some communication between the families otherwise nothing could have been written in the Bible.

      One curious thing was that Annie’s name had a line through it and a large X next to it. What could it mean? Annie’s husband had died in 1945. Only one name followed Annie’s in the Bible, that of her daughter Cynthia. No further names or information followed after Cynthia. Did she not have children? There had to have been a lack of heirs for Dani to inherit Hatton House and the estate.

      Dani decided to take the Bible upstairs with her to show Brett and Pat. As she turned out some of the lights, she felt an extra chill on her neck—she had her hair up—as if someone breathed on her. Dani swung around but she couldn’t see anything. It came again.

      Then, the Bible in her hands started to vibrate. Dani felt a tug as if someone was trying to pull it out of her hands.

      Dani wrenched at the Bible and then held it close to her body. She hurried up the stairs, turning off the last light at the top and closing the door… on what, she didn’t know for sure.
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MISTLETOE - ELOISE & EMILY 1899 – 1900

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Eloise didn’t bother telling Emily that her younger daughter was getting married. Emily had been in a sulk for… Eloise wasn’t even certain for how long. Emily had disappeared after Aimee was married and Eloise had no idea what year it was now.

      Mary’s wedding was a smaller affair than Aimee’s. From what Eloise could tell, Mary was quieter and more down to earth than her sister. Eloise watched from the main hall as Mary left the house on Bill’s arm.

      Bill looked tired and perhaps not well. He appeared to be older than he should look. If only Eloise knew the year she could calculate his age.

      Aimee had left Hatton House after her wedding. Eloise didn’t know where she went but she obviously moved with her husband. Mary stayed with her father. Thank God for Mary.

      What seemed like the blink of an eye later, Christmas celebrations were taking place, and a short while later a huge party was held at Hatton House to celebrate, not only the new year but a new century. Eloise heard the guests talking. When the clock struck twelve, everyone erupted into cheers and sang Auld Lang Syne. 1900. Eloise was amazed. She had died twenty-six years ago. The mistletoe from Christmas still hung in the doorway and Mary kissed her handsome husband beneath it. The mistletoe was a different plant to the one Eloise was used to in Jersey. Australian mistletoe was a parasite that eventually killed its host tree, but it was also a beacon for wildlife proclaiming its beautiful flower was ripe for the taking.

      Then very soon after—again Eloise couldn’t establish a date—Bill took sick. He died shortly afterwards. Eloise sat by his bedside during those days, her hand resting on his. On several occasions, he gazed in her direction as if he saw her. She spoke his name often and wished she could actually be beside him, in the flesh. When he died, at first she hoped he would stay with her, but his spirit passed over.

      Eloise’s agony was more than she could have imagined. Bill gone from her. She didn’t want to go on. She didn’t want this ghostly life… it wasn’t even life. What was it? Hell? No, she didn’t think so. Perhaps it was somewhere in between. Why couldn’t she go with Bill? Or he stay with her? He was all she’d ever wanted. She didn’t want this house without him. Why must she stay? And for how long must she remain tied to this limbo existence?

      Eloise’s grief wracked her soul, and her cries became keening howls. She knew that Mary could hear them and was frightened by them, but Eloise couldn’t stop. Her soul was crushed, and she was cursed to remain by herself.
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KANGAROO PAW - DANI 2023
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      The following morning, Dani’s main focus was on the lunch being held that day. She woke at four-thirty and by five started in the kitchen, being careful not to make too much noise. She prepped as much as she could while also baking the garlic bread and a cinnamon apple cake. Dani started with the small cupcakes that had to cool before she could decorate them.

      Sue joined her not long after five to deal with the breakfasts.

      Brett wiped down the tables and chairs, took two small vases from the kitchen and went in search of flowers. He returned with some miniature Kangaroo Paws, that were true to their name, looking like the paws of kangaroos. He’d picked a yellow variety and a rusty red colour and made two small posies to go in the vases on the tables.

      Dani kissed him when he came inside. ‘Thank you, darling.’

      The morning went quicker than Dani would have liked. To help, Brett set the tables with cutlery and laid a menu and napkin near each plate.

      Sue helped with cooking the Chicken Parmigiana while the lasagne cooked in the oven.

      Dani had the garlic bread ready when everyone arrived just before midday. Di and Doug had brought three other couples with them. Dani explained that she’d say hello later. The guests ate the garlic bread while they surveyed their menus and sipped cold lemon water. Tom took the orders, happy to help.

      Given the happy chatter from the veranda, Dani felt certain it was going well. The boarders ate the leftovers at the kitchen table, although Margie was concerned that someone else sat on her seat outside.

      Then the dessert orders were served and sounds of delight reached them.

      Dani and Sue took out the tea and coffee and sat down on extra seats from the kitchen table. Dani felt flushed with her success. She thanked Di and Doug for bringing along friends. Everyone was more than happy and said they’d come again if Dani opened a café.

      Dani, Brett, with Bonnie at his feet, Sue, Tom, Dazza and Margie and Pauline sat on the veranda for most of the afternoon, mulling over the successful lunch.

      ‘You’ll be having more leftovers to eat tonight,’ Sue told the boarders, but no one minded.

      They’d kept a meal aside for Adam and Spencer in case nothing was left.

      It all felt such a respite from poisonings and murders, arrests and inquests. Dani was so pleased to see everyone happy and relaxed. This is what life should be like, she thought.
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      Later that afternoon, Dani showed Brett and Pat the le Gerseul family Bible. She suggested they go to Pat’s room for privacy.

      ‘Well, that is interesting,’ Pat said after perusing the family trees.

      ‘What intrigues me is Aimee’s line. Her granddaughter Annie’s name has a line through it and a large X next to it. What could that mean?’ Dani looked hopefully at Pat.

      ‘I seem to remember my mum saying that some mystery hung over Annie. There had always been occasional letters between the families. Mum said they knew Annie’s husband had died in 1945 and their daughter Cynthia had been born. But after that, they lost touch apparently.’

      ‘You have no idea why Annie’s name would be struck through?’ Dani asked, feeling disappointed.

      ‘Couldn’t it be taken quite literally?’ Brett asked.

      ‘How do you mean?’ Dani frowned.

      ‘Annie was struck off the family tree. Persona non grata, so to speak.’

      Dani sucked in her breath. ‘You might be right.’

      ‘Could be,’ Pat agreed.

      ‘That would mean that Annie did something that the family disapproved of. Who would have been writing in the Bible then?’

      Pat still held the book. ‘Mary herself or her daughter Constance or granddaughter Elizabeth were all living here. It says in the Bible that Mary died in 1946. Elizabeth moved away after her marriage in the same year.’

      ‘I wonder what Annie did?’ Dani mused.

      ‘It must have been pretty bad,’ Brett added.

      ‘We’ll probably never know.’ Dani sighed. ‘To start with, I went to the basement to see if I could find something about Emily. I couldn’t find anything. No journal, no letters. From what we know, she didn’t like her children. Motherhood didn’t come naturally to her.’

      ‘That’s more common than you’d think, from all I’ve heard over the years,’ Pat said.

      ‘It must be awful to have children and feel nothing for them.’

      ‘Would it though?’ Brett put forward the point. ‘If you didn’t like your children, you wouldn’t know otherwise.’

      ‘True.’ Dani smiled at him. ‘You’re a deep thinker… but I guess I always knew that.’ To Pat, Dani asked after a few moments, ‘Do you know much about Emily, through your ancestors?’

      ‘Not a lot. She died falling down those basement stairs. It’s a wonder they haven’t caused more accidents.’

      ‘I agree,’ Brett said. ‘They’re narrow and slippery.’

      ‘Just wide enough to get furniture up and down, and that’s always been a struggle.’ Pat said.

      ‘Perhaps we need a new staircase down there,’ Dani said.

      ‘It wouldn’t hurt, love.’ Pat paused, her gaze dropping, and she sat silent for so long that Dani and Brett exchanged glances. When she raised her head, her mouth was set in a tight line. ‘This is a hard one to talk about,’ Pat continued. ‘I’ve mentioned Ethel, the housekeeper during Eloise and Emily’s time. Well, we’ve mentioned already how Emily felt nothing for her children. Ethel quite often had to care for the poor little mites until a nanny was employed. My mum told me that Ethel, who was a quiet woman, often felt annoyed at Emily for her callousness.’ Pat stopped, visibly affected.

      Dani took Pat’s hand. ‘Take your time.’

      Pat nodded. ‘After Emily’s accident, apparently a rumour started that Emily was pushed down the stairs.’

      ‘Pushed?’ Dani felt a chill pass over her, as if an icy hand stroked her skin. ‘Did the rumour claim who did it?’

      ‘It did. Ethel. Suspicion grew and Ethel was accused of pushing Emily down the basement stairs.’

      Dani squeezed Pat’s hand. ‘Ethel! How awful. What happened? Was she arrested?’

      ‘No.’ Pat sighed. ‘It was never proven. But rumours stick like mud.’

      ‘Poor Ethel,’ Brett said.

      ‘To her credit, Mary never asked Ethel to leave, and Ethel stayed on as housekeeper until 1910 when the words written in blood were left on the mirror. Ethel thought someone was blaming her again and she resigned. She couldn’t cope with it anymore. Her daughter Flo became housekeeper.’

      ‘I’m so sorry to hear this,’ Dani said. ‘Poor Ethel.’

      ‘Mary allowed Ethel to stay on here.’ Pat used a tissue to wipe her eyes.

      ‘That’s interesting though,’ Dani said thoughtfully. ‘I wonder who wrote the words in 1910?’

      ‘Maybe the person who killed Emily?’ Brett suggested.

      ‘Most probably.’ Dani frowned. ‘But who wrote the words when I arrived here?’

      ‘Perhaps someone who didn’t want you here,’ Brett said.

      ‘Exactly. But who?’ Dani took the Bible and kissed Pat’s cheek. ‘Sorry, that was so gruelling for you. We’ll leave you to have a rest before dinner.’

      Back in Dani’s room, she turned to Brett. ‘Who doesn’t want me here? Someone has certainly given me enough hints that I should go.’ Dani thought again about the fact she’d been poisoned, and someone had pushed her onto the street.

      Brett pulled her into his arms. ‘We have to be careful. I don’t want to lose you.’

      ‘I wonder if it has something to do with what happened to Annie?’

      ‘Surely not. Not from all those years ago.’

      ‘I suppose not. Then who?’

      ‘If it was Janice who poisoned you and pushed you into the street, it won’t happen again, will it?’ Brett’s voice dropped a tone.

      ‘No. I’m sure everything will be all right now.’ Dani said the words because she didn’t want Brett to worry but she didn’t really believe it.
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        * * *

      

       

      Brett had three days’ work doing a big landscaping job. Dani felt his loss, and Bonnie’s too. They both rose early, and he grabbed a piece of toast before he headed out.

      Dani spent more time baking. She was planning another back veranda event, as she thought of it. A morning tea this time but more of a High Tea, where she’d make savoury finger-food—she had recipes on her laptop for some different types of quiches, and cupcakes with piped roses on top, chocolate mint fudge slices and sandwiches cut into small triangles.

      In the meantime, she baked scones, apple tea cake and a date loaf. Baking was not only something she loved doing but it added balm to her soul. It was her me time or selfcare time. She could think of nothing except mixing batter, whipping cream, although sometimes she thought of Brett and their time together.

      Unfortunately, over the next few days, she kept thinking of the things she’d discovered in the family Bible, or worse, her thoughts turned to Spencer. Dani became more and more convinced that things weren’t right with him. He seemed too perfect. Like a Stepford husband, his tie was perfect, his suit never had a crease, his nails too clean and manicured. He didn’t belong at Hatton house. He should be staying at some high-priced city hotel. That’s where Dani saw him. Not in the boarding house. He’d become more aloof and also more furtive. Dani often caught him casting surreptitious glances at the others, particularly at Brett. She’d caught the same looks sent her way.

      What was the man doing here? What had he been doing at the old, dilapidated shack?

      Dani needed to get more ingredients for baking. She asked Sue if she needed anything and then she asked Dazza to come with her. Dazza agreed and Sue gave them a list of things to buy.

      Still in a singlet top and jeans, and his battered straw hat, Dazza eased himself into Sue’s car. A big man, he had to fold himself in.

      ‘Where to first?’ he asked.

      Dani smirked. ‘How did you know I wanted to go somewhere else?’ She hadn’t mentioned anything.

      ‘I know you now, Dani Roberts.’ Then he grinned.

      ‘Fill up Sue’s car with petrol, I think. I use it more than she does.’

      ‘What else?’

      ‘I can’t get away with anything, can I?’ Dani laughed.

      ‘Nope.’

      ‘Okay.’ She took a breath. ‘I want to go to the old shack. I want to take some photos.’

      ‘What on earth for?’ Dazza turned his head and stared at her as if he thought she’d gone crazy.

      ‘I know something’s not right there, and I know it’s to do with Spencer.’

      ‘How do you know that?’ Dazza demanded.

      ‘Have you seen the furtive glances he shoots at Brett and at me. I’ve caught him doing it. I can’t work out why though.’

      ‘He does look a bit shifty at times. He’s a strange bugger, I’ll grant you that.’

      Dani was already in the town area, but she kept going, heading in the direction of the Towers Hill Lookout. She stopped close to the old shack. Every time Dani saw it, the place looked more decrepit than the time before.

      ‘‘Struth, Fred would turn over in his grave if he saw his old place now,’ Dazza said.

      They walked over to the old mineshaft first. Dani didn’t want anyone who might be watching through their windows to think they stopped at old Fred Barnett’s place in particular.

      ‘The timber that’s covering the mineshaft entrance doesn’t look to secure to me,’ Dani said.

      ‘Or too strong,’ Dazza agreed. ‘Some poor bugger’s going to fall down it one day.’

      ‘I thought with Health and Safety regulations these days, it would be cordoned off.’

      ‘Most of the old mineshafts have been. The Council did it a few years back. I reckon this one must have been overlooked or it has deteriorated since.’ Dazza took off his hat and ran his fingers through his thinning hair. ‘You ready?’

      Dani nodded. ‘Let’s go.’

      The shack gave no sign of anyone living in it, or indeed, that anyone was at home at the moment. They still erred on the side of caution.

      Dani led the way. She didn’t speak as she made her way along the side of the house.

      The back yard was still overgrown with thigh-high dried weeds, but a narrow path cut through it from the back steps to the garage or shed, whichever purpose it served. Maybe a garage. Dani pointed to the treads of a vehicle leading up to the garage door. Dani shook the lock, but it held fast.

      A voice cut through her. Dazza jumped too.

      ‘What the bloody hell are ya doing?’

      Dani turned, Dazza with her, to stare at a small man, with a wiry build, ginger hair sticking out at all angles, and dressed in faded jeans and t-shirt. What held her attention was the rifle he held. When he spoke again, Dani noticed his broken front teeth.

      ‘Well, out with it!’ he demanded.

      Dani’s legs felt like jelly, but she raised her chin and stared at him. ‘Who are you?’

      ‘Who am I? Who the bloody-hell are you? This is my place.’

      ‘Oh, we thought it was unoccupied since Fred Barnett had died,’ Dani said.

      Dazza had taken a couple of steps forward. ‘Fred was a mate of mine.’

      ‘I don’t give…’

      ‘Language,’ Dazza warned.

      ‘What century do you come from, mate? I’ll swear if I want to.’

      ‘There’s a lady present.’

      The man levelled the rifle at them. ‘Lady? Give me a break! Now talk. What are you doing here?’

      ‘I wanted to take some photos. The shack… your house… has such character, I thought I’d get some great shots.’

      ‘You’re not taking any photos around here,’ the man said. ‘Give me that phone. What have you taken?’

      ‘I will not give you my phone,’ Dani said. ‘Who do you think you are? What’s your name?’

      ‘Jim…’ He grimaced. ‘It doesn’t matter what my name is. Get out of here and don’t come back.’

      ‘I thought country folk were friendly,’ Dani said. ‘You could have at least offered us a cup of tea.’

      ‘Out!’ Jim said.

      ‘We’re going, mate. Keep your shirt on.’ Dazza took Dani’s arm and gently guided her off the property.

      Back in the car and on their way to the service station for petrol, Dani said, ‘That went well.’

      Dazza frowned at her. ‘You serious?’

      ‘Absolutely. We know now that Jim-whoever has something to hide. He wouldn’t have reacted like that if he was a harmless old bloke.’

      ‘True,’ Dazza replied. ‘I’m only glad I came with you. You really know how to land yourself in trouble.’

      Dani laughed. ‘Let’s not tell everyone at Hatton House about this. I’ll tell Brett, but I want to see if Spencer shows any reaction after our visit. It could confirm whether or not he knows Jim-whoever.’

      ‘I can keep my mouth shut,’ Dazza said.

      Dani smiled at him. ‘Thank you. I’m pleased you were with me, too.’
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      Eloise couldn’t recover from her grief over Bill’s death. Why couldn’t he have stayed with her here? Or taken her with him? Perhaps he didn’t want to stay with Emily, who’d cared so little for him and for his children. Eloise didn’t know where Emily was in this strange in-between world. She hadn’t gone with Bill because Eloise had seen her since then. Emily didn’t mourn Bill. It fired Eloise’s anger. Emily had no right to have married him.

      It had irked Eloise that her sister had become so callous. She’d ignored her children and her husband. Poor Bill. He’d lived his life looking after his children as best he could. But he could have been and would have been happy if Eloise had lived.

      One day when Eloise walked into the kitchen, she halted, shocked to see the old lady sitting at the table talking to Ethel. The old woman had passed away and left Eloise with no means of communication to the living world.

      It could only mean one thing—Eloise had gone backwards in time to when the old lady had lived. How her ghostly world worked, Eloise had no idea. She thought she’d been trapped in a later era—Aimee and Mary had married, and Bill had passed away. Now she was back… she didn’t know the year.

      Ethel sat with her face dropped into her hands. By the rise and fall of her shoulders, Eloise could tell the housekeeper was crying.

      ‘Ah,’ the old woman gazed up at her, and then turned to Ethel. ‘Miss Eloise is here.’

      Ethel’s face was distraught, and she cast eyes stricken with… what?… around the room. ‘Miss Eloise, I didn’t do it. I swear I didn’t.’

      ‘What does she mean?’ Eloise asked.

      The old woman already knew, so said, ‘Rumours are spreading that it was Ethel who pushed Miss Emily down the stairs.’

      ‘No, I don’t believe it.’ Eloise lifted a ghostly hand to her mouth. ‘Ethel wouldn’t do such a thing.’

      ‘Miss Eloise doesn’t believe you could do it,’ the old lady told Ethel.

      ‘Oh no, Miss Eloise, I never would.’

      ‘Is there evidence?’ Eloise asked.

      ‘No evidence. Only innuendo. It’s well known that Ethel had thought badly of Miss Emily for the way she treated her children and her husband.’

      ‘I see,’ Eloise said. ‘How cruel people are.’

      ‘They are indeed,’ the old woman agreed.

      ‘Please assure Ethel that I don’t believe she committed this crime… and I’m certain Bill would not either.’

      ‘Thank you, Miss Eloise. It’s a great comfort for me to know you don’t blame me.’

      At that moment, the nanny came into the kitchen asking for something and Ethel wiped away her tears and followed the other woman out of the kitchen.

      Alone, Eloise asked, ‘Do you ever see Emily?’

      ‘Sometimes but she doesn’t want to talk with me. She thinks I’m beneath her.’

      ‘I see. In fact, I see so much now. I never noticed any of these traits of selfishness and indifference in Emily before we came here. Before I met Bill. I think Emily wanted to have Bill to herself from the start.’

      Eloise blinked hard. The old lady had vanished and another woman carrying a child entered the room. Eloise recognised the woman as Mary. The child must be hers.

      Eloise left the kitchen and walked into the main hall. She halted at the front door, remembering all the long days she’d stood there waiting for her Bill to return. When he did so, she was dead. Murdered by Emily. Eloise didn’t know why she even tried to speak to Emily after what she’d done. Eloise preferred her own company in any case.

      She decided to go to Bill’s room, his office, where he’d left so much of himself behind. This room was quintessentially his. She could feel him there. Smell him.

      Eloise entered the room but it wasn’t Bill’s. In another trick of time, she was in Dani’s room. Dani was a Hatton. Eloise liked her.

      What was it? Eloise knew she had something to tell this young woman. What was it now? It can’t have been about Ethel. Poor Ethel.

      Eloise walked back to the kitchen. It was filled with interlopers. One called Sue had a good nature. She could be brash, but she was good and honest. Eloise liked her.

      There had been some asters in a vase in the kitchen. Eloise took one aster and, going back to Dani’s room, lay it on the foot of her bed.

      Asters for love, wisdom and faith… if Eloise recalled correctly. Asters were a symbol of love in Greek mythology. The flowers were placed on the altars of the gods.

      At least Dani would know that Eloise wished her well.
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      Dani found the aster on the end of her bed and immediately looked around the room. Brett was already up and in the shower.

      ‘Eloise?’ Dani whispered. ‘Are you there?’ When nothing happened, she added, ‘Thank you for the flower.’

      Nothing.

      Bonnie snuggled up to her, obviously thinking Dani was speaking to her. ‘It’s all right, girl.’

      Dani did a search on her phone. Asters… they meant love, wisdom and faith.

      ‘Eloise… I’ve grown to love you too.’ Dani couldn’t think what else to say. Surely the aster meant Eloise wanted to convey the same message.

      Brett stepped back into the room, a towel around his waist, moisture glistening on his chest. Looking at him, Dani nearly forgot what she wanted to tell him.

      Brett grinned. ‘You’re staring.’

      ‘Sorry, well no, I’m not sorry.’ Dani grinned too.

      Brett closed the distance between them and kissed her. When he raised his head, he said, ‘If I didn’t have this early job…’

      ‘I know.’ She ran her fingers over his chest.

      ‘Don’t do that, or I won’t be responsible for my actions.’

      ‘Okay.’ Dani pouted. ‘No, it’s fine. Actually, I wanted to show this to you.’

      ‘An aster.’

      ‘On the end of the bed.’

      ‘I didn’t put it there,’ Brett said.

      ‘No, it was Eloise. I looked up the meaning of asters. Love, wisdom and faith.’

      Brett frowned. ‘Why would Eloise keep putting flowers on the bed?’

      ‘I believe it’s her way of communicating with me.’

      ‘Possibly… if you believe in ghosts.’

      ‘I thought you did believe,’ Dani said.

      ‘Yes and no. How can I be sure?’ Brett shrugged.

      ‘Never mind. I guess she’ll let me know what it means.’
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      Dani went ahead with the usual breakfast preparation, helping Sue with whatever she required. Di and Doug and their friends were returning at one this afternoon for the High Tea. Dazza helped clean down the tables and chairs—red dust blowing in the wind was something they had to expect, it relentlessly covered everything.

      Brett had given her flowers before he left, some marigolds, which made bright and colourful posies in vases in the centre of the tables.

      Dani had made the savoury food already—two quiches, one Lorraine and one Spinach and Feta cheese, all cut into squares. They only needed reheating. She’d already made the chocolate mint fudge slices, date loaf and the apple tea cake was in the oven. Sue had offered to make an assortment of sandwiches. Dani turned her attention to icing the cupcakes. Last thing would be to make the scones.

      Once again, the High Tea proved to be a huge success. Di and Doug’s friends thoroughly enjoyed all the tasty treats and offered to spread the word that Dani was open for business.

      ‘I have to obtain Council approval yet, but as soon as I have it, I’ll let you know.’ Dani decided she’d go to the council chambers later in the afternoon.

      ‘I think it will be a hit,’ Di said, ‘if you serve the sort and variety of food you’ve given us.’

      Dani thanked them all. Once everyone had gone, Sue loaded the dishwasher and Dani washed up a few things left over. Pauline and Margie, Pat and Dazza, had enjoyed the High Tea too. Dani had played soft music and Margie danced around, twirling and holding her skirt out.

      ‘You didn’t wear your dancing dress, Dani,’ Margie said, chastising her.

      ‘I had a lot of baking to do, Margie. I’ll wear a dancing dress tonight.’

      Washing up and tidying up finished, Dani went to her room and changed into a dress. She asked Dazza if he’d drive with her to request a permit to run a café at Hatton House.

      They hadn’t long left the council chambers when Dani spied Spencer. After all the paperwork she had to go through, she thought for a minute that she might be seeing things.

      ‘There’s Spencer wandering around.’ Dani pointed to him. ‘I wonder what he’s doing?’

      ‘He mightn’t be chained to his desk after all,’ Dazza said.

      ‘True. I don’t know why I suspect him of… well, I don’t even know, but I’m certain after we went to the shack that Spencer knew we’d been. He kept glancing furtively at me all that evening.’ Dani shrugged. ‘Would you like a coffee? I could do with one to help clear my head after all those council regulations I had to pour through.’

      They found a coffee shop in Gill Street, ordered at the counter and sat down at a table that had two chairs.

      ‘That’s what I’ll have to buy,’ Dani said, and added when Dazza raised his eyebrows. ‘A decent coffee machine. I can build up slowly. I’ll have to go back to Redcliffe and pack up my gear and sell the café there.’

      ‘You’re definitely moving here?’

      ‘I am.’ When Dazza grinned, she continued. ‘I take it that meets with your approval.’

      ‘Too right it does.’

      At that moment, Spencer walked into the café. At first, he didn’t notice them but as he came further inside, his face tightened and his skin paled. With an effort he lifted a hand to them. After he’d ordered, he walked across to their table.

      ‘Draw up a seat, mate,’ Dazza said.

      ‘Oh no, I don’t want to interrupt.’

      ‘You’re not disturbing us,’ Dani said. She meant it. It might give her a chance to discover a few details about him. ‘We all live in the same house. Please, join us.’

      Spencer looked around for a spare chair, which he then carried across to their table. He sat down, placing his briefcase between his feet.

      Dani would love to know what was so important that he carried it around everywhere. After all, once most people arrived at work, they’d leave their briefcase at their place of business.

      ‘Out for some fresh air?’ Dani asked.

      ‘No. Just a coffee,’ Spencer said.

      ‘Doesn’t your office do coffee runs?’ When he looked blank, Dani added, ‘When one person goes out and gets everyone’s drinks.’

      ‘Oh no. They don’t. Well, perhaps they do but I prefer to get my own.’

      ‘Which bank are you with?’ Dani asked, smiling guilelessly.

      ‘Commonwealth Bank.’

      Spencer didn’t look as if he wanted to give Dani this information.

      ‘Ah, so not far from here,’ Dani muttered.

      ‘Do you like working there, mate?’ Dazza asked.

      ‘Well… yes. It’s okay. It’s a job.’

      ‘Exactly. Better to have a job. You look as though you’ve done pretty well for yourself over the years,’ Dazza said.

      ‘I get by.’

      The coffees came and conversation bogged down. After a minute Dani said, ‘Have you managed to see much of the town since you’ve been here?’

      Spencer gaze narrowed and he hesitated. ‘Mainly the town area. I haven’t been further afield.’

      ‘Right.’ Dazza nodded. ‘Made many friends?’

      Spencer looked at his phone, obviously for the time. ‘I have to go.’ He scraped the chair back. ‘See you tonight.’

      ‘He’s up to something,’ Dani said when Spencer had gone.

      ‘I think you’re right.’

      ‘And it has something to do with the old shack.’
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      ‘You have to let it go,’ Brett said that evening in Dani’s room after he’d showered. ‘Even if Spencer is up to something, why is it important to us, to you?’

      ‘He lives here, in this house. I think I need to be cautious. We never know what he might be doing.’

      Bonnie lay at Dani’s feet. She bent down to pat the border collie.

      ‘And this is because he carries a briefcase around?’ Brett shook his head.

      ‘Well… yes.’ Dani stood up, finding it difficult to think straight with Brett only dressed in his underpants. He pulled on jeans and a polo shirt. Her thoughts cleared a little. ‘We don’t know what’s in the briefcase.’

      ‘His lunch?’ Brett suggested.

      ‘You can scoff but I know I’m right.’

      ‘You’re not going to do anything stupid about it, are you?’ Brett frowned at her.

      ‘No, as if I would.’

      Brett huffed out his breath. ‘Yeah, right.’

      That evening after dinner, Dani watched Spencer, who in turn watched her. It was so annoying that she couldn’t work out what he was up to.

      At Margie’s insistence, Dani played and sang Musetta’s aria or waltz as it was often known— or Quando m’en vo. Dani always loved this aria. Sometimes she wished she had followed an operatic career and baked in her spare time—times like this when the music soared and touched her soul. She imagined herself on stage, her voice filling the theatre. There was nothing like it.
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      Brett picked more marigolds for her the next morning. She was already in the kitchen making crepes and pancakes for breakfast.

      ‘Thank you, darling,’ she said, as he presented them to her already in a vase. He wrapped his arms around her from behind and kissed her cheek—she had her hands covered with flour. Bonnie whimpered. ‘Thank you too, Bonnie.’

      ‘Do you want a hand with anything? I don’t have any jobs today, other than a stint playing tour guide at the battery after lunch.’

      ‘I want to go down to the basement. Will you help me?’

      ‘Of course.’ He kissed her cheek again. ‘I’ll leave you to it for now.’

      Dani saw him and Bonnie go into the family room and chat with Dazza.

      As usual after breakfast, Adam and Spencer left for the day. After Dani and Sue had tidied the kitchen, she said to Brett she was ready to go to the basement. Dazza asked if he could help.

      ‘Yes, I’m sure you can,’ Dani said. As they descended the stone stairs, and then stepped onto the floor of the basement, she felt the cold hit her like an icy blast. She turned to the two men. ‘Do you feel it?’

      Brett gazed around. ‘It wasn’t cold like this the last time I came down here.’

      Bonnie pressed herself into Brett’s leg.

      ‘‘Struth, it’s like stepping into a fridge,’ Dazza added.

      ‘Thank goodness you can feel it. I started to believe I was imagining it.’

      ‘What the hell is it?’ Dazza asked.

      ‘I believe it’s Emily ghost. She died by falling down those stairs.’ Dani looked at Dazza as his face paled. ‘She’s never shown her presence in any other way.’

      Dazza moved further into the room away from the stairs. He stared back at them as if he expected to see Emily’s ghost standing there or perhaps lying on the floor. Dani had felt the same on another occasion, certain Emily was lying in the position in which she’d died.

      ‘Did you know there is a lot more back here?’ Dani walked past the men and turned on more lights.

      ‘Look at all this furniture,’ Brett said, his jaw dropping.

      ‘Isn’t it amazing?’ Dani crossed to the Art Deco cabinet. ‘I’d love to have this upstairs.’

      ‘We can do that,’ Dazza said.

      ‘Thank you but we’ll wait until the new staircase is built—one that’s safer than this one.’ Dani pointed to the stack of boxes she’d started sorting on her last visit. ‘This is where I found the family Bible. I’d like to see what else might be in here.’

      Without any more being said, Dazza lifted down the highest box. ‘I’ll go through this one.’ He lifted another down for Dani and Brett.

      A lot of it was paperwork concerning the Hatton mines and the Battery. Account books were written in a strong but neat hand—most likely Bill Hatton’s.

      Then Dani put her hand on a small leather open ended tube with words worked onto it. Mary Cambridge nee Hatton. Excitement buzzed through her. She hadn’t found anything of Mary’s so far. With a few gentle taps on one end of the tube, a document dropped out of the other. Putting the tube down, Dani unrolled the thick writing paper—it was a letter. It had been written by Mary in 1950. Dani read it.

      I decided to write this letter and to hide my father’s gold…

      Dani’s head shot up. ‘Come here, guys, look.’

      Brett and Dazza read by looking over Dani’s shoulders.

      I decided to write this letter and to hide my father’s gold because I am worried for the future. I’m alone. I feel totally alone. Anthony died ten years ago in 1940. It’s been a long time without him by my side. Now that Elizabeth has married and moved away in 1946, and Connie died last year in 1949, it is only me here at Hatton House. Constance’s husband had left her some years earlier. Elizabeth has a daughter, Jane, born two years ago in 1948.

      I include dates as this letter is written for future generations to read.

      I’ve lost contact with Aimee’s descendants. Aimee left years ago after she married in 1897. How I’ve missed my dear sister all these years. I know Aimee had a daughter, Eleanor, in 1898. Eleanor’s daughter Annie was born in 1920. A scandal rocked their side of the family towards the end of the war. Annie’s husband died during the war. Aimee had passed away in 1937, so I couldn’t ask her what happened. Nor did I know Eleanor, my niece, very well.

      So here I am in 1950. Alone. I feel the pain of too many loses. Heaven knows who will inherit Hatton House after I die… possibly Elizabeth or Jane. Although all this belongs to Aimee. She told me that she gave up all rights to the Hatton Estate when she left the family home and never returned. Nevertheless, Aimee’s descendants have the greater claim.

      I decided to hide my father’s gold nuggets—he gave them to me before he died—to leave them to whoever inherits the estate. Then, at least, even though the wealth has been squandered—my mother, so my father said, did her best to spend as much as she could in her short life—then something will remain to be passed on. I hope whoever reads this letter will understand why I’ve hidden the gold. It’s there for them to benefit from.

      All my love

      Mary

      ‘Well, I’ll be damned!’ exclaimed Dazza.

      Dani raised her head and then turned to the two men. ‘Mary doesn’t say where she put it.’

      ‘What’s written on the back of the letter?’ Brett pointed to some small handwriting that Dani had missed.

      Dani stared at it—the writing was so small that she brought the document closer to her eyes. ‘I can hardly see to read it.’ She remembered on another occasion she’d found a magnifying glass, so she went to where she’d left it. The writing read,

      Father always kept us safe. He was kind and loving. I could go to his study at any time to speak with him. I often watched the Clockwork Astrolabe. It was ancient, Father said. An Astronomical instrument that was a model of the universe. Father’s clockwork astrolabe showed a continual display of the current position of the sun, stars, and planets. I was fascinated by it. Father always kept it in his study.’

      ‘What does it mean?’ Brett asked.

      Dani’s eyes widened. ‘I think that the gold nuggets must be with the clockwork astrolabe.’

      ‘Awesome,’ Brett said. ‘But where’s the astrolabe?’

      ‘Probably in here somewhere,’ Dazza suggested.

      ‘It must be.’ After the brief surge of excitement, Dani felt deflated when she looked around the basement. ‘That’s if we can ever find it.’

      ‘I hate to say it but it’s lunch time,’ Dazza murmured.

      His gurgling stomach spoke louder than his words.

      ‘Yes, we must go,’ Dani agreed. ‘I’ll leave the letter down here because the basement is kept locked. I’ll come back later.’ Dani put the letter back in the tube and hid it under some documents. As she walked away, Dani felt as if someone had thrown a bucket of cold water over her, minus the water. She was doused in coldness. Was it Emily making her feel this way?  She gazed back at the box that held the letter and hoped it would be safe.
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      ‘I’ve been looking for you,’ Eloise said as soon as she stood on the basement floor. ‘I wondered where you were?’

      ‘I think not,’ Emily turned and eyed her sister morosely. ‘I don’t think you wondered where I was at all, or if you do, it is to hope I am far away from you. But never fear, sister, I can’t kill you twice.’

      Eloise frowned. ‘You look dishevelled. Aren’t you looking after yourself?’

      Emily barked out a laugh. ‘I am dead. How should I look after myself?’

      ‘You don’t want to degenerate into…’

      ‘Into what? A wild-looking ghost?’

      Eloise ignored her sister’s words. ‘You do know we are in Dani’s time at the moment?’

      ‘I saw her, going through old papers in that old crate over there.’ Emily pointed. ‘She found a letter from my dear daughter.’

      ‘From Mary?’

      ‘Yes, indeed. Although I grant it I had two daughters, which is more than you ever had.’

      ‘You are unnecessarily cruel,’ Eloise said.

      ‘I’m intentionally cruel.’ Emily moved further into the room.

      ‘What did the letter say?’

      ‘My daughter hid some of her father’s golden nuggets. How absurd. That is just the sort of thing she would do. Thinking of the future.’ Emily swung about; her top lip turned back. ‘That gold belonged to me, and Bill hid it from me!’

      ‘You squandered enough of his fortune. It’s no wonder he hid it from you.’

      ‘I suppose you knew about it?’

      ‘I did know about it,’ Eloise said, ‘even if I discovered the fact after you murdered me. I saw Bill hide it.’

      Emily screeched and ran at her sister, her fingers curved like claws. ‘I’ll kill you!’

      Eloise stepped aside. ‘You’ve already done so.’

      Emily turned and ran at her sister once again. When Eloise stepped aside, Emily nearly ran into the wall. Emily turned and pulled at her hair in her rage. She tore strands out and dropped them on the floor.

      ‘That gold should have been mine!’ Emily shouted.

      ‘You didn’t deserve it,’ Eloise added.

      Emily screamed again and then faded away.

      Eloise walked across to the crate, lifted the lid and lifted some of the papers, until her hand touched something cylindrical. She lifted it out, extracted a letter and read it. Eloise knew Bill had hidden some nuggets of gold—they were some of the first nuggets he’d found. She had seen him lock them away in a safe in his study. She knew Bill had the old astrolabe. So, Mary had hidden the gold in the clockwork astrolabe? Eloise had seen it in his office. He’d bought it from an auction house and the device itself was expensive. The question now was where was the astrolabe?

      Eloise heard noise from the floor above. She placed the letter back in its cylinder, then she took the spray of phlox flowers she’d taken from a vase in the kitchen to wear at her waist and placed it with the cylinder. Dani would know it was from her.
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      Dani sprang up when she heard the unearthly screech. They were still sitting at the kitchen table having morning tea.

      Margie and Pauline cried out. Sue calmed them down.

      Dani took the basement key from her pocket, and led the way, Brett, Dazza and Tom following her. Bonnie trailed last. ‘It came from down here.’ Dani hurried down the stairs and into the basement. Some of the coldness had left the room but it still felt chilled. Dani shivered. No one was here. Not that she expected to see a living person.

      ‘No one’s here,’ Tom said the obvious.

      ‘Who screamed then?’ Brett demanded. ‘Anyway, we locked the door after we left. How did anyone get in here?’

      ‘It was probably the ghosts,’ Tom said calmly. ‘Even though I haven’t heard them screech like that before.’

      Dani strode to the box where she’d found the letter. She opened the lid, pushed the old paperwork aside, until she saw the leather cylinder. Next to it was a spray of phlox. Dani knew that Eloise had put it there. After checking the letter was still in place, Dani took the flower and closed the lid.

      ‘Where did the phlox come from?’ Brett asked.

      ‘It was next to the cylinder. I’d say Eloise put it there.’

      ‘She can’t have,’ Tom said. ‘She’s a ghost.’

      ‘She’s left me flowers before. It is possible, Tom. You’ve seen the evidence when they’ve thrown things around.’

      ‘I’ll be damned!’ Dazza exclaimed.

      ‘Whatever happened down here, it was between Eloise and Emily. This is Eloise’s way of communicating with me,’ Dani explained.

      ‘I didn’t know she was doing that,’ Tom said.

      ‘It’s not a secret but I didn’t want to spread it around until I understood what Eloise was trying to tell me,’ Dani explained.

      ‘Fair enough,’ Tom said.

      ‘Are you still going to leave Mary’s letter down here?’ asked Brett.

      ‘I think it’s safer here. At least the room is locked.’

      Back upstairs, Brett and Dazza took the time to calm Margie and Pauline down, while Dani explained the full situation to Sue.

      ‘A letter,’ Sue murmured. ‘So gold nuggets are hidden somewhere in this house?’

      ‘I’d say so. I just don’t want Spencer and Adam to know… mainly because I don’t know enough about them, although Adam seems harmless. And… Margie and Pauline might let it slip in conversation if they knew.’

      ‘Good idea. They won’t hear about it from me,’ Sue said. ‘I can hardly believe Eloise is leaving flowers for you. How can that happen?’

      ‘Poltergeists can throw things or move them around. I suppose it’s something along the same lines.’

      ‘Are you going to search for this gold?’ Sue asked.

      ‘Mary wanted the gold for future generations, so it seems that she hid it with this clockwork astrolabe. I just hope it won’t be too difficult to find.’

      Margie and Pauline joined Dani and Sue in the kitchen. Dani said no more but Jinx started hissing, sprang out of Pauline’s arms and darted out the back door. Distressed, Pauline ran after him.

       

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

       

      Dani made small quiches for lunch—spinach and fetta, and quiche lorraine. She also baked caramel rice bubble slice, which was a hit with everyone. For afternoon tea, she made Chelsea buns with pale pink icing dribbled over them. Before she knew it, everyone was ready for dinner. Sue had cooked Cornish pasties, served with mashed potato and green beans from the garden.

      By the time the kitchen was clear, Dani felt exhausted. When the ladies wanted her to sing, she said she’d play the piano instead. ‘No singing, Margie. Tomorrow night.’

      In Dani’s room much later, she again brought up the subject of the letter to Brett as they lay on the bed in each other’s arms, Bonnie at the foot of the bed. ‘This room was Bill’s office or study when he was alive. Mary might have hidden the gold along with the astrolabe in here.’

      ‘You’d see it surely,’ Brett commented. ‘It would have been found when the place was redecorated.’

      ‘I know. That’s the trouble. Where could it be?’ Dani stroked Brett’s bare chest. ‘If it’s in this room somewhere then it must be hidden behind a wall. I guess it’s more likely to be in the basement.’

      ‘I can help you to look again tomorrow. I have all day off.’ Brett took her hand and kissed it.

      ‘Ooh, we should do something special then. We could have lunch out.’

      ‘We could do.’ Brett changed position so he could kiss her. ‘But for now, we could just concentrate on something else.’

      Dani giggled as he trailed kisses down her neck.

      At that moment, Bonnie jumped up on the bed and rested her head on Dani’s leg.

      ‘Down, girl,’ Brett said. ‘There are just some things you can’t be a part of.’
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        * * *

      

       

      After breakfast the following morning, Dani and Brett went to the basement. Dani couldn’t believe how cold the room felt once again. Bonnie whimpered when she reached the basement floor.

      ‘What’s causing that change of temperature?’ Brett said.

      ‘I’m pleased you can feel it too. It’s Emily. She must be in here somewhere. She’s an unsettled spirit, if you ask me.’ Dani jumped when she felt a cold breath on the back of her neck.

      ‘What is it?’ Brett asked.

      ‘I think she’s closer than I thought. She just blew on my neck.’

      ‘Bloody hell! Do you want to forget it for today. Let’s go out somewhere like we said.’

      ‘It’s fine.’ Dani smiled to reassure Brett and herself as well. ‘I’d like to have a look around.’ Dani turned on the extra lights and glanced over the multitude of boxes and crates. ‘It might take us months to get through this lot.’

      They didn’t even go up for morning tea—Sue said she’d take care of it. By lunch time, without discovering anything that could resemble a clockwork astrolabe, Dani suggested they leave it for today.

      ‘Let’s have lunch with the others and then go for a drive.’

      ‘Okay,’ Brett agreed.

      As Dani was closing the lid of a crate, she said, ‘When I think of Mary’s letter, she did say that her father had kept the astrolabe in his office—my bedroom.’

      ‘Unless it’s hidden beneath the floor or in a wall, I don’t know where,’ Brett said.

      Dani sighed. ‘I can’t really tear the room apart.’

      ‘You could. You own the house.’

      ‘But I wouldn’t. It has to be somewhere down here.’ Dani crossed to the box where the leather tube holding the letter was hidden. ‘I think I’ll keep this on me while we’re out, just to play safe.’

      Dani climbed the stairs, Brett behind her. When she felt something hit her in the chest, Dani stumbled backwards, falling into Brett. He was knocked backwards a step or two and they both struggled, arms flaying, to gain their footing.

      Brett grabbed the banister and then Dani as she stumbled past him, catching her before she fell down the length of the stairs.

      The leather cylinder bumped its way down the stairs to the basement floor.

      ‘Are you okay?’ Brett asked.

      ‘Yes, I am.’ Dani panted out. ‘We’ll probably get a few bruises.’ Dani went back down the stairs and grabbed the tube. She gazed about the basement, her eyes narrowed, her voice tight. ‘This has to stop, Emily. Do you hear me?’

      Brett followed her down. ‘Emily?’

      ‘Yes, she thumped me in the chest. That’s why I fell.’

      ‘How do you know it’s her?’

      ‘It’s not Eloise. It can only be Emily. Let’s get out of here.’

      A cold wind started and blew across the basement floor. In the distance somewhere, they heard the screech of rage.
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        * * *

      

       

      ‘I can’t get it out of my head,’ Dani said, as they drove into town.

      ‘Emily pushing you?’ Brett asked.

      They were in Brett’s ute, heading for the Stock Exchange Arcade. Bonnie sat between them.

      ‘The only reason I can think of is she didn’t want me to take Mary’s letter,’ Dani said.

      ‘Mary wrote it long after Emily’s death. It’s not as if the gold nuggets belonged to Emily.’

      ‘She might think they’re hers.’ Dani patted Bonnie behind her ear.

      ‘Possibly.’ Brett sounded doubtful.

      ‘Where on earth can the astrolabe be?’

      Brett stopped the ute outside of the arcade. ‘You don’t think it could have been stolen when the house was refurbished.’

      Dani sighed. ‘I certainly hope not, but that must have been when it was moved. We need to find a box labelled Bill’s office.’

      ‘I can’t believe I’m saying this, but you don’t think Eloise might know.’ Brett shook his head. ‘After all, you can’t ask her, she’s a ghost.’

      Dani swivelled to look at Brett. ‘I could ask her. We’ve established some sort of communication. I will, as soon as we go home.’

      They went into the arcade and ordered a light lunch of chicken and mango wrapped in filo pastry, then took a seat.

      ‘I should make some filo pastry,’ Dani said. ‘You can put in all sorts of fillings.’

      ‘I’m sure this won’t be as good as you would cook, but at least we’re out of the house for a change.’

      ‘And together,’ Dani added.

      The lunch proved delicious and after they’d finished their coffees, they rose to leave, walking past a pop-up florist.

      Brett stopped and bought a bouquet of gladioli for Dani. ‘We don’t have them growing. I hope you like them.’

      Dani looked at the long stems with beautiful one-sided trumpet shaped flowers rising from sword-shaped leaves. The colours of yellow, burgundy, white and red were vibrant and lively. ‘They’re beautiful, darling, thank you.’ As they sat in the car, Dani’s hand grabbed Brett’s arm. ‘Look, there’s Spencer, wandering around with his briefcase. I’d be surprised if he even works at the bank.’

      ‘Why do you say that?’

      ‘I’ve seen him strolling around a few times.’

      Brett narrowed his eyes at her. ‘No, we’re not going to follow him.’ He started the ute. ‘We’re going home.’

      ‘Spoil sport. Okay,’ Dani agreed.
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        * * *

      

       

      Brett went out into the garden to help Tom, so Dani took the opportunity to go to her bedroom to try to communicate with Eloise. Dani took the leather cylinder from her bag and extracted the letter, putting it open on the bed, held down with some books so it wouldn’t curl.

      ‘Eloise, are you here in the room? I want you to read this letter.’ Dani pointed to it. ‘Your niece Mary wrote it.’ Dani waited. ‘It concerns some gold nuggets that your Bill hid away. Apparently he felt concerned that Emily would squander his fortune and there would be nothing left for future generations.’

      The letter on the bed fluttered as one corner became free of the book holding it down. Then another corner wavered and flickered free.

      Dani’s heart pounded. Every hair on her arms stood on end. She stared at the letter, hoping that Eloise had touched it and was reading it. Dani continued speaking. ‘Bill gave the gold to Mary before he died, and she hide it with or in a clockwork astrolabe. They had been in Bill’s office… in this very room.’

      Again, the letter moved.

      ‘The trouble is that Mary hid the gold and the astrolabe and added to that, quite recently the house was renovated, as I’m sure you know, and the astrolabe has been lost. I mean, I’m sure it’s in the house somewhere, maybe in the basement. I wondered if you know where it is, Eloise?’ Dani fell silent, feeling foolish, thinking she was probably just talking to herself.

      Then the letter became totally free of the books. It looked as if a gust of wind had caught it and it danced on the air. Dani didn’t try to catch it until it flittered towards her. She reached out for it, and it came to rest on her hand. Dani then felt something, or someone caress her cheek.

      ‘Eloise…’

      But Dani knew she’d gone.
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        * * *

      

       

      After dinner, everyone moved into the family room to watch television. Dani nodded to Sue, and they moved back into the kitchen, even though Sue had turned off the lights—enough light came through from the family room.

      ‘I wanted to tell you what’s been happening.’ Dani proceeded to explain to Sue about the letter and more importantly about her communication with Eloise.

      ‘So, where is the gold now?’ Sue asked at the end.

      ‘I don’t know, that’s the trouble.’

      ‘There are several nuggets, you say. What size are they?’

      ‘I can’t imagine them being too large. They’d be too difficult to hide.’

      ‘Ooohh!’ a voice exclaimed. ‘Hidden treasure.’

      Dani and Sue swung around.

      ‘Margie,’ Dani cried as the woman ran back to the others. ‘Damn! Margie.’ Dani hurried after her.

      ‘Dani has some buried treasure,’ Margie called out to everyone in the family room. She stood in front of the television screen so that everyone had to look at her. ‘Dani has some hidden gold. Ooh, how exciting.’

      ‘Margie!’ Sue bellowed at her. ‘Dani doesn’t have buried treasure. Now, sit down and watch TV.’

      ‘But I heard you say so.’ Margie pouted.

      ‘Dani said she’d heard about some hidden gold, that’s all.’

      ‘That’s right, Margie,’ Dani added. She didn’t want to lie to Margie or anyone else, but she wanted this to be kept secret. ‘I did mention hidden gold, but I don’t know where it is.’

      ‘Who has it?’ Margie said. She looked like a stubborn child who wasn’t going to budge.

      ‘I don’t know,’ Dani said. She took Margie’s hand. ‘Wouldn’t it be wonderful to find some gold. I’m sure there is enough of it in the Towers. But I don’t know where any gold is hidden.’

      Jinx hissed and jumped out of Pauline’s arms. Pauline sprang up to chase her cat. Dani wondered if Eloise or Emily were here.

      Margie flopped onto the couch and started to cry. ‘You said there was gold.’

      Brett crossed to her and sat beside her, putting his arm around her. ‘Maybe one day we might find some hidden gold, but we don’t have any at the moment.’

      ‘It’s probably down a mine.’ She gazed hopefully at Brett.

      ‘It probably is down a mine, but don’t you go trying to find it, will you?’

      ‘Oh no, I can’t go down a mine.’

      ‘So, what’s this about?’ asked Spencer. ‘There is hidden gold somewhere? In the house?’

      Dani narrowed her gaze at him. He knew when to pick his moments. On the whole, he hardly spoke, certainly he wasn’t chatty. ‘Gold might be hidden somewhere but not in this house.’ Dani didn’t like to lie again but she wasn’t telling him something even close to the truth.

      ‘Oh. Then what were you talking about?’ Spencer persisted.

      ‘Golden nuggets,’ Margie volunteered the information.

      Dani’s heart sunk. ‘I would think there are golden nuggets everywhere in this town.’

      Spencer eyed her as if he didn’t believe her, but said no more.

      Pauline hurried back into the room. ‘Jinx has gone outside. I’ll never find him.’

      Sue rose and took Pauline’s hand. ‘He’s big enough to look after himself. Now, I think it’s time for bed.’ Sue looked at Margie. ‘Come on, you too, Margie.’ Margie rose but still looked petulant as Sue headed both of them toward the front hall and the staircase.

      ‘I’m ready for my bed, too,’ Pat murmured and stood up, grabbing her knee. ‘Ooh, my old bones aren’t what they used to be. Can I enlist your support, Brett?’

      ‘Of course.’ Brett sprang up and took Pat’s arm.

      ‘I think I’ll join you,’ Dani murmured. ‘Good night,’ she said to Tom, Adam and Spencer—the only ones remaining in the room. Dani was pleased to have escaped more questioning.

      When they reached Pat’s bedroom, she said, ‘I think you’d better come in and tell me all about it.’
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DAFFODILS - ELOISE & EMILY 1878 OR SOMETIMES AFTERWARDS
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      Eloise found Emily in the basement. She scrutinised her sister from head to toe. ‘You look worse than ever. What are you doing to yourself? You look like a wild woman with your hair hanging free of your pins.’

      Emily’s features tightened. ‘What do you care?’

      ‘I saw you upstairs. I saw you listening to what Dani and the interlopers were saying.’ Eloise walked closer to her sister. ‘Where is the clockwork astrolabe?’

      ‘Do you think I would tell you? It is mine, in any case. These people don’t have any claim on it.’

      ‘But you’re wrong. Dani is your four times great-granddaughter. She has a claim to it. She has the right to it.’

      ‘Never!’ Emily exclaimed and thrust out her jaw. ‘It’s mine.’

      ‘Did you know that daffodils symbolise truth and honesty?’

      ‘What are you talking about?’ Emily demanded. ‘Go away. This is my domain.’

      ‘It is the time for truth, Emily. Where is the clockwork astrolabe?’ Eloise had maintained her calm but now her anxiety grew. She stepped closer to her sister and asked again. When Emily turned away from her, Eloise grabbed her sister’s arm and swung her back around. ‘Where is it? It belongs now to Dani. Bill didn’t want you to have the gold. He hid it from you. He gave it to Mary after your death.’

      ‘No, no,’ Emily cried out. ‘The gold is mine.’

      ‘You are the one who has no right to it.’ Eloise shouted and gripped onto her sister. ‘You who didn’t love your husband… my husband enough. You didn’t love your children. You had no right to kill me and take my Bill from me. You should never have had children. They should have been mine.’

      ‘Well, I had them all, all the wealth as well.’

      Eloise let Emily break away from her. ‘The wealth was all you ever cared about. Now you want to hold onto gold that you can’t even spend. Well, you can’t have it.’ Eloise paused. ‘I watched you every day, the way you neglected those two wonderful daughters, and Bill… you didn’t deserve them at all.’ Eloise paused, her breath coming hard and fast. ‘It’s truth time, Emily.’

      ‘What truth do you want? You know I killed you.’ Emily’s voice became thin and horrible.

      ‘I do know it, but what you don’t know is that… I killed you.’

      Emily froze to the spot. ‘What?’

      ‘You heard me. I killed you. I couldn’t bear to see how you treated everyone I loved. You were cruel and selfish. So, I pushed you down the stairs.’ Eloise felt a weight lift from her ghostly shoulders.

      Emily’s face twisted with her anger. Then she ran at Eloise, her hand held like claws, a terrible screeching rising out of her throat.

      Eloise stepped aside and went upstairs. She wasn’t sorry she’d killed her sister. She was only sorry she hadn’t done it sooner.
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      The screeching sound jolted Dani out of Brett’s arms. Awake now, she’d been lying in a blissful calm telling herself she should get up.

      Brett sat bolt upright too. ‘Not again!’

      ‘Looks like it.’ Dani ran from the room but not before grabbing her key to the basement.

      ‘You’re not going without me,’ Brett said. Bonnie was out of the door before him.

      The silence when Dani reached the basement floor was as chilling as the air. She sensed something disturbing had happened here. The sisters had been arguing again but it felt as if worse had happened this time. Dani couldn’t sense Eloise’s presence now. What about Emily’s? No, nothing. The sisters must have disappeared to somewhere else in the house or somewhere else in time.

      By the time Dani and Brett went back upstairs, everyone else in the house waited anxiously in the family room.

      ‘We couldn’t see anything. No ghosts or evidence of their presence,’ Dani said.

      Margie seemed the most distressed. Perhaps because of the previous evening. Sue tried to comfort her. Then when it looked as if Sue had succeeded, Margie rushed over to Dani.

      ‘Have the ghosts taken the gold treasure?’

      ‘No, Margie. We don’t have any treasure, I’m afraid.’ It was the truth, even though Dani hoped they’d find it somewhere, somehow. ‘Why don’t you come with me, Margie, and help me to make some scones.’

      Margie giggled. ‘You only have your pyjamas on.’

      Dani glanced down and laughed. ‘You’re right. I’d better get dressed first. But look at you. You’re in your nightie too.’

      Margie laughed until she had a stitch in her side.

      Back in her room, Dani came to a shuddering halt. Written in blood on her mirror were the words, She killed me!

      Her legs turned to jelly; Dani flopped onto her bed. ‘This has to have been because of the screeching we just heard,’ she said to Brett who sat beside her. Bonnie nuzzled her legs.

      ‘It would seem so.’ Brett rubbed his hand through his hair.

      ‘I wonder why now. I mean, why would Eloise write these words again? We’ve been communicating in other, gentler, ways.’

      ‘That’s if Eloise wrote them. It could have been Emily who painted the words on your mirror.’

      ‘Emily? No. Emily killed Eloise, or so we believe.’ Although it gave Dani pause for thought. Emily died after she fell down the stairs to the basement. ‘I just had a thought… what if Eloise pushed Emily down the staircase. We know Emily fell, but was she pushed.’

      ‘It’s possible,’ Brett said.

      Dani shook her head. ‘It changes everything I thought about Eloise if she… did that.’

      ‘From what we know, Emily neglected her children. Maybe anger grew in Eloise because of it. We don’t know everything that happened.’

      ‘You’re right,’ Dani said. It made more sense that Emily wrote those words. Emily was the more unstable of the sisters. ‘I wonder what they were arguing about just now? I thought it might have been about the astrolabe, but maybe not.’

      ‘They sounded fit to kill each other.’

      ‘I know.’ Dani leaned over and kissed Brett. Bonnie leaned in for her pat. ‘I guess we should get changed.’

      ‘I’ll clean the mirror later,’ Brett said. ‘Maybe we can keep this between us.’

      ‘That would be good.’ Dani rose.’ Do you have any jobs on this morning?’

      ‘No, only the Battery this afternoon. What do you want to do? Look for the astrolabe?’

      ‘I’m keeping the letter with me, but I’m concerned now, after last evening, that the entire household knows about the gold nuggets.’

      ‘It’s a shame Margie overheard you talking to Sue,’ Brett said.

      ‘I know Margie didn’t mean any harm but…’ Dani left the words hang in the air, as unfinished as she thought everything else was about this business. ‘You know, I’ve often wondered about Spencer. Did you notice how he was the only one who plied me with questions last night?’

      ‘Other than Pat who wanted to know everything, but that was in the privacy of her room, and I trust Pat.’

      ‘Me too,’ Dani agreed. ‘I know you won’t approve but I’d like to go to the old shack again. Maybe start by seeing if we can spy Spencer wandering around town.’

      Brett sighed and pulled Dani into his arms. ‘Okay. I’ll come along, for you.’

      Bonnie pushed her way between their legs and whimpered.
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        * * *

      

       

      As soon as breakfast had finished, and Dani had made scones with Margie’s help—once mentioned, Dani couldn’t get out of doing it—they took Brett’s ute and drove into town, Bonnie sitting between them. But not before he picked her a few geranium flowers for her vase in the bedroom.

      ‘Your daily flowers,’ Brett murmured in her ear.

      ‘They’re such a lovely pink colour,’ Dani said, and went about putting them in water.

      After driving around the main streets for a while, Dani sighed, ‘Okay. I give up. Spencer’s nowhere to be seen. Unless we go to the bank and ask for him.’

      ‘No, let’s not do that.’

      ‘Yes, let’s do it,’ Dani said, turning eagerly to Brett who was driving.

      ‘Okay. I know that determined look.’ Brett found a place to park in Mosman Street and they walked to the bank where Spencer worked. ‘What are you going to say to him to explain why we want to see him?’

      ‘I don’t believe he’ll be there, but if I have to, I’ll ask him about a personal loan to get the café up and running.’

      ‘That’s quick thinking. I think you can be devious,’ Brett said with a glint in his eyes.

      ‘Come on, you,’ Dani said, and chuckled. They took Bonnie with them.

      When Dani asked at the front counter to see Spencer Vaughn, the bank assistant shook her head.

      ‘We don’t have anyone by that name working here. I’m sorry,’ the young woman said.

      ‘No worries,’ Dani said. ‘I must have the wrong bank.’ Outside, she added to Brett. ‘I don’t have the wrong bank. Spencer told me it was this branch.’

      ‘So… he doesn’t work here,’ Brett muttered. ‘Then where?’

      ‘When he’s not walking around the town with his briefcase, I’d say he’s at the shack with Jim Bason.’

      Brett halted. ‘This means that Spencer is definitely up to no good.’

      ‘Exactly. I told you.’

      ‘Well, you were right about him. What now? The old shack?’

      ‘Let’s go,’ Dani said.

      ‘What if he’s there? What do we say?’ Concern darkened Brett’s blue eyes.

      ‘I’ll say I came before and now I want to take more photos.’

      ‘You are good at this… this sneaking around.’

      ‘I think we’d better go before you get yourself into trouble.’ Dani laughed.
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        * * *

      

       

      Dani never failed to think that the old shack could fall down in a strong gust of wind.

      Brett parked his ute a little away from it under the shade of a tree. He put Bonnie on a lead, and they headed towards the shack.

      Dani took out her iPhone, so if Jim Bason challenged them, she could claim she wanted to take photos again. They walked around the back of the shack. All seemed quiet but it had been like that on their last visit, until Bason rushed out of the shack pointing a rifle at them.

      The back door of the shack was locked. Dani had knocked first. Then she crossed over to the shed, spear grass catching her jeans as she brushed past clumps of it. The shed door was also locked. ‘Something’s in there that they’re hiding. I know it.’ Dani moved back from the shed door. ‘There’s a strong smell coming from inside.’

      Brett leaned in and sniffed. He recoiled. ‘That’s foul. It has an animal smell. What the hell does Bason have in there?’

      ‘Is there any way in?’ Dani asked, already walking around the old shed. Made of timber planking, it too looked as if it could easily fall down. Brett followed her. ‘Nothing,’ she said, once they were back at the door. ‘Can we break in?’

      Brett did a double-take. ‘Break-in? Honestly!’

      ‘We have to do something.’

      ‘And what if there’s something dangerous in there running about on the loose? Snakes, scorpions. The choices are unlimited.’

      Dani cringed. ‘I hadn’t thought of that. But whatever it is, could be in a cage or chained up.’ Bonnie scratched at the door. ‘We have to do something.’

      ‘We should alert the authorities.’

      ‘No, we need to find out now. Do you have a crowbar or something in your ute that could break this padlock?’

      ‘I’ll get it. Don’t go anywhere.’

      Brett soon returned, minus Bonnie. ‘I thought it would be safer to leave her tied up in the back of the ute. Luckily we’re parked under a tree for shade.’ Brett lifted the crowbar and broke the padlock in one go. ‘Heaven knows what we’ll say if Bason arrives home.’ Dropping the padlock to the ground but holding onto his crowbar, Brett opened the shed door.

      Dani recoiled from the smell once again as she stepped inside. Then her gaze inspected cage after cage, all stacked on top of each other. ‘Lizards!’ she exclaimed.

      Brett strode in closer. ‘They’re Eastern Bluetongues.’

      ‘What’s Bason doing with them? Some of them don’t look healthy.’ Dani looked at the lizards. They had broad silvery-grey backs with over-lapping scales and dark brown bands across the back and tail. The majority were about 400 millimetres in length. ‘Oh no, this one’s dead.’

      ‘I’d say Bason is smuggling them. The Eastern Bluetongues make good pets and they’re very popular overseas too.’

      ‘Are they poisonous?’ Dani asked.

      ‘No, not at all. If anything, they’re helpful to have around the garden. You remember the one you saw in the Hatton house garden?’

      ‘I do.’ Dani shook her head. ‘This is outrageous. We should alert the authorities. Who would we tell?’

      ‘The police and the Parks and Wildlife people.’

      ‘Oh, I don’t think we’ll tell anyone.’

      Dani and Brett swung around at the sound of the voice.

      ‘Spencer!’ Dani exclaimed. ‘I knew you were up to no good.’ Dani’s gaze only then moved to the smaller figure of Jim Bason, holding a rifle. They looked the oddest pair—Spencer in his suit and holding his briefcase and Jim Bason dirty and scruffy in jeans, shirt and old hat.

      Brett stepped forward, balancing the crowbar across his hands.

      Bason sneered. ‘I think a bullet will hit you, Bainbridge, sooner than you can hit me.’

      ‘But there’s two of us,’ Brett said.

      Bason snickered. ‘You and a girl!’

      ‘I wouldn’t underestimate this girl,’ Brett said.

      Spencer moved towards Dani. At that moment, she noticed a movement over his shoulder. She recognised the man. ‘Adam!’ she shouted. Spencer had been within arm’s reach when she shouted Adam’s name, but now Spencer partially turned around. Dani took the few seconds offered to her. She grabbed one of the empty cages that were stacked up against one wall of the shed and threw it at Spencer.

      He swung back to her after it hit him in the back.

      Dani lifted another cage and ran at Spencer ramming him in the stomach. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed that Brett and Bason were struggling with the rifle. Dani couldn’t see where Brett’s crowbar was, perhaps fallen.

      Spencer looked shocked that Dani had thrust the cage into him. His strength proved too much for her, and Spencer drove her backwards and then ripped the wire cage from her hands.

      Dani grabbed another cage, but Spencer threw it aside. She’s underestimated his strength. True, he was a big man, but she’d seen him for too long in the role of banker. He obviously wasn’t someone who sat behind a desk all day. Dani briefly wondered where Adam had gone. She’d definitely seen him, but he’d darted out of her sight as soon as she called out his name… and that was before the fighting began. The truth was that Adam might not realise that she and Brett were in danger.

      This time, Dani grabbed a stick leaning against the wall. It could have been used to prod the poor bluetongue lizards out of the way, or to push them in the direction these two evil men wanted them to go.

      Spencer smirked. ‘Really? A stick?’ Then he ran at her.

      Dani swung the stick and landed a couple of blows before Spencer ripped it out of her hands as if it was no more than a twig. He threw it aside and bore down on Dani.

      She glanced to the side to see what Brett was doing. In the moment before Spencer slammed her in the face, she heard the rifle shot.
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      ‘How dramatic you are!’ Eloise looked at the words written in red on Dani’s mirror. ‘Where did you get the paint? Is it in the basement?’

      Emily cowered from her sister. ‘Leave me alone. Keep away from me. You killed me!’

      ‘As you killed me, sister.’

      ‘I wish I could have killed you again,’ Emily said.

      ‘You tried hard enough.’ Eloise raised her hand to her throat to the spot where Emily had attempted to choke her.

      ‘You killed me,’ Emily mumbled, her words losing their petulance.

      ‘I pity your poor daughters if you’d lived.’

      ‘They would have managed.’ Emily moved out of the room. ‘I’m going to my basement.’

      Eloise didn’t follow her sister. She felt sorry for Dani, finding those words for a second time on her bedroom mirror. Brett had said he’d wash them away.

      How many years now had Eloise been walking these corridors, going into rooms, listening to conversations? All the time Emily had pouted and complained, thrown plates and kitchen utensils at her.

      It had to stop. Soon it would. Eloise knew that.

      She crossed to the geraniums in a vase on Dani’s dressing table. Brett reminded her of Bill. Kind, considerate, loving. Her Bill…

      Eloise lay a red bottlebrush flower that she’d taken from a vase in the kitchen on the end of Dani’s bed. It would soon be over, but first, she had to find the clockwork astrolabe for Dani.

    

  







            Chapter Forty

          

          

        

    

    






SPEAR GRASS - DANI & BRETT 2023

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Pain cut through Brett’s head as he opened his eyes, along with a searing pain in his left arm. For a few moments, he couldn’t think where he was, but it smelled atrocious. He gazed around to get his bearings. The shed! He realised he was tied up, hands and feet secured by rough rope, his hands behind his back, which made moving awkward.

      He tried to remember what had happened. Spencer and Bason had caught them in the shed. Dani! Where was she? What had happened? He focused his thoughts. Dani must have seen Adam. She called his name. Or was that a ruse to distract Spencer and Bason? All four of them had been fighting each other. He’d seen Dani ram Spencer with an empty cage. Then he’d seen… yes, he’d seen Spencer punch Dani in the face.

      At that moment, Brett had heard the rifle shot. Bloody Bason had shot him! That must be the cause of the pain in his arm. After the shot, Bason had hit him with the rifle butt.

      Where was Dani? Brett tried to think of possibilities. Spencer and Bason might have taken her inside the shack to keep them apart. Surely they wouldn’t kill her. He struggled against the rope holding him. He had to get out of his bonds and out of the shed. He could see it wasn’t locked—they obviously hadn’t had an opportunity to get another padlock. Brett could see a strip of daylight through the gap in the doors. Could he shuffle across and kick the door open? It was worth a try.

      Brett was almost at the door when a shadow fell across it. His gut tightened when the door was pulled open and Spencer and Bason stood there. Spencer looked so different in jeans and a t-shirt, almost like a different man.

      ‘No you don’t,’ Spencer said to Brett, and dragged him back into the shed.

      ‘Where’s Dani?’ Brett demanded.

      ‘Don’t you worry about your girlfriend. We’ll take good care of her.’

      ‘Yeah right,’ Brett scoffed, but his words didn’t convey the dread and fear he felt for Dani. ‘You hurt her, and I’ll kill you.’

      Bason jeered. ‘You’re in great shape to help her, mate. With any luck, you’ll bleed out before then.’

      Furious, Brett struggled against the ropes. Under it all, he knew he couldn’t free himself, but he wasn’t going to just stay here. He had to get out of these bloody ropes!

      Then Bason kicked him in his side, just missing his ribs, Brett thought… hoped.

      ‘Just a little something extra for you.’ Bason taunted Brett.

      ‘We also have a new padlock,’ Spencer held up his hand, showing Brett. Spencer picked up the crowbar that was just inside the shed door and threw it outside. ‘We don’t want that in here, do we?’

      ‘You bastard. If you hurt Dani…’

      ‘Shut him up,’ Spencer told Bason, who yanked Brett’s head back by his hair and thrust a dirty and foul-tasting cloth in Brett’s mouth. He then tied a strip of rag around Brett’s head to keep the gag in place. ‘We can’t have you shouting the place down while we’re gone,’ Spencer added.

      Brett uttered a muffled yell and squirmed as much as he could, while kicking out with his legs. Where were they going? Where were they taking Dani? That’s what Brett assumed they were doing. Taking her somewhere. He had to get free.

      Spencer shook his head, looking at Brett as if he was being inconsiderate. ‘You won’t stop, will you?’ Then he kicked Brett in the side again and followed with a blow to his head.

       

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

       

      Dani opened her eyes, her head aching, her thoughts confused. She attempted to touch her head and realised her hands were secured behind her back and wrenched behind an old timber chair. Then she saw her feet were tied together at the ankles and a disgusting tasting cloth filled her mouth. She struggled but the movement caused more pain in her head. Staring around, she could see she was in a kitchen—an old kitchen if the cupboards were anything to go on. Dust sat heavily on it, along with years of grime.

      Then thoughts fell crashing in on her. This had to be inside the old shack. That’s right. Brett had come with her and… Brett! Where was he? The last thing she recalled was hearing a rifle shot and then Spencer hit her.

      ‘Brett!’ she called but the words remained choked behind the gag. What had they done with Brett? Dani knew she had to get out of here. How she’d do it, she didn’t know.

      Then she heard footsteps, most likely on the back steps, and low voices. Her gaze glued itself to the door… and then it opened. Spencer and Jim Bason walked in.

      ‘Ah, so you’re awake,’ Spencer said.

      Dani couldn’t get over how different Spencer looked in jeans and t-shirt. In her mind she’d always pictured him more like this. His too-perfect-suit, his overly polite manner, always seemed false. This outfit rang true.

      ‘Where’s Brett,’ Dani shouted, to little effect, but she put all her anger into her eyes as she stared at the men.

      ‘Your boyfriend is in the shed, if that’s what you’re trying to ask,’ Spencer said. ‘Don’t you worry about him.’

      ‘We’ll take care of him later,’ Bason sneered.

      Dani cried out and squirmed. She didn’t like Bason’s implication and tone of voice. What were these men going to do to Brett? To her as well. They had uncovered their illicit trade. Would Spencer let them live—Dani knew he was the brains of the pair—or would he think that was too dangerous?

      ‘If ya poke ya nose in, you’ll get it cut off,’ Bason continued, as if he knew what Dani had said and what she thought.

      ‘Untie her hands from the back of the chair,’ Spencer told Bason, ‘but keep her hands tied together. Her feet too. Here, give me the rifle.’ To Dani, Spencer added, ‘I know you’re the feisty one, but you’d better behave. I won’t have any compunction in killing you.’

      Dani knew it! She had to get away from them and find Brett.

      Bason tugged Dani’s arms as he untied the ropes that held her to the chair and then he yanked her to her feet.

      ‘We’re going for a swim,’ Spencer said, and dragged her towards the kitchen door. ‘Don’t even think of trying to run for it. If I have to shoot you, I’ll go back to the shed and shoot Bainbridge too.’

      Swim? What on earth did Spencer mean?

      Bason pushed past them and waited at the bottom of the four steps. Dani eyed him with all the emotion churning inside her. Could she jump over the stairs and maybe land on Bason? Would Spencer shoot her straight away? He’d then go and shoot Brett. While her thoughts caused her to pause, Spencer pushed her in the back, and she fell down the stairs instead.

      After a hard landing, Dani groaned.

      ‘Get her up,’ Spencer told Bason, ‘and into the truck.’

      Bason grabbed her arms, his fingers finding bruises he’d previously given her. When she tried to stand, her left ankle gave way and she stumbled.

      ‘Get her in the truck,’ Spencer shouted through clenched teeth, so not a lot of volume escaped him. ‘Oh, take the rifle, you idiot. I’ll move her along.’ So saying and not caring about her ankle, Spencer half-dragged her to the truck.

      As Spencer pushed her along, Dani noticed the truck was stacked high and covered with tarpaulins. Were they moving all the bluetongues from the shed? But to where? Wait. Spencer had said they were going to have a swim. Dani knew of Mosman Creek, and the Burdekin River was farther away. What did he have planned?

      Dani shouted out for Brett as they neared the shed. Whether he’d understand or even hear her plaintive cry, Dani didn’t know. At that moment, a blow to her back between the shoulder blades threw her forward. She fell amongst the spear grass.

      ‘I told you not to try anything,’ Spencer said, his voice echoing his loss of patience. Then he wrenched her up, opened the door of the truck, and shoved Dani into the back seat—it was a dual-cab vehicle. ‘You ready for your swim?’ Spencer sneered. Then he snapped at Bason. ‘Get in. Make sure you keep that rifle on her but keep it low and out of sight. We don’t want everyone seeing it.’

      Spencer climbed in the driver’s seat, started the engine and reversed out of the yard.

      Dani looked behind. She was convinced Brett was lying injured or dead and she couldn’t do a thing.
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      Brett’s first thoughts when he regained consciousness were of Dani. Where was she and what were these bastards intending to do to her? He tried to move but his hands and feet were still tied, his mouth still gagged, and now he had a bullet wound to contend with. The pain and maybe some blood loss brought his vision in and out of focus. Yet for all that, he could see that the crates of bluetongues had gone. Spencer and Bason must have cleared the shed while he was unconscious.

      So where was Dani? He shouted out but not loudly enough to be heard. Then Brett heard voices… outside. A muffled cry. Spencer shouting. A lot of scuffling. The sound of an engine followed. It had to be the truck Brett had noticed previously. He shouted again but the truck drove away.

      Brett didn’t know how long he remained in silence, then he decided to finish what he started before—getting to the shed door and kicking it open. The old timbers couldn’t be that difficult to break… but then again, sometimes older timber was more solid. Nevertheless, Brett manoeuvred himself as best he could, slow centimetre by slow centimetre towards the door.

      He froze when he heard noises outside. The door shuddered, a metallic sound followed and then the door was opened. Brett expected to see Spencer or at least Bason returned, even though he hadn’t heard the sound of a truck. Adam Chambers was the last person he expected to see framed in the doorway.

      Adam darted forward, talking while he removed the gag from Brett’s mouth. ‘I was looking for a place to paint when I saw you and Dani arguing with Spencer and another bloke. Dani spotted me but I ran off. I didn’t want those guys to see me.’ Adam pulled the dirty rag from Brett’s mouth.

      ‘So, Dani did see you?’ Brett asked, now he could speak.

      ‘I’m sorry I ran off, but I thought I’d see what happened first. After I saw the truck drive off, I thought I’d check the shed.’

      ‘How did you break the padlock?’

      ‘I found a crowbar on the ground.’

      Brett grinned. ‘That’s mine. Spencer didn’t get rid of it. Big mistake.’

      Adam freed Brett’s hands. Brett winced as he brought his arm around to the front of his body.

      ‘Did they shoot you?’ Adam cringed away from the blood covering Brett’s arm.

      ‘I think it’s only a graze. It hurts like hell.’ Brett turned the conversation around. ‘Did they take Dani with them in the truck?’

      ‘Yep, I saw her in the back seat of the truck. I crept as close as I could. They loaded cages of lizards.’ Adam grimaced as if repelled by the reptiles.

      ‘You didn’t hear anything, I suppose?’ The rope on Brett’s feet loosened, and he was able to stand, albeit with a few wobbles.

      ‘Spencer said something about a swim.’

      ‘A swim? Where would they go to swim, and why?’ Brett questioned the fact but then, he knew about Mosman Creek. Perhaps people swam there. But why would Spencer intimate they were going for a swim?’ He glanced at Adam. ‘How far are we from the Burdekin Dam and river?’

      ‘Not far, I don’t think. I’ve never walked that far though.’ Adam shrugged. ‘Maybe an hour’s drive.’

      ‘Let’s get back to my ute,’ Brett said, thinking of poor Bonnie who only had a small bowl of water. ‘I want to go back to Hatton House, stop my arm bleeding and get Dazza and Tom to come with me to the Burdekin River.’

      ‘I’ll help too,’ Adam said.

      ‘Great, thanks.’

      Back at his ute, Brett untied Bonnie and gave her a minute’s run, before he whistled her back. She furiously licked Brett’s hand that was free of blood. She knew something had happened. Brett tore the bottom off his shirt and tied it around his bullet wound.

      When Adam clambered up into the ute, he looked uncertainly at Brett. ‘Can you drive with that arm?’

      ‘I’ll be right, mate. Do up your seatbelt.’ Brett turned on the engine.

      ‘Is the dog all right sitting between us?’

      Brett hadn’t realised what a worrier Adam was. ‘Sure, mate. Bonnie knows to behave and we’re only going a short distance to the house.’

      When Brett stopped the ute and hurried up the stone stairs, Dazza sprang up from his sentry duty position at the front door. ‘Bloody hell, mate! What’s happened here?’ The big man gazed around. ‘Where’s Dani?’

      ‘Come through to the kitchen so I only have to explain once. Time is of the essence.’

      The kitchen erupted into a melee of noise and people. Everyone crowded Brett in their concern. Sue told the residents to backoff and give her some room to clean Brett’s wound.

      ‘There’s no time, Sue. I have to find Dani.’ He told everyone what had happened as best he knew. Adam added his involvement. ‘I’ll leave Bonnie here,’ Brett added when he’d finished.

      ‘Well, you’re not going anywhere without me,’ Dazza said.

      ‘Thanks, mate.’

      ‘Me neither,’ Tom added.

      ‘I’ll come too,’ Margie said.

      Brett gave her a quick hug. ‘I need you to look after Bonnie for me.’

      ‘Okay,’ Margie said and called the border collie to her.

      Pauline held onto Jinx, tears in her eyes. ‘You will bring Dani home safe.’

      ‘I sure will.’ Brett smiled. ‘You still coming along, Adam?’ The man looked a bit pale and out of his depth but still nodded his head. ‘Let’s go then.’

      ‘Do we have anything to defend ourselves?’ Dazza asked.

      ‘I have plenty of tools in the ute,’ Brett said.

      ‘I’ll grab a couple of mine. Some rope too. You never know.’

      Once they were all loaded and Brett turned on the engine, Sue raised a hand, and told them, ‘You be careful! The lot of you.’

      ‘Call the police, Sue!’ Brett called out.
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      Dani in danger!

      Eloise had listened to the story Brett told the other interlopers in Hatton House. Dani had been kidnapped. Eloise wished she could help but she was confined to the walls of this house. Still, Brett and some of the other men went after Dani’s abductors. Sue, who was a good sort of woman, used that flat contraption they call a phone, and tapped away at it until she could speak into it. Eloise could only feel relieved that she came from a simpler time. For all their machines, no one seemed to have very much time to spare.

      Emily had been quiet for… well, Eloise wasn’t certain for how long, but Eloise ventured down to the basement.

      ‘Are you there, Emily?’ she asked, but she couldn’t feel Emily anywhere in the room. Eloise took the opportunity to look for the clockwork astrolabe, although she could hardly lift boxes around. Perhaps she could sense the machine. It had belonged to Bill. If there was any residue of him, Eloise knew she’d find it.

      She ventured into the back area of the basement, and hovered her hands over crates, down their sides, but she felt nothing. Box after box, until Eloise almost gave up the search. One wild thought entered her mind—could she enlist Sue’s assistance, but no, Eloise couldn’t communicate with Sue.

      Then, searching in the farthest back corner, Eloise felt her hands tingle as they moved over an old, battered crate. They came alive. Something in that crate called out to her. It could well be the astrolabe, but she couldn’t be certain until someone who was alive could open it.

      Eloise went back to the kitchen. She’d noticed that Sue had cut some Calliandra. This variety featured bright red powder puff flowers. Eloise only took one flower and returned to the basement. She placed it on the stack of crates where she’d found the one that possibly held the clockwork astrolabe.
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      Each bump in the road shuddered through Dani’s bruised body. Spencer and his mate hadn’t bothered with a blindfold, so she was able to see they’d left the town centre and were heading out into the drier landscape with its red earth that surrounded Charters Towers. It concerned Dani that the men didn’t care that she could see their route. The very fact that they were taking her somewhere, anywhere, didn’t bode well.

      To start with, it appeared to Dani that they were on the Weir Road—she knew the airport was on her right. Before they reached the weir, the truck turned off and drove through a maze of dirt tracks. Before long, Dani couldn’t even guess where they were.

      The windows of the truck were down, and the red dust rose and filtered inside. Her abductors didn’t seem to mind. They were probably accustomed to going off-road. Dani had her motorbike, of course, but she mainly did city driving or over country lanes, but not driving like this.

      Dani’s stomach roiled and her heart contracted. Even if she could escape the pair, which seemed unlikely, she’d never find her way back to the Towers. She’d come to call it home. The residents of Hatton House, with the exception of Spencer, she felt were family. Brett… she could hardly bear to think she may never see him again. She could only hope he wasn’t shot and that somehow he got out of that shed.

      At long last, the truck slowed down. The track they followed had narrowed and could hardly be seen. Dani could see a sandy creek bed, but she couldn’t identify the creek. She didn’t think this would be Mosman Creek, which was larger than this little tributary. The landscape had quite a number of small creeks cutting through it, mostly all dry at this time of year. Dani had heard of Dunns Creek, which was a possibility.

      The track petered out altogether and they bumped along a little further, until the truck halted altogether under the shade of several gum trees.

      ‘You’re staying in here,’ Spencer said over his shoulder. He pressed something and the windows rose, coming to a stop with a five-centimetre gap left at the top. ‘We’re locking you in, so don’t even think about getting away.’

      Dani watched as Bason and Spencer threw back the tarpaulins and unloaded all the cages. The truck did have some shade from the gum trees, but the lizards would quickly suffer with not enough shade and no water. Dani knew how they felt. The heat in the truck intensified, quickly rising to well over forty degrees Celsius, she estimated. She wondered how long she’d last without water.

      The sound of an engine caused all their heads to turn. Spencer and Bason looked as if they were ready for flight in case this engine didn’t belong to a vehicle they knew. A truck covered in red dust drove into view. Dani had some trouble seeing it but Spencer and Bason relaxed their bodies.

      When the truck halted close to them and the engine stopped, two men jumped down. Both wore jeans, old t-shirts and had caps pulled over the front of their faces.

      One bucked backwards when he spied Dani in the cab of the truck. ‘Who the hell’s that?’

      ‘Don’t worry about her,’ Bason said, and spat to his side. ‘She’s just a nuisance we’re going to get rid of.’

      Dani went cold. So, they meant to kill her. Hot anger raged through her. She couldn’t just let it happen but how could she stop them from killing her. Dani watched as the cages of bluetongues were loaded onto the second truck. All the while the temperature inside the cab was becoming almost unbearable. She felt the surge of anger and energy rapidly drain away from her. She wished she could do something to help the lizards, but she couldn’t even help herself. All thoughts of somehow escaping slipped away.

      Once all the cages were loaded onto the other truck, without hardly a word passed between the men, the larger truck left. Bason pulled out a packet of cigarettes and lit up, while Spencer opened the front passenger door and took out a small esky. He didn’t even look at Dani when she tried to speak through her gag. Outside, he gave a cold beer to Bason and downed one himself.

      Dani couldn’t believe it. It further convinced her that they intended to kill her. But how? She tried to rally her flagging energy, but the heat was too intense. It was frying her brain.

      Then, at that moment, Spencer and Bason jumped back into the truck. Spencer wound the windows a little way down but not fully.

      ‘It’s bloody hot in here,’ Bason cursed.

      Spencer turned to look at Dani’s crumpled figure. ‘We thought you might like a swim to cool off.’

      Dani looked up. So that was it. They were going to drown her. Although where, Dani couldn’t think. Most of the creeks didn’t have water in them in the dry season. Then it hit her. The only source of water was the weir. The Burdekin River flowed into it.

      They were going to drown her in the weir.
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      Brett took the Weir Road. They chose this route only because Adam had said he’d overheard Spencer say something about the weir. Brett only hoped Adam was correct.

      At first, the road was bitumen, but they soon drove over red dirt. After crossing Carroll Creek, they drove on bitumen again all the way to the Weir. Built on the Burdekin River, it held the town’s water for Charters Towers. The bitumen cut out once again as Brett drove into an area that housed several buildings and places for cars to park. Brett halted the ute and they all poured out.

      Walking over to the dam wall, Brett looked around. ‘I can’t see Bason’s truck anywhere. Anyway, if they’re going to off-load cargo, they wouldn’t do it so close to the weir where anyone could see them.’

      ‘They must be down a bit further along the riverbank,’ Dazza said. ‘Tracks cut in all over the place.’

      ‘Dazza’s right,’ Tom said.

      ‘Good, then let’s go.’ Brett ran back to the ute and had the engine going by the time the others clambered inside.

      ‘I’d take this track from here,’ Dazza said. ‘It’ll soon veer into the riverbank.’

      Brett drove… without even knowing if they were in the right place. How on earth could they find one truck in this vast landscape? Spencer and Bason could have gone anywhere. At this very moment Dani’s life would be in danger. Brett couldn’t see any sign of Bason’s truck when he stood on the dam wall. How would he now spot it when he drove over lower ground?
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      Dani welcomed the wind coming in the window. At least it cooled her a little. She started to think more clearly.

      Bason avoided the road and drove over rough terrain, the dips and rises shuddering through her. Dani couldn’t work out where they were exactly. She’d not been so far out from Charters Towers and certainly not over bush tracks. Bason drove with a purpose—he obviously knew where to head.

      Up ahead, Dani noticed a long line of greenery—trees and shrubs. At first, she wondered why they grew that way when mostly trees were dotted over the harsh, dry land, but a few moments later, she realised they must be approaching a creek.

      Even in this she was incorrect. When the truck followed a track through some trees, she knew it wasn’t merely a creek but a river. The only river she could think of with this much water in it had to be the Burdekin.

      Bason halted the car. Spencer jumped down and opened the back door.

      ‘Your stop,’ he said, and reached in and dragged Dani out.

      Her hands and feet were still tied, the gag in place in her mouth, but as Spencer dragged her along, she squirmed and cried out. All in vain, she knew. No one would hear her. No one would be able to see them either, hidden under the trees.

      Dani thought of Brett and all her new friends at Hatton House and knew this was the end for her. She couldn’t swim to safety with her hands and feet tied. Tears stung her eyes, but not because of self-pity. She felt anger surge through her that Spencer would kill her like this.

      Spencer dragged her down the riverbank without any thought of her well-being—he didn’t need to; he intended killing her—and halted at the river’s edge.

      Dani thought that the river, so deep here as it approached the weir, was a beautiful rich shade of emerald. It looked very deep. Eucalyptus trees, some with white bark, grew along the line of the bank. A sob escaped her that she’d never see them again.

      ‘Well, aren’t you lucky,’ Spencer sneered. ‘You’ll have some company in the water.’

      Dani turned her head around to look for Brett. She realised her foolishness almost immediately. Brett wasn’t here. She stared up at Spencer and then followed the direction of his gaze.

      On a rocky outcrop not far from the riverbank a large saltwater crocodile, at least six metres long, sunned itself. Dani knew it was a fallacy that the large salties wouldn’t go into fresh water. They preferred estuarine areas but frequently swam up rivers.

      Her blood ran cold and felt totally at odds with the sun beating down on her skin. She squirmed in Spencer’s grasp, which tightened.

      ‘Dead is dead, after all,’ Spencer said. ‘You might go quicker with a croc taking you. I’ll keep an eye out and watch for the death roll.’

      Dani knew that the saltwater crocs, after grabbing their prey, twisted them in a churning roll of bodies until their prey was dead. They then took the bodies away to eat or to store them along the river’s edge for another time.

      ‘You can’t,’ Dani cried against her gag.

      He must have heard her. He said, ‘Oh but I can.’

      He then threw Dani down into the river.
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      Brett stared through every opening in the tree line along the river, as did the others.

      ‘There!’ Dazza exclaimed. ‘I can see a truck. Could that be Bason’s?’

      ‘Damned right it is,’ Brett said and swung the ute a sharp ninety degrees. He didn’t slow until he came to an abrupt halt behind Jim Bason’s vehicle. Brett was first out. Bason swung around and raised his rifle. Brett threw himself at the man and they struggled briefly, rolling on the ground.

      Dazza grabbed Bason by the back of his shirt and pulled him free of Brett. ‘Leave this one to me, lad.’ Dazza stood Bason onto his feet and punched him so hard the smaller man dropped and lay sprawled in the red dust.

      Brett sprang to his feet and ran down the bank. He could see Spencer’s back. The man was holding Dani and then, before Brett could get to them, Spencer dropped her into the river. Brett could see she was tied up. He felt as if he’d been punched in the gut. He ran for the bank, but Spencer grabbed his arm. Brett tried to throw him off, but Spencer wasn’t letting go.

      ‘You bastard,’ Brett cried and landed a hard punch to the man’s jaw.

      Spencer fought back. ‘You won’t save her. Not with a croc in the river waiting for her.’

      Brett saw red. He wouldn’t have believed it, but his vision actually did turn red.

      ‘Let me help there.’ Dazza pulled Spencer off Brett and sent a sledgehammer punch into Spencer’s solar plexus.

      Brett didn’t wait to see what else Dazza did. He saw Dani sinking, saw the croc slide into the water and he launched himself off the riverbank into the deep river.
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      Dani sank quickly. She couldn’t help herself. Struggling only made things worse. Long water weeds tangled around her feet and dragged her down. The water didn’t offer any visibility. Its dark depths were impenetrable. Although she couldn’t see the large saltie, Dani knew it was coming for her. At any moment she expected to feel its large, strong jaws clamp onto her, spinning them both in a death roll that only one would survive.

      Then she felt it. Felt the tight grip pulling her through the water. Strangely enough she didn’t feel any pain. A moment later, she realised it wasn’t the croc that had grabbed her. Brett held her to him, taking them both to the surface. Was it too late? She couldn’t breathe. Following the extreme heat of being locked in the truck, now with water entering her lungs, she didn’t think she’d make the surface. The croc still swam towards them… towards them! Not just her. Now the croc would get Brett too. She didn’t want to think about it. Her thoughts floated away, seeping out into the water with her life, her energy, her will to life.

      But then Brett, still holding her, broke the surface of the water. She caught a glimpse of the croc closing the distance between them, but consciousness slipped away, and blackness filled her mind and body.
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        * * *

      

       

      Brett gulped in fresh air as he surfaced, Dani in his arms. Her head slumped against his shoulder and her body went limp and heavy in his arms.

      He stared at the snout of the monster swimming towards them. Only two metres away. He realised it wasn’t any use trying to outswim the giant. The croc could swim faster than he could, especially with Dani in his arms. The only thing he could do now was to stand and fight… well, tread water and fight.

      The enormous beast was an arm’s length away. Brett clenched his fist and struck the croc’s snout, not once but time and again. Brett lost count. He couldn’t relent, only punch and punch and punch, not aware or caring that his hand bled, and the pummels had opened up his rifle shot wound. Blood to crocodiles was a signal to eat. Despite all of Brett’s efforts, the monster opened its jaws.

      The noise exploded next to Brett’s right ear. The croc’s face shattered in front of him. As the monster sank, Brett dipped under the water to wash off any muck. He swam then for the shore. Dazza stood at the water’s edge to take Dani out of Brett’s arms. Brett nodded. He was able to climb up the bank more quickly. At the top, Tom still held Bason’s rifle.

      Dazza had laid Dani on the ground by the time Brett reached her. Panting, he told Adam to phone for an ambulance to come to the weir. Then, leaning over Dani, Brett checked her breathing. ‘She’s breathing,’ he told his mates. Brett tilted Dani’s head back and gave her five rescue breaths, sealing his mouth over hers, and then he went straight into CPR.

      Dani curved herself upwards and then to the side as she spat out water. Brett wiped her face when she’d finished and held her in his arms. ‘Thank God,’ he whispered against her hair.

      ‘Brett…’ Dani murmured.

      ‘You’re safe, darling. Don’t worry about anything. The ambulance is on its way too.’

      Only now did Brett look around. Tom had rid himself of the rifle. Adam still held the phone, speaking to the ambulance call-centre. Spencer and Bason were out cold, but Dazza had just finished tying them up to be on the safe side.

      ‘The ambulance is on its way,’ Adam reiterated Brett’s words.

      Dazza and Tom stared down at them, concern over their weathered faces.

      ‘I don’t want to go to hospital,’ Dani said.

      ‘I think you should,’ Dazza said.

      ‘I’ll come with you,’ Brett added.

      They didn’t have to wait long. Dazza had driven Bason’s truck back to the weir and directed the police and ambulance to follow him to the site on the riverbank.

      Once Dani was loaded into the ambulance, Brett climbed in with her. The paramedics had already looked at his left arm from the rifle shot and his smashed knuckles.

      ‘We’ll get your injuries seen to once we’re at the hospital,’ the female paramedic said. ‘Had a barney with a croc?’

      ‘He’s my hero,’ Dani said and reached for Brett’s hand.
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        * * *

      

       

      The hospital doctor told Dani she’d have to stay in overnight. She needed fluids and rest. Brett didn’t have to stay but he did anyway. Dazza and Sue visited Dani that evening.

      Sue shook her head as she looked at Dani on the hospital bed. ‘Look at you. Nearly dinner for a croc.’ Then she leaned over and kissed Dani’s cheek. ‘You poor love. And you…’ Sue gazed at Brett. ‘You look like you punched a monster. Smell like it too. You’ll be coming home with us for a shower and a sleep.’ When Brett went to protest, Sue jumped in with, ‘No arguing. You need food and sleep.’

      ‘I agree,’ Dani said. ‘I’ll be fine here. You can come tomorrow and take me home.’ Dani grinned. ‘And you are a bit smelly.’

      ‘Oh nice,’ Brett said, ruefully. ‘Okay, you win.’
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        * * *

      

       

      By the following morning, Dani felt a lot better. Physically better. The doctor was pleased with her progress and said she could go home later.

      ‘I think you should speak to someone about the nightmares, a counsellor to help with the emotional side of your ordeal,’ the middle-aged doctor said, referring to the two occasions Dani had woken screaming during the night.

      ‘I will,’ Dani said. ‘I just want to go home first.’ She realised she probably would have to speak to a psychologist. The two nightmares—one where she was burned alive in a truck; the second where the crocodiles’ jaws grabbed her and took her into a death roll—really shook her. Dani hadn’t actually seen how close the monster jaws had come to her but, in her nightmare, the scene was as vivid as if she hadn’t collapsed.

      Brett came bearing a beautiful bouquet of carnations and baby’s breath—a mass of small white pom-pom flowers on delicate branches. ‘I bought these at the florist,’ Brett said, after he’d kissed her.

      ‘They’re gorgeous.’

      ‘Baby’s Breath symbolise hope and new beginnings,’ Brett said. ‘So appropriate.’

      ‘Absolutely.’ Dani reached for his hand. ‘How are you? Are your injuries painful?’

      ‘No,’ Brett scoffed. ‘They’re nothing. How are you, darling?’

      ‘Good. I can go home soon. I’m waiting on the paperwork to release me.’

      ‘Why the frown?’

      ‘I might have to see someone about the emotional side—I had two terrible nightmares.’

      Brett hugged her as best he could. ‘My poor darling. Oh…’ He leaned back and lifted up a small bag off the floor. ‘Sue packed some clothes for you to wear home.’

      ‘Oh good.’

      Dani left the hospital before lunch. Brett drove her in Sue’s car.

      ‘We thought it might be more comfortable than my ute,’ Brett said after he settled into the driver’s seat.

      The ride to Hatton House took only minutes. When Brett drove through the open gateway, Dani sighed. Gazing at the small feathery fronds of the foxtail palms and the large silvery fronds of the Bismarck palms, the wide canopies of the banyan fig and rain trees, the garden beds filled with petunias, marigolds and gerberas, the wide stone steps leading to the house, with its iron worked balustrades, she knew she was home.

      Brett drove the car into the garage and when they’d alighted, Dani walked into the back of the kitchen, Brett following her. Everyone appeared to be waiting for them in the family room. Margie and Pauline hurried to her and crushed the carnations and baby’s breath between them as they hugged Dani. Both women were crying and babbling words Dani couldn’t understand.

      ‘My turn,’ Sue said, and eased Margie and Pauline out of Dani’s arms. The women hugged Brett instead.

      ‘Me too.’ Pat came next and hugged Dani so tightly she thought the flowers wouldn’t survive, but they did. Sue took them and put them in a vase of water.

      Dani sat down in the family room. Everyone took a seat and bombarded Dani with questions. She answered them as much as she could.

      ‘Spencer is under arrest,’ Sue told her. ‘With his mate, of course.’

      ‘I can’t believe Spencer was tricking us,’ Pauline said. ‘Jinx never liked him.’

      Dani realised that was true. Jinx would never go to Spencer for pats and caresses. ‘We will have to take more notice of Jinx in future.’

      ‘Absolutely,’ Pauline agreed.

      Sue had lunch ready—a chicken salad with rice and snow peas.

      ‘We don’t have dessert,’ Margie said, ‘because you were nearly dead.’

      Dani smiled. ‘I’ll make something for dinner.’

      ‘You won’t,’ Sue said. ‘You’ll rest up and take it easy.’

      ‘It will take my mind off everything,’ Dani explained.

      She did have a rest though. Brett stayed with her, cradling her in his arms as she dozed, this time without any nightmares of oven-roasted trucks or crocodile jaws.

      After afternoon tea and before dinner, Dani made a Banoffee pie to use some bananas that would soon be over-ripe. They didn’t last long in the heat.

      ‘I might make some cupcakes too,’ Dani said.

      ‘Are you sure you’re up to it?’ Sue asked.

      ‘Yes, I’m fine.’

      Sue arched an eyebrow as if she didn’t believe Dani. ‘Well then, I’ll make the icing.’

      The noise over dinner nearly deafened Dani. It certainly made her headache worse. She smiled through it as she didn’t want to dampen the enjoyment of the others, happy that she was home.

      Once back in the family room, Dani thought over all that had happened with Spencer and Bason. Yet her thoughts took her further. She still didn’t know who had attempted to poison her. Dani believed Janice had tried to poison her, that Janice had pushed her onto the road. But then who had killed Janice Bainbridge? And why?

      Then the puzzle of finding the gold nuggets had still not been solved. Where were they? Dani believed Eloise had tried to communicate with her. Flowers had been their connection. But to what avail? Dani had asked Eloise if she knew where the clockwork astrolabe was. How ridiculous was that! To ask a ghost and, more foolishly, to expect a reply.

      ‘You look tired, darling,’ Brett said. ‘Bed?’

      ‘Yes, I think so.’ Dani rose and said goodnight to one and all. Everyone wanted to hug her, except for Adam. Dani felt relieved, for even though he’d helped save her, she still didn’t feel as comfortable with Adam as with the others.

      They walked arm in arm to Dani’s bedroom. They shared the room now but some of Brett’s clothes and other belongings still sat upstairs in his bedroom there.

      ‘We’ll have to move the rest of your things down here,’ Dani said, after she’d climbed between the sheets.

      Brett followed her. ‘I’ll do that tomorrow.’

      ‘Don’t you have some jobs on?’

      ‘No, I cleared everything to be with you, and I’m a bit battle sore too.’

      Dani craned her head back to look at him. ‘Thank you, darling. You were so brave.’

      Brett kissed her and leaned over and switched off the light. ‘I think you need your sleep. Are you feeling better?’

      ‘Yes, I am. Are you?’

      ‘Absolutely.’ He kissed her forehead. ‘I can’t believe I came so close to losing you.’

      ‘I know. I thought the same.’

      ‘We won’t go over it now. We won’t sleep.’ Brett kissed her again.
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        * * *

      

       

      Next day, Brett helped Tom in the garden—nothing too heavy because of his arm and hand. Dani sat watching them and reading a book. She’d always loved Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice and thought she’d read it again.

      Later in the morning Dani went inside to do some baking. She made an apple crumble for dessert that night, with stewed apples and cinnamon and a crumbly topping, served later with ice cream. Then golden syrup and custard slices and a lemon velvet cake.

      ‘You spoil them,’ Sue said, shaking her head. Then she winked at Dani.

      During the afternoon, Dani read and rested. Brett’s idea of resting was light garden work, but he stopped mid-afternoon to spend some time with Dani.

      By dinner, Dani felt a lot stronger but not enough to sing opera as Margie entreated her.

      ‘Maybe tomorrow evening,’ Dani said.

      Partway through their evening of television watching, Jinx started hissing and arching his back. Dani wondered if Eloise had entered the room.

      Jinx sprang out of Pauline’s lap and ran out of the room, Pauline after him.

      ‘Let him go, Pauline,’ Sue shouted after her. ‘You can’t go out in the dark of night.’

      Pauline came back and sat down, pouting her lower lip.

      Dani wished she could sense Eloise, but right then, she couldn’t.
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        * * *

      

       

      Dani went into the kitchen at six the following morning. Sue had already started breakfast, but Dani joined in and helped her.

      Brett joined them after he’d showered. ‘I have a job at eight this morning. Are you sure you’ll be okay?’ he asked Dani.

      ‘Of course, I will. I’ll do some cooking and read my book.’

      Brett sat down to an early breakfast. Dani joined him—by then she’d finished cooking. Tom came in from the garden. Dazza from the front veranda.

      ‘Adam’s already gone out,’ Dazza announced. ‘He wanted to find a good place for painting.’

      ‘You have to admire his enthusiasm,’ Tom said.

      Brett had left for his landscaping job by the time the ladies came for breakfast. Pauline was crying because Jinx hadn’t returned last night.

      ‘He’ll be back,’ Sue said.

      ‘I’m sure he’ll return soon,’ Dani said, patting Pauline’s arm.

      ‘You know what he’s like,’ Pat added.

      Pauline couldn’t be consoled. She ate little, and even after breakfast, she kept crying, going through a box of tissues.

      Dani didn’t like to see Pauline so distressed. ‘Shall we go for a drive if Sue doesn’t mind us borrowing her car and we’ll see if we can find him?’

      Pauline’s head sprang up. ‘Yes, please. I’d have gone myself, but I don’t know where to start.’

      ‘We’ll have a scout around,’ Dani said. ‘You’d best get a hat in case we have to get out and walk for a while.’

      When Pauline hurried away, Sue came up close to Dani. ‘Are you sure you want to do this? It’s hot out and you’re still recuperating. You nearly lost all your body’s fluids only days ago. Pauline can wait. Jinx always returns.’

      ‘I’m okay, Sue, I promise.’

      ‘Maybe Dazza should go with you.’

      ‘I think Pauline and I will be safe, especially now that Spencer and Bason have been arrested.’

      Pauline came back with her hat and a lead she sometimes used for Jinx.

      ‘I’ll come with you,’ Margie said.

      ‘I need your help here,’ Sue said to Margie, who smiled.

      ‘Of course, Sue. I’ll help you.’

      Sue winked at Dani. Then added, ‘Here are my car keys? It’s out the front from when I went out earlier.’

      ‘Thanks, Sue,’ Dani said. ‘We’ll cover more ground that way.’

      As soon as Dani and Pauline walked onto the front veranda, Dazza sprang up. ‘You going out?’

      ‘Just a drive around to look for Jinx,’ Dani said. ‘We’ll be right, Dazza.’ Dani got in before he could say he’d join them. ‘We might find him better with only two of us searching.’ Dani thought Dazza’s great boots chopping around would frighten the cat off.

      As they headed out, Dani suggested they go to Lissner Park. ‘It’s not far away and Jinx might have got himself lost there.’

      ‘Good idea,’ Pauline said. ‘It’s a big park.’ After a few moments, she added, ‘You don’t think I’m being silly, do you? It’s just that Jinx always comes back sometime during the night.’

      ‘Not at all. We have to find him.’

      It took them no time at all to drive to the park. It had a playground for children with its sandpit, swings and slide, a fully fenced off areas for dogs to run, an animal enclosure where ducks swam on the lake and geese hurried around as if officiously carrying out their tasks, a Band Rotunda built in 1902—so the plaque stated, and a beautiful kiosk built with wrought iron filigree work around the edges of an inner area and filigree work on the top of the supporting posts.

      They walked all over the park, calling for Jinx but they couldn’t see him anywhere.

      ‘He might be hurt,’ Pauline said, tears choking her throat.

      ‘We’ll find him.’ Dani squeezed the other woman’s arm. Not that Dani could be certain they would find the wayward cat. ‘Where to next?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ Pauline said, despondency sitting heavily in her voice.

      Dani drove down Church Street—slowly, so Pauline could keep a look-out for the big black cat.

      ‘I don’t think we’re going to find him,’ Pauline murmured.

      ‘We’ll check this side of town while we’re here,’ Dani said, realising she’d already driven across town. In fact, Jim Bason’s old shack was close by. Dani drove right up to it and stopped the car out the front. Police tape stretched across the driveway. Dani had thought she’d check out the shack but if the police had searched it, as of course they would, she wouldn’t do it.

      Dani was about to drive off when she caught sight of a man moving around the old mineshaft. ‘That’s Adam, isn’t it?’

      ‘It is.’

      ‘Come on. Let’s go and see what he’s up too.’ Dani got out of the car. Pauline followed her across the street. ‘Hey, Adam,’ Dani called out.

      Adam swung around. Dani could have sworn his skin blanched white. He definitely looked taken aback.

      ‘Is everything all right?’ Dani asked. Something was odd but she couldn’t pinpoint it. Then he rallied.

      ‘No, no… You took me by surprise then but… well, you being here has saved me a long walk home.’

      ‘What’s wrong?’ Dani asked. She noticed Pauline tense beside her.

      ‘It’s Jinx.’ Adam waved them closer.

      Pauline hurried forward. ‘Where is he?’

      ‘He’s down the mineshaft,’ Adam said.

      ‘How do you know?’ Dani demanded.

      ‘I just saw it happen. Some kids had him and they threw him down the mineshaft.’
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      ‘What can we do?’ asked Pauline. She leaned over to attempt to look down the mineshaft. ‘Mummy’s here Jinx.’

      Dani pulled her away from the edge but not before she heard the soft meowing of a cat.

      ‘Jinx,’ Pauline wailed. ‘I must go to him.’

      Still holding Pauline, Dani said, ‘You wait here with Adam, and I’ll drive back to the house for some help. Dazza will have some rope and Sue and Tom will know how to get Jinx back up.’ If only Brett wasn’t out on his job.

      ‘No time,’ Adam said. ‘The cat might be injured.’ His gaze darted about. ‘Bason’s house. I bet there’s rope in there.’

      ‘The police have it cordoned off,’ Dani said.

      ‘They’ll understand once we explain later.’ Adam dashed across the road.

      ‘I’ll stay here with my baby,’ Pauline said.

      ‘Okay.’ Dani turned and followed Adam. She didn’t like to barge into the old shack. They might be trampling evidence. Adam had gone to the shed and pulled the doors open. She stopped at the open doors, recent memories crowding in on her. The rank odour alone turned Dani’s stomach. She noticed one small dandelion flower, blooming despite the dryness of the ground and the neglect it suffered.

      ‘Come in and help me search,’ Adam said.

      Dani stepped inside. Now with all the cages gone, there wasn’t much to search. A few empty cages and upturned wooden crates. ‘I can’t see anything.’

      ‘Over here.’ Adam waved her over to the crates. ‘Here’s some rope. I don’t know if it will be long enough but…’

      Dani stood next to him and leaned forward. ‘Where’s the rope?’

      Adam moved away from her and quickly crossed to the wooden doors of the shed. He closed them.

      Dani frowned and looked at him, for a few moments feeling confused.

      ‘There isn’t any rope,’ he said, all the time walking back to her. ‘But I do have a knife.’ He extracted a sizeable blade from his backpack that he let slip down his arm.

      ‘We don’t need a knife.’ Even as she said it, Dani knew that something was wrong.

      Adam walked up to her and pointed the wide-blade knife at her throat.

      Dani stepped away from him, but she fell over the crates. Her stomach dropped as quickly and heavily as she did.

      Adam wrenched her to her feet and again pointed the knife blade at her. ‘Now you’re going to tell me a few truths.’

      Dani blinked hard, feeling she’d stepped into a nightmare. What was going on? When she went to step away from him, Adam pushed her down onto a crate. He took several steps away from her.

      ‘I wouldn’t get any stupid ideas about trying to get past me. My aim from this distance is very good.’

      ‘What do you want?’ Dani stared at him, as if seeing him for the first time. Where did this Adam come from?

      ‘I want the treasure.’

      ‘Treasure?’ Dani frowned. ‘What treasure?’

      ‘The gold nuggets. As a boy, I always knew them as treasure.’

      ‘The gold nuggets?’ Dani felt she’d stepped into an alternative reality. How could Adam know about the gold nuggets? ‘What are you talking about? Who are you?’

      Adam’s eyes narrowed and his lips tightened. ‘I’m the actual owner of Hatton House.’

      Dani felt as if the ground beneath her feet was slipping away like sand on a beach at high tide. ‘I’m the last Hatton.’

      ‘Oh, you might be the youngest, but it all belongs to me.’

      ‘How can that be?’ Dani demanded and stood up.

      ‘You are descended from Mary Hatton, while I’m descended from Aimee Hatton and Aimee was the older of the two.’

      Dani cast her mind back to the family bible. ‘You’re not on the family tree. I can’t see why you think you own everything.’

      ‘No, I wouldn’t be on it,’ Adam said with bitterness. ‘Do you recall seeing Aimee’s granddaughter Annie in the Bible?’

      ‘Yes, I do. Her husband died in World War II.’

      ‘Not before she had a daughter, Cynthia. Born in 1942.’

      ‘I remember that entry, but Adam, you’re not mentioned in the Bible.’

      ‘And yet I exist.’ He took a step closer to Dani. ‘Did you know that Annie had an affair after her husband died?’

      ‘I’ve heard it mentioned,’ Dani said, aware that the pieces were falling into place, like a giant jigsaw puzzle.

      ‘Annie had a child. Oh, it was kept a secret. Annie told Mary Hatton though. Mary knew. But it wasn’t written in the family Bible that in 1945 Tim was born. Or that in 1969 his son Jack was born. Nor indeed was my birth recorded in 1993. Jack was my father.’

      Shock hit Dani hard in her chest.

      ‘No one thought to search if I was alive to inherit,’ Adam finished scornfully, anger burning from his eyes.

      ‘In those days, when your grandfather Tim was born, he was considered illegitimate,’ Dani said, but her words only riled him further.

      ‘Illegitimate! Yes, that’s right. Born on the wrong side of the blanket!’ He stepped closer to Dani. ‘But you’re no better than me.’

      ‘You’re right, of course.’ Dani tried to remain calm even though her heart was shuddering in her chest. ‘I’m no better than you, Adam, but legally I’m considered the heir.’

      ‘Legally! Well, they can work out who is legally the heir when you’re dead and buried.’

      Dani felt the blood drain from her face. So, he meant to kill her. Then a thought occurred to her. Frowning, she said, ‘Hang on. You were here in the Towers ahead of me. You can’t have known that Judy, the last of Aimee’s descendants, had died.’

      ‘I was just sussing the place out. I thought I might be able to find the nuggets. Then Judy died—the last of Aimee’s legitimate descendants.’ He stepped closer yet again. ‘You know where the gold is, don’t you?’

      ‘No, I don’t know.’

      ‘Don’t take me for a fool.’ Adam’s voice had a cold edge to it, much like the blade he still had pointed at her.

      ‘I truly don’t know.’ Dani raised her chin.

      Adam shrugged. ‘It doesn’t matter. Once I inherit everything, I’ll find the treasure.’

      ‘You don’t think killing me might go against your bid to inherit?’

      ‘No one will know.’ Adam smirked and looked pleased with himself.

      ‘Oh? Have you worked out the perfect crime?’

      ‘I have.’

      ‘You don’t think Brett will come looking for me? You don’t think Pauline will wonder what’s happened to me?’

      ‘Nup, because they’ll never find you.’ Adam looked even more pleased with himself.

      He was crazy, Dani thought, which frightened her even more so. ‘Let me into the secret. I’d like to know where my resting place will be.’

      ‘Do you know, you couldn’t have phrased it better… because you’ll be resting at the base of that mineshaft with cat lady and the cat.’ Adam chuckled.

      Dani felt as if a bucket of cold water had been thrown on her. Adam walked closer to her, brandishing the knife. She had to remain calm, thinking that was the best foil she could use. ‘That’s very clever of you. Now, let me get this straight. You didn’t find Jinx in the mineshaft. You threw him down it.’

      ‘Yes, yes… and you two came along at just the right time.’

      ‘Even better,’ Dani said. ‘For you. Not for us. I assume Pauline will also be thrown down the mineshaft?’

      ‘Collateral damage.’ Adam shrugged again.

      Dani threw off her coldness and her fear. Her blood started to boil. This man spoke so arbitrarily of their deaths as if they didn’t matter, as if life didn’t matter. All were subservient to his will, to what he wanted. She glanced around for something she could use as a weapon. Nothing but a few old cages, some newspaper and a few short sticks of timber. She would have to make do.

      Adam saw her glance around and changed back to the Adam who’d first brandished the knife. ‘Don’t even try it.’

      ‘Why not? I’m going to die anyway. I might as well put up a fight.’

      At that moment, the doors to the shed burst open. Distressed, Pauline rushed inside. ‘Dani, you must come…’

      Startled, Adam swung about. Pauline screamed and stepped away from Adam who pointed the wide-bladed knife at her.

      It gave Dani the distraction she needed. She grabbed one of the cages and threw it at him, followed quickly by a second. Adam wasn’t a large man and two cages hitting him in the chest floored him. Dani sprang forward and stepped down hard on the wrist of his hand holding the knife. He cried out and dropped it.

      Dani made a grab for the knife but instead of threatening Adam with it, she thrust it into Pauline’s hands. ‘Take it and get out of here. Go!’ she added when Pauline hesitated. ‘Phone the police.’

      Adam writhed on the ground, one hand holding his other wrist.

      Dani had noticed a small piece of string on a dusty shelf, probably not even a metre long. She grabbed it and wrapped it around Adam’s wrists. He hardly seemed to know what she was doing. Dani hurried outside. The lock to the shed was broken, so locking him in wasn’t an option. She hurried around the backyard looking for something to tie up his feet but couldn’t find anything. All through the spear grass she searched until her hand touched something. She lifted it clear of the long grass to see it was an old rake handle. Not something she could use to tie Adam’s feet but…

      ‘You bitch!’ Adam swore at her. He’d managed to get to his feet and came towards her. ‘Think you can treat me like that.’ He ran at her.

      Dani ran at him, not really thinking about what she was doing. She noticed his look of confusion. Then, when they were close to each other, Dani lifted the rake handle and pushed it into his stomach, end first. Adam doubled over. She jabbed him again until he fell and hit the ground. She didn’t wait but ran to the front open gate and kept running to where Pauline stood at the mineshaft.

      Pauline lifted the knife from where she’d dropped it at her feet. ‘Dani, what’s happening?’

      ‘It’s a long story. Here, you hold this rake handle. I’ll take the knife.’ It wasn’t something Dani wanted to do. That’s why she’d given it to Pauline to take away. With a blade like that, someone was going to get killed. ‘Did you phone the police?’

      ‘Yes, and Sue.’

      Dani smiled. ‘Good. Right, let’s get out of here…’ Before Dani could move, Pauline’s expression halted her. She swung around, knowing that Adam must have rallied again. When Dani turned, she saw him coming towards them, his eyes blazing. Dani held up the knife… his knife. ‘I wouldn’t come any closer, Adam. The police are on their way.’

      He roared a guttural sound and charged towards Dani.

      She didn’t want to use the knife, but she would if it meant saving her life and Pauline’s. Then he hit her, his hands still tied, but his body slamming into her. They fell close to the mineshaft’s edge. Adam hit her in the chest with both of his hands. He was on top of her, and she couldn’t roll over. Then he toppled to the side as Pauline hit his back with the rake handle.

      Dani scrambled up, but so did Adam. The knife had fallen from her grasp as they’d struggled. Adam spied it and jumped on it. Dani couldn’t allow him to get hold of it. She sprang at him. The knife slipped away from them both. Adam tottered near the edge of the mineshaft. Dani saw he couldn’t gain his balance but as she reached out to help him he slipped over the edge and fell to the base of the shaft. He cried out, as did Jinx, as he landed. Dani hoped the fall hadn’t killed him. Even though he had wanted her to fall to her death, she didn’t wish it on him.

      Pauline ran to Dani and hugged her. ‘It’s all okay now,’ Dani said.
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AFRICAN DAISIES - DANI & BRETT 2023
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      Brett arrived even before the police. Tom drove Dazza in his ute.

      Dani wrapped her arms around Brett and hugged him close. Then they hugged Pauline too. She had suffered an ordeal.

      Once the police arrived and Dani explained what had happened, Constable Parsons called down the mineshaft to ascertain if Adam replied. He did.

      Brett and Tom had ropes and they rigged up a pulley system to bring Adam to the surface. It took some time but as soon as Adam’s feet touched the ground, handcuffs were clipped over his wrists.

      Adam glared at Dani, but the constable moved him away.

      ‘What about Jinx?’ Pauline asked, wringing her hands together.

      ‘I’ll go down and get him,’ Brett said.

      ‘There could be snakes or scorpions down there,’ Tom said.

      ‘Good on ya, mate,’ Brett said. ‘Now you tell me.’

      ‘There mustn’t be any,’ Dazza said. ‘Adam survived.’

      ‘Will Jinx be safe?’ Pauline asked.

      ‘Don’t you worry,’ Dani said.

      The men carefully lowered Brett down, his foot in the loop of the rope, the other end held by Dazza and Tom.

      ‘Are you okay, darling?’ Dani called out.

      ‘Yes. Wait… this bloody cat!’

      When Brett was hoisted up, the big black cat in his arms, Pauline burst into a flood of tears.

      ‘Let’s go home,’ Dani said. Suddenly she felt deflated, as if all her breath had left her.
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        * * *

      

       

      After much needed showers, Dani and Brett and Bonnie went to the family room where they knew the others were waiting to hear all that had happened.

      Sue had coffee and some of Dani’s apple tea cake ready for them. ‘You sure you shouldn’t be in hospital again?’ Sue eyed her sternly.

      Dani could see the concern behind Sue’s gruff manner. ‘Heavens, there’s nothing wrong with me. You should see the other guy.’

      Everyone laughed, which lightened the tension level in the room.

      ‘Dani gave him a beating,’ Brett said.

      ‘She sure did,’ Dazza added.

      Dani was touched by the pride in their voices and their expressions.

      ‘Brett rescued Jinx.’ On cue, the big black cat squirmed in Pauline’s arms, jumped to the floor, arched its back and hissed at something unseen.

      Or someone, Dani thought.

      ‘So, what’s this about Adam being a relative of yours?’ Sue asked Dani.

      ‘It seems so.’ Dani took a sip of coffee and plunged into the labyrinth of details Adam had told her.

      ‘That would be right,’ Pat said. ‘Mary Hatton knew that her niece Annie had an affair after her husband died. Mary was aware that a child had been borne but it had all been hushed up. Having an illegitimate child carried a stigma to it in those days. Annie gave the child up for adoption. My mum was housekeeper at that time. I remember hearing the adults whisper about something. I was about seven years old then.’

      ‘Adam’s grandfather was that child,’ Dani said. ‘Adam said his name was Tim. Tim’s son was Jack—Adam’s father.’

      ‘But he’s not likely to inherit this place, is he?’ Sue asked. ‘That is when he gets out of prison.’

      ‘I wouldn’t think so. I’m the legal heir.’ Dani shook her head. ‘If only Adam had talked to me about it all. I’d have been happy to work something out.’

      ‘He’ll be in prison anyway for attempted murder,’ Tom said.

      As if on cue, someone knocked on the front door. Sue went to see who was there and returned with Constable Parsons. He nodded to everyone.

      ‘Cup of coffee?’ Sue asked him.

      ‘I won’t say no, thanks Sue.’ The policeman sat down, facing Dani and Brett. ‘I thought you might like to know that Adam has confessed to killing Janice Bainbridge.’

      ‘What?’ Dani and Brett said at the same time.

      ‘Yep, and to poisoning you, Dani,’ the constable continued.

      Brett took Dani’s hand. ‘Why?’

      ‘The same reason. He thought he should’ve inherited Hatton House and the Hatton Estate.’

      Dani felt trembling throughout her body. ‘I didn’t suspect Adam of that, not even when he tried to kill me today. Not that I had too much time to think about anything.’

      Sue handed Constable Parsons a coffee and a piece of apple tea cake on a plate. ‘Oh yum,’ he said, then continued, ‘Apparently, Adam met Janice on one of his walks. He recognised her. She was happy to help Adam poison you, Dani, it took any suspicion off him. Then Adam decided she might give him away and he killed her.’

      ‘I can hardly believe it,’ Brett said. ‘I mean, I knew she was trouble. She stalked me for years, but I’d never have thought she would have agreed to try to kill you.’ He put his arm around Dani.

      ‘I know. It’s all a shock.’

      ‘Who pushed Dani onto the road?’ Dazza asked.

      ‘Janice did, so Adam claimed. He’s blabbing away as if he’s proud to tell us all he did.’

      ‘I saw that change in him when he had me bailed up in the shed. In the beginning he was quite fierce but then he changed to being jovial.’ Dani shook her head. ‘I’m lucky to be alive.’

      Brett held her tighter.

      Steven Parsons put his plate and cup down. ‘I’ll leave you now, but I’ll be in touch. We’ll need full statements from you Dani and Pauline.’

      Sue showed the constable out.

      ‘You know,’ Dani said when Sue returned. ‘Adam grew up hearing about a treasure hidden here. He seemed to know it comprised the golden nuggets.’

      ‘That’s the one mystery we haven’t solved,’ Brett said.

      ‘We may never find the nuggets. They were hidden so long ago.’ Dani added. She thought how she’d even resorted to asking Eloise’s ghost. Now, it seemed a silly thing to do.
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        * * *

      

       

      Dani rested for the remainder of the day, thoughts of everything that had occurred going through her mind. It was bad enough learning about Adam, but to know Janice had helped him, made it so much worse. Dani knew it had rocked Brett.

      She put down the book she was reading—Pride and Prejudice—as Brett came into the bedroom carrying a small vase filled with African Daisies, their bright yellow petals and purple centre so cheery after all that had happened. Brett placed the vase on the dressing table. ‘Thank you, darling. You spoil me.’

      ‘Always.’ He kissed her.

      Bonnie jumped on the bed and snuggled up to Dani. ‘We’re all here, beautiful,’ Dani said and patted the border collie.

      ‘Are you all right with hearing about what Janice did?’

      Brett sat on the edge of the bed at her side. He took her hand in his. ‘I was shocked to hear that Adam had killed her, of course, but more so I think that she’d tried to kill you. But I don’t care because she was my ex-wife. I care that she tried to harm you.’

      ‘What a tangle it all became.’

      ‘Are you okay?’ Brett asked. ‘That’s all that concerns me. You’ve been through such an ordeal.’

      ‘I’m fine.’ Dani squeezed his hand. ‘Now perhaps we can get on with life.’

      ‘What about the clockwork astrolabe? Are you still going to try to find it?’

      ‘I’d like to tie up any loose ends, so that I’m not constantly thinking about it. Do you have any jobs tomorrow?’

      ‘Not until the afternoon.’

      ‘Let’s look in the basement once again in the morning.’
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        * * *

      

       

      The coldness hit Dani as soon as she stepped onto the basement floor. After all this time, Dani knew it had to come from Emily, not Eloise. Ignoring the chill factor, Dani turned on all the lights. Everything looked the same as when she was last down here. She glanced ruefully at Adam’s canvases. He really had a talent. Such a shame he didn’t put it to good use.

      Dani nodded at Brett as she moved into the back area of the basement. She glanced over the many stacks of boxes and crates that she’d either looked at or sorted through before. Then her gaze fell on a red bottlebrush flower. She swung around to Brett. ‘I didn’t notice this last time I was here. Sorry, darling. I’m not used to you leaving flowers everywhere for me.’

      Brett came to stand next to her. He frowned. ‘As much as it sounds a lovely idea, I didn’t put the bottlebrush there.’

      ‘Then who?’ Dani’s pulse quickened. ‘Eloise. We had bottlebrush in a vase in the kitchen a few days ago. Eloise must have taken one and left it here.’

      ‘It’s strange how she can do that thing, actually touching and holding something real. I wouldn’t believe it if you hadn’t told me about it.’

      ‘I know.’

      ‘Why do you think Eloise has left the bottlebrush here?’ Brett asked.

      Dani thought for a few moments, then said, ‘She must be trying to tell me something. It has to be about the clockwork astrolabe.’

      ‘What do you think?’

      ‘I think she knows where it is,’ Dani said, her eyes wide. ‘It’s somewhere in this stack of boxes.’

      ‘You could be right. Do you want to start at the top?’

      ‘No. I reckon we should start at the bottom,’ Dani said.

      ‘I thought you might say that.’ Brett grimaced. ‘Okay, let’s get these boxes moved.’

      The bottom box was an old one. It had been tied around and around with thick hessian string. ‘This has to be it,’ Dani said. ‘I left the scissor over there from another time.’

      ‘I’ll get them,’ Brett said, returning with a large pair of scissors.

      Dani took them and cut the string. ‘I don’t think this box has been opened for a long time, not even during the renovations.

      ‘They probably just left it as it was,’ Brett said.

      Anticipation sat on Dani like a cloak, weighing her down but, at the same time, she wanted to throw it off. She opened the lid and sucked in her breath.

      ‘Wow,’ Brett said, looking into the box.

      With great care, Dani lifted out a metal globe—a spherical astrolabe. In the research she’d done online, she recognised this as one resembling a medieval astrolabe from around 1480. She’d seen a photo of one in the Museum of the History of Science in Oxford, in England. Dani put it on another box and stared at the brass and silver globe with its markings and ornate brass decorations—at least that’s what they looked like, but Dani guessed their true purpose would be mechanical and scientific.

      ‘This must be worth a fortune in itself,’ Dani said. She felt disappointed though. Its diameter was only about ninety millimetres or three and a half inches. ‘I can’t see how golden nuggets could be inside it.’

      ‘True,’ Brett said, and stared inside the box again. ‘Look, there’s a metal money tin in here.’ He lifted it out. ‘A bit silly with the key in the tin. Wow, it’s heavy.’

      ‘Put it down,’ Dani said, then continued, ‘I guess Mary Hatton must have thought if someone found it, they’d need to open it.’ Dani turned the key and opened the lid. Inside was an irregular shaped bundle wrapped in soft cloth. Dani unwrapped it and sucked in her breath. ‘The golden nuggets!’

      Brett stared down at them. ‘That’s a pretty fortune there.’

      ‘This one in the middle is huge,’ Dani said. ‘No wonder Adam wanted to find the treasure.’

      ‘It was hidden,’ Brett said. ‘So, I guess it is treasure.’

      ‘The astrolabe and the gold. I can’t believe we found them.’
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RED BOTTLEBRUSH - ELOISE 2023
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      Eloise noticed the fresh spray of red bottlebrush that Dani had left for her. She was a smart woman; Eloise was pleased to think it. She’d found the clockwork astrolabe and the golden nuggets.

      Eloise went back upstairs and wandered through the house. Of course, it was a very different house to when she’d been alive, living here with Bill. The world Dani lived in was a strange one with noisy contraptions, moving pictures in a flat box on the wall, carriages without horses and so much more. Nevertheless, Eloise would miss the house, but it was time to leave. Time to go onto a new existence where she hoped she’d find Bill.

      She had often wondered why she’d been trapped in this bizarre in-between world. To start with, she had simply been waiting for Bill but when he’d returned she was dead. Killed by her own sister. Emily was trapped too. Perhaps because Eloise had pushed Emily down the stairs. She didn’t understand what had happened to her sister. Why had she changed from the girl of their childhood to a jealous, ambitious and mean woman? Eloise could never forgive Emily for being unkind to her children, not when Eloise could not have children.

      Time… so much time had passed. Eloise thought of Ethel and the old woman. She remembered with great love her nieces Mary and Aimee. Strange to think that Adam was a descendent.

      But most of all, she thought of Bill… her Bill.

      Eloise went back to the basement. Emily was there, even though she was hiding. Her sister now spent most of her time hiding.

      ‘Emily, come here.’ Nothing happened. ‘Emily,’ Eloise said, her voice kindly. ‘Come here. I need to talk to you.’

      Even though it took more coaxing, Emily came to stand in front of her sister.

      ‘Look at you,’ Eloise said, and pushed her sister’s hair into some semblance of neatness. ‘Take my hand, Emily.’

      ‘Why?’ Emily pouted.

      ‘It’s time to go.’

      ‘Go where?’

      Eloise grabbed her sister’s hand. ‘Go from here. It’s time to go, to leave Dani and her family and friends to live in peace, and after all, we belong together.’
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JACARANDAS - DANI 2023 – 6 MONTHS LATER
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      In the months that followed the events that led to Adam being arrested, and the discovery of the clockwork astrolabe and the gold nuggets, Dani had gone back to Redcliffe to sell her apartment and her café. As she suspected, her friends Sasha and Suzy were happy to buy the café between them.

      When Dani returned to Charters Towers, it was for good this time.

      ‘No regrets,’ Brett said.

      ‘Regrets about what?’ They’d gone outside to the front garden. The Bismarck palms looked taller than when Dani had first stepped into the garden. The giant rain trees were becoming denser as summer approached, as were the poinciana and jacarandas— the jacarandas would flower first. Dani couldn’t wait until the trees were covered with the mauve flowers and the ground beneath would be carpeted with fallen petals. ‘I love jacarandas, don’t you?’

      ‘I do,’ Brett said. ‘You haven’t answered my question. Are you having second thoughts?’

      ‘No, no, darling.’ Dani cuddled in close to him. ‘No regrets at all.’ She gazed at the house, with its wide verandas edged with wrought-iron balustrades. ‘This is home.’ Then looking up at him, she added, ‘You are home. You are where my heart is. I never want to leave.’

      Brett turned her and kissed her. ‘Together forever now. I love you to the moon and back.’

      ‘Only to the moon?’ she teased him.

      ‘No, beyond infinity,’ he murmured, and held her close.

      Dani rested her head on his chest. ‘You don’t have any regrets?’

      ‘None. Although there is one thing missing.’

      Dani leaned back and frowned at him. She almost dreaded asking the question. ‘What?’

      Brett grinned. ‘You haven’t sung Musetta’s aria for weeks.’

      Dani chuckled. ‘You had me worried for a moment, but that’s easily fixed. I’ll sing it tonight.’

      ‘Margie will be pleased.’

      ‘Do you know, I feel that everyone—Sue, Tom, Pat, Dazza, Margie, and Pauline are all family... and Bonnie.’ Dani bent to pat the border collie, who pushed in between their legs.

      ‘Don’t forget Jinx.’

      ‘Oh, heavens no!’ Dani laughed.

      ‘I feel the same. We’re very lucky.’

      ‘I think Eloise has left us. I’m sad about that.’

      ‘Do you think so?’ Brett asked.

      ‘I can’t feel her anymore.’

      ‘Perhaps she did what she needed to do, what she wanted to do.’

      ‘You could be right,’ Dani said. ‘At least Eloise took Emily with her. Have you noticed the basement isn’t cold anymore?’

      ‘Yes, I have noticed. I suppose I hadn’t thought it out.’

      ‘I hope they’ve found peace and contentment,’ Dani said wistfully.

      ‘I hope so,’ Brett added.
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      That evening after dinner, everyone gathered in the lounge room for Dani to play the piano and sing.

      They applauded when she finished. Margie and Pauline, in particular, had tears in their eyes. Dani glanced at Sue and was certain Sue’s eyes glistened.

      When Dani sat down on the couch after her performance, she was taken aback when Brett suddenly kneeled in front of her. Then he opened a small box. Dani stared at the diamond ring, a gorgeous solitaire.

      ‘In the midst of our family,’ Brett said. ‘I want to ask you, Danielle Roberts, if you’ll marry me.’

      Dani burst into tears and leaned forward into Brett’s arms.

      ‘Is that a yes?’ Sue asked.

      ‘Yes,’ Dani said. ‘A definite YES.’

      Then everyone crowded them, hugging, crushing, and offering congratulations.

      ‘You didn’t mind me asking you in front of our family?’ Brett asked, when the others went to find champagne.

      ‘It was just perfect.’

      Margie hurried back into the room, her face a mask of distress. ‘We don’t have champagne. We have coffee.’

      Dani laughed. ‘Coffee sounds great.’ When Margie ran back to the kitchen, Dani said, ‘I think I’d rather have a coffee type of life than a champagne one anyway.’
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      The approval came the following week for Dani to open a café at Hatton House. As she expected, she would have to make some changes to the kitchen serving area, but otherwise, she could go ahead.

      To celebrate their engagement and the Council approval, Dani held a High Tea. Di and Doug were invited.

      Dani baked and cooked up a storm. The theme was Australian native flowers. Dani decorated the veranda and the table with grevilleas and bottlebrush flowers. She managed to find napkins and place settings with golden wattle, grevilleas, and bottlebrush, and some with kookaburras and rainbow lorikeets on them.

      The ceiling fans were turned on full, even though napkins had to be weighed down and Dani’s fresh cream for the scones was… to use Sue’s words—a bugger to beat up, but overall, Dani was pleased with it.

      The tables were laden with sandwiches, mini-quiches, small sausages rolls in pastry, asparagus vol au vents, and for the sweeter tastes— scones with jam and cream, Tim Tam Cheesecake, Custard and Caramel slices, Apple tea cake and small cupcakes with roses made of piped icing on top. Tea, coffee—even cappuccinos and lattes made from Dani’s new professional barista machine, along with juice and water were on offer.

      When Dani finally sat down for a few minutes, Dazza rose and gave a speech, congratulating Dani and Brett on their engagement, and the new café. Sue spoke too as did Margie.

      Dani was surprised at Margie wanting to speak. She was usually so shy.

      ‘I wish Dani and Brett much happiness. I look forward to seeing Dani in her dancing dresses.’ Everyone chuckled. Then Margie grew serious. ‘Dani’s confidence in me has made me a better woman. She’s never grown impatient with me when I get mixed up. I love you, Dani.’

      ‘Aww, come here.’ Dani rose and hugged Margie. ‘I love you, too. I love all of you,’ Dani added. ‘You welcomed me here. You made this house a home for me. I love all of you. Particularly this guy here.’ She nodded at Brett, who stood up and joined in the hug.

      ‘Here’s to Dani and Brett,’ Dazza said. He raised his beer.

      Dani lifted her latte to everyone.

      ‘We have to find you a white dancing dress for your wedding,’ Margie said.

      Everyone chuckled.

      Dani hugged Margie and Brett again. Bonnie pushed her way in between them.

      It felt wonderful to be home.
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OF AUSTRALIAN WORDS AND SAYINGS

        

      

    

    
      A right old knees up - A great time

      Akubra - Australian hat made of rabbit pelt

      Battery - A stampings battery, used for crushing ore, which is the start of the gold extraction process.

      Batty - Silly

      Barney - Fight

      Bloke - Male

      Copper - policeman

      Croc - Crocodile

      Dray - Wagon

      Face washer - Face cloth

      Footpath - Sidewalk

      Keep your shirt on - If this is said to you, someone is telling you not to get upset

      Knocked me for six - This means you’re shocked

      Loo - Toilet

      Maccas - McDonalds

      Guts for garters - If this is said to you, it means you’re in trouble

      Petrol - Gas

      Post mortem - Autopsy

      Pull the other one - If this is said to you, someone believes you’re joking

      Sarge - Sergeant

      Solicitor - Lawyer

      Stubby shorts - Short shorts of tough material for casual wear

      ‘Struth - God’s Truth, an expletive

      Tucker - Food, meal

      Ute - Small truck

      White ants - Termites
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