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            Praise for Devastation Road

         

         “Outstanding”

          

         “Joanna Baker’s Devastation Road is an outstanding first novel, a genuinely puzzling and intriguing murder mystery with a sophisticated grasp of character.”

          

         Jane Sullivan, The Age.

          

          

         “Intelligent and sensitive”

          

         Devastation Road was a unanimous choice by all the judges. It’s a lovely, intelligent and sensitive book which deserves to be widely read, and not only by young adult audiences. Judges noted that, had it been entered into the adult category, it would have been a strong contender. One of the things I enjoyed about this book was that the author plays entirely fair with the mystery genre – if you read carefully the clues are all there, but cleverly concealed by red herrings.”

          

         Katrina Beard, Davitt Award judge.

      
   


   
      
         
            About Devastation Road

         

         The clues were in front of them the whole time. Matt and Chess should have been able to see who killed Debbie. Can you?

          

         It used to be called Station Road, but eight years ago things started catching fire. Then a girl was killed, and someone got smart with the name.

          

         Now it’s happening again. There’s a fire. Matt Tingle and Chess Febey find a girl drowned in a pond.

          

         Chess isn’t Matt’s friend. She’s one of those people you get stuck with - well meaning, total liability. But she knows how to answer questions, and there are plenty of those: Why are Tara and Wando afraid? What is the meaning of the amber necklace? How can a car be blue and white at the same time?

          

         Before they can find out who killed Debbie, Matt and Chess have to put themselves in danger, they have to look deep into themselves, and they have to reveal things about the past.

          

         Other people’s secrets … 

          

         … and the truth about what happened all those years ago, on Devastation Road.
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            Prologue

         

         A fire and a death. That’s what Chess kept raving about, when she was trying to find the patterns in things.

         A fire and a secret and a death.

         And then it turned out that patterns weren’t important at all, and we should have been trying to look inside people’s heads.

         Thoughts and feelings.

         This was supposed to be my field. At the beginning I thought I had it covered. It was only later I found out how much I didn’t understand.

         But they are what mattered in the end. Thoughts and feelings. Knowledge. Intentions. What you mean to do and what you don’t mean. They’re the important patterns behind all human behaviour.

         Even murder.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

         

         I opened my eyes and stared into darkness. I was lying on my back facing the ceiling, and I knew without thinking that I’d been woken by a sharp sound.

         Over to my left, about a metre higher than my head, there was some kind of light – sinister, purple. It flickered and changed colour. Without moving, I turned my eyes to look at it. A large eye, deep violet in the iris with a lid of Day-Glo pink, blinked at me in the darkness. It began to move, a short distance to the right and then back. It blinked again.

         Now a lot of people will tell you I’m slow on the uptake and it’s true — I can be amazingly thick, especially when being dragged out of the twilight zone of a deep sleep, but at this point even I managed to remember where I was. I mean there’s only one thing a silent glowing moving techno-coloured eye can be, isn’t there? It was the screen saver on the computer in Mr Roland’s office and I was using the computer to do my history assignment. At least I had been, up until eleven o’clock.

         I’d got as far as typing ‘Matthew Tingle’ at the top of the screen, and choosing the font that most disguised my putrid Teletubbies surname. After that I had to stretch out on the floor for a bit of a think. Then I decided I’d think better if the light wasn’t burning a yellow disc through my eyelids and into my tired old brain. I turned it off and lay down again. I must’ve fallen asleep.

         Now someone was laughing. And there was a sound. I couldn’t quite …

         I sat up. I’d been dreaming. I should get moving. The next thing would be to find out the time. I would move the mouse and get rid of that screen saver. There’d be a clock in the corner of the screen. I could get water and a Mars bar from the kitchen to keep me going, and then I should sit down and finish the assignment. None of that would be difficult. It was a good plan. I went over it again, lying in the dark and I couldn’t fault it, and then, having decided to do it all right away, I closed my eyes.

         Falling asleep is not difficult for me. I am a gold medallist on any surface, and when I say ‘falling’, a better word would be ‘plummeting’. I was plummeting back into a pleasant dreamscape full of girls with purple eyes, dressed in stretchy pants and tops, offering me banana thickshakes.

         Except there was that noise again.

         It wasn’t the sort of thing you could ignore. It was sharp and quite loud, even through a closed door. The sort of loud as when someone drops a glass onto a tiled floor just behind your left ear. And now there was another one. A short smashing sound. And a laugh.

         Mr Roland’s office is a tiny room off the kitchen at the back of his business, which is next door to our house. They call the business —sorry about this — a Craft Gallery and Tea Shoppe, which I suppose gives you the idea ­— pottery and jams and little stuffed mice in aprons and lace, complete with whiskers and dinky little wire walking sticks. Don’t be ashamed to know what I’m talking about. A lot of people come to shops like this. Some even buy the jam.

         Anyway, no one lives at the shop, and my parents — being neighbours, and helpful, and needing the money — act as overnight caretakers. Normally this works well. From our place we can hear anything that happens at Columbine Crafts and Collectables and once or twice we’d had to come over and scare off vandals. ‘Just kids,’ my father had said, which he seemed to think explained something.

         Tonight my parents were away.

          

         For some reason, the door to the kitchen had a latch on it and that night, without really thinking about it, I’d pushed down the little button that locked it from the inside. I don’t know why, except that it was very quiet at this end of town, and I was alone.

         Now, lying in the dark on the office floor, I managed to convince myself that the sound that had woken me was the rattling of the kitchen door handle.

         I sat up and listened.

         There were voices now. I crawled over and pressed my ear to the door.

         ‘Look, Tommo! Teapot baseball!’ Smash.

         ‘For Christ sake, Mouldy, get me in.’

         ‘Door’s deadlocked.’

         ‘You know what Perry said, the spare key’s in the kitchen. Top drawer.’

         ‘Yeah, well the kitchen’s locked, isn’t it. Hey Tommo, there’s a lot of really byoodiful stuff in here. Fragile. Know what I mean? Hope I don’t break anything.’ At this there was a huge crash, as if a large piece of furniture had fallen over and a lot of glass had smashed, followed by another moronic giggle. ‘Aw jeez.’

         Great. Beavis and Butthead, one inside and one out, and another bloke somewhere called ‘Perry’, who seemed to know the place. One of them must have climbed in the window on the eastern side of the shop, the side facing our house. That window was difficult to lock but it was high and quite small and Mr Roland didn’t usually worry about it.

         It was at this point I realised I’d left my phone at home.

         The window to my little office was on the west side of the building, facing a scrubby paddock and a few neglected apple trees. We were right out on the edge of Yackandandah, past the public hall, the council offices and the community centre (an old house). Across the road from us was a decrepit servo, and the house of an old couple, both totally deaf.

         I edged away from the door and wondered what to do. I was on my own with these morons and it sounded as if the one called Mouldy was going to do his best to get his mates inside. If I jumped out the office window, I’d find myself in the damp weedy strip between the shop and the paddock, away from trouble but cut off from retreat to my house and the phone. The safest thing might be just to sit here.

         I couldn’t think why they were going to so much trouble to get in. They must have thought there’d be money somewhere, or perhaps they liked jam.

         At least Mouldy had stopped smashing things. I could hear him clumping around and more muffled voices. For a second I wondered if I should just go out there and try to talk them out of it. Maybe they weren’t such bad blokes. They probably just had nothing better to do tonight and, as any kid from our one-bakery town will tell you, that’s common around here. Then something started crashing into the kitchen door. Something really heavy, with a lot of meat behind it. Even after the first impact the door began to creak and crack, as if the wood was splintering. I dived for the window.

         ***

         It’s not as simple as you think, diving through a window. There wasn’t room for me to step out carefully, one leg after the other, and there probably wasn’t time either. I went for the head-first method, hands reaching out to the ground, and tried to lower myself into the long grass. My shins bashed painfully on the window sill. The grass was wet. I grazed my nose on a rock.

         After that it was easy to sneak into the paddock next door and make my way out to the road where I could watch what was going on, shielded from view of the house by a thick bush.

         While I’d been getting to this point, there’d been more banging and smashing from inside the café. Now, after a short silence there was a scuffling sound and a rattle and another idiotic grunt and the front door to the cottage opened from inside. Mouldy had found a key, either the spare one in the drawer or the one I’d left on the office desk.

         Very quietly two people appeared — one from around the corner of the cottage and another out of a car in the road. They were dressed in dark pants and jumpers and they both had black ski masks over their faces, which I thought was a thrilling touch, but stupid because there was supposed to be no one around. They disappeared inside.

         I stood behind my tree and had a think.

         Now what I did next is going to look a bit strange to a lot of people and there’s a major factor that really needs to be explained, and that is that there’s something about night air. Even on a night like this one, when it’s spring but it’s a lot colder than it’s supposed to be and there’s more rain building. Even when my feet are wet and my hands are grazed and my nose has lost three inches of skin, night air acts on me like some kind of drug. Just a little bit of moonlight and some garden smells and a few unidentifiable sounds and a dose of darkness, and I can lose it for no real reason. Pictures come into my head. You know the kind of thing — scenes in movies or games where people chase each other around alleys and dark forests and there’s something weird lurking behind every corner and where the hero must go bravely through every dark door.

         I hear music.

         And I become full of this idea that life is full of mystery and adventure and that something really important is about to happen.

         So there’s no logical explanation about what I did next, except to say that it was something about being out in the night. For a while I stood there straining my ears for sounds from inside the cottage and wondering if it would be safe to sneak past the car and try to get to my own place and call triple-O or something. Then I thought it would be good just to get a look at these guys, in case I recognised anyone. Then I heard a truck rumbling past on Bells Flat Road several kilometres away and that made me aware of all the dark quiet space between me and the truck. There was a strong smell of earth and leaves coming from the paddock. A wispy blue cloud started to drift across the moon and that darkened doorway started to act like a Black Hole, just drawing me towards it. Before I knew what I was doing I was creeping inside.

         ***

         It had gone quiet. I knew there were three of them in here, but I couldn’t hear a thing. I stepped sideways just inside the door so I wasn’t silhouetted against the light.

         I was met by the usual smells of the shop — the dusty woody smell, the wax that Mrs Roland polished the counter with, and the mixed perfume of all the soaps and creams on the shelves to the right. The cottage was a hundred-year-old stone building with a loose wooden floor. Difficult to sneak around in. The front half had been converted into one large room full of little tea tables, and around the walls were shelves full of cups and vases. One of the shelves had been knocked forward, catching on a table and spilling its contents on the floor. There was a lot of smashed china.

         Ahead of me the room narrowed into a corridor that ran down the centre to the back door. Off to the left of this corridor was the door to the kitchen. As I stood there someone turned on the kitchen light.

         I crept across the room to the right, and backed up against a shelf of scented oils and dried flowers. At my feet was a wooden spinning wheel. I leaned over it and peered around into the corridor. At this angle I could see the front corner of the kitchen and through to the office. They had extinguished the creepy purple eye on the computer — by smashing the screen. I leaned back on the shelves to think.

         Then my intestines jumped into my throat. About six inches from my left cheek there was a face. I sucked in a hissing breath and stepped aside, rustling some of the dried flowers. Then I froze and swore under my breath. It was a doll. On the table beside the shelves. A sort of over-sized wooden peg doll, made out of a fence-post and dressed to look like a postman. Maybe it was meant to be a pun. Post-man. That’s the kind of thing they went in for in here. I don’t know what he was for. He consisted mostly of paint. Painted hair, painted arms, painted clothes and a pathetic stiff painted expression that looked as if he was a bit clogged up in his painted toilet department. I had seen it before. There were two of them, one on either side of the shop. Mrs Roland called them Mr and Mrs Muggins. I clutched at the shelves and tried to regain my regular breathing.

         Fortunately my gasping hadn’t been heard by the three guys in the kitchen. They were talking again, quietly now, and I could hear a splashing sound, like running water, or someone pouring tea.

         Well, I didn’t know what they were up to but I didn’t think they were having a cuppa. I also didn’t think I was helping much. It was just dawning on me that it was time to hoof it and head for the nearest phone, when there was a kind of flare-up of orange light. I looked around the corner again, just as the three guys came ripping out. Behind them the kitchen was full of flames. I ducked back out of the way, kicking the spinning wheel.

         They hadn’t seen me, and that should’ve been enough. I should’ve been able to follow them out to the street and just run for it. Unfortunately, in his excitement, dear old Mouldy couldn’t resist the temptation to smash just one more piece of furniture, and as he ran past me he gave my set of shelves a shove, sending it down towards me. I dived away but my legs tangled up with the spinning wheel. Something bashed me on the back of the head and fell beside me. The shelves came down with a crash, missing all my vital organs but landing over my legs and the spinning wheel and pinning me to the ground.

         The boys had enjoyed themselves. I heard them yell with exhilaration. I heard the car roar off.

         And then nothing but the friendly, warming sound of crackling fire.

         The back half of the café was all weatherboard. Crimson-orange flames were pushing through the kitchen door now, licking up at the ceiling. My head was throbbing from the blow. I was on my stomach on the polished floor, surrounded by dried flowers and smashed bottles and little puddles of scented oil. I tried to move my legs. There was a sharp pain in one ankle but not much else. Bruises. Nothing broken. I tried to wriggle free of the spinning wheel but my feet seemed to be caught. Every way I moved, another bit of wood got in the way. And the shelves were too heavy for me to budge. I twisted back and tried something with my hands but I could only reach them with one arm at a time and from that position I couldn’t do anything like lifting. I flopped back to the floor, head on one side and let out a frustrated breath. Beside me was the wooden doll. Muggins. I looked into his black ink pin-prick eyes for a minute and tried to think.

         The only thought I had was that if you had to pick a set of things from the whole world that would help a fire along, then high up on your list would be hundred-year-old floorboards, oils, light wooden furniture and dried flowers.

         Actually the fire was doing quite well without any special fuel. It was working its way through the kitchen wall and burning nicely along the ceiling. The temperature was rising, all except for my feet which were cold. The room was filling with black smoke. Fortunately I was following CFA instructions and staying low.

         I could feel my fear rising to panic. That wasn’t going to help. I tried to talk it down.

         ‘Well, Muggins old boy,’ I said aloud. ‘Looks like we’re toast. All except my feet which are wet and probably won’t burn. That might be all they find, you know — a charred corpse smelling of Rosemary and Lavender Massage Oil and a pair of feet in some knocked up black and tan Globes which my cousins will fight over at my funeral.’

         Muggins pressed together his thin orange lips. He looked as if he had such a stomach ache that burning alive would be a pleasant relief.

         Still, it was probably a good thing Muggins and I had that little chat because after that things started to get very serious and the panic took over, and I must confess I forgot about him.

         Somewhere at the back of the cottage, part of the roof called it a day and collapsed, and a really bad blast of hot air came up the corridor, singeing my exposed cheek. My skin went tight. I could feel it cracking.

         At the same time the smoke-factor went up about ten notches. And now it contained something worse. From the kitchen came the throat-cutting smell of melting plastic. There was a lot of plastic in the kitchen — bowls and jugs and sealed boxes for keeping things fresh. It smelt like poison. Mrs R’s Tupperware was going up.

         Every breath coated my lungs in fumes. I could feel them clawing at my throat, making me gag and choke. Then things started falling from the ceiling: bits of paint and charred paper. I had to duck to avoid a small piece of wood that was still burning. It landed about a fist’s width away from my face. I started yelling.

         No one heard me. Even before the second word my voice started to give out. My stomach did a big vomiting spasm. The air was burning my lips, the insides of my mouth, my eyes. I shut them, pushed the end of a sleeve over my mouth and wrapped the other arm over my head, trying to think — and then trying not to think.

         There was a sound. I pushed myself up, letting more cutting fumes into my mouth, and squinted my eyes open. There was someone moving. Through tears and smoke I could see him standing in the doorway. He was still in black and still wearing the ski mask. I tried to shout but all that came out was a voiceless breath. I fell back to the floor, breathing through my sleeve and trying to work some saliva into my mouth.

         Was this the one called Perry, the mastermind who knew the place? He didn’t see me but went quickly over to the counter on the other side of the room. It looked as if he was after something and had sneaked back for it without telling his mates. He held a cloth over his mask where his mouth and nose were and he wasn’t directly under the burning part of the ceiling, but still, he must have been pretty desperate for cash, to have come back into this.

         Instead of trying to open the cash register, he squatted down. The counter was end-on to me and through the smoke I could just make out what he was doing.

         Over here! Over here! I pulled my lips back, but started the dry vomiting again. The fire in the kitchen was roaring now and more stuff was falling around us. Furiously I pulled and kicked at the shelves. I banged the floor with my fists but he didn’t notice.

         One last effort. I cleared my throat, forced my mouth open, dragged some air into my scorching lungs and half-forced half-coughed it up again.

         ‘Aaeerghh,’ I said.

         No good.

         He was desperate all right. The wall behind him was smouldering and he was coughing with each breath. He started scrabbling under the counter, pulling things out onto the floor. He snatched up two long narrow things and headed for the door.

         No! No! My skin was burning, melting like plastic. I was blind. I was going to be left here. I was going to die! I had to do something. Then, inspiration. Muggins. Good old buddy, old dude, Muggins. I picked him up with one hand and hammered him into the floor. It wasn’t as loud as I’d hoped, but ski-mask heard it. He stopped and turned and saw me. He said something I didn’t hear. It would have had four letters. He wasn’t pleased to find me there.

         He came over, tripping in the darkness and giving panicky choking coughs. Near the counter, part of the wall fell in. To free his hands for the shelves on my legs, ski-mask had to put his two little treasures down near my face. Through my sobbing choking relief, I saw that they were boxes of aluminium foil. With a rasping gulp of air and a big easy heave, mask-man lifted the shelves high enough for me to drag my legs and the spinning wheel out. Then he sort of hurled the spinning wheel aside. The relief was intense and hit me like a wave of sickness. I tried to get to my feet. Nothing seemed to be working properly. My head was spinning and pounding with pain and my vision blurred and I thought I was going to throw up. Ski-mask scooped his boxes up in one hand and helped me up with the other and together we lurched for the door.

         His charity didn’t extend to staying with me to make sure I was going to live. He got me far enough away from the building to be safe from the fire and then more or less dropped me on a piece of wet grass beside the road. He half-whispered a message into my left ear.

         ‘Tell anyone and you’re dead.’ His voice sounded about as burned as mine was. Then he disappeared.

         I couldn’t move. The world and I weren’t really connected, but I could feel enough of it to know that it was spinning and tipping wildly. My cheeks were being burnt now by the cold air. I couldn’t feel my feet at all. It didn’t matter to me any more if I fried or suffocated or froze. I just wanted to rest. Closing my eyes made everything swing around more, so I kept them open. But I hoped nobody else would come and try to make me move.

         So I ended the little adventure as I began it, still as death, flat on my back, staring up into darkness.

         ***

         I thought about ski-mask. A few things had intrigued me. He had a nice smell. A sort of sweet herbal scent that had mingled with the fumes when I fell against him. And he felt really soft. Not flabby — he was strong. Velvety soft. Whatever he was wearing had been silkier than anything I’d felt before. And I thought about the foil. I wondered how he’d known what he was after and where it was. Most people wouldn’t look for aluminium foil under a shop counter. Most people wouldn’t enter a burning building for it, either.

         But I didn’t wonder why he wanted it so badly, because I already knew.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         I don’t know much about the history of mankind or anything, but I’d be prepared to bet that not many people have been whacked on the back of the head by a wooden postman, half-crushed by a spinning wheel and choked on the fumes of a kitchen full of melting Tupperware. At least not all at once. Personally I found it a bit difficult to get over.

         Not long after I got to the street and had my little lie down there was a lot of action. It’s confused in my mind, but it involved, among other things, two cops from Beechworth and Mrs Dowling from across the street, who hadn’t heard a thing but who was woken up by the light of the fire. People carried me into my place. A doctor came. At some stage there was a phone call to my parents, who were at the funeral of an old friend. I also remember standing up and saying I was all right and then being sick on the carpet. At least that scared the cops away for a while. I was prodded all over by Jane Green our GP, and somehow she and I managed to convince Mum and Dad that there was no need to come tearing back from Griffith. I remember Dad’s voice on the phone sounding relieved and telling me how Aunty Nat had a lot of emotional issues at this sad time, and that they should be there for her, which, incidentally, I found more spew-worthy than anything the fire had done. Mrs Dowling insisted on staying with me for a while and I have a shadowy memory that she tried to make me eat some bananas with milk on them. Weird idea. Maybe I dreamt that bit.

         And then I got some sleep. About fourteen hours.

         When I finally did wake up, at about three o’clock the next afternoon, I was still in the evil clutches of the smoke-poisoning. I had a headache and I felt cold in the stomach and weak in the arms and legs. The only good thing was that I had an original excuse not to have my history assignment finished, complete with a doctor and two policemen as witnesses. I could just see old Spearsey trying to argue with that one. It took me about an hour to get dressed and showered and during this time the picture of Spearsey is about the only pleasant thought I had. It was about the only thought I had at all. My brain felt thick and lumpy and ideas weren’t moving too well.

         This was unfortunate, because a lot of what happened that afternoon turned out to be very important. A heap of people were about to swim through my life, and if only I’d had my wits about me and been able to absorb every event and everything they’d said it could have saved me a lot of agony later on. Because if I’d been able to remember it all in the right order, like Chess did, I wouldn’t have spent so much time on the wrong things. I’d have seen it all much sooner: who burned down the café, the meaning of that stupid necklace, who killed Debs, and the truth about what happened on Devastation Road.

         ***

         But that isn’t the way it was. I don’t know what particular holiday my wits had taken that afternoon, but I was basically out of it.

         The first thing I remember clearly is staring at a vase of flowers as they slipped in and out of focus. Those flowers were really bugging me. I did not like them. They had hundreds of narrow petals the colour of chicken noodle soup, sticking out everywhere, so that they didn’t look like flowers at all, more like demented pom-poms on stalks. I stared at them for a long time wishing they’d go away. Which shows I wasn’t thinking clearly. Because they were flowers.

         I was in the Yackandandah Bakery and outside it was raining again. I’d gone there about three, mainly to hide from Mrs Dowling, who had been dropping in all morning, and the police, who would be wanting to ask questions about the fire. After what ski-mask had whispered to me, I wasn’t sure how much I should say to the police and I wasn’t in the mood to think it through. So there I was, hiding in the very back booth, staring at the flowers which were on a bench near the kitchen.

         The Yack Bakery is part of our tree-lined, tumble-down main street that the tourists love. It has a wooden verandah over the footpath and a swinging sign painted with wheat and flowers. It’s not considered a cool place to hang. It’s OK to buy the pies, but at the age of fifteen you’re supposed to take them outside to eat them. I mean the place has lace curtains.

         As usual in times of extreme stress, I was hoping to revive myself with a steak and onion pie and a coke or seven, and today I didn’t take them to the bench in High Street. For one thing, I knew I’d be spotted. But mostly my legs felt like cold plasticine and I didn’t think I’d make it that far.

         After half an hour I’d eaten most of the pie and worked my way through one and a half cokes and this little cocktail was now bubbling around inside me, while in front of me the rest of the pie congealed under a sticky pool of sauce. The bakery phone seemed to be ringing a lot today, twanging on my headache.

         I didn’t have proper control of my eyes. When I finally managed to drag them away from the scummy flowers, the only thing I seemed able to look at was a little blob of pie and sauce on the table near my right elbow. It was a solid blob, dark and knobbly, like a shiny black wart, floating around in a little red sea. Looking at it made me feel much worse. Strangely, I could smell smoke and fumes, as if I was still in the fire. I had changed my clothes and washed my hair. But somehow the smell was still there, stuck inside my nostrils. And there was something else I couldn’t shake — the rough grip under my arms, the soft soft jumper against my skin, the rasping voice, ‘Tell anyone about this and you’re dead.’

         My mind jumped a track. The door to the bakery kitchen was three metres away. There was no way I’d make it to the sink if I was sick. I started to sweat and swallow.

         And then, just to top off a perfect situation, Chess turned up.

         Chess is an old friend. One of those people you get stuck with. There aren’t many kids our age in Yack and while the others are way better, Chess is the one who always seems to be around. We’ve spent a lot of Saturday afternoons together, and Saturday nights. She’s a family friend. In a way. I can’t stand her.

         ‘Golly, Matty. You look awful.’

         This is the sort of thing Chess says. ‘Gosh, golly, Oh my goodness gracious me.’ I didn’t have an answer. I swallowed again.

         She sat down, not opposite me, like any normal person, but next to me, as if she wanted to prop me up or something. I didn’t have the energy to move. Even edging away sent my brain into a downward spiral. So we sat there, both facing the same way, like two kids waiting for birthday cake.

         She said, ‘The police are looking for you.’

         I didn’t answer her.

         She tried again. ‘Do you really think a pie is a good idea?’

         What was she? A substitute mother? I stared past her to the back end of the bakery counter. I said, ‘I really hate those flowers.’

         ‘I mean it’s pretty obvious. Your whole system will be in shock. You don’t want to direct your blood supply to your stomach. All those fats and proteins …’

         I slumped lower in the seat, praying that no one would see us together. It’s not that there’s anything wrong with Chess. She’s a good person. Very well-meaning. It’s just that, like most well-meaning people, she’s a total liability.

         She and her father, Alec, came to Yackandandah five or six years ago and everyone says he’s an alcoholic. No one ever says much else about Chess’s history. I know her mother is dead and her father has a lot of problems apart from just drinking, which means, as far as I can see, that he’s a moody creep and that Chess never knows where her next meal is coming from, except that most often it comes from us. And with my Mum seeing herself as a kind of one-woman community welfare department, Alec Febey is right up her alley. A single parent and inclined to substance abuse — Mum adopted him almost immediately as one of her causes. For a while he and Chess were around nearly every day, with Alec and Mum having long talks in the garden, Dad making the tea and then hiding in his pottery shed, and Chess and me eating toast in front of DVDs. She tried to teach me to play a few games — Scrabble and gin rummy — but I don’t concentrate well and I think I was a big disappointment. She never even tried to teach me to play chess.

         Chess has somehow missed the last decade altogether. She still dresses as if she was six years old — little cotton shirts and baggy jeans gathered in with belts. Add to that a fringe cut two centimetres above the eyebrows and a little-girl ponytail tied in one of those scrunchie things, and the picture is complete. I’ve tried telling her about it, but she just laughs at me.

         Chess is an intellectual. You would have guessed that by the name. She didn’t get it playing basketball. Her real name is Jessica. Chess is a thinker. She thinks all the time, which puts her on a different wavelength from nearly everyone in Yack. This is another thing she’s completely unashamed of, even when she can see how much it annoys people.

         Living in a town the size of Yack a person has to work hard not to be classed as a hayseed, and in that regard Chess is not the sort of person you want to be associated with. Add to that the fact that I’m a bit of a talker and so in constant danger of being labelled girlie, and I really can’t afford to hang with anyone who’s a bit suss. I try hard not to hurt her feelings. Usually I manage to say something pally to her and then scoot away but it’s not always that easy. Some days I just wasn’t able to deal with her and this was one of them.

         For one thing I didn’t seem able to get past the flowers. ‘Who would pick flowers like that? Who would grow them?’

         Now we were both looking at them.

         ‘No one. They’re silk,’ said Chess.

         I stared at them some more. Dully I wondered how she could see that. I looked at the lump of pie again. It slipped out of focus. I looked at Chess. The light from the street was behind the back of our chair. She was dim and grainy. I could hardly see her …

         ‘I can’t see!’ I shrieked. ‘My eyes!’ I looked back at the flowers. ‘I can’t see that, Chess.’

         ‘You don’t have to see it. It’s obvious.’

         ‘It’s not obvious. They look real to me. My eyes are going!’

         I started rubbing furiously at them. Chess pulled my hands away and explained slowly to me. ‘You don’t have to use your eyes. You have to use your brain. It’s obvious. They’re chrysanthemums.’

         ‘What?’ I blinked into space. My eyes were completely wrecked now that I had rubbed them so hard.

         ‘Chrysanthemums,’ repeated Chess. ‘Just think.’

         She paused, waiting for some revelation to strike me. I completely failed to get the point. Chess was enjoying herself now. I could hear that much in her voice. I wasn’t deaf.

         She went on. ‘It’s what you gave your mother last Mother’s Day, isn’t it? I remember buying them for you.’

         I stared at the table. Somewhere at the front of the shop the phone was ringing. My focus was returning.

         ‘And when is Mother’s Day?’ said Chess patiently.

         When Chess is in this mood it’s usually best just to pretend to listen. I gave myself a little hand massage and let her go.

         ‘May. Autumn. And today is the tenth of December. Chrysanthemums don’t flower in early summer.’

         As if she’d proven something, my vision suddenly cleared. ‘OK, right. Thanks Chess.’

         ‘Their flowering is stimulated by the shorter days and the colder nights. Obviously —’

         I slapped my hands down hard on the table. ‘Look! Let’s agree on one small thing. You don’t mention the word ‘obviously’ again. I think things will go a lot better.’

         Chess gave me a caring and pitying smile. ‘Your elbow’s in the sauce.’

         ***

         But it was her next words that really panicked me. There was a tinkle from the bell on the bakery door and Chess grinned. ‘Here comes Tara,’ she said.

         I looked at Chess. We both had our backs to the door and even if we turned around all we could see was the wooden back of our own booth. So she couldn’t possibly know, by the sound of the door who was coming in. I could tell from her expression that she wanted me to ask how she knew it was Tara. I narrowed my eyes at her.

         Chess took that as the question she wanted.

         ‘Mirrors,’ she said. She nodded towards the drinks fridge at the back of the shop and, sure enough, when I edged towards Chess I could see the front of the shop quite well, reflected on the glass doors. The person at the counter was Tara. She had this long rippling hair and the silhouette was unmistakable.

         ***

         Now of all the people I was hiding from, Tara was the one I most wanted to avoid. Apart from Chess, Tara and her cousin, Wando, are the only people my age in Yackandandah and we’d kind of grown up together. Actually, that’s not exactly true. We’d been together a lot when we were very small — the full pre-school, Yack Primary, birthday party thing — and I still saw a lot of Wando. And Wando saw a lot of Tara, because their mothers were twins and practically lived in each other’s houses. But over the years, Tara had kind of drifted out of my life. Tara’s father, Derek Roland, had taken up selling insurance, as well as running a lot of other businesses (he had owned the café that had just burnt down), and he must have been good at it all, because they slowly got richer and richer, and as that happened Tara had less to do with Chess and me. It wasn’t that she didn’t like me or anything (I’m not so sure about Chess), she just never had any time. The Rolands started having holidays at the Gold Coast and Thredbo and places, and they got a unit in Melbourne, and she just never seemed to be around any more. Even when I was at Wando’s place, which was pretty often, it never seemed to be when Tara was there.

         It shouldn’t have mattered. We were all at Beechworth High now, and I had a group of kids there to hang with, actually several groups, and there were a few girls I’d gone out with for about two seconds each, so I wasn’t exactly pining for Tara.

         The trouble was, while she was getting this interesting life outside Yackandandah, Tara also started looking good, and she developed this air of knowing a lot about the world. She went out with Year Twelve guys and I had no idea what was going on there, but it wasn’t because I didn’t think about it. Because that’s the tragic thing. The less time she had for me, the more interested I got. Lately, I’d been thinking about Tara a lot. Cruel world. I wanted to see more of Tara, and when I did see her I wanted her to find out that I’d got interesting, too.

         I did not want her to find me dizzy and nearly vomiting in the back of the bakery, where we used to come for raspberry cordial.

         ***

         Chess never got any of this. It never occurs to her that you’ll be judged by the way you behave. She doesn’t seem to care what anyone thinks. She was tapping her skinny fingers on the table, still smiling about the mirror thing.

         ‘All right, David Copperfield,’ I said. ‘At least go and sit over there.’ I nodded towards the opposite seat and pushed her under the table. ‘And be quiet. Maybe she won’t hear us.’

         But fate doesn’t work like that. We’d done something about that in English. Shakespeare and those poets go on about it all the time. Fate is mean. When you’re feeling low fate will not look after you. In a situation like this, when you’re sitting at a checked tablecloth with a stand-out dork with her hair in a pink and gold elastic band, fate will not steer your friends safely back out onto the street. I watched in the fridge window. Tara shook some rain out of her hair. Then, after standing in front of Debbie the bakery girl for a long time without saying anything, she suddenly decided, for no reason at all, that she had to have a mineral water and, still without speaking, came to the fridge to get one. Debbie shrugged and turned to answer the phone.

         When Tara drew level with us, Chess was still crawling out from under the table and I was dabbing at the sauce on my sleeve with a paper napkin. The napkin had little blue flowers on it.

         Tara never says much. That’s partly what makes her so interesting. You never really know what she’s thinking. She let a few seconds go by before she spoke, but then disappointed me by opening the same way Chess had.

         ‘You look awful.’

         I wasn’t used to all this talk about my appearance. I spend a lot of time on it myself, gazing in the mirror, pulling at my hair, trying out expressions, but no one else ever seems to notice a thing about the way I look. Mostly I look just like everyone else. I have long fairish hair, which gets in my eyes, but which I can’t cut because my ears stick out. (I had a number four once and someone said I looked like a car with both doors open.) Apart from that I’ve never had a comment. Until today. Now I had to produce an answer.

         I tried a brave laugh. ‘I am feeling a little fried.’

         ‘He was trying to save your father’s shop,’ said Chess.

         Tara had blue eyes, set wide apart. They were very large, even slightly — what’s the word? — pro … something. Chess would know. They bulge a bit. Not enough to be ugly. They’re an amazing colour. She fixed them now on Chess as if she didn’t quite understand what had been said.

         Then she said, ‘He needn’t have bothered.’ She looked at me. ‘Nice of you, Matt. But the place wasn’t worth it if you ask me.’

         ‘Did you get your history assignment done?’ said Chess.

         Tara looked at Chess as if she was some kind of annoying worm, which was how a lot of people looked at Chess. Chess was looking back at Tara as if she was a fascinating creature she would like to know more about — not in an admiring way — as if she would like to dissect her under a microscope. This is how Chess looked at everyone, which is one reason people say she’s weird. Finally, Tara decided to answer her.

         ‘Haven’t started yet,’ she said, sounding bored. ‘I’m going to Wando’s now. We’ll stay there all night and knock it over. It’s not as if there’s anything else to do around here on a Saturday.’ She looked at me again. ‘See you around, Matt.’

         With that she made it clear that our company wasn’t worth spending any more time on. By leaving.

         There were a group of people at the counter. On her way out, Tara leant around them to put down money for the drink. Debbie put a hand over the phone, called Tara’s name and handed her a small paper receipt. Tara didn’t thank her.

         ***

         Time passed. Down near the cash register the phone was ringing. Again. Debbie picked it up and started murmuring in a cutesy-pie love-struck way. I closed my eyes and wished I was unconscious again. The shop radio was still playing that bubble-gum music it always plays, where the boys sing like girls and the chorus comes up every thirty seconds and makes you dig your fingernails into your own flesh.

         Customers came and went, interrupting Debbie a few times, but she didn’t hang up. It was a long conversation. Chess got herself a drink and put the money on the counter. Debbie smiled at her and giggled into the phone. Slowly I realised I wasn’t feeling sick any more.

         After her phone call Debbie came and joined us. She was a tiny girl, twenty-two I think, but she looked much younger. She’d worked in the bakery for several years and was often left to run the place, especially on Saturday afternoons when the owners were at the races. She was an amazingly beautiful girl. At least that’s what people told me. Small and fine-boned with skin like satin, and honey-coloured hair that she wore short enough to curl sweetly around her delicate white neck. Older people seem to like this sort of thing. For my taste she was a little too — well — dolly. And she had no dress sense. She always wore shiny slippery-looking blouses in pale colours, with high wobbly shoes and thick pink lipstick. Every time I saw her I thought of the little fairies girls buy at the show. The ones with sticks stuck up their backs.

         Nothing in Debbie’s manner matched the look. As she came over she was bolting down the last of a vanilla slice. She licked her fingers and reached across me for a paper napkin, sending up a wave of perfume. In her ears she had little gold and diamond studs. Most of Debbie’s jewellery was like that — gold and pearls and very small, which was why I noticed the pendant around her neck. It was a lump of yellowish stone on a thick gold chain. As she leaned across it swung outwards, almost landing in my pie. She didn’t look comfortable with it on. She wiped her fingers and pushed it back into place on her chest.

         Then, instead of clearing away the half-eaten pie and wiping down the table, she took a diet lemonade out of the fridge, dragged over a chair from near the counter and pulled out a packet of cigarettes.

         OK, Yackandandah is a small town and isolated from a lot of what goes on, but even we know you can’t smoke in cafés and restaurants. Which was probably why Debbie had come to the back.

         What do you do? The last thing I needed in my lungs was more smoke, but she was running the place. High up on the wall above Chess’s head was a small extractor fan, about a 1940 model, rotating very very slowly. Debbie took a deep drag and blew the smoke upwards. The fan cleared out approximately none of it. Most of it drifted over Chess.

         ‘You got caught in a fire,’ said Debbie, giving me a pitying look.

         ‘I’m OK,’ I said.

         ‘Are ya?’

         I nodded, realising it was true. I was starting to feel better.

         She flicked at the end of the cigarette, sending some ash onto my pie plate.

         ‘But you’re out of a second job,’ said Chess. Debbie had worked in the café on Tuesdays and Thursdays.

         Debbie smiled mysteriously. ‘I’ll get over it.’ She took a swig of the lemonade. ‘Nearly time to close up.’ There was a funny light in her eyes that had nothing to do with what she was saying. She looked pleased about something.

         Chess glanced at her watch. ‘Fifteen minutes to go.’

         Debbie looked towards the door and shrugged. ‘No one much’ll come in this rain. Just a couple of people haven’t picked up their orders yet.’

         ‘Big day tomorrow,’ said Chess. The Yackandandah Primary School had organised a pie drive with the bakery. Mr and Mrs Weatherall would spend the whole of the next day baking pies for people to buy in huge numbers. They also, as a help to the school, took the orders themselves.

         Debbie didn’t look pleased about it. ‘I wish they wouldn’t have pie drives. People have been ringing me all day, fussing about their orders. I’ve left the phone off the hook. If they want to talk about pies they can ring me tomorrow. I’ve got other things to think about.’

         She sat back in her chair, looking happy again. She took the top off her drink between moist pink lips and guzzled about half the bottle. Her stomach made a little noise. She thumped it. ‘Shaddup, I fed yer.’ She grinned at us. Debbie had a wide smile and two rows of pearly teeth straight out of Hollywood.

         ‘You seem happy today,’ I said.

         ‘I’ve had some news,’ said Debbie, wriggling a bit in the chair.

         ‘Something to do with the phone call?’

         ‘Might be. I can’t tell you.’ She gave the sort of stretch a cat does when you stroke it. ‘In fact there are a lot of things I know today, that I can’t tell you.’ She paused as if she’d thought of something. ‘Come to think of it there are three.’

         She took a drag on the cigarette and blew smoke up and over Chess’s head. Other kids, and even some adults I know, would have resorted to some exaggerated coughing. Chess didn’t seem to notice. I know she hated smoke, but she was very polite like that.

         ‘One of the things must be good,’ I said.

         ‘How can you tell?’ said Chess.

         ‘It’s obvious,’ I said, happy to have a win over her. ‘There are ways of knowing things other than being logical.’

         Debbie’s next words pleased me. ‘You’re right. One is very very good. One is kind of interesting. It’s about the fire at Tara’s café.’ She screwed up her face, thinking. ‘And it’s a bit good I suppose. But the other one …’ She gripped the pendant around her neck. ‘One is very very bad.’

         ‘What’s that?’ said Chess, pointing to the pendant.

         ‘Ye-e-es,’ said Debbie, as if Chess had made the right connection. ‘This. What do you think? It’s called the Eye of Ra.’

         It wasn’t much to look at. A stone on a chain, the kind of thing you see on women at markets, when they’re going for a mystical look. It went with thick oily perfume and tattoos of zodiac signs. It was totally not Debbie’s style. The clasp on the chain was big and clunky. Debbie pulled it around to hide it at the back of her neck and then rubbed the stone with the tips of her fingers.

         ‘It means I know things,’ said Debbie. ‘It’s like, you know, the eye of a god who sees everything.’

         There’s one thing about Chess. She never needs to pour scorn on people, no matter how much moronic drivel they dish up. Maybe because she finds all of us pretty stupid. She said, ‘Where did you get it?’

         ‘I’ve had it for a long time, but I’ve never worn it.’

         ‘Why not?’

         ‘Like I said. It means I know things — about fires. And a death. Knowing things like that can be dangerous. Today I decided it was time to put it on.’

         ‘Why now?’ I asked.

         Debbie gave me a knowing look that I found really irritating. ‘I just decided it was time, that’s all. Time to stir things up a bit.’

         ‘Stir what up?’ I said.

         Debbie lowered her eyelids. They were painted pale blue and lined in black.

         ‘You heard,’ said Chess thoughtfully. ‘She can’t tell us.’

         ‘Exactly,’ purred Debbie.

         ‘But that’s what you’re pleased about is it Debbie?’ said Chess.

         ‘I’m pleased about a lot of things.’

         ‘So, it’s worked, has it? The stirring up thing?’

         ‘Oh, yes. I think it has. People try not to show these things, but it went home all right.’

         ***

         Debbie was right about having some peace. The rain had finally stopped, but for fourteen minutes no one came into the shop and, of course, the phone was off the hook. I knew that Mrs Dowling would be waiting for me at home, and there’d also be a message from the police about wanting another interview, so, like Debbie, I was relishing the rest. I stayed, and Chess stayed with me.

         Just as Debbie was levering herself out of her chair, murmuring about locking up and cleaning, a last customer came through the door.

         It was Wando. Tara’s cousin, my mate. There’s nothing much to say about him. He’s tall and heavy-looking with thick arms and legs but no real muscles. He has a big jaw, but apart from that his features are small and soft, like those of a much younger kid. He has hair like a chrysanthemum, which is pretty interesting. I could see him reflected in the fridge door and outside I could see Tara, waiting for him.

         Debbie said, ‘There you are Wando. Your Mum’s bread sticks. Forgot didn’t you. I thought I was going to have to bring them round.’

         There was a short pause then, and I thought about getting up and saying g’day. I don’t know why I didn’t. There was something about the silence that stopped me. The reflection in the fridge window wasn’t perfect. It was shadowy and the surface wasn’t quite smooth, so that when people moved they wobbled and rippled. But I could tell Wando was upset about something. Like Tara, he didn’t say anything to Debbie, which was unusual for him. Debbie noticed it too and maybe there was something in his face, because at the end of her sentence her voice kind of petered out.

         ‘What’re you doing Deb?’ said Wando quietly.

         She giggled a bit nervously.

         ‘Well, you know — der — bread sticks.’

         His voice went even quieter. ‘What the hell is that?’

         ‘This?’ In my dim mirror I saw Debbie put her hand on the pendant. She was doing mock innocence and she’d lost some of her nervousness.

         ‘Where did you get it?’ said Wando.

         ‘I found it in the bush, Wando.’ Now she sounded really brave, even nasty. ‘Down our way. Down by Devastation Road.’

         ‘Take it off, Deb.’

         ‘It’s not you I’m trying to worry.’

         ‘You don’t know what you’re doing.’ Wando’s voice had risen, hoarse and uneven.

         ‘Oh, but I do know.’

         He was at the door now, clutching the bags of bread.

         ‘Lose it, Deb, for your own sake. Take it off and get rid of it.’

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         I was up by ten thirty the next morning. Pretty early, I know, but I’d gone to bed at eight o’clock, partly because I was wrecked, and partly because Mrs Dowling came to sit with me again to make sure I was all right. While I was buttering my toast, I decided I should go and see if Mr Roland’s computer — and my homework — had survived the fire.

         Inside, Columbine Collectables was completely black and the air was sour with charcoal. The café part was gutted, with most of the floor missing. I tested each board before putting my weight on it, stepping carefully between charred scraps of shelving and smashed china. There wasn’t much else left in there. Poor old Muggins had vaporised.

         From the beginning of the corridor, where the walls had been wood and fibro, the place was just demolished. The kitchen was unrecognisable. Holding a sleeve over my mouth, I stood in what was left of the doorway, peering across to where the office had been, trying to convince myself it was the same place I’d been in two nights ago. Everything was tangled with metal strips and loops of wire, and the tin roof, the part that was still there, perched shakily on black, crumbling framework. Beside me was the old yellow stove, its door warped and falling off, its top stuck up with something that looked like pools of tar, and the wall had a kind of vinyl coating that had cracked into a fine network of black-silver scales. The floor was thick with slimy ash. As I moved around, it ground under my feet, sending up more of the rancid smell. My piece of toast stayed in my hand, uneaten.

         The computer was still there, the screen upside down on the floor, but it didn’t look as if I’d ever get at the hard disc. Not that that worried me. I hadn’t really expected to find anything left of my assignment. Mostly, I suppose it was curiosity that took me there. And at least I could tell Spearsey I’d tried.

         As I picked my way back out to the road, I heard a voice, ‘’Ere! Who’s that? Come on. Git out here!’

         Mr Dowling from across the road was standing at the gate with Steve Jamison, the local mechanic. Steve was grinning, but Mr Dowling, as usual, was looking at me as if I smelt bad.

         ‘Pshhhh. The Tingle boy.’

         I realised that there was one good thing about my name. You just couldn’t make it sound evil. Even if you spat it out angrily, it still sounded harmless and stupid.

         I wasn’t worried about Mr Dowling. He was always like this. He was white-haired and walked with a stick, and he had the kind of wrinkles that come from a lifetime of sneering at things. ‘What do you think you’re doing?’

         I ducked under the police tape and joined them on the footpath. ‘Just having a look, Mr Dowling.’

         ‘You’ve broken the law, boy. No one is to go in there until the investigators have finished.’

         Beside him, Steve tipped his freckled face down towards his overalls and rubbed his nose apologetically.

         ‘I wanted to find the computer. I had some homework on it.’

         ‘Don’t you think you’ve done enough?’ He was talking as if I’d lit the fire myself. ‘You young things. Hang around other people’s disasters. Nothing better to do with yourselves. That girl was here yesterday.’

         Steve put a hand on his shoulder. Steve is only about thirty, but he seems to be the only person who can handle Mr Dowling. In fact he handled everyone pretty well. I guess it was part of his job to get on with the whole town. He said, ‘Now, Mr Dowling, it’s OK that Tara was here. It’s her parents’ business. She just wanted to see the damage for herself.’

         ‘And she was around again this morning.’ The old man muttered something that sounded like ‘bone idle’. Then he said, ‘Went off …’ He glared down towards the shops, as if everyone in town was annoying him.

         So, Tara had been here and had gone down the street. For a second I thought about following her, but decided not to bother. She’d probably gone home. I wondered about her, though. In the bakery she’d said the café wasn’t worth worrying about. But she had been out twice to look at the ruins. Maybe she cared more than she let on.

         Steve gave me a look that glittered with amusement and turned the nasty old man into a joke we were sharing. ‘Got ya breakfast with ya?’ He nodded towards my toast.

         ‘Yeah.’ I smiled back.

         One reason I’d hurried out here while I was still eating was that during the night my parents had come home. They had slept in even longer than me, which was a first, and I had sneaked out to eat my toast in peace. When I finally ran into them I was going to have to tell my fire story in boring detail, and I didn’t feel like doing it over breakfast. Steve would understand that, but I didn’t want to explain it in front of Mr Scowling, so I just repeated myself.

         ‘Just thought I’d have a look.’

         That led to a short silence while we all looked at the café. The stone part was still standing, but the fire had destroyed a lot of the timber that supported the roof. There were great black holes with sheets of iron curling up around them. Above the windows there were shadows of smoke and the paint had blackened and bubbled from the heat.

         ‘Hooligans,’ spat Mr Dowling.

         ‘D’ya see any of them?’ said Steve.

         ‘They wore masks.’

         ‘Yeah?’ He seemed to like the idea. ‘Like it was a real robbery and not just vandals?’ He pushed his fleshy face into a frown. ‘Why’d they pick that place then? There’s nothing in there to pinch … Come to think of it, old man Roland is acting like it’s the end of the world. Maybe there was something valuable in there.’

         I didn’t answer.

         Steve’s face was smooth and plump, but now he was giving me a hard look. ‘They take anything?’

         ‘Didn’t see.’

         I looked away. I had an idea what it was that the Rolands had lost and I hadn’t worked out yet how many people I wanted to tell. The foil boxes. I knew why the man called Perry had taken them. They’d been full of money.

         A few months ago, I’d been in the street at night, for no particular reason, and through the front window I’d seen Mrs Roland carefully adding some notes to a big fat roll and posting it inside the foil. It was a good hiding place. Not at all obvious, and also fairly fire proof. I couldn’t work out why the Rolands would be hiding money. It was hard to imagine them stealing it. Maybe they hadn’t paid tax on it, or maybe they just hated banks. A lot of people in Yackandandah did. I hadn’t known what to do about it and ended up doing nothing. Then, one afternoon when Mum was minding the café, I’d been left alone in there for a few minutes and had a quick look. There were about ten rolls of foil under the counter and the one I peeped at was empty, so I figured only one or two of them had money in them.

         I had no idea how Perry had known about the money, or which two rolls to pinch, but it was a very neat crime. If the Rolands were hiding that money for some reason, they were hardly going to complain to the police that it had been stolen.

         It was an exciting sort of secret, this hidden money. But it was also something I should be telling the police. And that meant it had potential to create a lot of hassle.

         ‘I better go in,’ I said.

         ‘You can thank your lucky stars you got some toast,’ said Mr Dowling. ‘Mavis is that tired from looking after you all day, she burnt mine.’

         He was always like this. In a way you had to feel sorry for him. I tried to ignore the rudeness. ‘You thank her for me, Mr Dowling. It was very nice of her. I’ll be round later with Mum, OK? She’ll do you some minestrone.’

         But Mr Dowling always went deaf when people were nice to him. ‘What?’

         ‘The soup. With tomatoes and beans.’ I raised my voice as I was backing away. ‘Soup!’

         Steve was grinning again, leading Mr Dowling back towards his house. As they turned I heard the old man still whining. ‘Kids. Shout all the time.’

         ***

         From the front door, I could hear Mum, moving about in the kitchen. She was unpacking some of Dad’s pots that he’d had at a craft festival, and probably gulping tea. To put off the meeting a bit longer I sat on the step to finish my toast. With any luck she thought I was still in bed.

         Usually I love my toast. Today I’d made my favourite version — huge amounts of butter and a smear of vegemite, and my second favourite version — huge amounts of butter and even huger amounts of honey. I’d eaten the vegemite one on the way to the cottage and I still had the honey one to enjoy. But now it was no good. Just listening to Mum doing things inside, and wondering whether I’d left a toasty clue in the kitchen had ruined my peace. I held my honey and butter up in the sun admiring its slippery surface, but it had gone cold and seemed to have soaked up the taste of the fire. I sighed and went inside.

         ***

         Parents always state what is completely obvious. It’s a habit they pick up when they have their first baby. Something to do with the shock of the pooey nappies. Mum is better than most about this, but when surprised she can fall back to it.

         ‘Matt. You’re up.’

         I forced a little smile and put my plate on the sink. Automatically, Mum cleared it and put it in the dishwasher. She would be annoyed about this later, because I’m supposed to do it.

         ‘How are you feeling?’

         ‘OK.’

         She peered into my face as if she didn’t believe me.

         ‘What are you doing up before eleven?’

         ‘I went to bed early.’

         She gave a quiet little gasp and looked even more concerned. I couldn’t blame her. This ‘early’ stuff would normally be a sign of serious cracks in my physical or mental health. To hide her feelings she turned back to the bench and started mucking about with pots and packing paper. The activity seemed to soothe her and this worried me. I didn’t want her soothed and thinking clearly. She was pretty good, Mum, and tried not to be too prying or annoying, but she was a parent and she was only human. These people have an overpowering need to interfere. Mum had a million questions for me and I could see by the way she was holding her head that she was only trying to think up the best way to start. I had to get out of there.

         ‘Mum, I’m going for a walk.’

         This threw her nicely back off balance. ‘A walk?’

         ‘Bit of fresh air.’

         ‘Fresh air?’

         The element of surprise was working well. I had her saying really stupid things. I couldn’t help a feeling of satisfaction and tried not to let it show. Now all I had to do was to be nice to her and I could get right out while she was collecting her wits. I put an arm around her shoulder and gave her a little kiss on the cheek.

         ‘Mum,’ I said. ‘It’s great to have you back.’

         I edged away towards the door.

         She said, ‘Should I come with you?’ She knew as soon as she’d said it that there was no way. She went on weakly, glancing towards a plate of pastries. ‘Have you had enough to eat?’

         ‘Yes thanks.’

         ‘Are you sure you’ll be all right by yourself?’

         I felt a bit sorry for her, but not enough to keep me there. I’d done it. Not a single question. Round one to me.

         I headed for the corridor with a cheery ‘See ya’, and as I did so the front door was thrown open and there, against the morning light, was Chess.

         ‘Jessica!’ Mum sounded so relieved, you would have thought it was the SES rescue helicopter.

         Chess was wearing a funny little shirt with drawstrings that pulled it into puffy shapes. ‘Good morning, Sarah. I was going past and I thought I’d better see if Matty’s OK.’

         ‘I’m just off,’ I said. But Chess was standing in the kitchen doorway and didn’t move to let me past.

         And now Mum had an ally. ‘It’s good that you’ve come, Jessie. He thinks he’s going for a walk and I’d love someone to go with him. He doesn’t look well to me.’

         Chess peered at me too. ‘Bit better than yesterday.’

         ‘I’d hate him to be out alone. Just in case there’s concussion.’

         ‘You can’t help worrying with these things, can you.’ Chess nodded.

         For a moment I had an overwhelming urge to run screaming from the room and to roar down the main street smashing windows, but all I said was, ‘I’m off. Back soon.’

         ‘I’ll come with you,’ said Chess. She grabbed me by the arm and held it surprisingly tightly. If I tried to shake her off it would turn into a ridiculous wrestling match.

         ‘Nice smell,’ said Chess.

         ‘Apricot Danish from Griffith,’ said Mum. ‘Take some.’

         ‘Aah,’ said Chess. She’d been eyeing off the Danish since she’d got there. The girl was a big eater. Mum gave her two and we went together up the corridor. I’d been defeated and I didn’t even know how. Mum followed us to the front door.

         And then, just when I was at my most pitiful, there was Tara, framed by Mum’s climbing rose. She looked as if she’d been about to knock. At her feet was a little tartan backpack, but I knew that belonged to Chess. Tara wouldn’t carry such a thing.

         I swallowed a groan of annoyance. Tara hadn’t visited me for years. I looked at her neat little hips in their crushed velvet pants and her smart no bull-dust expression and suddenly a visit from Tara seemed about the most desirable thing in the world.

         I stepped out towards the front garden. It was one of those clean mornings that you get after a lot of rain. Everything shone and the edges of things were very clear, with a strong jasmine perfume over the wet-ground and fire smells. A good day for unwinding. If Chess hadn’t turned up I could’ve taken Tara out to the courtyard, shared coffee and Danish. I could’ve made her some toast.

         But I couldn’t do that now. I was going for a walk. With Chess. I hated walks. I hated …

         ‘Where would you like to go?’ said Chess, around a mouthful of pastry.

         ‘Hello Tara. What a nice surprise,’ Mum said, not meaning it. She didn’t really like the Rolands. She called them ‘materialistic’.

         ‘I saw Chess’s bag and the open door,’ said Tara. She was too sensible to explain further. She definitely wouldn’t say she wanted to see how I was.

         Still, it had been a weird answer. Tara would never go anywhere because she saw Chess’s bag. She usually tried to avoid Chess. I decided she must have come to see me, and it just wasn’t her style to say so. It was the same as pretending not to care about her father’s café, but then going to look at it two mornings in a row.

         I smiled to myself. Maybe I was starting to understand Tara.

         And maybe she was starting to like me.

         ‘Chess and Matty are just going for a walk,’ said Mum.

         ‘Great,’ said Tara, taking a step towards the street. She was going to come with us. I felt a surge of hope and began calculating how I could off-load Chess.

         Chess was trying to pick up her bag while holding a whole Danish in one hand and a half-eaten one in the other. ‘Oh, I forgot,’ she said. ‘I’m supposed to be returning a plate to Mrs Cassell at the retirement village. But I don’t suppose you want to go up to Butson Street, do you Matt?’

         ‘Give it to me,’ said Mum ‘I’m going up there later. Matt, get the plate out of Chess’s bag for her.’

         I could see Mum was still twitchy. She didn’t usually order me around like that. She was big on showing people respect and saying things like ‘please’ and ‘would you mind’. I took the bag and started rummaging in it. The plate was buried. To find it I had to pull out a water bottle, a screwed up ball of red and white striped paper and a Pocahontas notebook. Finally I dug it out and handed it to Mum.

         Mum was happier now. She’d found me two chaperones, one I wanted and one I didn’t want.

         Mum called to us at the front gate. ‘Bye,’ she said. ‘Have a nice walk.’

         I kicked at the fence.

         ***

         ‘It is strange to find both of you out and about at this hour,’ said Chess. As she walked, she was fiddling with the stuff in her bag. She shoved the red and white striped paper back in and zipped the bag up.

         ‘I needed some air,’ I repeated.

         ‘I just had to get out,’ said Tara. ‘Dad’s still stressing about the fire and this morning it’s worse than ever. He went to inspect the site and came back just choking.’

         I thought again, she wasn’t being entirely honest. For a start she hadn’t mentioned she had been to the cottage. Also, if Tara had to get out she usually went to Wando’s. Maybe I was right. She had come to see me and didn’t want to say so. But if that was it, there was no sign. She hadn’t even looked at me. Women are a mystery.

         We looked back at the remains of the Columbine Collectables. The rain had come too late to save it. Over the wet gardens, we could smell the ash as we walked away.

         ‘You can’t really blame your father for being upset,’ said Chess. ‘It was such a dear little building. It must be very sad for all of you.’

         Tara grunted.

         ‘I suppose he was well insured, though.’

         Tara’s curved eyebrows drew together. ‘I don’t know. This time he seems to think he lost something really valuable, but he won’t say what it is.’

         The streets of Yackandandah are really just country roads — narrow strips of bumpy bitumen, crumbling at the edges into dirt. At the sides there’s usually a bit of patchy grass under big trees, and then someone’s front fence, and that usually needs fixing. Visitors think this is great. They stay at the B & B’s and say how lovely it is. It makes you wonder how bad it must be where they come from.

         ‘So everyone’s feeling tense at your place today,’ said Chess. ‘That must be unpleasant.’

         Tara looked at her for a while without speaking, and then shrugged and said, ‘I don’t want to talk about it. Let’s go to the creek.’

         She said the two sentences quickly as if they were part of the same idea, and we found ourselves heading off there before we’d had time to answer.

         We turned off the main street. In Windham Street we were evil-eyed by old Mr Datney’s psychotic white cocky. There was no one else around.

         Yackandandah Creek runs through the southern side of town. At the back of the caravan park there’s the entrance to a path. There’s a sign here saying the creek banks are going to be re-vegetated and cleaned up as a project for unemployed youth. So far nothing’s happened. That doesn’t bother me. I like it the way it is. The path starts in a series of steep earth steps, held together with pine logs, and then tunnels down through a thick band of trees. There are fallen leaves all over the place and big earth banks, and a lot of the undergrowth has been taken over by vines and blackberries. Today, with everything damp, the air was dense with the smell of soil. There was also something sharper — a sort of piney, lemony smell, that stayed with us right until we came out at the creek.

         The creek itself is only a few metres wide. Mostly the banks are damp earth, nearly black, but in places there are stones. As you go along towards the golf course there are two bridges made of railway sleepers, each with a piece of iron tubing for a handrail. We stopped on the first bridge, leaning on the rail, looking down into the water.

         After all the rain, the creek was quite high. Upstream it was deep and dark. Just below the bridge it hit a submerged branch and spread out to rattle over a stony bed. We were in the shade of the bank and the trees, but in patches the water caught the sun and threw up stabbing white lights that I tried not to look at.

         Across the creek there was a small cleared area called Lawson Reserve. It consisted of a bit of weedy lawn, a concrete fireplace with no grate and no wood, and a bench with a splintering seat. A couple of kids were playing there on fluoro-green birthday-present bikes. They pedalled away when we arrived. We stood on the bridge for a while and then sat on some big granite rocks on a grassy mound. No one talked much.

         Chess had a few tries at conversation, asking Tara things like ‘Are you going away for the holidays?’ and ‘What are you doing for Christmas?’, but she didn’t get much in the way of answers.

         I’d stopped worrying about my secret knowledge and started worrying about what Tara thought of us. She had come to visit me. It was the first sign of friendliness I’d had from her for years, and here was Chess, ruining it. I wondered what to say to impress her. Then I got over that too. Tara had made it pretty clear she didn’t want to discuss her family life. Like me, she had come out to mellow. I’m good at mellow. Mellow is my specialty. If it was just the two of us we could do it together.

         Chess said, ‘How did you go at Wando’s last night?’

         ‘What do you mean?’ said Tara.

         ‘Did you finish the history thing?’

         Tara screwed up her nose. ‘The term’s virtually over. We ended up just watching TV.’

         ‘In Wando’s room?’

         ‘Yes.’

         Chess had never been in Wando’s room, but she knew he had a TV in there. I must’ve said something about it one day. She remembers things like this — little details about people’s lives. It was as if she kept files of information about people instead of having relationships with them.

         She kept going at Tara. She thought it was a conversation. ‘So his parents thought you were working.’

         ‘Yes.’

         In front of us the bank screened off the town and behind us, across the reserve, there was a hillside with an old church, near the road to Albury. The houses up there were large and had good views. Tara’s was one of them.

         ‘Streaming or TV?’ said Chess.

         Tara hesitated before answering. It was easy to see she didn’t want this conversation. ‘MKR.’

         ‘On Seven? Live?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘What about The Bachelorette? That’s on Ten isn’t it? You must have watched that. Everyone does.’

         ‘Of course.’ Tara rolled her eyes. I began to be glad Chess was there. To sit here in complete silence would’ve felt wrong, and with Chess asking questions and making stupid comments — well at least it meant I didn’t have to. Unfair, I suppose, but Chess didn’t mind being laughed at.

         After a while she gave up. I told myself it didn’t matter.

         I was just about to lie back on the grass when Tara stood up and said, ‘It feels better if we just keep moving.’

         She started walking off across the grass in the direction of the path. Chess and I followed.

         The second bridge was about twenty metres downstream. We stopped there, leaning back on the rail, facing downstream. The pattern of the water was reversed from the other bridge. What I mean is upstream the water ran noisily over rocks and downstream it entered a deep pool. Not far from us a dead branch stuck up from the water, silver and soft-looking. I threw a few stones in.

         Another sleepy silence grew between us. Chess sat down on the bridge, which was pretty dry, and poked at the water with the toe of a riding boot, watching the ripples from my stones.

         After a while she said, ‘There’s a fish in there.’

         I looked in an uninterested way to where she was pointing. There was something grey-white under the water, not far from the town-side bank.

         I said, ‘It’s not a fish. It’s not moving.’

         ‘No.’ Chess sounded thoughtful.

         Tara had gone up to the shallow side of the bridge. She was holding back her heavy hair with one hand, watching the water.

         Chess was fascinated by her submerged white thing. She leaned towards it, narrowing her eyes.

         ‘Piece of rubbish,’ I said, and threw another stone.

         ‘Mmmm,’ said Chess. Slowly she got to her feet, still peering through the ripples. She stepped down to the muddy water’s edge.

         Suddenly she was wailing.

         ‘Matty! Oh, Matty! Oh my god!’

         My first response was a stab of annoyance at what she was calling me. I was aware of Tara watching us. But what Chess said next drove this from my mind. She looked up at me, swaying in shock, clutching at roots on the bank to keep herself from falling. She had gone grey in the face.

         ‘Matty, it’s a hand. It’s a human hand.’

         ***

         My memory of what happened next is pretty uneven. Mainly it’s just a sick-feeling blur, but there are some things I’m sure about.

         It was Chess who went plunging first into the water, grabbing at the hand and pulling, and I know that the voice screaming at her — the high-pitched hysterical squeak telling her to leave it alone — was me. I don’t know where Tara was in all this. Watching from the bridge I think. Chess was saying there was a person on the end of the hand and there was just a chance they might be alive, and I got into the water to help her. I remember the cold, and that the water was chest deep, and that the person was amazingly heavy to drag up onto the bank, and that at some point I realised it was Deb.

         My first real picture is the body — a damp white shirt and a tight black skirt and high strappy shoes on white feet, the whole thing streaked with mud — but even that picture is broken up and not very clear. Mostly I remember the voices.

         I was gabbling about resuscitation. ‘What is it? ABC? Airways, Breathing … and C … what’s C?’ I grabbed Chess by the shoulders and started shaking her. ‘Do something! You know everything! What is C?!’

         I remember Chess’s black eyes holding mine. She took one of my hands off her shoulder and pushed it firmly onto Deb’s forehead, saying calmly, ‘Feel it, Matty.’

         I snatched my hand away.

         ‘She’s cold,’ said Chess. ‘Almost the temperature of the water. She’s dead, Matty. She’s been dead for a long time.’

         Somewhere beside me I heard Tara’s voice, weak and breathy. ‘My God. Deb. Poor Deb.’ And then, in a dazed kind of way she added, ‘She just got engaged. She hasn’t even got the ring yet.’

         I didn’t see Tara’s face when she spoke and after that I think she might have gone off and been sick or something. But what she’d said was true. Debbie had a bit of jewellery on — earrings and a thin gold chain round her neck — but there was no engagement ring.

         And there was no Eye of Ra either.

         ***

         Now there’s a change in my memory of the scene. The voices finish and everything goes still. And it stops seeming like a dream and becomes horribly real — real Chess, real me, sitting on a scrappy lawn, beside a piece of dark water, facing a body that used to be a real friend.

         And the one thing I have a perfect picture of, which I can still call up as clearly as a glossy photo — the thing that will never leave me — is the face. Deb’s face, blue-white, hard-looking, more like china than skin, framed by ringlets of dirty yellow hair.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4

         

         My parents’ garden is full of flowers — not those bright squashed-up things surrounded by concrete edges — our place has great bushes of flowers, straggling and sticking out and frothing up, around the stone walls of the pottery shed, and making high cushions around the paving. There are a lot of trees too, and other stuff scattered about — ladders, wood, a rusting iron bucket, and two statues from Dad’s arty friends. What I’m trying to say is the place is not tidy, and that gives it a sort of comfortable feel. Good place to come when life turns on you.

         I don’t sit in it much. We do eat meals out there, and it’s OK for a wake-up coffee at about midday on Sundays, but apart from that I really don’t go there, unless it’s to fish a pair of socks off the line. But the following Friday, after Debbie’s funeral, we all ended up there — Chess, Wando, Tara and me.

         ***

         It had been a tough week. The death of Debbie had rocked the whole town and it had definitely rocked me, but somehow not in the way I would’ve expected. I didn’t feel sad, the way I had when our bearded dragon had died, or the way I had when my best friend, Peter, had moved away. This time, it just felt as if nothing was normal any more.

         And I was the least normal of all. Something inside me seemed to have stopped working. For the first few days I did nothing. Not normal nothing, which was drawing and watching TV. Actual nothing. I would find myself sitting at the table, or on the side of the bath, staring into space, not even thinking.

         Mum made lasagne and cake and took it to the Wilsons, and she visited a lot of other people — Debbie’s aunties and old school friends — anyone who might be affected. Sometimes she dragged me along, I think just to get me moving again. But being out was no help. I would just watch people huddled in little groups, discussing things with tired faces. Sometimes they said things to me, about Debbie, about how bad it must have been, but I couldn’t answer. Words just didn’t have anything to do with what had happened. I felt as if the air had gone thick and cold, and everything was distant and distorted, so that I couldn’t even really understand what was being said to me.

         On the Wednesday I went down the street, to the Yack Motor Garage, to spend some time with Steve. This is where I go to get away from things, because Steve doesn’t go in for a lot of emotional drama and he usually just lets me sit there and watch him fiddle with engines. But this week even Steve looked at me in a worried kind of way. He was thinking it too. There was something wrong with me. I was one of the people who had found Debbie. I wasn’t being sad enough. I wasn’t being sad properly.

         But what would be the right way to be sad? Maybe I shouldn’t even be out walking around. I just didn’t know. It wasn’t something there were rules for. And even worrying about rules was wrong. I shouldn’t be thinking about my own behaviour when someone I knew was dead. So that was another thing I was doing wrong.

         The thing I couldn’t explain to anyone was what had happened to my brain. There were great big spaces between my thoughts, full of cold air. Even by the end of the week I hadn’t managed to think about Debbie at all. Every time my thoughts went in that direction they dissolved into jelly. This was wrong. It was obvious that everyone else was thinking about her all the time. I was being a coward.

         ***

         The funeral had been hard to take for everyone. I’d been to funerals before, but only of old people. At those everyone looks serious and thoughtful and there’s a feeling that something big has happened, but there are also stories and even some laughs. Debbie’s funeral wasn’t like that. It was horrible. Half her family were sobbing and the faces of the others were so bad I couldn’t look at them.

         With a mother like mine, I’d got used to seeing people in trouble. People were always coming around to our house for chats with good old Sarah Tingle — people who had lost their jobs, or people whose kids had left home, or whose old relations got senile — anyone with a problem. Mum would sit and let them talk. Sometimes I’d go and hide, but often I’d stick around. It didn’t bother me the way it bothered some kids. Usually there was something you could say — give a bit of sympathy or crack a joke.

         But this time everyone was helpless. And that was the first thing I did start to feel. It still wasn’t the right feeling. It was more like anger than sadness. Inside the church I clenched my fists on my knees to stop myself from punching something. There just wasn’t anything you could do, except sit around together radiating and absorbing bad feelings. Everything was terrible, terrible, and nothing that could be said would ever make a difference.

         And there was something else. Worse than being helpless, I was left with this feeling of guilt. Guilt about losing Debbie, about all these people suffering. As if I’d done it. I knew it didn’t make sense. But I’d been with Debbie before she died, and I hadn’t prevented it. Instead I had found her, pulled her up, given her back to the world, cold and wet and lifeless. It was like when you see something get broken. You feel guilty just because you were nearby.

         ***

         After the funeral, there were tea and sandwiches in the church hall, but again I was just standing in the corner, staring at everyone. Tara must’ve felt the same way, because after a few minutes she left. Wando went with her. In the week since we found Debbie, they’d hardly been apart for a second. I could see Tara needed Wando. He made her feel safe. As soon as they moved, I followed, catching them up outside, and behind me came my favourite shadow, Chess.

         We didn’t know where to go. We just hung around in the church yard until Mum gathered us up and lured us home with a promise of lumberjack cake. She would’ve left Dad there to apologise for us and help clean up. She never forgets details like that.

         ***

         So we ended up in our back garden. It wasn’t a lively party. Chess helped Mum put some food out, but the rest of us just wobbled our chairs around on the uneven bricks and watched them do it. It was hard to tell what the others were thinking. Tara was the same as she always is, fairly expressionless. Wando was the only one who looked at all upset — red and a bit sweaty. Chess finished helping and then sat and watched everyone from the shade of the plum tree.

         I was feeling hollow and vaguely sick. I was haunted by the image of Deb’s pale face but I was finding it hard to connect the dead Deb with the living one. It sounds stupid, but I was having trouble even realising it had happened. Debbie hadn’t been big in my life, but she’d always been there, part of the background. I couldn’t help feeling that if I walked into the bakery she’d still be there behind the counter. Not tomorrow maybe, but one day. The fact that she wouldn’t be there, or anywhere, ever again and that she’d never wear her little earrings or pat her stomach and say ‘shaddup’, or say anything — or see anything — well, it just seemed so much for one person to lose.

         Silences don’t bother my mother, and they never last long when she’s around. There’s something about her — other people can’t help talking to her. She gets into this listening thing — does a lot of ah’ing and says ‘yes’ really slowly, and doesn’t pass on her own opinions. She’s also tall and has broad shoulders and thick muscly arms, so she looks as if she could hold things up without dropping them. I’ve always thought that had a lot to do with it.

         Mum believes everything should be talked about. And she has heaps of comments and questions to get things going. Today she used something completely new.

         ‘I hope the police treated everyone all right?’

         That didn’t get her very far. We all mumbled ‘yes’. The police had spent a lot of time investigating Debbie’s death. Over the past week we’d all had long interviews with them, about finding Debbie’s body, the conversation in the bakery the day before, and anything else we knew. For my part, Mum knew how the police had treated me because she’d been there. They’d been mostly nice enough, sometimes acting a bit suspicious, but nothing too heavy. They did dwell on the fact that I’d been involved in two major incidents — a fire and a death — within two days of each other, but, like me, they were unable to figure out any connection.

         There was another little silence and then Tara said, ‘I don’t know why they tried to make so much of it. I suppose they have to check these things, but it was so obviously an accident, right? They seemed to think she might have committed suicide. I told them there was no way.’ She paused for someone to agree then said, less sure of herself, ‘Didn’t everyone?’

         We did our ‘yes’ murmuring thing again. Tara was under a branch of our Japanese maple, which was decorating her face and shoulders with the shadows of starry leaves. It made her difficult to see properly. She reached forward, got her tea from the table and took a sip, all very slow and deliberate, but she clutched her mug high in front of her chest with both hands.

         I tried to help. ‘I told them it must’ve been an accident. Debs was very happy when we saw her wasn’t she, Chess? And we were the last to see her.’

         ‘We were the last people to admit they’d seen her,’ corrected Chess.

         Tara turned to Chess: ‘And did you tell them how happy she was?’

         ‘I said she was excited about something.’

         Tara said, ‘She was going to see Andrew Colston after work, up at the old Uniting Church.’

         I remembered, Tara had talked to Debbie that afternoon in the bakery.

         Tara said, ‘She would’ve had to go through the reserve and across the creek to get there. That was where they always met. Apparently he’d just asked her to marry him.’

         ‘Oh my Lord,’ said Mum, as if this added to the tragedy. Which I suppose it did.

         Tara put her cup back. The table was covered in cheese, bread, fruit and cake, with a pot of flowers near the middle and piles of plates and knives. It’s always like this at our place. No fuss, Mum just puts out masses of food and lets everyone go for it.

         Nobody jumped into the food today.

         Tara said, ‘How can someone die in a tiny bit of water like that anyway?’

         Wando spoke for the first time, his voice rough and uneven. ‘Some people are saying she had a skinful.’

         ‘Yes,’ said Mum and Chess together.

         ‘What’s that?’ said Tara. ‘She’d been drinking?’

         But Wando had used up all his powers of speech. With great concentration he picked up a knife and cut himself a hunk of cheese.

         Chess was quick to fill in for him. She loved supplying facts. ‘The police told Debbie’s parents that the level of alcohol in her blood was consistent with her having drunk nearly a bottle of wine. It would explain how she could have drowned in that narrow creek. Normally she would have just pulled herself out.’

         ‘But you don’t drown, do you? Just because you’ve had a few drinks?’

         ‘Not always. But if a person has a lot of alcohol in their blood it’s easy to become disoriented, especially with the shock of falling in. There’s also a reflex on falling suddenly into cold water. You gasp and suck in and pass out. It’s called a shallow water blackout.’

         ‘Well there you are,’ said Tara. ‘She was only little. A bottle would’ve been enough to put her totally off her face. And then going across the slippery bridge after all the rain …’

         ‘Seems odd, though, doesn’t it,’ said Chess, looking from one of us to the other with her black eyes.

         It annoyed me, Chess being logical and sharp. Everyone else was happy to just feel sad. But Chess was going to try to turn it into some kind of puzzle, to show us all how clever she was. Suddenly I felt tired. Something inside me went soft and weak, as if I might just melt down into the chair and wail with sadness. I wished they would all go away.

         Tara said, ‘What’s odd?’ sounding bored.

         ‘That she would drink all that, by herself. Before she met him.’

         ‘Well, she was a grown up,’ said Tara. ‘And she liked a drink, didn’t she?’

         ‘If she had been drinking after work, surely it would be more natural for her to have had a companion.’ Chess wriggled straighter in her chair. ‘And here’s another question. Debbie was found under the second bridge. She must have taken a detour along the creek to get there. I mean maybe she would do that if she had a friend and they were talking or something, but it’s a funny thing to do alone. Why didn’t she go straight across to the church?’

         I didn’t want to join in, but I thought she was making too much of this. ‘So probably there was someone,’ I said. ‘And they were just too freaked by it to come forward.’

         Chess said, ‘There was no trace of anyone else.’

         I couldn’t help sounding surprised. ‘How do you know?’

         ‘I asked one of the policemen, the young, nice one. He probably wasn’t supposed to tell me but he did. The police inspected the bakery as soon as we’d reported the body — early on Sunday afternoon. The phone was still off the hook. They found one glass in the back with only Debbie’s prints. And they found the champagne bottle in the bin with no prints on it at all. It had been washed very thoroughly. According to the Weatheralls, that wasn’t unusual for Debbie. She was fanatically clean. That was why they employed her. The policeman thought she must’ve drunk it all by herself and then washed the bottle.’ Chess frowned. ‘But I think it’s strange. She might have rinsed it to put it in the recycling, but she wouldn’t have been so thorough. I don’t believe it.’

         She looked around us all, demanding that we agree. Wando just kept shaving off slivers of cheese and shoving them into his mouth. Tara swirled her mug around watching the surface of the tea.

         Chess said, ‘I think there was someone else there, and they carefully washed away all their fingerprints.’

         I was the only one to meet Chess’s eyes and I tried without speaking to make her drop it.

         But Chess started staring at Wando. She was collecting information, adding to her Wando-file, instead of trying to be a friend. It would’ve been getting on Wando’s nerves, but Chess didn’t see that. This is normal for her. She thinks life is like chess. To her we are all just little wooden pieces moving around, making patterns and ruled by logic. She makes no allowance for what might be going on inside. That just isn’t part of the game.

         She went on, ‘The police kept asking me if I’d seen the necklace she had on. The yellow stone on the chain. Did they ask everyone?’

         Tara and Wando weren’t going to answer. It dawned on me that they both looked weird, kind of tense. I remembered how Wando had been when he’d seen the necklace on Debbie. The necklace had meant something to him. He knew more about this than we did and he didn’t want to go into it.

         Chess’s voice was hard and clear, trying to force us to listen. ‘Apparently it’s missing and the family want it back. That’s also peculiar. I don’t see how she could have lost that all by herself.’

         ‘I suppose we’ll never know exactly what happened,’ said Mum.

         Without realising he was doing it, Wando dragged one of Mum’s flowers out of the vase and started mashing it between his fingers.

         Chess said, ‘But just say there was someone else there, drinking with Debbie after work. It has to be considered. Maybe that person …’

         There was a pause. Even Chess wasn’t game to say what we were all thinking. Maybe that person pushed her in.

         She finished weakly. ‘Accidents and suicide aren’t the only ways of dying.’

         Mum interrupted. ‘Chess, I really think —’

         Tara stood up. ‘We’d better get going.’

         ‘Tara,’ said Mum. ‘Come and talk. Any time.’

         Mum was giving Tara one of her looks. There was some major undercurrent here but I couldn’t work it out. I cursed Chess for scaring them away.

         Tara said, ‘Thanks for the tea, Sarah. But we said we’d be home by three, didn’t we Wando?’ Their parents would be eating together at one of their houses.

         Wando grunted something and stood up, dropping his mangled daisy on the cheese. They thanked Mum and left.

         ‘What’s wrong with them?’ said Chess.

         I wondered too.

         Mum wasn’t really listening. She watched the back door where they had gone, but her eyes were a bit out of focus.

         ‘They’ve been through so much. Those two and the Wilsons. This has brought it all back up again.’

         ‘You mean that Devastation Road thing?’ I said.

         Mum’s gaze cleared as if she suddenly realised what she was saying. ‘Never mind.’

         ‘The what?’ said Chess.

         ‘It’s something that happened —’

         ‘Another time.’ Mum put a restraining hand on my arm. ‘We should wait.’

         ‘But what’s it got to do with Tara and Wando?’

         Mum shook her head. ‘They may tell you about it one day, but they won’t do it until they’re ready.’ She stared into my eyes. I could see I wasn’t going to get anywhere. Chess was watching us the way she’d watched Wando, collecting data and storing it away.

         As an excuse for looking down, I poured some water into my empty mug and guzzled it down.

         Mum said, ‘What about you two?’

         Chess was deep in thought and didn’t answer, so I had to. ‘What about us?’

         ‘Are you OK? About Deb?’

         ‘Fine thanks.’ Chess picked up some mugs and bolted for the kitchen.

         Mum’s eyes met mine again. It was always hard to get Chess to talk about things that were bugging her.

         Mum said, ‘Do you want to talk about it?’

         ‘I dunno.’

         Mum had been pretty solid today. I wished I had something to tell her. But I hated the way she did this. I folded my arms as a kind of protection against her and tried to think up something to say.

         It wasn’t that I didn’t care. I thought about Debbie all the time. But somehow it didn’t affect me that much. It felt almost as if it hadn’t got anything to do with me. Like a news story. You watch it and go ‘How terrible, pass the sauce.’ The only thing I felt was sometimes I was a bit sorry for the kids who found her, and then I’d remember one of them was me.

         I couldn’t explain any of this to Mum so I got annoyed. ‘I Don’t Know.’

         Mum shook her head and looked unimpressed. No one had eaten her food. She stood up.

         ‘Bring some plates when you come will you.’

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 5

         

         ‘I don’t care what people say. I don’t think she slipped.’

         I groaned to myself. I really didn’t have the energy for this.

         It was Friday afternoon, a few hours after our session in the garden. Chess was sitting on the wooden bridge over the creek. The second wooden bridge. The one Debs had fallen off. She was dangling her feet, looking down into the water. I watched her from higher on the bank, up among the roots and vines.

         ‘No one wants to say it, but I think it’s quite conceivable that someone pushed her in. I can’t believe the police have stopped investigating.’

         ‘Look. Drop it, eh, Chess. This is Debs we’re talking about. She didn’t have enemies. Everyone liked her.’

         I felt a twinge of something. I couldn’t work out what. Quickly I pushed it away. I couldn’t think about Debbie today. After the week of feeling useless and helpless and hollow, and then feeling guilty about not feeling the right things, it had all become this huge weight, pushing me into the ground.

         Somewhere deep in my brain thoughts were trying to happen. All week I’d been woken up by dreams, not about Debs, about other things — skiing, and dancing in slow motion, and long dirt roads with trees leaning over them — but they’d all be overlaid somehow with the feel of a wet nylon shirt and firm cold rubbery flesh. And there’d been other dreams, too, about live people with blue-white faces.

         Now even the dreams had started to fade. If I could get some peace this afternoon I had a chance of a good night’s sleep. I lay back on the bank and watched leaves and sky through half-shut eyelashes, trying to concentrate on the shifting lines of dark and light.

         Chess’s voice cut into my thinking, high and hard and nasal. ‘What if she knew something? You know, like someone’s evil secret or something.’

         Chess was never tired, or rather, when she was she got more and more wound up. I knew this about her and sometimes I even tried to understand, but today she disgusted me. She was actually enjoying herself. I’d seen it in the garden — that little excited light in her eyes. Chess saw this as a chance to be involved with the rest of us in something important. And now the others had gone, she only had me. Couldn’t she see how badly she was behaving, treating Debbie’s death like some kind of exciting puzzle? They might not have been bosom buddies, but for the past three years Debs had been serving Chess in the bakery and she’d always been pretty decent towards her. Couldn’t Chess at least pretend to be sad?

         Something was nagging at me. Debbie knew someone’s evil secret … Chess let the idea hang in the air long enough for me to remember, and then she spelled it out for me. ‘Before she died Debbie waved that necklace around and told us she knew three things. One was about the fire at Roland’s café. What could the others be?’

         No. No way. I wasn’t going to play. ‘I don’t know.’

         We had missed the last week of school, but it was still technically the start of summer holidays. Ahead of me were six weeks of slow days. I would lie around for days listening to Spotify and drawing on my eleven sketch pads. I’d sleep in because there’d be nothing to get up for, and eat too much out of sheer boredom. Chess wasn’t going to take that away from me. The funeral was over. Everything should return to normal.

         But that wasn’t going to happen. Good old Matty Tingle. I had already got up early to go to the funeral, and now I was to have no peace. Chess had come to us for the afternoon. Her father was hitting the grog again, and I was expected to look after her. And of course, she hadn’t wanted to lie around. She never just lay around. She’d wanted to come down here.

         It wasn’t the place I minded. I wasn’t worried about Deb’s ghost popping out from behind a bush or anything. I was having flashbacks of the day we found her, but I had plenty of those wherever I was. In a way it was good to be here and see the real place, separated from town by trees, looking green and natural and a bit grotty the way it always did.

         I sighed. Chess didn’t have anywhere else to go. I was supposed to be nice. Well, I was doing my best. Lying around and mumbling things wasn’t that helpful, but it was better than getting the shits with her, and her conversation was, as usual, unbelievably annoying. I shut my eyes and let her rave on.

         ‘No scientist will accept a theory about something unless it covers all the facts. And if we say Debbie died by accident, there are a lot of things that are still unexplained.’

         She stopped and held up a hand, sticking out the thumb and first finger. ‘First unexplained item — the champagne. Why would she sit out the back of the bakery and drink it all by herself? And the bottle …’

         ‘How many things are there going to be?’

         She ignored me.

         ‘Not a single fingerprint on it. OK, people often rinse things out before they put them in the recycling and some people wash them in soap and water. But not even Debbie would wipe the outside so thoroughly.’

         I yawned. ‘She might.’

         ‘But it’s so unlikely. And with all the other unlikely things …’

         ‘What things?’

         ‘Third unexplained thing — the necklace. The necklace has something to do with Debbie knowing people’s secrets. And it has gone missing. Now I saw the clasp and so did you. It wasn’t going to just break and fall into the creek. And it was too short to have been pulled off over Debbie’s head. She must have taken it off.’

         ‘What if she did?’

         ‘Well, if she took it off, then where is it? It couldn’t walk out of the bakery all by itself. Someone else must have been there and taken it away.’

         I scratched my nose and folded my arms across my chest.

         ‘Doesn’t it bother you?’ said Chess.

         ‘No.’

         This wasn’t true. No matter how much I tried to deny it, it was starting to bother me.

         And Chess wasn’t going to let it go. ‘Come on Matt. The whole story is crazy. There’s a much more likely explanation for everything, just staring us in the face.’

         She wanted me to ask what it was, so I didn’t. But she went on anyway. ‘I think Deb had a companion to drink that wine. I think the companion let her drink most of the bottle. For some reason Deb gave that person the necklace. Then they went through the reserve to get to the church. At the creek, the companion persuaded her to go to the second bridge, for more of a chat. There Debbie either fell or she was pushed. It is possible it was an accident …’ She sounded a bit uncertain for a minute, then she got up to speed again.

         ‘But then that person went back and cleared away all trace of themselves from the bakery kitchen. So they must have also got the bakery keys. So I’d say in all probability that person is as guilty as anything.’

         She stopped. For a few more seconds I clung to my silence.

         This was more than Chess could take. ‘Come on, Matt. You’re the one who’s supposed to care about how people feel.’

         ‘What’s that got to do with it?’

         ‘Everyone says one of the hardest things about Deb’s death is that no one knows exactly what happened.’

         ‘It is.’

         Now Chess started to sound a bit less sure of herself. ‘I want to ask you something. You have more of an idea about these things than me.’

         I lifted my head to look at her. Why was she flattering me now? What was she after?

         She said, ‘Do you think it would help Deb’s family if they knew exactly what happened — even if it was really awful?’

         Could it really be that Chess was finally starting to think about other people? It might be some kind of trick to get my attention, but there was nothing in her face like that. She looked worried. Suddenly I felt bad about the way I was treating her. I slid down to the bridge and sat next to her, trying to help. I even used her word.

         ‘It’s awful any way it happened. But, yeah, I reckon it would help if they knew. Even if the truth stinks, it’s better than not knowing. It kind of gives you a handle on things.’ I knew what I meant but it was hard to explain. ‘A mystery is so — nothing. If you have a fact, no matter how bad — well at least you know what it is you have to deal with.’

         Chess immediately latched on to this. ‘So it would be a good thing for us to look into it, wouldn’t it? Try to find out whether Deb really did fall off here or whether she was … assisted.’

         ‘I don’t see how —’

         ‘We could see people she knew. Ask questions.’

         I had to laugh at that. ‘No way.’

         ‘There are obvious places to start — the family. And the prime suspect has to be this boyfriend, Andrew. He was on the scene waiting for Debbie at the church. What if he met her at the bakery instead? Gave her wine? Took her down to the creek —’

         ‘Awww.’

         ‘She was murdered, Matt. Someone pushed her in.’

         ‘You don’t know that!’

         ‘OK, well here’s one more thing that doesn’t add up.’ She dropped off the bridge to the muddy water’s edge. Then, without warning, she reached down to the creek and madly splashed water all over the spot where she’d been sitting. Of course half of it went on me.

         ‘Chess! You are such a pain!’ I started brushing furiously at my clothes, pushing off some drops of water and rubbing most of them in. ‘Why do you have to be such a dickhead?!’

         Chess wasn’t worried. She’d splashed me with water before a million times and I only sounded half mad. She watched me with her hands on her hips and said, ‘It’s not slippery.’

         I was still shaking at my shirt. ‘What?’

         ‘Try it.’ She climbed back up and scuffed a foot back and forth on the bridge. ‘The big theory is that because it’d been raining Deb slipped on the bridge, but even when it’s wet, it’s not slippery.’

         Sulking, I climbed back up to my place on the bank and lay down again.

         There were a few moments of silence. But my hassles weren’t over. Chess joined me on the bank, sitting up straight, making me wish I wasn’t lying down.

         ‘I mean maybe she just walked off the edge, but again it seems unlikely with a handrail along one side, even if she had drunk a lot.’

         Walked off the edge. The words sent a hard tight feeling right around my skull. I didn’t know what it was, but I knew it was connected to something huge, some timeless empty space that I couldn’t quite imagine. Just for a second I felt immensely sad, and afraid. And then it was gone.

         In one of the trees a pair of black cockatoos were jumping around, getting over-excited about the summer. They took off suddenly, sending a rustling movement through the branches. A few leaves drifted slowly down.

         Chess gave up waiting for an answer and went off into one of her mini mental attacks. Not a screaming fit or anything. Chess’s mental attacks are very quiet, but they do mean something is getting to her. She starts whispering to herself, very fast, so that you can’t understand the words, as if she was possessed or something. She draws invisible diagrams on her knees. Today she was also counting things off on her finger tips. She never did any of this when there were people around, apart from me, which is just as well. She’d be whacked straight into a loony bin.

         Mutter, mutter, scribble, scratch. What was she doing? Was she still counting things that didn’t fit? It amazed me that she could be thinking clearly about Debbie at all. To me everything was just an ugly blur. Tara and Wando were like me. They’d acted weirdly this morning, but that was what they were supposed to do. That was human — to go tense and quiet when things turn bad. It was this little pocket calculator beside me who was the freak.

         Finally she looked around her and took a deep breath. ‘Could we go?’ she said.

         I sat up, relieved, thinking instantly of my bed and my Juice magazine.

         But Chess was pointing towards the old Uniting Church on the hill across the creek, just visible above trees.

         ‘Could we go there? Just a little walk? This place is giving me the willies.’

         The willies. I hated the way she talked.

         ***

         To get to the church we had to climb another path through eucalypts and acacia. As soon as we emerged from this, I stopped and ducked backwards for cover. Sitting on the low stone wall of the church was Deb’s boyfriend, Andrew. He was slumped forward, elbows on knees, holding a long piece of grass in both hands.

         I grabbed Chess’s arm to warn her, but she didn’t need warning. Chess is no actress and she was not surprised to see him there. That was why she had wanted to come here. From where we’d been on the bank, while I was lying down, she must’ve seen him park on the Albury road. So much for needing a walk.

         ‘No,’ I whispered. ‘We should leave him alone.’

         Chess started to walk towards him. I grabbed her again. ‘No way, Chess!’ I hissed.

         Andrew heard us. He stood up.

         ‘Hi,’ he called. ‘Come over. It’s all right.’

         He was a big man, not fat, bulked-up. He had thick brown hair, cut neatly and combed down, like people who live in the city and work in offices. He wore soft pants with a plaited leather belt and a pair of those yuppie boating shoes. He looked like what he was — an accountant on a day off.

         ‘I’m sorry I didn’t see you at the funeral this morning. I was … not quite myself.’ He gave us a weak smile that didn’t quite make it to his eyes. He looked sad, but there was something else there too, something watchful. He went on, ‘I’m glad you’re here. I was thinking about Debbie.’ He gave a hard laugh and a little shrug, ‘Well, of course I was. I was even thinking of going to see you. Annie told me where you lived. There are things I wanted to ask you, about that last afternoon, when you were with Deb in the bakery. If there was anything you knew.’

         ‘We told the police everything,’ said Chess.

         He turned to her, flushing. ‘Could you tell me? Please? It really would help, just to know how she was. Anything.’ The poor guy was twisting his piece of grass into a knot. Chess watched him closely.

         She said, ‘After work Debbie was going to meet you here.’

         We looked around us. The church was soft grey stone. It stood on the corner of two quiet roads, near the old people’s home and the entrance to a sports ground. There was never anyone around.

         ‘We always met here,’ said Andrew. ‘Deb’s house is pretty small and mine is too far, in Beechworth. We used to bring something to eat, have wine, put down a rug, or get in the car.’ He stopped, and looked at us in a surprised kind of way, as if he suddenly realised we were too young to know what a boy and girl do in a car. Maybe Chess was. He ended with a wave of a hand that meant it didn’t matter. ‘It was just a place to come.’

         Around the church were several pine trees, black and tattered with age. The ground was mostly needles and bare dirt, which added to the deserted feel of the place. Despite the walk up the hill I felt a shiver.

         Andrew sat down on the wall again, threw his grass away and rubbed his knees.

         Chess said quietly, ‘Tara Roland said you asked Deb to marry you.’

         At the thought of it, his eyes went shiny. ‘I asked her that day. Last Saturday. The day she died. God it was only a week ago …’ He sucked in some air through his nose. ‘I had meetings in Melbourne and I had to drive back. That three hour drive — I thought about her nearly the whole way.’ He turned to look at me. ‘She was the sort of girl you couldn’t stop thinking about.’ I nodded sympathetically, pretending to understand. ‘Anyway, I’d already decided to propose. I had a ring in the glove box. Deb loved jewellery.’

         He drifted off a bit, staring at his knees. He was almost crying just talking about Debs. The prime suspect? As if he would have hurt her. Chess was an idiot.

         ‘When did you ask her?’ said Chess, standing in front of us.

         ‘I was driving along thinking about her and I got to the point where I couldn’t wait any longer. I decided to ring her and get it over with. She didn’t mind me proposing by phone. She liked the madness of it.’

         His cheeks had gone a warm pink colour, which made them look fleshy. From my position close to him on the bench I could see wrinkles in his neck and little hairs near his ears that he’d missed when shaving. I’m always amazed that women could go for blokes like this. He did look strong in the shoulders and arms, as if he went to the gym. Deb would’ve liked that.

         ‘We were in the bakery,’ said Chess. ‘There was a phone call that made her giggle a lot.’

         Another smile of memory. ‘That would have been me. She was pleased about it, was she?’

         ‘She was stoked,’ I said. ‘Couldn’t stop smiling.’

         Chess said, ‘She said she knew three things she couldn’t tell us, and one of them was very very good. That must have been the engagement.’

         ‘Ah,’ he sighed and his breath shook. It was obvious the guy was completely shattered. It was cruel to be even talking to him about it.

         ‘You don’t know what the other things might have been, do you?’

         Chess had no right to interrogate him. I started to get angry, but Andrew shook his head.

         ‘Do you know anything about a necklace called the Eye —?’

         That was it. I threw an arm out to stop her. ‘You made her very happy,’ I said to Andrew. ‘After you rang, she took the phone off the hook. She didn’t want any more calls.’

         He nodded, looking a bit dreamy. ‘She said she was going to do that.’

         ‘So no one else knew about the engagement?’ said Chess.

         ‘No. No. It was our secret. Debbie and I had agreed that we couldn’t tell anyone until we told her parents and we’d do that the next day. We just wanted to see each other. I’d bought champagne and Thai on the way and I was trying to keep it warm. She was going to walk through the reserve and meet me. I came here and waited.’

         He went quiet again.

         Chess was frowning and thinking hard. She had another question. ‘What did you think? When she didn’t come?’

         ‘I didn’t know what to think. I had a look for her down near the creek but didn’t find her. I drove past the Bakery. I suppose I thought she’d gone home.’

         Chess gave me a glance that meant something was significant. I made a face. She was unbelievable. The poor guy.

         Andrew was still talking. ‘I couldn’t go to her place and annoy her. If she had gone home instead of coming to the church it meant she didn’t want to see me. She might’ve been having second thoughts about getting married.’

         He thought for a minute and then his manner changed. He looked at Chess with a new intensity. ‘People say she started drinking before she came to meet me. By herself. It just doesn’t make sense. I don’t believe it.’

         ‘Neither do I,’ said Chess.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 6

         

         I don’t know why Debbie’s mother, Annie, asked us out for morning coffee the next day. Maybe it was because we’d left the funeral early. Maybe she wanted to ask us about Debbie’s last day, or even what she’d looked like when we found her. We never discovered the reason exactly. Annie rang us each in turn, Tara and Chess and me. I know Tara tried to get out of it, but her parents must have insisted, because she came.

         As usual, Tara brought Wando with her. Actually, Annie probably expected this. Wando went everywhere with Tara, and it had been like that for so long that people had stopped noticing. It would’ve been strange if Tara had turned up without him.

         Debbie’s family, the Wilsons, lived on Station Road, the same road as Chess, but a kilometre further on. Tara’s father drove us there together in his big white Kluger.

         It was good country out this way. Station Road was bordered by trees and it was always shady. The paddocks were soft sloping banks, which occasionally dipped into sharp gullies, and in other places pushed up into small hills with trees on top. The smooth curves contrasted nicely with the verticals of the trees along the road. There were glassy dams and ragged houses, and a yard I liked that held seven rusting trucks with bits pulled off them.

         About three kilometres out of town was Chess’s place. Tara and her family had lived there before Chess. When Mr Roland’s businesses had started to make money, they’d moved to a bigger place in town. The place was pretty ordinary and no one thought it would ever sell, but not long after that, Chess and her Dad had arrived in town and bought it.

         Chess was waiting by the road to be picked up. When she had squashed into the back seat with Tara and me, Mr Roland said, ‘The old place is looking good Jessie. I see your father’s finally rebuilt the garage.’

         Chess didn’t like talking about her father and changed the subject. ‘It’s not a patch on your new place, though, Mr Roland. You’ve certainly improved your circumstances.’

         Mr Roland laughed in the fake way he always did, singing ‘Ha, ha,’ as if they were words. He liked people to notice how well he’d done.

         He put on a funny voice, kidding Chess about the way she spoke. ‘Improved our circumstances. Yes, you could say that, Jess. The new place is quite different from the old one.’

         ‘Thank God,’ said Tara, sulkily.

         I thought that sounded a bit insulting to Chess, and quickly added, ‘I really like your place Chess. It’s got personality.’

         Chess ignored me. She was watching Mr Roland closely. ‘Your various businesses must be successful.’ It was a habit of hers to keep a topic going longer than anyone else wanted. She was always trying to find out things about people.

         I listened carefully to the answer, thinking about the money hidden in the foil, but Mr Roland never said much about money. ‘You could say that.’ He was still grinning when we arrived at the gate to the Wilsons’ place.

         ‘Seeing as I’m so close, I’m going to drop in on your Dad, Chess.’ He slapped Wando on the shoulder half pushing him out. ‘Have a great time.’ The cheerfulness sounded fake. You could tell from Tara’s face they’d argued about her having to come, but Mr Roland wasn’t going to change his mind. We all piled out.

         The country was flatter here and not as nice. There were no trees near the road, just a scratchy-looking bottlebrush and a milk-barrel letterbox. There was more rain about, and the thick air seemed to push in on us. No one was exactly pleased to be there, except maybe Chess. We stood around in the sticky dust at the gate, feeling out of our depth, waiting for someone else to lead the way.

         ‘This is such a bad idea,’ said Tara.

         ‘We could just nick off,’ said Wando.

         Chess, as usual, had embarrassed me by dressing as if it was some kind of big deal. The others just wore what they always do, but Chess had turned up in a pair of brand new jeans, carefully ironed, with a light blue plastic belt, a matching bandanna around her neck and a shirt of pink checks. The kind you see on tablecloths. She’d polished her lace-up shoes. She looked, not excited exactly, but a bit switched on.

         ‘Come on, let’s go.’ She took a step towards the driveway, but had to stop because no one else moved.

         ‘I can’t believe Dad wanted me to come,’ said Tara. ‘He wouldn’t come himself.’

         ‘He wasn’t invited, was he?’ said Chess innocently.

         Tara curled a lip. ‘He doesn’t like them.’

         ‘Why not?’ said Chess.

         Tara shrugged. ‘Not good enough.’

         ‘They’ve been in trouble with the police, haven’t they?’ said Chess. ‘Handling stolen goods?’

         ‘The son has. Craig,’ I said. ‘Not the others. They’re fine.’

         Tara said, ‘Yeah, but Craig’s a total psycho and he’s definitely violent.’

         ‘He won’t hurt us. Your father obviously thought it was safe.’

         Tara didn’t believe me. ‘Have you ever had anything to do with Craig?’

         ‘I’ve seen him around.’

         ‘He’s a reptile. When we lived out here he lit about seventeen fires out in the bush. He burnt down a house.’

         ‘Why isn’t he in jail?’

         ‘They could never prove it was him.’ Tara was speaking in that flat short way of hers. She turned her head to end the conversation. Then, to my surprise, she added, ‘I wish he was in jail. He scares me.’

         I stepped closer. ‘It’s OK. He can’t hurt you with us all here.’

         At this she looked me right in the eye, and for the first time ever there was a sign of warmth. Those eyes — violet, blue — I don’t know, but they were this amazing colour, shining against that golden skin of hers. And it was more than just the colour. The friendliness had that extra magical beauty of something that had been hidden for a long time and suddenly revealed, like Christmas presents when you first open them. I felt as if I’d been pricked by needles all over, and injected with something warm.

         But there was no chance to say anything. Chess had completely missed the look Tara had given me, or didn’t care about it. She shrugged. ‘I’m sure there’s nothing for us to worry about.’ She started up the driveway, the smallest of us and an unlikely leader, but this time we followed her.

         The driveway was a gradual slope uphill. Just inside the gate, on our right, was the first of the Wilsons’ sheds. It was a building I remembered from childhood drives, something you always noticed out along this road, because it was painted bright blue.

         From somewhere we heard an angry shout, cut off suddenly, and then a clatter of metal.

         Uphill from the blue shed were others in unpainted wood and corrugated iron, and lots of steel fencing that I supposed were cattle yards. I knew the Wilsons ran cattle. I didn’t know how many hectares they had or anything, but I guessed not many. The place was pretty rundown.

         As we passed the sheds we heard movement, and saw that there were two men there, surrounded by old cars and machinery. One was Deb’s father. The other was weedy and fair, about twenty-five. Deb’s brother Craig. They stopped and watched us go past. Chess gave them a dumb little wave, palm open, fingers stiff, which they didn’t answer.

         A ratty-looking kelpie came running from the back of the house, and went past us towards the road, carrying a white supermarket bag full of something. Craig swore and chased it. We turned just in time to see him catch the dog up against a tattered lavender bush. He tore the bag away, scattering rubbish on the bush and on the driveway. He sounded like an animal himself, growling and snarling at the dog. He aimed a kick at its retreating backside, then picked up a few bits of the scattered paper and put them back in the bag.

         ‘Oh dear,’ said Chess.

         She moved to go back and help, but Craig straightened and faced her, feet apart, shoulders pushed back, arms tense. He called, ‘Don’t worry about it.’

         His posture wasn’t all that frightening. To me it was the way all small men stand when they wished they were bigger. He had an unshaven face with hollow cheeks and very small eyes, one eyelid drooping lower than the other. His expression reminded me of a sulky pre-schooler, but he got his message across. Chess backed away and left him to it.

         ‘I told you,’ whispered Tara. ‘Everyone knows he lit the fires out this way. When he’s bored he burns his hand with a lighter.’

         Craig started yelling at our backs.

         ‘Which one of youse pinched the necklace? We know she had it on her. We’ll go to the police.’ We kept walking with our heads down. ‘Debs loved that necklace!’

         After that, the house was starting to look like a positive safety zone. At least there were a few trees there. Two, to be exact, and a few strangled roses, and a thin lawn that must almost disappear in dry weather. The house was small, fibro, brown. It had a cheap flat-roofed extension that looked as if someone had tacked it on with a staple gun.

         Behind us Craig had gone quiet, but no one was game to look to see where he was. We shuffled up to the front door, feeling about as welcome as mosquitoes.

         Fortunately, the atmosphere here was a bit different. Suddenly it looked the sort of place Debbie might have lived. The door and windows were very clean and there were china pots holding pink and white flowers.

         ‘Petunias,’ said Tara. Her voice was a bit thin. I couldn’t tell if she was trying to be scornful or not.

         There were a lot of plaster things too — horses, dwarves and rabbits. Tara gave a grunt, this time sounding nervous.

         Debbie’s mother, Annie, answered the door and, as usual, I was impressed by how young she looked. She was a straight-haired version of Debbie, small and quick. Her skin was drier and she had lines around her eyes, but she was in no way like a mother. She had long white-blonde hair, lots of black eye-liner, a wide curving mouth, and a voice that would stop a truck. I know that last part because I’d seen her do it once, yelling after her husband in High Street when he’d forgotten something.

         She smiled her wide smile. ‘Come in, you lot.’ There was no sign of the tears of the day before, except that she was a bit blotchy and there were purple shadows under her eyes.

         The room she led us into was small and bright. There were flowered chairs, a flowered couch, flowered curtains, and vases of the things everywhere, with sympathy cards attached.

         Wando went straight for an armchair and the rest of us hovered near the doorway. Chess was the worst. It was something that always happened when she was nervous. She would go perfectly still, push her arms to her sides and flatten her hands along her thighs so that she ended up looking stiff and lifeless, like some kind of pencil. It made the people around her tense up too. I put a hand behind her and shoved her further into the room.

         Annie was being cheerful. ‘What’s Craig carrying on about? Dog been at the rubbish again, has it?’

         We laughed uncomfortably, a bit too loud. ‘Yeah.’

         ‘Craig’s just emptied the bin in Debbie’s room. I told him not to leave the bag on the step.’ Annie kept smiling, but it looked like an effort and she didn’t seem sure she could carry it off. She said, ‘Look, I’ll get us something to eat and drink. I’ve got that many sandwiches left over from yesterday. Anyone not want coffee?’

         We all went ‘no’ and then ‘yes’, getting confused. She didn’t wait to sort it out.

         ‘Won’t be a minnie,’ she said, and left.

         ‘She’s nice, isn’t she,’ said Chess. I don’t think she saw much of Annie even though they lived on the same road. Neither of them were the type to drop in on the neighbours.

         Tara had completely lost the friendly look. Her face was small and soft and unhappy. ‘Those two out there give me the creeps.’ She moved over to the window. Her hair was braided loosely down her back. ‘I wish we hadn’t come.’

         I tried to make her feel better. ‘They’ve just lost Debbie. You can’t expect them to be jumping around welcoming people.’

         Chess pushed her eyebrows together. ‘You can certainly imagine Craig burning things down. Maybe worse.’ Still moving stiffly, she picked up a photograph from among the flowers on the wall unit.

         Annie appeared in the doorway with a laden tray and saw what Chess was doing. She put the tray on a coffee table and moved up beside her.

         ‘That’s our Deb on the day of her Coming Out. Bit of a joke with us — a Deb ball. Get it?’ She gave a harsh grunt of laughter that didn’t sound real. ‘She made the dress herself. She had a partner, some boy from Rutherglen, but Craig drove her into town. She didn’t know Andrew then.’

         Wando stayed firmly in his chair. Tara and I gathered around the photo, smiling idiotically. There was Debbie, aged sixteen, looking exactly the same as she had at twenty-two. She wore a lacy white dress. Next to her was Craig, tidied up for the photo, clearly wishing he was somewhere else. They were standing in front of a Falcon, a model from about fifteen years ago. It was dark blue.

         ‘How old is Craig in the photo?’ said Chess.

         ‘Craig? Twenty-one. Why?’ said Annie.

         ‘So he’s twenty-seven now. You don’t look old enough to be his mother,’ said Chess.

         ‘Oh, sweet thing.’ For some reason, this brought the tears to Annie’s eyes. Weakly, she thumped Chess in the arm. ‘You can have two pieces of me chocolate slice.’

         After that Annie got us all seated and passed around cups and sugar and told us about all the food and who had made it and how kind they were.

         ‘We’ve had that many casseroles. All your Mums have sent things.’

         We didn’t all have Mums. I glanced at Chess, but for once she hadn’t noticed the mistake.

         Then there was a bit of an interval in which Wando and Chess kept eating and Tara sat very still, staring at the carpet. I would’ve tried to keep the conversation flowing, but something about the way Annie was standing told me she had something she wanted to say.

         ‘I’m so glad you all came,’ she said. ‘I wanted to have you here, just to … I wanted to …’ She made a sound that was half ‘er-um’ and half a laugh. ‘I didn’t want to say thank you exactly, that’s not right, is it? But, you know, you lot found Debs and it can’t have been very nice for yas.’

         This wasn’t quite right, either. Wando hadn’t been there but he was easy to ignore like that. He sort of melted into the background.

         Annie was struggling to finish the speech. ‘So I suppose I could say I’m sorry, but then that isn’t quite it either …’

         There were grooves down her face that hadn’t been there before, big, deep grooves that looked as if someone had folded her cheeks over from top to bottom and creased them. Together with the blotchiness of her skin, it made her look physically sick. I wondered whether grief acted like that, like some kind of disease.

         ‘Anyway, it’s good just to see yas.’

         I thought I’d better help her out. ‘It’s nice to be here, Annie. Sorry we left early yesterday.’

         She waved that away. ‘No … God …’ She was remembering the funeral and shaking her head. ‘I was a bloody write-off.’ Without knowing she was doing it, she perched down onto the arm of Wando’s chair. Her bottom, in its tight pink jeans, was almost touching his arm.

         ‘There’s one thing I do have to say. I hope no one will mind. It’s just that Debs had this necklace thing. A stone on a chain. Kind of dark yellow, with lighter yellow bits inside. It was called amber. I mean I know you would’ve said if you’d found it or anything, but Craig’s been going on about it. People have different ways of handling things, don’t they? He’s that angry. That’s just his way. But he’s latched on to this necklace.’ She paused for breath and tried again to explain. ‘Craig says she had it on her when she went to work that day.’

         ‘She did,’ said Chess, always quick with the facts. ‘She wasn’t wearing it when we found her.’

         ‘You sure? Could it have got left on the grass?’

         ‘Definitely not,’ said Chess. ‘But she was wearing it on the Saturday afternoon, in the bakery. She showed it to us.’

         ‘It’s probably in the creek,’ said Tara, very quietly.

         Annie sighed sadly and slapped her knees. ‘Yes, probably. They dragged the pool and only found the bakery keys. They must’ve fallen out of Deb’s pocket. Perhaps they missed the necklace.’

         Chess said, ‘Debbie called it the Eye of Ra. Did you know that? She said it meant she knew people’s secrets.’

         My stomach tightened. Chess was still playing detective.

         ‘Yeah.’ Annie laughed fondly. ‘Silly old Debs.’

         ‘Had she had it long?’

         ‘She’d had it for years. It was pretty important to her. She kept it in this jewellery box she had, right up in the top of her cupboard, hidden away with her treasures. She thought I didn’t know. Well, you know what girls are. She had this envelope of stuff that went with it. Pictures and writing. Egyptian or something. We found all that on her dressing table. Craig’s been looking at it.’ She pointed to a large yellow envelope on top of the TV.

         ‘Can I have a look?’ said Chess. She’d lost all her nerves. Without waiting for Annie to agree she went over and grabbed the envelope. Back in her chair she opened it and took out some sheets of paper. From where I sat I could see pictures pasted on the pages, and writing.

         ‘Did Debbie write all this herself?’ said Chess.

         ‘Yeah. She got it all from this other girl and copied it out. This girl gave her the necklace and told her it had magic powers, or something.’

         ‘Another girl?’ Chess looked up sharply.

         Annie glanced nervously at Tara. ‘Jeanette. Jeanette Carmody.’ She rushed on. ‘The necklace was Jeanette’s to start with. She used to bring it round. It wasn’t anything special. A little girl’s game for Debs. The Eye of Whatsit. She’d bring an old book too and they’d read it together and Debs would copy bits out. Jeanette was a bit older than Debs. She said when she wore the Eye of Ra, she could see into people’s evil hearts. And then Debs ended up with the necklace. She thought I didn’t know she had it. She loved to have things hidden away.

         ‘The other day she got it out and started wearing it. She didn’t believe the bit about magic powers. Maybe when she was little, but not this time. She was just mucking around, you know. She was saying it was a sign to someone that she knew their secret and that it would stir them right up. She didn’t mean anything by it. Not seriously. It was just a kind of joke.’

         Chess held the papers up. ‘Mrs Wilson —’

         ‘Annie.’

         ‘Annie, could I borrow these for a while?’

         ‘Oh, sweetie, I dunno.’

         ‘Just for a short time. I have a feeling I can find that necklace for you.’

         ‘Well, I suppose Craig doesn’t need to know …’

         Chess took this as agreement. She put the papers away and patted the envelope happily. I scowled at her.

         Annie went on, ‘It’s just that he’s very upset about all this. This whole Devastation Road thing. When Jeanette was killed —’

         ‘Killed?!’ Chess’s whole face went tense with excitement, and she let it show in her voice.

         ‘Eight years ago.’ Annie stopped suddenly. She glanced guiltily at Tara. ‘Sorry, Tara. You won’t want to be reminded.’ She put a hand on Wando’s knee. ‘You poor buggers. You’ve been through nearly as much as me over Devastation Road.’

         But Chess was not concerned about Tara and Wando. She started to ask, ‘What was Jeanette —?’

         There was the sound of a car pulling up outside. Looking worried, Annie left the chair and moved across to see out the window.

         ‘Oh, now here’s Andrew. I didn’t think he’d be here this soon.’ Andrew’s arrival had rattled Annie. Her sentences became short and sharp. ‘They were going to get married. He’s gutted.’

         She looked at us as if she didn’t know what to do with us. ‘Look, you sit tight and have your coffees and things. I’ll just have a word with him.’

         She hovered uncertainly over us for a second longer and then left.

         ***

         When she had gone, Chess said, ‘This is getting interesting.’

         ‘You think so?’ said Tara, looking around her sourly.

         ‘Extremely,’ said Chess.

         Tara didn’t agree. Her spongy little mouth was drawn in tight. She slid her eyes from Chess to the flowers, eyeing them suspiciously as if she expected them to rush at her. She wasn’t comfortable in places like this. I wondered what her unit in Melbourne was like.

         Chess helped herself to more sandwiches and passed the plate to Wando. ‘This Jeanette —’

         ‘I hope you’re not going to start working on mysteries, Chess,’ I said, sounding like my parents and not caring. ‘These people have just lost a daughter.’

         But Chess drew a breath and opened her mouth to argue with me. There was obviously going to be no stopping her.

         ‘Hang on.’ I stood up in front of my chair and leaned over so that I could see out the window without standing too close to it.

         There was a white car in the driveway between the house and the sheds. Annie was talking to Andrew. She was about a head shorter than he was. She put an arm around his waist and gave a little shake.

         ‘OK,’ I said, sitting down, ‘But make it quick.’

         Chess had a sandwich poised in her long skinny fingers. ‘It’s just that there’s a pattern. It starts you thinking, doesn’t it? Jeanette Carmody owned the Eye of Ra. She talked about knowing secrets. She died. And then Deb. Puts on necklace. Talks about someone’s secret. Deb dies.’ She paused, mainly for effect, then suddenly she turned on Wando. ‘Why did the necklace upset you that day in the bakery, Wando? Had you seen it before? Did you know this Jeanette?’

         Wando leaned forward and fumbled his coffee cup with sausage fingers. He straightened to say something but then stopped with his mouth open.

         Chess could see she would get nowhere with him. She turned to me. ‘How was she killed?’

         ‘Can it, Chess,’ I hissed.

         Chess went on, ‘I still think Debbie’s death was suspicious. There are a lot of unanswered questions. And as for Jeanette, well I didn’t know her, but —’

         ‘No, you didn’t know her!’ Tara’s voice cracked with emotion.

         ‘Oh.’ Chess glanced at me, guiltily, knowing she’d gone too far.

         Suddenly I felt tired. A wave of sadness came out of nowhere. ‘We came here to talk about Debs,’ I said. ‘Not to make up murder stories.’

         At this point Annie came back in. ‘Sorry about that,’ she said. ‘I didn’t think he’d come this early.’ She hesitated. She seemed to be struggling to keep her mind on what she was saying. None of us said anything either, which didn’t help. Annie’s smile got tighter and more fake. The expression in her eyes was a bit like panic. ‘Andrew’s come to … We thought we might go through a few of Deb’s things and he wanted to be here. He’s trying to help. He knows I’ll keep putting it off otherwise.’ Now the smile was pure gargoyle. ‘I haven’t even stripped her bed yet.’

         I leaped to my feet. ‘We better go.’ It had been a reflex action and it had come out a lot more suddenly and rudely than I’d meant it to.

         That’s one big problem I have. I reckon I can read people all right, I mean, see how they’re feeling and everything — well, better than most people my age — but when it comes to actually showing how sensitive I am, and actually being helpful, I’ve basically got no idea what to do or say.

         Annie was looking at me blankly. The others were all rising slowly to their feet too. Chess picked up a couple more sandwiches. Bloody disaster. Matt Tingle, foot in mouth disease. But I couldn’t leave it like that. I wanted to make this visit mean something.

         ‘Thank you Annie,’ I said, trying to sound calm. ‘It was really nice of you to ask us here. We all feel more … We know you better … We’re really sorry about poor old Debs.’

         Brilliant, wasn’t it. Real poetry. I cursed myself silently. It put more tears in Annie’s eyes. Through them she gave me a look that was half grateful and half pitying. She touched me on the arm. ‘You’re a good kid, Matt.’

         The others were all standing there like deaf mutes letting me carry the whole thing. I resented that, but I wasn’t going to let Annie feel any worse than she had to.

         I tried again. ‘We’re really glad you asked us, but Chess and Wando have had about seventeen sandwiches each now, so I think it’s time we got going.’

         That gave us another stiff little laugh and got us all to the door and before much else was said we were out and heading down the driveway.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 7

         

         We’d arranged to meet Tara’s father back at Chess’s place. It was his idea. He didn’t want to wait around at the Wilsons’ for us. I didn’t blame him. But it did leave us a nice little walk up Station Road.

         In the driveway it was very quiet. There was a lot of high dirty-looking cloud, giving the air a breathless feel, as if the day was waiting for something. At the sheds the three men were peering under the bonnet of an old ute. Andrew looked up as we went past. Chess gave another little wave, this time holding a half-eaten egg sandwich. He looked away again.

         There was no sign of the dog, but there was still rubbish scattered around the driveway. A few papers had stuck in the lavender.

         Chess started whispering at my shoulder. ‘This Jeanette — Tara and Wando knew her, didn’t they?’

         I tried to ignore her.

         She said, ‘And what about the lie?’

         ‘What lie?’

         ‘Didn’t you notice?’ Chess frowned. ‘Never mind. It could be nothing.’

         Suddenly I snapped. I kept my voice down but I hissed at her. ‘Chess! Just drop it! Can’t you see? Can’t you see anything? Tara is upset. Annie is just wrecked. Debbie is dead. Have some feelings for a change!’

         Chess having feelings? That was too much to hope for. All I drew was a blank look, but at least it shut her up for a while. Then she started to look miserable. Chess really hated it when anyone went off at her. Surprising, really. With a personality like hers, you’d think she’d get enough practice. But she really hated it. She seemed to shrink into herself. I knew it wouldn’t last long, but it gave me something else to feel bad about.

         Three drops of rain fell and then stopped.

         Wando had gone ahead of us. Now he stopped in the driveway, hands on knees, slouching over something. He reached down and picked up a small piece of paper. No one paid him much attention. All morning he’d hardly said a word, just tagged along with us like a clumsy, unhappy shadow.

         But now he held the paper out to Tara. ‘Look at this.’ His voice held a lot of emotion, as if the paper was important.

         We all gathered around. With the tips of her fingers, Tara smoothed the paper out.

         I’ve often wondered what it means in books when they say someone’s blood ran cold, but I can now say that if you get a bad enough shock that’s exactly what it feels like. As I read the note, an icy chill spread out, from somewhere in my internal organs to the tip of every finger and toe.

         ‘I KNOW YOU KILLED HER.’

         The note trembled in Tara’s hands. She made a kind of squawk. My mouth fell open.

         ‘Where was this Wando?’ asked Chess, instantly forgetting her sulks.

         ‘On the driveway, there. There was a rock on it.’

         ‘You mean someone’s put it there?’

         ‘It was only a bit under. It might have just got caught.’

         I’d got over the first shock, now. The thing was starting to seem like a bad joke. I tried a tight laugh. ‘Well. This is weird.’

         ‘It’s about Debbie,’ said Tara. ‘What does it mean?’ She looked at the men at the sheds. ‘Who’s it for?’

         Tara had gone pale. We were probably all pale.

         ‘Someone just dropped it. Majorly creepy, yeah, but it doesn’t mean us.’

         The three men all moved out of sight behind the sheds. Tara turned back to me and her eyes hardened.

         ‘Well, who does it mean then? And who wrote it? I don’t think this is funny, Matt. Someone thinks Debbie was murdered. And they think they know who did it.’

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 8

         

         On Station Road, Chess pushed at my arm, wanting me to drop back.

         ‘That note —’

         ‘Don’t worry about it, Chess,’ I said. ‘It’s bull dust. That Craig Wilson is a schizo.’

         ‘Is that who put it there, do you think?’

         ‘Has to be. Or maybe Andrew dropped it. I dunno. But it’s such a sick kind of thing, my money’s on Craig.’

         Chess was still holding Deb’s yellow envelope. As we walked along she’d been reading some of the pages, but she tripped a few times and shoved them back in the envelope. Somehow she also had the note. She studied it for a while and then nodded towards Tara and Wando. ‘So Tara thinks someone put it there for us to find, as a kind of message.’

         ‘Yeah.’

         ‘But it would be an odd thing to do. Put a note on the driveway for anyone to see.’

         ‘Craig is odd.’

         Chess wouldn’t have this. She began lecturing me on why I was wrong. ‘Surely if he thought one of us had drowned his sister he’d be more likely to charge out and accuse us to our faces. Or tell the police. And it’s too vague. “I know you killed her.” Who is “you”? All of us? And apart from all that, what could possibly make him think we did it?’

         We were walking past a dam that looked like polished stone. The roadside grass was long and whiskery and there were tall weeds topped by yellow flowers. It was soft and peaceful. The sort of place that helps you to think.

         After a minute I came up with something. ‘Anything’s possible, isn’t it. Probably it’s nothing at all.’

         ‘Then why was Tara so interested?’

         I’d been wondering that, too. Normally Tara would’ve sneered and laughed at anyone who took the note seriously. And before that, on the way up the driveway, she’d given me that sun-breaking-through friendly look. It was confusing and a bit scary.

         ‘Well, after Annie … we all felt a bit tense.’

         Chess looked at me blankly. That told me she was thinking hard, and not about what I’d said. She frowned at the note. ‘This Devastation Road everyone keeps mentioning —’

         I groaned. ‘Not now, OK?’

         ‘OK. I’ll ask Tara.’ Chess started to hurry forward, forcing me to grab her.

         ‘All right. All right. I’ll tell you. Just walk slowly. They don’t need to hear it.’

         ‘Are they involved in it somehow?’

         ‘I don’t know. They always act weird when it’s mentioned.’

         ‘Tell me.’

         ‘I can’t believe you haven’t heard about it.’

         Everyone in town knew about Devastation Road. It seemed incredible that Chess wouldn’t have heard about it from someone. But Chess didn’t have many friends, especially the kind who talked about stuff like that. And she wouldn’t listen to them if they did. Chess liked talking about science and maths and — well — chess.

         ‘It was eight years ago. When Tara lived in Station Road, in your house. Around the time the garage burnt down. You know those foundations in your back yard? I hear your Dad’s rebuilt it.’

         ‘Did that shed burn down while Tara lived there?’

         ‘Yep. Around then there were a lot of fires out this way. Just a few weeks before, a man had electrocuted himself fixing the wiring of his house and the whole place had gone up. And in that year there were three bushfires and two other house fires, and the Rolands’ garage was burnt down. People said some of it was arson, but no one was ever caught.

         ‘Most of the fires were near the Wilsons’ place, or a bit further out. Everyone thought Craig was lighting them.’

         ‘He would have been nineteen,’ said Chess, as if this mattered. ‘And Debbie would have been fourteen.’

         I shrugged. ‘That’d be right. They never proved it was him. After a while people started saying the area was jinxed. I was only seven, but Mum’s told me a bit about it. Suddenly everyone was dragging up stories about other disasters, a tractor rolled onto a young farm hand, an old woman had a heart attack and drove into a tree, that sort of thing. Instead of Station Road, people started calling it Devastation Road.’

         ‘I suppose they thought that was clever.’

         ‘Then, after the name got out, this girl, Jeanette Carmody, was killed. And suddenly it wasn’t a joke any more. Mum says people felt sorry they’d ever started using the words.’

         ‘What happened?’

         ‘Run over. Driver didn’t stop. Right near your place — so back then it was near Tara’s place. It was the day after their garage went up. Jeanette was out walking along the road for some reason. She was sixteen.’

         ‘Did you know her?’

         ‘She used to babysit people. She minded me a few times.’

         ‘Golly, how awful.’

         ‘The Wilsons’ is the only other place out here for quite a long way. And Craig was really wild. People said he must’ve done it — run her over. Mum didn’t tell me that part, but that’s the word around. Someone said they’d seen his dark blue car. But no one could prove that either. The police interviewed the whole family a hundred times, especially Debbie, because she was a neighbour and Jeanette’s friend. They were dead set she knew something, but she kept saying she didn’t.’

         ‘And now she’s dead.’

         ‘Poor old Debs.’

         Chess held up the note for me to look at. She spoke slowly as if she was working something out. ‘Right, I see.’

         She wanted me to ask what she was talking about. She tried again, waving the note near my chest. ‘I’m starting to see how it all fits together. This is very important, Matt.’

         ‘What is it? Evidence?’ I felt very smart. ‘You should put it in a plastic bag. What about fingerprints?’

         ‘Not important,’ said Chess. ‘I know who wrote it.’

         I raised my voice. ‘OK, Columbo. Who?’

         ‘I know who wrote it, but I don’t know who put it there.’

         I swore at her and started walking faster. Chess scuttled along beside me.

         ‘And there’s another glaring inconsistency.’

         ‘I’m not listening.’

         ‘Exactly.’ She actually poked me. In the arm. I gritted my teeth. ‘That’s your problem. You should pay more attention to what people say. Because you’ve missed something very very serious. Sometimes little comments are important.’

         A game. Despite myself, as my anger faded, I started wondering what I’d missed. But all I said was, ‘Yeah, right.’

         Chess gave up. We caught up with the others and walked in silence around the last bend before her place.

         Mr Roland was waiting at the car in the road, about a hundred metres away.

         ‘He said he was going up to the house,’ said Tara. ‘Your father must be out.’

         ‘Oh, he’ll be there somewhere,’ said Chess grumpily.

         ‘Is he …?’ Tara didn’t know how to finish her question. The words she was looking for were ‘still pissed’.

         Chess started to blush. Quickly she hid it by looking at her watch. ‘He’ll want his lunch at about twelve-thirty today. There’s a frozen pie. I should get it in the oven.’

         She turned to me. ‘Would you like to come up while I do it?’

         The other two hurried forward to avoid being included in the invitation. I could see Chess’s house from the road — wooden, badly painted, with a verandah on the front and side that looked as if it was about to fall off. You couldn’t imagine Tara ever living there. The roof iron was rusting and one piece was missing. The garden had a goat and geese running all over it. At Chess’s place you were always treading in slimy poo.

         ‘You could ride the old bike home,’ said Chess. ‘It’s only four k’s. We could have homemade lemonade.’

         She had spoken casually, more casually than she ever spoke, trying to show that it didn’t matter to her one way or another and looking away at the hills as she said it. But as I hesitated she glanced towards me, and then there was another expression that she quickly tried to hide, kind of worried and sick. She was expecting me to make an excuse. I never went anywhere with Chess if I could help it. I always had something better to do. And then something began to sink in. I thought about what Chess was going home to. I tried to imagine what it would be like to live alone with just a father, and to have to feed him when he’d been drinking. I’d seen Alec Febey on the grog before. He stumbled around and yelled a lot, about nothing. He wasn’t dangerous. People said he never hurt her, but somehow I couldn’t abandon her to deal with it alone. I sighed.

         ‘I’ll tell you who wrote the note,’ said Chess. ‘You could have some pie but it’ll take about an hour in the oven. There could be some Monte Carlos left, if he hasn’t eaten them all.’

         ‘OK, Chess,’ I said. ‘Sounds good.’

         ***

         Chess’s kitchen was a surprise to me. I realised I hadn’t been in it for over a year. Then it’d been a cruddy place. Not the sort of mess I lived in, which was a jumble of pots and fruit and books and things. Chess’s kitchen had been real grunge — dirty plates, open packets of stale food, crumbs, and piles of things that don’t belong in a kitchen, like clothes and buckets and bits of machinery.

         Now it had changed. The tiny wooden cupboards were still there, and the floor was the same green and white lino, but everything was clean. The kitchen was on the south side of the house, with only one small window, and in the past it had seemed dingy and stuffy. Now it felt cool. The window had a curtain and a pot plant.

         There was no sign of Alec, but Chess didn’t comment, or waste any time looking for him. She went to the sink, put the envelope on the bench, rinsed a glass, opened a cupboard and put a few bottles into a bin, all in one smooth movement. Then she found a cloth and wiped down the small laminex table. She did it efficiently, without thinking. I started to realise what the difference was in the place. Chess had taken over.

         She stopped and turned to me with a little smile and an arm-lifting movement, presenting the kitchen for me to comment on. She looked nervous and at the same time hopeful, as if she cared what I thought.

         ‘This place looks different,’ I said.

         It was what she wanted to hear. She flapped her arms again. ‘Oh … Dad … you know. I’ve got him a bit more under control these days.’ She gave a dumb laugh. ‘Make him take his dirty socks off the table, that sort of thing.’

         Before I had time to answer, she’d gone across the room to a chest freezer, carefully lifted down an ancient radio-CD-player and opened the lid. Feeling I should be helping, I went to join her.

         The freezer was well-stacked and neat. On the right were two piles of pies from the Yackandandah bakery, wrapped in clear plastic with their white paper bags showing through, each with the printed logo of the bakery and a label in red pen stating the type of pie. The one Chess wanted must have been right at the bottom. She swung around with a pile of five pies and dumped them into my arms.

         ‘Debbie always wrote the names on these for me so I know what they are. I’d better sort them out. Just put these on the table, will you?’

         I did it and returned to the freezer. She was back leaning over the edge, rummaging away.

         ‘Oh, look, I’ll tell you what,’ she said, from somewhere down among the frost. Without straightening, she reached into her top pocket for the note and held it up over her shoulder for me to take. ‘You make a start. Sit at the table and have a look at it. Tell me what you come up with.’

         I looked at her skinny little wriggling bottom and the furious digging activity of her top half and decided there’d be no point arguing. Pulling out a chair I sat down and put the note on the table near the pies.

         ‘I know you killed her.’ Plain lined paper. There was a tear in the top left hand corner and a bit of dirt on the back from the Wilsons’ driveway. No great revelations there. Why was I supposed to look at it?

         By the time Chess had found her pie and got it into the oven, and produced two glasses and an old cordial bottle holding the promised lemonade, I was sick of trying.

         Putting Deb’s envelope on her knees, she sat across from me and poured us a drink. The happy half-smile had returned. I was making her feel clever.

         ‘Let’s set something out,’ she said. ‘Try looking at it this way. Here is the Eye of Ra.’ She picked up an apricot pie and put it in front of her so that to me it was at the top of the table.

         ‘That’s Deb’s necklace. The all-seeing eye or something.’

         Chess ignored me. ‘And here are Debbie and the fire at the Rolands’ café.’ These were a blackberry-and-apple and a beef curry, which she placed on my left. ‘And over here on your right — Devastation Road, eight years ago. A fire at Roland’s garage …’ (beef and potato) ‘… and Jeanette Carmody,’ (lemon tutti frutti). In the centre she spread out the little white note. ‘Now, what do you see?’

         I felt a familiar, sinking feeling, Chess loved to play games like this. Puzzles. And I was hopeless at them. Usually I told her to nick off, but today we were in her house, and I wasn’t sure I could.

         I frowned at the pattern. The Eye of Ra, two pies on each side. ‘We-l-l,’ I said slowly, ‘It’s like a graph.’ Chess shook her head. I tried again. ‘A family tree?’ Another shake. ‘A triangle.’ Shake. ‘It’s symmetrical.’ A shake and a snort, which was unfair because it was symmetrical.

         Chess loved this stuff. It was something to do with the fact that no one really liked her. Somewhere along the line she’d decided that if she couldn’t be popular she’d be smarter than everybody else, even if — especially if — it annoyed them. It gave her a feeling of power, I suppose, which is better than just being a poor victim that everyone feels sorry for. She didn’t get much chance to do the clever act, because most kids wouldn’t talk to her for more than ten seconds, but now and then she cornered me and sometimes I let her have her bit of fun. In a way I’d got used to it. Besides, I wanted to find out what she knew, and the only way to do that was to play along.

         Chess reached behind her for the yellow envelope. ‘Would it help if I showed you this?’

         She took a page out of Deb’s envelope and put it on the table among the pies. It was a picture cut out of a children’s book. An Egyptian god — one of those things with the body front on and the head sideways. The head was some kind of bird, and on top of it was a big circle, filled in red. Underneath someone had written ‘RA’.

         ‘Read what Debbie’s written underneath.’

         ‘Ra travelled in the Manjet-boat, the Barque of a Million Years, through the twelve hours of daylight. At night he entered the underworld and rode through the twelve hours of darkness.’

         ‘Psychedelic,’ I said.

         She didn’t answer.

         I was sick of it now. She’d had her win and enough was enough. ‘Chess, we’ve got pies, we’ve got hawk heads — ’

         ‘It’s a falcon.’

         I banged the table.

         ‘Start with the letter L,’ said Chess.

         More gibberish. Refusing to look down at the table I stared into Chess’s eyes. They were tight and sharp and full of excitement. If she hadn’t had her back to the window they’d be twinkling.

         ‘It doesn’t make an L,’ I snarled. ‘It makes a tree graph.’

         ‘The L in “blackberry”. The L in “underworld”. The Ls in “killed her”.’

         I held her eyes for a few seconds longer and then I couldn’t bear it. I looked down.

         ‘The writing,’ I said feeling faint. ‘It’s the same writing.’

         Deb had written the labels on the pies. She always put a curl on her Ls and gave them a big round loop. The Ls on the page about Ra were the same as the pies. And so were the Ls on the note. Now that I looked, I could see that the Es were the same, too, and the Ys with their long tails.

         ‘It’s easy to see who wrote the note,’ said Chess. ‘No mystery at all. You just have to keep your wits about you.’

         She let me finish. ‘It was Debbie.’

         ***

         The rest was easy. I did it myself and Chess sat still and listened.

         ‘The note fell out of the rubbish. Annie said it had come from Debbie’s room. So — Debbie wrote the note, “I know you killed her”, and she probably didn’t return from heaven or the underworld or wherever to do it, so she must’ve done it before she died. And that means it’s not about her.’

         Slow progress, I know, but I have to take these things step by step. I pointed to the apple-blackberry pie which represented Debs.

         ‘So when she says “I know you killed her”, the “her” isn’t Debbie at all.’

         ‘Exactly,’ said Chess. ‘The note is Debbie saying someone else has been murdered, and she knows who did it. We don’t know who she’s accusing of murder, but we can guess the victim. There’s only one other person that’s likely to be.’

         I didn’t need Chess to tell me. I had this all by myself. I put my finger right on the lemon tutti frutti.

         ‘Jeanette Carmody.’

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 9

         

         At some point, while we had been thrashing all this out, movement had started at the back of the house. I hadn’t really heard it while we were talking, but after I’d said ‘Jeanette Carmody’, there was a stunned silence between the two of us and then I was aware of noises and I had a feeling they’d been going on for some time.

         Now there was a voice. ‘Jess.’

         Chess ignored it.

         ‘Je-e-s-sy.’

         With a sigh she stood up, dropped her papers on the table and went to the sink. She filled a large glass with water, holding it out just as the door opened and her father appeared.

         Alec Febey was a tall man. Today he wore a sloppy nylon tracksuit and his thick black and grey hair needed washing. He had double bags under each eye and hadn’t shaved for a few days, which might be a cool look on deodorant ads, but here it was bad news. Against his pale skin, the whiskers stood out like black spots.

         I rose to my feet, being careful not to make any noise.

         Alec said, ‘I need to eat.’

         Chess wouldn’t look at him. ‘There’s a pie in the oven. Half an hour.’

         ‘You’re a saint.’

         ‘Have a shower. Put your clothes in the basket.’

         Chess turned her back on him and began to fill another glass. Her father finished his water and started to move towards the table, looking as if he was about to join our conversation. He smelt of beer and BO. Chess stepped into his way. I thought it best at this point to leave them alone. I picked up Deb’s papers and made for the door. As I edged away, Chess took her father’s empty glass and gave him a full one.

         ‘Dad. Have a shower.’

         Before I shut the door I took one look back. The tightness in Chess’s voice was reflected in her wiry body. She faced her father, feet apart, chin out. I wouldn’t have been game to cross her.

         I had to wait for Chess to find me the old bike. I couldn’t just pinch it and leave. I closed the door on them and shrank into a chair on the verandah. Through the thin wall I could still hear what they were saying. There was a pause while Alec drank his second glass of water. Then Chess started on at him again.

         ‘You’re supposed to be helping the Walkers with the St John’s Wort tomorrow. You have to be up early.’

         ‘Oh-h-h.’ It was a long word. The voice was weak and kept breaking up. I felt embarrassed for Alec, even with a wall between us. ‘I dunno, Jessy.’

         ‘Remember last year? How much you made? We need it for the washing machine.’

         His next comment was a mumble that I couldn’t hear, and then there was movement. I pictured her putting away the pies and then taking him by the arm and pushing him out. I was amazed at this new side of Chess. She was treating him like an invalid, or an idiot. She was repeating things. There was kindness, but it was clear who was in charge in this family. Even at the end, when her voice had become gentler, there was an edge to it that would have got obedience out of the Terminator.

         ‘Half an hour, Dad. Have a shower.’

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 10

         

         When Chess came out, I pushed myself into a relaxed position and prodded at a super-interesting scratch on my left hand. Chess would be ashamed of Alec and I wanted to tell her it wasn’t her fault, and it didn’t matter. I wanted to tell her I was sorry I’d even been there. But at the same time I thought saying anything might make it worse. So I just kept pushing at my hand, pretending it hadn’t happened.

         Chess watched me for a while, to see how long I could keep it up, then she sighed and sat down beside me. Her chair creaked and twisted. Almost immediately she sat up as if something had spiked her. I was glad I’d chosen the metal one. She took a cushion off an old card table and put it on the seat. Then she noticed that one of her geese was on the steps pecking at her pot plants and had to chase it away. It was all done without speaking and it gave me time to think up a sympathetic comment.

         But by the time she sat down again, Chess seemed to have forgotten all about her father. ‘Let’s run through it,’ she said, briskly. ‘We now have two dead girls.’

         I blinked at her helplessly. I didn’t want to just rush on with Chess’s murder puzzle. I wanted to say something nice. I still had no idea what the words were going to be but I was going to have a go. I got as far as, ‘Chess —’

         ‘Come on, Matt. I haven’t got long.’

         Suddenly I was mad at her.

         ‘Jeez!’

         She looked at me blankly. ‘What?’

         This was typical Chess. I hissed out some air. OK. She didn’t want to talk about it.

         Well, it was her problem, not mine. I tried to think back to where we’d left off. ‘So … Now you’re saying this whole thing is about Jeanette Carmody. She’s got something to do with Debbie’s death.’

         ‘Maybe,’ said Chess.

         This was too vague for me. ‘Maybe?! Debbie writes a note saying she knows who killed Jeanette, and Debbie turns up in a creek. It has to —’

         ‘Matt!’

         It had sounded pretty off. I was annoyed with her, but I didn’t have to talk like that.

         But Chess wasn’t bothered about the way I put things. She just wanted to lead the discussion. ‘We’re not ready to draw conclusions. I take it you agree now that it’s a possibility Debbie’s death wasn’t an accident, and we should try to find out exactly what happened to her?’

         ‘Well, we sort of have to, don’t we?’ Now I was sounding like a sulky kid.

         Chess allowed herself a small smile. ‘Good. Then let’s spell out what we know so far and see how it looks. We’ll have to do it methodically, start right at the beginning.’

         Reluctantly, I realised it was a good idea. The whole Debbie issue was pretty confused, and Chess was good at sorting things out. I was being feeble and cranky for no real reason. If she didn’t want to talk about her father that was her business. And even if she was going to do the clever-smug-teacher routine, I could just choose to ignore it. I tried to sound more enthusiastic. ‘Yep. OK. Let’s do that.’

         Chess wriggled happily back into her chair, but before she could start, I got a question in.

         ‘There’s a problem, right at the beginning. If Deb wrote that note, what was it doing in the rubbish?’

         Chess shrugged. ‘Maybe it was a rough copy and she wrote it out again, or maybe she decided not to send it at all, just put it in the bin. It doesn’t really matter how it got there. She definitely wrote it. What is important is that she did know, or thought she knew, who ran over Jeanette Carmody, eight years ago. She was interviewed a lot by the police, remember. You said that. But she wouldn’t tell them anything.’

         ‘Fair enough.’

         ‘That afternoon in the bakery, Debbie said she knew three things. One was good — she was secretly engaged. One was about the fire at the Rolands’ café. She used to work there part time. And the other was very bad, and she said something about a death.’

         ‘That’s it, then. She knew who was driving the car that killed Jeanette. She must’ve been around at the time and seen something and never said. That person had a licence eight years ago, so they are now over twenty-six. They got away with it at the time. But suddenly, eight years later, Debbie turns up with Jeanette’s necklace. We don’t know why she put it on then. But it was her way of reminding someone that she knew a secret.’

         I stopped. ‘What exactly is the deal with this necklace? It’s the eye of some Egyptian God or something? And the God is that little bird-guy on the page in Debbie’s envelope?’

         Chess started to get excited. ‘The God is Ra. I haven’t had time to look him up.’ Neither Chess nor I had a smartphone. ‘I could do it now …’ She glanced at the door.

         Once she got on her computer she’d go on for hours. I said, ‘Let’s just get on with the …’ I waved at the table where I’d dropped Deb’s envelope.

         ‘All right. I had a glance at Debbie’s pages and they say Ra is a Sun God, hence the bit about riding a boat across the sky for the twelve hours of daylight, and then going through the underworld for twelve hours of darkness.’

         ‘Right. So Ra is the sun.’

         ‘Sun God.’ Chess reached for the envelope. ‘I’m going to read you this because I think it’s important.’ She started ruffling through the pages. There were five or six of them. Just in the walk from the Wilsons’ to her place Chess must’ve managed to skim-read them all, and then remember roughly what was on them. And she’d spent most of that walk talking to me. The girl was a freak.

         ‘Here he is. This is Ra.’ She handed over the picture of the skinny Egyptian with the falcon head. ‘That red circle above his head represents the sun, which is the Eye of Ra … where is it? … Oh, here we go.’ She read from another page. ‘The sun pours down light. Light is vision, the carrier of awareness. Light is visible magic. It has no substance. It can cross the mysterious boundary of flesh separating the inner and outer worlds.’

         I scratched my chin.

         ‘You see? The sun is like this big eye. It travels across the sky and can see everything, even into people’s heads and hearts. No one can hide from the sun, The Eye of Ra.’

         I was starting to make connections. ‘And that’s what Debs and Annie both said about her necklace.’

         ‘Yes. It says that here.’ She flicked to another page. ‘Amber is condensed sunlight and can hold the powers of the sun. So Jeanette said that wearing the necklace gave you the power of the Eye of Ra.’

         ‘You can see right into people’s brains.’ I sat back in my chair and pulled a face. ‘That’d be handy. If we were going to investigate Debbie’s death. Kind of the ultimate detective tool.’

         Chess pointed a finger at me as if I’d made a good point. She squinted her eyes and nodded and I could see the beginnings of a smile. She did a funny pommy voice. ‘Here, Watson, there seems to have been a cold-blooded murder. Pass me the Mind-and-Heart X-ray Necklace.’

         We both did a short quiet laugh and then drifted into silence. For a minute we both just sat there looking out at the garden.

         ***

         There wasn’t much to look at. There was one misshapen bush with leaves that went right to the ground. In winter it had dark pink flowers, but now it was just a big ugly block. Behind that the land sloped away to a swampy area with metre-high lilies and a couple of very old fruit trees.

         There was more rain about and it was very still. The smell of moisture reminded me of another afternoon a long time ago. I found myself looking at the goldfish pond.

         Chess’s goldfish pond was really just a puddle, choking with water weed. There’s nothing in it now, but five years ago it had fish. One afternoon I’d been left out at Chess’s and we’d been playing Monopoly on the verandah. It’d been OK. I’d been enjoying it mainly — the chairs were stronger then — but Monopoly isn’t that good with just two people and I remember getting bored. I made her show me the fish. I asked her their names and she’d pointed out the two white ones.

         ‘They’re Super and Dooper.’

         ‘What about that one?’

         ‘Pooper.’

         I pointed out another.

         ‘Scooper.’

         We’d both grinned like we had today, and then I’d started laughing, partly at the stupid names, but also because it was nice to both think the same thing is funny, without having to worry about how dumb it is. You can’t do that with everyone.

         Then I’d seen a fifth fish. ‘OK,’ I’d said. ‘What’s that one?’

         Chess had looked at me very seriously. ‘John.’

         I squeaked like a poked pig. It was just one of those things that is extremely funny and you can’t say why. Just something to do with when it happened and how you are feeling. Chess and I had laughed and laughed, lying back in the grass (there weren’t as many geese then). Since then John has been the funniest name either of us knows. Just the mention of it makes our eyes meet.

         But that’s not the end of the story. After that Chess had got out the cards and I’d got sick of being there. I rode my bike round and round her little garden and bashed at the apple tree with a stick, until Alec came out of his shed and told me to stop. Then I just sat by the gate, wishing I had someone else to play with and waiting for Mum and Dad to come and get me.

         That’s what Chess just doesn’t get. A joke is great, but it’s never enough.

         ***

         Chess looked as if she was still thinking. I closed my eyes to look as if I was thinking too. But now I couldn’t help listening for sounds from inside the house. It was a bit hard to sit out here, knowing Alec Febey was inside, having a shower or whatever. Soon Chess would have to go in to him.

         We had to get on with it.

         I said, ‘It’s definitely a pattern, isn’t it? Jeanette has the necklace. She runs around saying she knows people’s secrets and she gets run over. Then Deb somehow gets the necklace and hides it. And eight years later she suddenly decides it’s time to put it on — to stir something up.’

         Chess interrupted me. ‘Why now?’

         I said, ‘I don’t know.’

         But Chess had only asked me so she could tell me her theory. ‘Personally, I suspect it has something to do with the fire in the café. Otherwise it’s a big coincidence. But it remains unclear. Debbie might have known who did the robbery and the fire, but that’s not directly connected with Jeanette’s necklace. Mmm.’

         ‘Debbie puts on the necklace, like Jeanette. She says she knows secrets, and she writes a note to someone saying she knows they killed Jeanette …’

         I botched it again. At the back of my mind I was still aware that Alec might come out, and that was making me rushed and tense, and suddenly I heard myself talking like a gangster. ‘So Debs threatens to talk and Debs is offed.’

         This time Chess did crack — not because it was a gross way to talk about a friend — because it was bad English.

         ‘I don’t think you should say ‘offed’. It’s a term that belongs in Mafia movies.’

         ‘Never mind the Mafia. If we’re saying the reason for Deb’s death comes from eight years ago on Devastation Road, then we need to find the person who ran over Jeanette Carmody. Or better still, we should just give up and go straight to the police.’

         Chess curled a lip in superiority. ‘And tell them what? That Debbie had a magic golden necklace? That a muddy note fell out of a rubbish bag? They’d laugh at us.’

         ‘But we can’t handle this. It’s too … serious.’

         ‘At least we should find out a bit more. As soon as we’ve got something tangible to go on, we can take it to the police then.’

         I hated it when Chess used words like that. ‘Tangible? I’ll tell you something tangible. It’s not that hard to work out the bad guy in all this. People said Jeanette was run over by a dark blue car. Craig Wilson had a blue car. We saw it in that photo. I reckon we start with him as prime suspect.’

         ‘Yes well I know it might look like that, but you’re not thinking. The second victim was Debbie! He’s her brother.’

         ‘He’s a complete psychopath. Everyone knows that.’

         ‘Yes, but all the same.’

         ‘OK. I see what you mean. But let’s just go with it for a minute. Jeanette’s been round at Wilsons’ playing with Debs, saying she knows people’s secrets. She might’ve known about all the fires out that way. Craig definitely lit them. Everyone says so. So, what if Craig was out on the road one day, driving along, and he sees Jeanette. It’s a good chance. He runs her over. And then, maybe Debbie saw him, even though she told everyone she didn’t. And then eight years later she threatens to talk. I mean I know it seems too gross even for Craig, killing his own sister, but it is possible.’

         Chess said, ‘Well if it was Craig who ran over Jeanette, the police failed to prove it. We’d have to find evidence.’

         Looking back, I can see that we were acting and sounding like complete idiots, a couple of try-hard private eyes. But at the time I didn’t notice. I’d got caught up in the drama.

         ‘Okay. If we’re looking for evidence, we need to know more about him. What did he do? Who did he associate with?’ I liked that. Only criminals associated with people. The rest of us had friends. ‘Or even if it wasn’t him, we still need information. We need to talk to people who were around the place at the time.’

         Chess glanced at me warily, as if she thought I might not like the next idea. ‘Yes we do, and it seems to me there’s an obvious place to start.’ I looked at her blankly. ‘Tara and Wando know something about it, don’t they?’

         This brought me straight back to earth. The mention of Tara was enough to make me see how pathetic we were. I slumped back. ‘I dunno.’

         ‘Annie called them “poor buggers”. She said they’d been through a lot over the Devastation Road business. And when your mother mentioned Devastation Road, Wando started acting quite nuts.’

         I wriggled angrily at the way Chess spoke. I had a go at her. ‘I don’t think you should say “nuts”. It’s a term that belongs on Play School.’

         Chess ignored me. ‘Jeanette was run over just near this house. And at the time, Tara lived here.’

         I really didn’t want to talk about Tara. Just hearing her name made me go tight around the mouth. ‘She didn’t know anything. She would’ve told the police.’

         ‘Well, she is definitely worried by this whole thing. She looks so … wound up all the time. And she was very intense about the note in the driveway. She almost asked us to look into it. We should ask her what she knows.’

         This was not a good idea. ‘Chess, she won’t tell us anything.’

         Chess was watching my face thoughtfully. ‘You’re good with people. You could try to get something out of her.’

         ‘No, I don’t think so.’ I had to laugh. ‘That just isn’t the way it happens.’

         I was going to explain to Chess that you couldn’t just go up to people like Tara and ask serious questions, but before I could, Chess looked past me, towards the road. She grinned and lifted a hand, like a conjurer whose trick has just come off. ‘In fact, here they are now.’ She made another little sad smile and shook her head at how stupid the world was. ‘They’ve been sent back to make sure I’m all right. I knew they would.’

         The Rolands’ white car was pulling up at the gate. Mr Roland was driving, Tara was next to him, and Wando was in the back.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 11

         

         We started down the steps to meet them.

         ‘Hi, kids,’ said Mr Roland. The cheery voice was phonier than ever. ‘Can’t get rid of us, can you? Ha ha. Kath wanted me to bring a plate of goodies. She said I should have at least said g’day to old Alec.’ He didn’t mention the fact that he had tried before and Alec hadn’t answered the door. Behind him Tara and Wando got out of the car. ‘Tara and Wando just came along for the drive.’ This was another lie. It was clear from Tara’s face she’d been made to come.

         ‘It’s a lucky break,’ whispered Chess. ‘Ask them.’

         I put my head very close to hers. ‘All right. But you stay out of it.’

         Chess’s scraggly garden had a double row of fence — the original picket one and a higher row of wire webbing to keep in the geese and the goat. Mr Roland was holding a plate and fiddling with the second latch.

         ‘Dad about?’

         We all looked at the house. It was weatherboard, mostly grey-white. One wall was painted a dull yellow. Facing us, almost hidden by a thick creeper, the front door was brown. It was never opened. The dingy window beside it had a piece of sloping net curtain.

         ‘He’s in the kitchen,’ said Chess politely, helping him with the sticking gate. ‘Oh! Cheese scones. They look scrumptious.’

         Mr Roland went past her and round to the side steps where we’d been sitting. As he went in through the kitchen door, we heard him call out, ‘G’day Alec. How’s it hangin’ mate?’

         It was something he never said, and sounded so wrong. We all knew why he’d come. Everyone in town talked about Alec’s binges and how damaging they were for his teenage daughter. People took it in turns to come and check on him. It’d been going on for years.

         Tara watched her father go in and then shook her head at the closed door, ashamed of his behaviour. I’d never seen Tara like that before.

         ‘Sorry, Chess,’ she mumbled.

         Chess shrugged. ‘It’s OK.’

         This was the friendliest they’d ever been. Maybe there was a chance here, to find something out. If we could just get talking, I could try to swing the conversation around to Devastation Road and Jeanette Carmody. But it couldn’t be rushed.

         I led the way towards the bottom of Chess’s garden and stopped before it got swampy, on a higher area of dry lawn. In one corner someone had left a rusty cart with only two wheels, propped up on a pile of railway sleepers. There were also several pieces of concrete pipe and a couple of logs. The place was shaded by a willow and an apple tree and the moisture hanging in the air made everything feel soft. Good atmosphere for a chat.

         Wando sat on the ground against a log. The girls stood looking at each other.

         ‘Jeez. Fathers,’ I said, leaning back casually on the cart. I smiled around at everyone, planning my next sentence. Tara turned her shoulders slightly away from Chess and towards me. For a second I thought I was going to get the warm look again, then Chess interrupted.

         ‘We want to hear about Jeanette Carmody.’

         Instantly Tara’s eyes went dark and hot. You could see the blood rise up her neck to flush her whole face, and her mouth twitched into an ugly shape. It was so different from what I’d been hoping for, and somehow so frightening, it made me look away. Chess was staring at her innocently, as if she hadn’t even noticed the reaction. What a moron! Just to come out with it like that. I didn’t dare look at Tara, but I could sense that she’d gone very still. She was about to tell us to get stuffed and then stomp off.

         ‘What do you want to know?’ said Tara quietly.

         Without moving I swivelled my eyes back to her. She was perfectly calm and was a normal colour again. Her lips had softened, and she was standing exactly the way she had been before, holding Chess’s gaze with no emotion at all. I must have imagined the big reaction before.

         Or not. I realised that now she’d taken on that super-stillness she always showed when Devastation Road was talked about. And she wasn’t the only one who was stirred. Slowly Wando pushed up from the ground onto the log. The whole atmosphere had somehow gone thicker.

         ‘Matt says she was your babysitter,’ said Chess.

         I corrected this urgently. ‘I said she was my babysitter.’

         ‘She was ours, too,’ said Tara, nodding towards Wando to include him. ‘She was minding us while our parents were at a wedding.’

         There was a pause. Chess stared at Tara. I held my breath. Even if Chess had been good at reading the expressions on people’s faces, she wouldn’t have seen much in Tara’s now, and at this point Wando drew the attention to himself by making a strange sucking sound. Chess swung her gaze to him and slowly something dawned on her.

         ‘Do you mean she was killed while she was looking after you?’

         ‘Yes.’ Tara was watching Wando and he wasn’t moving.

         ‘In this house?’

         ‘Yes.’

         Chess looked back at the house as if it held a clue for her. ‘Then she should have been inside. What was she doing out on the road?’

         ‘We went for a walk.’

         ‘We? You and Wando too? You mean you found her?’

         Tara lifted her big eyes to Chess. In the green light they were the colour of lavender.

         ‘We saw her killed,’ she said.

         ***

         Tara hadn’t lowered her voice or tried to sound sad, as other people might have. Her voice hadn’t cracked with horror. She just stated it, as a simple fact.

         She and Wando had seen a person die.

         Wando had pushed his stiff yellow hair up into spikes. His breath was shallow and fast, as if, after years of silence, he was excited by the opportunity to talk. The trouble was, he obviously had no idea what to say. And Chess seemed to have suddenly run out of questions. Without taking her eyes off Tara, she edged back to the cart, pushed herself up and started swinging her feet.

         Fortunately, Tara didn’t need any more prompting. ‘Wando and I were about eight.’

         ‘Seven,’ shouted Wando. ‘I was seven.’ His voice had come out way too loud.

         Tara rolled her eyes towards him and then away again. ‘Well, anyway.’ She wanted to get the story finished. It came in a rush. ‘I lived here and Jeanette was minding us and we went for a walk up on the hill and then down to the road and she got run over.’

         Wando was angry about something. ‘There was more to it than that.’

         Tara focused on him for a while, keeping herself more still than ever. Then she went on. ‘We were being naughty.’ It was a strange word for her to use. She drew a breath and leaned back against the willow, realising it was going to be a long story. ‘Mum and Dad had gone to a wedding, right? I was supposed to go. But they’d bought me these new shoes and I’d wrecked them sliding down a gravel bank with Debbie Wilson, and I’d shredded a pair of tights too. The olds were very big on discipline at the time and they chucked this major wobbly and said I had to miss the wedding. Wando came out and we were babysat together. I was really pissed off. I had wanted to go.

         ‘So Jeanette came to babysit and whenever she came she used to take us for these walks. And this time …’ For a second Tara went distant, as if she suddenly remembered the day clearly. She glanced at Wando but he was no help. Then she gave a little jerk of the head and went on in the same flat voice. ‘We were just feeling naughty, weren’t we Wando? It wasn’t our fault. We ran away from her. She was following us. And at some point she went over Station Road and a car hit her.’

         What I couldn’t get over was the contrast between Tara and Wando. The story belonged to both of them, but they were reacting completely differently. Wando was the colour of watermelon. He was still panting and looked as if at any minute he was going to leap up from his log and run. Tara was pale and unnaturally calm. From up on the cart, Chess was looking from one to the other, fascinated. I was fascinated too, but I hid it better.

         Chess said, ‘And you saw it happen.’

         ‘Yes.’

         Chess said, ‘And the car?’

         ‘Didn’t stop,’ said Tara.

         ‘A hit and run?’

         ‘That’s right.’

         Chess studied her for a while and then said, ‘So you two were the only witnesses.’

         Tara said, ‘The police asked us a lot about whether we’d recognise the car again, but we were just completely blown away. We didn’t remember a thing.’

         ‘It must have been very hard,’ said Chess.

         Wando thought this was sympathy. ‘Yeah.’

         ‘I mean for the police,’ said Chess. I moaned in disgust at her coldness but she didn’t seem to hear. ‘It must have been difficult, with only two young children as witnesses. And they never caught the driver?’

         Tara said, ‘No.’

         ‘You couldn’t tell them anything about him?’

         ‘We couldn’t even agree on the colour of the car. Wando swears it was white but I’m equally certain it was dark — dark blue.’

         ‘And no one else saw anything?’ said Chess.

         ‘No,’ said Tara.

         ‘But there was another person around at the time, wasn’t there? Debbie. The police questioned her over and over.’

         ‘She wasn’t around when it happened. She definitely wasn’t with us. They had it all wrong. It was just that she had cuts and bruises on her legs and broken fingernails and wouldn’t explain why.’

         ‘Debbie said she didn’t see!’ said Wando, angry again. ‘She didn’t know anything!’

         ‘It was just the two of you then,’ said Chess.

         ‘Yes,’ said Tara.

         ‘How close were you?’

         Wando leapt to his feet. He didn’t sound quite human. ‘She went right up and over the car. Hit the windscreen first, then the roof, then the ground. She just kept rolling.’ He paused and swallowed and added quietly. ‘The sound … It sounded like …’ His voice went into a squeak and disappeared.

         ‘Shit,’ I whispered.

         ‘She ended up on her stomach with her face towards us. She had blood all over her.’ Wando’s mouth twisted.

         ‘And you were the only people there,’ I said. ‘Just two poor little kids.’

         Chess said, ‘Let me get this clear. Wando says the car was white and Tara says it was dark blue.’

         ‘It all happened very fast,’ said Tara.

         ‘Craig Wilson had a dark blue car.’

         ‘Really?’ Tara half-lowered her eyelids.

         ‘You weren’t close enough to see the driver?’ said Chess.

         ‘We weren’t looking at the driver!’ said Wando.

         ‘You were watching Jeanette,’ I said.

         Wando’s eyes filled with tears. Tara answered for him.

         ‘Yes,’ she said coldly. ‘That’s right.’

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 12

         

         When they’d gone, Chess and I trudged back up to the verandah and sat there, not talking. The Rolands had offered me a lift home, but I hadn’t felt like being in the car with Tara and Wando. I didn’t really want to be here with Chess either. My detective mood had vanished.

         Inside, Alec had gone quiet.

         Chess folded her hands and sat staring down at them. ‘What a sickening story.’

         ‘Yeah.’

         ‘That’s enough for me. I really don’t want to know any more about it.’

         ‘No.’

         Sickening was right. Tara’s story had left my mouth dry and my stomach welded into a hard lump. I curled forward and closed my eyes.

         It was about one-thirty. Through the soft air I could hear cicadas, which around Yack in December count as silence, and some kookaburras somewhere were doing that chuckling, humming thing they do when they can’t quite raise a laugh, but there was no other sound.

         I was glad Chess had lost interest in trying to solve murders. I felt exactly the same way.

         But there was one thing niggling away at me. I tried to leave it, but after a while I had to ask Chess. ‘Tara and Wando — how do you rate that story that they didn’t see the driver?’

         Chess didn’t know what to say. ‘They were very young,’ she began cautiously. ‘It would have happened very fast.’

         ‘Yeah.’ Fair enough. I nodded as if I agreed. But I couldn’t leave it alone. ‘They couldn’t even agree on the colour of the car.’ I waited for her to explain that too, but she didn’t say anything. ‘Weird, huh.’

         ‘Maybe, maybe not.’ This was typical Chess. Logical and unhelpful. I made a hissing sound. She added, ‘It depends on how you look at it.’

         ‘Don’t start.’

         ‘OK, OK.’ Chess squeezed her hands tighter together and pressed them into her legs. ‘We should leave it. I agree. It’s all too ghastly.’ She allowed another little silence, but had to add, ‘Except …’

         ‘What?’

         ‘If Debbie was murdered —’

         ‘Chess!’

         ‘No. I know. But the theory was that Debbie was killed because she knew who killed Jeanette. And it still looks that way, doesn’t it?’

         I said, ‘Maybe. Maybe not,’ to see if it annoyed her as much as it annoyed me. She didn’t react at all.

         ‘Well, if she was … If the driver of the car was prepared to kill Debbie to hide what he’d done, and if Tara and Wando were there watching it happen … I mean even if they don’t remember anything about the car or the driver, he would think they knew something.’

         ‘He might.’

         ‘Well, that would put Tara and Wando in danger.’

         I’d been trying not to listen, but these last words got to me. Slowly, without me thinking about it, I realised something. ‘That’s what it is about Tara and Wando.’

         ‘What?’

         ‘They’re afraid.’ She looked at me blankly. ‘Can’t you see it? That’s what it is about Tara and Wando. It’s not that easy to see, and they are kind of wrecked over what they saw, but it’s more than that. They’re terrified.’

         Chess pushed up her lips. ‘I don’t know.’

         ‘No, you don’t. That’s right. You’re good at logic problems and pies and stuff, but you’re totally blind when it comes to people. It took me a while to see it, but it’s definitely right.’ I thought for a minute and added, ‘They show it in different ways. Wando is easy to read. He sweats and shakes and goes that amazing colour. And you can hear it in his voice. He isn’t just upset, or even angry, although he tries to sound angry. But his voice — I can still hear it — that tight sound.’ I cupped my fingertips to my Adam’s apple, trying to work out where the tight muscles were. ‘It’s fear.’

         ‘What about Tara? She isn’t emotional at all.’

         ‘That’s where you have to be a bit subtle. Empathy, Mum calls it. Look at how she’s sitting and how she moves her head on her neck, and doesn’t move her arms and legs much. She’s so still and tight and — blank — all the time.’

         ‘She’s always been like that.’

         ‘Yes. I’ve often wondered about it, haven’t you?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Look, sit like this.’

         I pushed Chess back into her chair and wrapped her arms across her chest. I studied what I’d done and then pushed her knees tight together.

         ‘And now pretend your face is made of wood. Lock it up.’ Chess looked unimpressed, but she gave it a go.

         ‘Now say something.’

         ‘Am I allowed to move my lips?’

         ‘That’s good. Hear it? You’re sounding like her already. Now how does it feel? How do you feel about the people around you?’

         Chess dropped out of the pose, looking annoyed. ‘You’re the only one here and I feel you’re away with the pixies.’

         ‘It’s how Tara sits. Do it again.’

         ‘No.’

         I went back into it for her, tensing every muscle, erasing every expression, except a scornfully raised eyebrow. ‘It’s a wall. A big blank wall.’ I dropped it and sat forward again. ‘She’s holding something in. She’s afraid that if she moves her face or lets her guard down it might slip out. Tara knows something, maybe more than Wando knows, and she doesn’t want to tell. She’s afraid.’

         Now Chess was looking interested. ‘Maybe you’re right.’ She thought about it some more and then started to get really enthusiastic. ‘You are right, Matt. She’s afraid. Like in the driveway when we found the note. She was blank but there was some large emotion behind it. She’s terrified.’

         ‘Wando too. And they have a lot to be terrified about. If there is a killer out there and they start to let on that they know something … Or he might already suspect it. He might be after them.’

         ‘Then we have to do something!’

         I didn’t like it, but the more we talked, the clearer it became. ‘We don’t really have any choice, do we?’ Chess shook her head. I went on. ‘We have to find out who killed Jeanette ourselves. I mean we’ve got a theory, but we need proof.’

         Now Chess was nodding and shaking her head at the same time. ‘Theory’ and ‘proof’ were words she liked. They sounded like science.

         I couldn’t feel as excited about it as she was. The whole deal made me sick, but there was no way out now. I drew a breath and stared at the floor again. With the toe of a shoe I pushed some dirt into a crack in the floorboard.

         ‘So the whole thing hinges around Jeanette Carmody. We need to know more about what she was doing at that time. I mean there are a million questions. Why would Craig have wanted to kill her? She must’ve found something out about him. Had she seen something one day while she was walking on Station Road? Or had someone told her something about him? And how did Craig know she’d be out there running after Tara and Wando?’ I thought for a bit. Chess didn’t offer anything useful. ‘We need to ask people. I wonder who her friends were.’

         There was a silence and then Chess said, ‘Jeanette used to babysit you when you were little.’

         ‘She babysat for nearly everyone.’

         ‘Did she ever say anything that might be a clue?’

         ‘I was seven.’

         ‘What was she like?’

         ‘I dunno. Pretty normal. Bit of a do-good. All the parents loved her. My parents loved her.’

         ‘Those Carmodys your Mum visits, are they Jeanette’s parents?’

         ‘Yeah, well that’s typical Mum, you know. She hardly saw them until Jeanette died, but once they’d had their tragedy …’ I stopped. I didn’t want to sound mean about Mum. ‘I mean there’s nothing wrong with it. She just likes to help people.’

         ‘And she still goes to see them sometimes.’

         ‘Yeah. If she thinks she needs to. You know, Jeanette’s birthday and the anniversary of the accident, that sort of thing. And sometimes they come to our place, and Mum makes me sit with them for a while. She thinks they like to see young people.’

         ‘You went with her to their place once.’

         ‘Yeah. I’ve been a few times. I try to get out of it.’ The last time I’d only gone because Chess was at our place and I wanted to get away from her.

         ‘Your Mum should go and see them today. You could point that out to her. Another girl has just died. A friend of Jeanette’s. They’ll be upset.’

         ‘She’s already on to that. She went last week.’

         ‘Yes but now, after that sad funeral she should go again. And you could go too.’

         Chess had given me a little sideways look when she said this. Immediately I saw what she was getting at. ‘Oh no. We can’t just —’

         ‘Why not? The Carmodys wouldn’t mind. I bet they like you. Everyone likes Matthew Tingle.’

         ‘It’s not going to help.’

         But Chess could hear in my voice that I was starting to think about it. She said, ‘Do they ever talk about Jeanette?’

         ‘Well, yeah, but all they ever say is what a wonderful person she was, stuff like that.’

         Chess picked up Deb’s envelope from under her chair. ‘What if you showed them the Egyptian pictures? They were Jeanette’s. It might put them on the right track.’ She saw me hesitating. ‘It’s something Jeanette and Debbie did together. And it’s connected with that necklace, which relates to some secret that they knew. It has to be important. Debbie certainly thought so. They might tell you why Jeanette gave the necklace to Debbie.’

         She pushed the envelope into my hands. ‘I’ve got to sit here with Dad, but if you really want to go on with this, that’s the place to start. See the Carmodys. Find a way to make your mother go there. You could do that.’

         There was a little note of admiration in her voice that got me thinking. It was a typical Chess idea. Manipulate people. Make them move around the chess board. And she knew, and I knew, that I was up to it. I could nearly always find a way to get my mother to do what I wanted. Chess had seen me do it before.

         While I was enjoying feeling clever, Chess had another idea and added it to my list of instructions. ‘And after that you could talk to Craig Wilson.’

         I made an outraged sound. I was about to say something when I heard a movement in the kitchen. Alec put his head through the door. He didn’t say anything, just saw where we were and disappeared again, but it was enough to scare me away. On top of what we’d already been through this morning, the idea of talking to Alec, pretending I didn’t notice how drunk and dirty he’d been, trying not to let Chess feel ashamed of him, would all just be too much.

         ‘Look, Chess, I’ll see what I can do. I better go. I won’t take the bike. A walk will be good.’ Before I finished I unfolded myself from the chair and moved towards the steps.

         ‘OK. Bye,’ said Chess.

         I got to the mangy lawn, feeling her father watching me from the window and thinking he might come out again. When that happened I wanted to be well away. It was all I could do to stop myself from breaking into a run.

         But before I could get much further Chess called out to me, an uncertain sounding, ‘Oh!’, as if she’d remembered something. I had to turn to face her. ‘Thank you for coming, Matt. It was nice having you.’

         That was it, like a bad actress reading from a play. Is this what she really thought she was supposed to say, just because some kid had come for a lemonade? Chess was standing in her pencil posture. When she saw me noticing she moved her arms, trying not to do it.

         Well, you had to feel sorry for her. Kindly, I said, ‘Chess, doesn’t anyone ever visit you?’

         ‘Of course they do. People visit us.’ As my question sank in she looked offended. More than offended, hurt. ‘What do you mean?’

         I could’ve kicked myself. It had been a typical Matt Tingle comment. It was supposed to help but really made everything worse.

         ‘No. I just …’ I stared at her with the open-mouthed fish face that I do at moments like this.

         Chess was saying, ‘Leanne Summers came around to do that maths thing, and Peter Reagan.’

         ‘Last April?’ It was shock that made me say that. Was that really the last visitor she’d had? As soon as I said it, I wished I hadn’t. Quickly I went on. ‘Anyway, I better go. Sorry. I didn’t mean … Look, I’ll see you.’ I flapped an arm meaninglessly and began to walk away again.

         Behind me she said, ‘How can a car be dark blue and white at the same time?’

         Again I had to turn around. But I just stared at her, unable to get my head around the sudden change of topic, and not trusting myself to speak.

         Chess was a bit flushed and was frowning wildly in a way that didn’t really match the words, but all she wanted to talk about was another puzzle. She said, ‘No magic. No fantasy. Just logic.’

         ‘Well it …’

         I stopped. She wasn’t going to tell me the answer to her little riddle. Chess didn’t operate like that. With one question she’d slipped back into the teacher thing, and I felt I owed it to her to let her play. She took a step back to indicate that the lesson was at an end and this was in the nature of homework. She repeated the question. If there’d been a blackboard she would’ve written it up and tapped at it with the chalk.

         ‘How can a car be dark blue and white at the same time? Give it some thought. I think the truth to this whole thing lies in the answer.’

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 13

         

         There were some things I knew about Jeanette Carmody already. For a while, when I was seven, she came every Friday night, while my parents rehearsed with the Indigo Valley Singers. I knew how she’d seemed to me then, tall and shapeless, with long dark hair, yellowish skin and thick black eyebrows. The only facts I knew were that she had lived in Charles Street, was run over at the age of sixteen, and that for years after that happened, Mum would trot around there about once a month to talk about it.

         Today I was going to go with her.

         ***

         As soon as I left Chess’s it started raining, but I didn’t mind that. It was warm and I liked rain. A four k walk. Three-quarters of an hour to plan my approach.

         When I got home I went to the laundry for dry clothes, then to the kitchen. Mum was there by herself reading the iPad among the remains of lunch. Dad would’ve been in the shed. I threw my shoes in a corner, grabbed a piece of left-over cabana, and plopped into a chair.

         ‘How did it go?’ said Mum.

         ‘OK.’ It was important not to say too much at this stage, otherwise she’d know I was up to something. Mum had to think this was all her own idea.

         Sure enough, she wanted to make me talk. ‘Wilsons all right?’

         ‘Yeah. S’pose.’

         ‘It took a while.’

         ‘I’ve been at Chess’s.’

         Mum wriggled forward in her chair. ‘That’s good, Matt.’ She loved signs that I was pally with Chess. Now she’d want to know how Alec was.

         I fed her some information. ‘Alec came out. Chess was heating up a pie for him.’

         ‘How did he look?’

         ‘Bad.’

         Mum made a worried sound with her tongue.

         ‘I walked home.’

         ‘Oh, that’s good.’ She was pleased about this, too. Exercise.

         ‘It was nice in the rain, you know, thinking and everything.’

         ‘Good, Matt.’

         Weak isn’t it. Our conversations are always like this.

         I gave her a bit more, leading her towards the topic of the Carmodys. ‘I went out round the bottom of town, for a bit of extra exercise.’

         ‘Really? Which way?’

         Perfect. ‘Charles Street.’

         I got some French stick to go with the cabana. Crumbs went everywhere.

         ‘Matt.’

         I said it for her. ‘Use a plate.’ There was one on the table. I didn’t have to get up.

         ‘Did you see Mrs Abercrombie?’

         ‘No. She wasn’t out the front today.’

         ‘Mmmm.’ Mum’s eyes were wandering back to her iPad. I put my feet up on a second chair and leaned back. ‘Bit funny at the Carmodys’ though.’

         This had her attention straight back. ‘What?’

         I shrugged and sounded bored. ‘I dunno.’

         ‘What do you mean, funny?’ insisted Mum.

         ‘Nothing. I dunno.’

         ‘Matt.’

         Now I gave her a look of surprise as if I’d just realised how seriously she was taking this. ‘Um. Well, look, nothing really. Just the curtains. All the curtains were shut.’

         ‘Were they out?’

         ‘The car was in the drive. And there was washing on the line. I saw it from the road.’

         ‘Washing on the line?’ Mum was looking seriously concerned now. She hadn’t thought to ask why I’d notice washing down the side of the Carmodys’ house. ‘But it was raining, wasn’t it?’

         ‘Oh, yeah. Started raining just after I left Chess’s.’ I stayed very innocent and not very interested. ‘Why?’

         ‘Mary Carmody doesn’t forget things like that. There must be something wrong. I should’ve known. They were quite fragile the other day, and now the funeral …’

         I grunted and got some more bread.

         ‘I’m going around there,’ said Mum.

         Bingo. I studied my bread, allowing a little pause, then I said, ‘I might come.’

         Without looking, I knew Mum was staring at me. She would have trouble working out why I said that, but she didn’t ask anything. She would never want to discourage me from going anywhere with her. She thinks we should spend more time together. I pushed myself up in the chair and put my feet on the floor, to show I was ready to get my shoes.

         ‘I’ll take some zucchinis,’ said Mum.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 14

         

         Most of the places in Charles Street were pretty dismal, with scraggly bushes, ivy growing up the trees, junk on the verandahs and corners full of ugly things like gas bottles. The Carmodys’ was the only decent place there. Actually I don’t know why I liked it. Maybe because I’d spent so much time here when I was seven and eight, and coming here always made me think like a little kid. The front of the Carmodys’ house was carefully painted and the path to it had pebbles stuck in the concrete. The garden beds were all edged with round rocks and all the bushes were clipped into balls. The only really leafy part was a row of bushes they’d let grow right up in front of the windows. You could see the windows through the bushes, but they made the front rooms dark, which some people thought was bad. I liked it.

         The best thing was a little pond, smaller than Chess’s and surrounded by mossy rocks. There were always fish in the Carmodys’ pond, and in the middle there was a cement frog, way over-sized — a giant fat thing that kind of rose up out of the water and took up most of the pond. I’d always loved that frog. It had a long line for a mouth that turned down a bit at the ends. I used to try to cheer it up by running my hands over its slimy skin.

         I couldn’t do that any more. I was too old.

         The weather was breaking up into one of those patchy days when it rains and then straight away the sun comes out. The Carmodys’ curtains were all open and there was no washing on the line, but Mum didn’t notice that.

         Mrs Carmody answered the door and didn’t look surprised to see us. She took the zucchinis with a little thank you. It was something that had happened a hundred times before, although she was a bit surprised to see me there.

         ‘Charles is in the lounge. Go in, Sarah, dear. I’ll put the kettle on.’

         The lounge room was small and a bit cold, with square armchairs and a hard-looking couch with wooden arms. Mr Carmody was in one of the chairs, reading a gardening magazine.

         Jeanette’s father had been something in the Shire Council. He was almost unbearably boring. When I was younger, I tried not to look at him so that he wouldn’t start talking to me, and I answered all his questions with ‘yes’ or ‘no’ and nothing else, so that he wouldn’t ask any more. The trouble was, as I got older, I noticed other people did this too, and, well, you had to feel sorry for him really, especially as he always looked sad and kind of lonely. Really it wasn’t fair to be rude to people like this, and sometimes you just had to put up with them. Now, when I got caught by him, which was only about twice a year, I got through our conversations by jumping my body around and grinding my feet together, fighting the urge to get up and run.

         He spoke heavily and slowly, even when he said things like ‘yes please’ and ‘very well thanks’, to show he’d thought it out carefully. He had a round face, a small mouth and thick glasses with big owl-like eyebrows fanning up above them. Weirdly, his wife looked much the same, except for the eyebrows. In fact they were almost exactly the same in height, shape, hair colour, and even they way they dressed, which sometimes made them hysterically funny.

         Mum started chatting to him about something in his magazine and I stood there looking around. The mantelpiece was covered in photos. I went over to check it out. There was one of Mr and Mrs Carmody on their wedding day. I hate wedding photos, because you know people have tried so hard and they still don’t look that good, and then you feel sorry for them. The rest were photos of Jeanette and her older sister and brother. These were depressing, too. The brother and sister’s photos covered their whole lives, from baby to school kid, then young adults and then the family shots where they had kids of their own. Jeanette had the same thing, except they stopped when she was sixteen. But there were a lot of teenage ones. You could see an effort had been made to have the same number of photos for each kid.

         After a while Mrs C turned up with a tray, with flowered cups and a tea pot with a bobbly knitted cover. She had cordial for me in the same old glass with red horses on it, and that made me sad, too. I don’t know why. Something about her not realising I’d grown up, as if she’d forgotten people kept changing.

         She organised me into an armchair, with a biscuit in one hand and my drink in the other. I put Deb’s envelope on the wide arm and smiled at her, wondering what I was going to say.

         There were leaves pressing against the front window and a soft green light filtered in. The conversation was exactly like it had always been. The Carmodys started off with a few general comments about roses and the weather, but they were tense and not quite with it — as if everything else we said was just a warm-up, like watching trailers. You felt they’d like to fast forward through it.

         I knew they were going to talk about Jeanette, because they always did. They loved talking about her. Mum said once that they probably didn’t get much chance anywhere else, because most people didn’t know how to deal with grief. Most people would think the Carmodys shouldn’t go on about Jeanette after eight years.

         They asked Mum a few things about herself and didn’t listen to the answers. They asked me about my drawing, like they always did. They didn’t really care about my drawing, but this was all they knew about me. I suppose I could’ve told them something new, but today I was as keen as they were to get on to the topic of Jeanette.

         Sure enough, by the time everyone had chosen a biscuit and taken two sips of tea, we were away.

         Mrs Carmody always said the same kind of thing about Jeanette. She was saying it again today. ‘We are under no illusions about her,’ she said. ‘She was not brilliant, or even beautiful in a conventional way.’

         ‘Although we thought she was beautiful,’ said Mr Carmody.

         ‘She was,’ said Mum.

         For the first time I looked closely at the faces of the Carmodys. I’d always thought of them as soft and fairly sappy, but today I must’ve had more of an idea of what they’d been through, because I saw something different. They both had drooping, lost-looking eyes. They weren’t just sad. Somewhere under the surface they were seriously damaged. They had the look of people who had been wounded, in a way that caused real physical pain, and when they kept talking about Jeanette, it was to rub away at the injury to stop it hurting.

         Mrs Carmody’s mouth was wide and was pushed into a silly pointless smile which made her look nervous. I’d seen it before, but now I could see the pain under it. She turned the smile on me. ‘Jeanette was very fond of Matty.’ Then she got serious. ‘I know she could be tough. She had very high standards for her own behaviour and she had the same kind of standards for others.’

         Mum said, ‘I know Derek and Julie Roland thought a lot of her. She was the only babysitter who could handle Tara and Wando at all.’

         I smiled to myself. Mum never liked the Rolands, with all their money. She thought they were up themselves. But she would never let herself say anything like that. But she liked to say I was better behaved than Tara. That made her a better parent.

         Mrs Carmody tried to be nice about it. ‘Oh yes. Tara and Wando. They’ve turned out quite nice children, haven’t they, considering all they’ve been through. But when they were little they could be quite naughty.’

         There was a little pause while we all thought about Jeanette babysitting Tara and Wando. I wondered if Mrs Carmody was thinking about the fact that they ran away from her the night she died. She might blame them for Jeanette getting run over. But no one could say anything about that and soon she was off again.

         ‘She was never going to set the world on fire.’ Mrs Carmody had gone into a bit of a trance. She’d said this a million times before. ‘But she had a good heart and a strong mind.’

         ‘Yes she did,’ said Mum.

         I said, ‘She liked going for walks, didn’t she? Out near Chess’s — Jessica Febey’s — place.’

         ‘Yes, well, she loved her sketching, you see,’ said Mrs Carmody. ‘Especially farm buildings. She could do quite a good likeness of those. She liked to draw sheds and garages. And there are a lot of sheds out along Station Road. She would go out there with her little sketch pad. She sketched that blue shed of the Wilsons’ several times. And when the Rolands’ garage burnt down, she went to sketch the ruins.’

         Mr Carmody took over. ‘She wasn’t always so adventurous. She was steady and considerate of others and very disciplined with herself. She would have made a valuable contribution to the world.’

         ‘She already had made a valuable contribution,’ said Mum.

         I hated the sound of this. Considerate, disciplined. I hoped people would have something more interesting to say about me when I was dead.

         It was also completely wrong. I’d heard the Carmodys describe Jeanette like this before. But it wasn’t the way I remembered her. I had liked her. My parents had liked her too. But not because she was disciplined. My parents were big on creativity. If they’d found the place tidy at the end of a night of babysitting, they would think I’d had a boring time.

         The first time Jeanette minded me, my parents told her I might like drawing so she brought some crayons and paper and we just immediately clicked. Jeanette loved art as much as I did, and I don’t mean her ‘sketching’ that her parents thought was such a worthwhile pastime. In fact they were way off the mark with that reliable and steady idea. When she was with me Jeanette was wild — at least on paper. We started off drawing little animals for each other but that only lasted about five minutes. First I put some horns on mine and then Jeanette started doing googly eyes and soon we were doing these completely insane monsters and we had paper all over the floor. We went from there into monster stories and monster plays. The next week we did an entire monster music concert complete with costumes out of the ironing basket.

         Each time she came we just got madder. We made a scarecrow out of aluminium foil and cellophane. We put coloured goop on our faces. We wrapped up the whole lounge room in toilet paper. One of the last times she came she brought a picture by someone Dali, of a dead cow and some flat clocks that had sort of melted and dribbled down over a tree. She brought plasticine. We made melting clocks, and melting flowers and even a melting dog. She let me keep the picture. I still have it at the bottom of a drawer somewhere. Sometimes when I go digging for paper I find it and sit for while and think about how a lot of parents never really know their children.

         ***

         My parents and the Carmodys had been talking about the Singers and had come to a little break in the conversation. Debbie’s envelope was still beside me on the arm of the chair. I pulled it down onto my knees for courage, and launched in.

         ‘Mrs Carmody, there’s something I wanted to ask you. It’s about Jeanette. I hope you don’t mind.’

         There was a little silence. Mr C put his cup down on the saucer and put the saucer on top of his plate.

         But Mrs Carmody instantly gave me her full attention. ‘No, Matty, why should we mind?’

         ‘It’s something that’s been worrying me. It’s about a necklace thing.’

         ‘“Thing” is not a very helpful word, Matthew,’ said Mr Carmody. ‘Do you mean a necklace, or not?’

         ‘It was a pendant really, a thing — I mean a stone — on a chain. The stone was amber, a dark golden colour with little lighter bits inside.’

         I waited but Mrs Carmody didn’t ask me to go on. She just looked at me.

         I went on anyway. ‘It used to be Jeanette’s, but she gave it to Debbie Wilson, and now it’s disappeared. The Wilsons have been asking about it, but none of us saw it anywhere when we found her.’ I was getting lost at this point and started to sputter a bit, not knowing what to put in and what to leave out. ‘The thing is …’ I didn’t seem able to get past the word. ‘Mrs Wilson said that Debbie had got the necklace from Jeanette, a long time ago. Debbie thought the stone was important in some way.’ They still said nothing. ‘I was wondering if you knew anything about it.’

         With her colour rising, Mrs Carmody opened her mouth and then closed it again. She looked at her husband and he looked at her.

         Mum said, ‘Matt, I think —’

         But Mr Carmody interrupted her. ‘Jeanette did, indeed, have a necklace like the one you describe. I believe she picked it up in a gift shop when she was on a school excursion to Canberra in Year Nine. It was very important to her. She had a great interest in history and the amber necklace was pertinent to her reading about both Greek and Egyptian mythology. I’m not sure how helpful it was with her school work, but it was something that amused and interested her.’

         ‘It was a little game of hers,’ said Mrs Carmody. ‘She called her necklace The Eye of Ra and pretended it could see into people’s secrets.’

         ‘A fanciful, but harmless notion,’ said Mr Carmody.

         Mrs Carmody was smiling fondly, lost in memories. ‘She said such silly things about that necklace. That it was a magic golden eye, something to do with the sun, that when she wore it she could see everything.’ She sniffed. ‘It worried us, naturally. It wasn’t the sort of thing we encouraged. We cut down on the amount of television she was watching. But I couldn’t take the necklace away.’ She said this to her husband. He folded his arms over his chest and pushed his lips out disapprovingly. Confiscating the necklace would’ve been his idea. Mrs Carmody went on as if they were in an old argument. ‘It was so important to her. She even wore it to bed.’

         ‘Why would she have given it to Debbie?’ I asked gently.

         The corners of her mouth had gone a bit loose, but she kept it together. ‘She was wearing it when she went to the Rolands that … last … night. She wore it everywhere. But after she died we couldn’t find it. In the end we assumed it had fallen off while she was walking around in the bush. Or possibly even when she was hit by the car, although I believe the area was fairly thoroughly searched.

         ‘Don’t get the wrong idea. We don’t know, really, what happened to it. We had no idea Debbie had it all this time, but now that you say that, I don’t know how she could have come by it, unless she found it by the … by the road. If she said Jeanette gave it to her … well I wouldn’t want to speak ill of the dead. But it would have been strange. Jeanette loved her pendant and it was still quite new. It would have surprised me greatly if she had given it away.’

         ‘But they were friends?’

         Mr Carmody said, ‘Deborah was a nice enough girl. Surprisingly decent, considering the background she came from. I seem to remember Jeanette spending one or two afternoons with her, is that right, dear?’ Mrs Carmody didn’t answer. He went on, ‘I don’t think they were close. Debbie was considerably younger and they were very different kinds of girls.’

         ‘Debbie had a few Egyptian things.’ I took a deep breath. What I was about to do seemed completely loony, but I had started now. Everyone was watching me. I moved around to the couch, next to Mrs Carmody, pushed some cups aside, and spread Debbie’s pieces of paper on the table where everyone could see, and then, at the sight of them, I suddenly had nothing to say.

         The sun had started shining, and the light coming through the window had become a warm yellow-green. Through some trick of colours it made the pictures stand out clearly. The little figure of Ra almost rose from the page. A man with the head of a bird, under a red ball. A curved beak, square shoulders and a golden belt around a tiny waist. In one hand he carried a strange cross with a loop at the top, in the other, a thin golden staff. He was still and straight, and his colours glowed hotly in the cool room. Last time I saw the picture I’d scarcely looked at it, but now I almost stopped breathing. The red sun-ball seemed to pulse with a truth that I couldn’t quite grasp.

         I said, ‘This is Ra. He … he …’

         They all felt it. The room was very quiet.

         ‘Yes,’ breathed Mrs Carmody. ‘Jeanette had something like this. Let me see.’ She leaned towards the pages and started reading. She sounded excited. ‘The twelve provinces of daylight.’ She looked up. ‘Yes, Jeanette talked about this. The Mesektet boat … twelve hours of darkness.’

         Mr Carmody was not so impressed. ‘This picture has been torn out of a book. That must be something Deborah did. Jeanette would never deface a piece of literature.’

         But Mrs Carmody had moved on to the other picture and was not listening to him. ‘The Great Temple at Abu Simbel. Oh, Charles, remember this? These huge statues out the front. And the window.’ She was eager to tell me the story. ‘There is a window, placed in such a way that on only two days of the year the sun’s rays could reach the statues inside. Jeanette loved that. She used to talk to me about the ray of light shining through the darkened temple and beaming in upon the gods.’

         Mrs Carmody’s mouth had smoothed and her eyes were clear. For a moment, happy in the past, she had almost forgotten Jeanette was no longer here.

         ‘Jeanette had all this in a book?’ I prompted.

         ‘Ah, yes. Ah, the silly girls.’ She was shaking her head in wonder, as if at something very beautiful.

         I’d never noticed a likeness before, but looking at her now I was reminded of Jeanette. I fought it. I tore my eyes away, back to the pictures, but their power was no longer there. They couldn’t compete with the images inside my head. Jeanette, dark hair, pale, square face, laughing wildly over a mud monster, holding up the Dali clocks. She’d seemed so old to me then, but she wasn’t much older than I am now. She might’ve been a bit like I was, blundering around, saying the wrong things, feeling nothing made sense, but every now and then finding something fantastic to make life worth all the effort.

         And suddenly, after eight years, I made the connection between Jeanette, my Jeanette, and what happened to her. I saw a body going up and over a car, and it had Jeanette’s face. For a second I was filled with a huge, almost unbearable rage, and then this vanished and left me empty, as if something good had just been snatched away, right out of my hands.

         I don’t know how long I sat there, staring at the table. I lost the room altogether. Mrs Carmody had also gone very still. Parts of my face started to twitch and the rest of it was melting. I tried to hold it on with my hands.

         When I took them down they were wet. ‘I really liked her, Mrs Carmody. She was great.’

         This time I hadn’t wasted a thought on whether it was the right thing to say. It didn’t matter that Mrs Carmody didn’t answer. It had just been something I wanted to tell her.

         Somewhere, distantly, I could hear my mother talking and Mr Carmody trying to be soothing. Mrs Carmody had started to cry, little whispering sobs. I tried to drag myself back to the room. There must be something else I could do — more than just blubbing away beside her. I felt a fraud. I hadn’t lost a daughter. I had no idea what that would be like.

         And then, without warning, I started to see Deb. I didn’t want to, she just came back. I could see her reflected in the drinks fridge at the bakery, a shadow rippling and drifting in the dark mirror, and I saw her locking the bakery door, smiling, waving, separated from us by the glass. And then, quickly erasing the other pictures, Deb’s blue-white dead face.

         I tried to think about the real Deb, the Deb who ate too much sugar and smoked and made bad jokes. But I couldn’t. This was the worst thing. Deb was just like Jeanette now. It would be like this for everyone who ever knew her. We’d never remember again the normal, everyday Deb, without also thinking about the way she died. And in this way, we’d lost her forever.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 15

         

         After the Carmodys, Mum wanted to see someone in Beechworth, and, as there didn’t seem much else to do, and because Dad would be in the pottery shed, and I didn’t want to be home by myself, I went with her. It was some old bloke she’d bought special socks for up in Albury — and, of course, she took zucchinis, made into soup this time. When we got to his house I didn’t go in with her. Instead I wandered down to the main street.

         Outside the tiny mall at the supermarket, I found four kids from school, looking as if they’d come out just because it’d stopped raining —Daniel Farmer and Amanda Hemsley, who were sort of an item, and two other guys from Year Nine, Robbie and Bart. Bart isn’t his real name, but most people have forgotten what that is. Amanda was eating a pie. Daniel and Robbie had skateboards, but they were just standing around, kicking at them. Bart was on a bike. They’d all stopped on the street, looking as if they’d go somewhere in a minute — if there was anywhere to go. That’s the trouble with Beechworth. There isn’t.

         I was surprised to see Robbie there. I leant on the back of a street bench. ‘Thought you were going to Mollymook.’

         ‘Nah. Tomorrow.’

         ‘Ohh.’

         ‘Been delayed. Only one more day.’ The way he said it meant he was repeating something his parents had said and he wasn’t very impressed. He didn’t give a reason for the delay though. Probably his Dad’s work or something. I didn’t ask, because he was getting one of his far away looks and he wouldn’t have answered me anyway.

         He said, ‘But when I get there, I’m gonna just lie on the beach and listen to the waves.’ He tipped his head back and threw his arms out, demonstrating how happy he was going to be.

         ‘You bastard,’ I laughed.

         ‘And I’m gonna let the salt water pound me and then I’m gonna sit and watch girls in bikinis with brown little arms and little wobbly bums …’

         Amanda threw a sauce-soaked ball of paper bag at him. It landed in a puddle.

         ‘Get over it, Virtual.’

         Virtual is something we called Robbie, because of all the fantasies — Virtual Reality Scanlon. It’s not a real nickname, just something we called him sometimes.

         Then she looked at me. ‘You gonna be around?’

         ‘Yep.’

         ‘Me too.’

         She’d said it quietly, as if it was some kind of arrangement between us. Now I noticed she wasn’t standing near Daniel. Maybe it was all over with him. Maybe she liked me now. This was not good. I mean Amanda was all right and quite pretty and everything. She had a new lip stud, which was a bit try-hard, and she’d put red tips on her long black hair, which looked great, but I didn’t want to go out with her. It wasn’t her fault, but compared to Tara she just seemed … not very … something. If you aren’t interested, you just aren’t interested.

         Luckily I didn’t have to think up an answer. Robbie stood on the end of his board and tried a few half-moves, but he bumped into Bart, knocking him onto his handlebars. Bart looked down at his sleeve. ‘Orrr, look at me flannie. There’s a big hole in it.’

         ‘I didn’t do that!’ said Robbie, in a panic.

         Then he saw us all smirking at him, and he started raving on again. ‘Anyway, you can all laugh. You can all weep, kidlets, because after the beach I’m gonna go the gelato bar, and there’ll be sand and salt on me skin, and I’ll meet one of those girls and I’ll be lookin’ real doodey in me boardies and she’s gonna ask me if I wanna go swim-m-ming.’

         Daniel screwed up his face. ‘In your dreams.’

         ‘That’s where Robbie always is.’ I poked him. ‘Dreaming about girls chasing him down the street begging to touch his beautiful body.’ Everyone made moaning and jeering noises and Daniel tried to push Robbie off his board.

         ‘Still,’ I said. ‘You gotta dream, don’t you.’

         No one liked my little thoughts about life. They ignored me.

         I added, ‘Especially if you live somewhere like this.’

         ‘Yeah,’ they all said.

         We looked around at the street. Beechworth was really just a big version of Yack — verandahs over the street and stone buildings and an old-style lolly shop where everything cost twice the normal price. And galleries, hundreds of them. The problem was, there wasn’t much else. All the normal shops were really small because a lot of people worked in Wangaratta and Albury and did their shopping there. You couldn’t get decent clothes and there was nowhere to have a coffee that wasn’t full of tourists. On Saturday, even this late, there were tourists everywhere, wandering slowly across the road, clogging up the footpaths, and it would be like this for the whole holidays. Just looking at it made you feel like screaming to the sky.

         ‘We’ve got the whole of January to get through,’ said Daniel. He was a small dark guy with a surf hat pulled down over his eyebrows and a loose Fila sport shirt that made him look even smaller.

         Being bored was a topic Beechworth kids moaned about all the time, and suddenly they all had something to say.

         The street was decorated with Christmas things. The Artists’ Co-operative had bright flags outside. There were people everywhere, chatting and laughing. No one here ever thought about drunken fathers, or car accidents, or losing people. Here it was just movement and colour, and under that — emptiness.

         ‘That’s what’s wrong with this place,’ I said. ‘It’s too nice.’

         ‘What if we had a tele-port,’ said Robbie. ‘We could just dematerialise …’ But even he had run out of ideas.

         I felt as if we’d been standing on this street every year for the whole of our lives, having the same conversation. And soon my mother would come along in her car and say it’s nice that I met some friends, and she’d ask me how they were.

         ‘You know what I hate about the holidays?’ I said. ‘People ask you questions all the time. I’m supposed to say where I’ve been, which is nowhere, and what I’ve been doing, which is nothing, and why, which is I don’t know.’

         I’d gone on too much about it. Now everyone was thinking I was in a strange mood. Daniel was hunched into his big shirt, looking sorry for me.

         Amanda had finished her pie. ‘You found that body, didn’t you?’

         I felt my stomach tighten. I hadn’t expected to be asked about that. ‘Mm.’

         She pulled a disgusted face, but you could tell she was also getting a thrill from the idea. ‘What’d it feel like?’

         I wanted to say ‘Not “it”. She. Debbie.’ I could still feel her, the heaviness of her body, the rubbery flesh under the nylon shirt. But I didn’t have words for that.

         ‘Pretty bad. Cold.’

         ‘Eeergh.’

         ‘It’s OK. It doesn’t matter.’ I snapped the last word.

         But Amanda would’ve been hearing bits of the story all over the town, and she wanted to check her facts.

         ‘And that Jessica kid was with you. She helped you pull it out, didn’t she?’

         ‘Yeah.’

         ‘Why’s she always hanging around you?’

         I didn’t feel like talking about Chess either. I hated people to know we spent so much time together. ‘I dunno. She hasn’t really got anyone else.’

         ‘But she’s a bit of a pain isn’t she?’

         ‘Well, yeah, more or less.’

         ‘Will she be around all summer?’

         ‘I’ll be trying to get away from her.’ I gave Amanda a sly smile and immediately wished I hadn’t. I shouldn’t be saying things about Chess.

         ‘You can always come and see me,’ said Amanda.

         This was all I needed. ‘No. Chess is OK. She’s no trouble. I sort of feel sorry for her.’

         At this point a woman carrying folders in both hands went up to the real estate agent and started trying to unlock the door. Everyone just sat and watched her. I went to help. The others would’ve done it if I hadn’t been there, but they knew I always did that sort of thing, so they just let me. It’s what I’m famous for.

         When I’d got her inside, Bart was back again still half on the bike. ‘Jeez, Tingle, you’re a nice person.’

         ‘Like your Mum,’ said Amanda. ‘She’s always doing things for people.’

         ‘Yes,’ I said, with a pooncey accent. ‘I was going to be a boy scout, but they said my hair is a little unkempt.’

         Amanda snorted. I played up to her. ‘If I comb it off my face Daddy said I could have a new toggle.’

         ‘Woggle,’ said Daniel. He must’ve really been a boy scout.

         ‘Yes, a new woggle.’

         ‘Where are you going to hang that?’ said Amanda.

         I made a wiggling gesture somewhere near my nuts and everyone laughed again. Then, for no reason, we all started moving. Daniel and Robbie pushed their boards and we followed, Bart rolling along beside us on the bike. Not because there was anywhere to go. We were just moving.

         We stopped at the row of small granite buildings with information signs that are called the Heritage Precinct. ‘Heritage’ is a big word in Beechworth. I leaned on a fat green and yellow lamp post.

         Amanda said, ‘Was Tara there, too?’

         ‘What?’

         ‘When you found the body.’

         I wished she could see I was sick of the topic. ‘Yeah. She was.’

         ‘I bet she didn’t help. She wouldn’t have wanted to get her hands dirty.’

         ‘Tara’s all right,’ I said. How much would Amanda have done if she’d been there? ‘It was a pretty bad thing.’ I thought of the brief warm look Tara had given me in Wilsons’ driveway. ‘She tries to be friendly.’

         ‘Oh sure.’ Amanda turned to the others. ‘Only she doesn’t talk to you unless she wants to, know what I mean?’

         ‘Yeah,’ said Daniel.

         ‘She is a bit weird,’ said Robbie.

         Tara was just too different from them. She had a bigger world. I said, ‘She’s got problems. Really serious ones. You don’t know.’

         ‘Problems. Yeah, her father’s so poor they can only go to Noosa for two weeks this year.’

         ‘Did ya see their WRX?’ said Robbie. ‘Imagine taking that out on the quarry road. You could just floor it. What about when you went over the bump at the truck place? You’d fly! You’d be three metres off the ground. You’d go into … just … damn … orbit!’

         ‘Robbie is not quite all there.’ Daniel tapped his head.

         ‘A few sausages short of a barbie,’ said Bart.

         ‘He’s got almost no sausages,’ I said.

         ‘What problems has Tara got?’ Amanda wouldn’t let it go. She had her antenna up for some good gossip, or maybe for some clue that I liked Tara. I had to be careful. It would be easy to get trapped.

         I shrugged. ‘Look I don’t want to talk about it. In her past. Bad things happened to her when she was a kid.’ This was all wrong. It sounded like child abuse or something. I could see Amanda getting curious. ‘Just forget it!’

         Then Amanda went very serious, as if she was doing me a big favour giving me this advice. ‘She told me she knew something. Some crime or something. But she was just trying to impress.’

         ‘What was it?’

         ‘She wouldn’t tell me. She’s totally up herself, you know. You wear something, or say something she doesn’t like, and she’ll just look at you as if you’re this total moron.’

         ‘Pull in the claws, Amanda. It’s just the way she is.’ She’s afraid, I wanted to say. She saw someone die. She’s in fear for her life.

         But I couldn’t tell Amanda that. She’d laugh. Then she’d be talking about me, as soon as I left, saying what a loony I was.

         I stood up and shoved my hands in my pockets and kicked at the leg of the lamp post. It got to me sometimes. Kids like this had no idea what real problems could be. They judged everything by what was happening on the surface, whether people were being nice to them or not. These kids wouldn’t bother wondering why Tara wasn’t always friendly.

         And what would someone like Amanda make of the Carmodys? She wouldn’t see how sad they were. She’d think they were just a joke, with bad clothes and boring lives.

         But there was nothing I could say that would change that. Here, in the middle of Beechworth — with pies and skateboards, and holes in flannies — Tara and Wando’s problems, the whole Debbie and Jeanette thing, were a million miles away. None of it even seemed real.

         Well, that is what I’d wanted. A nice break.

         We went to sit on the porch of the old telegraph office. All signs of rain had disappeared. It was nearly six o’clock. The sun was low and golden, and shining right into our eyes.

         Amanda said, ‘The days just go for forever in summer.’

         Robbie agreed. ‘Yeah, well it’s the sun, isn’t it?’

         I grinned at this, but no one else seemed to think it was a stupid thing to say. I said, ‘The sun is hotter so it expands everything.’

         It got a groan and a grunt. Still, at least I was trying.

         Where the sun hit the stone walls they were a soft yellow-brown, completely different from the greyness across the road.

         I said, ‘Actually I like this late sun. It makes everything look warmer. More alive.’

         ‘Yeah, me too. And you can do evening swims. That’s nice. You know, at Woolshed Falls or something.’

         She was looking at me waiting for me to suggest we go together. I locked my hands together and stared at them.

         Daniel came across and kicked his board up against the small step we were sitting on. He sat against the wooden post of the porch, which put me in the middle. He’d heard what she said. ‘We went to the falls today. The water’s just roaring down. Be nice by tomorrow, but.’

         Amanda stood up. ‘I’m going home.’

         And that was it. She just walked off, neat little shoulders hunched under the black and white striped T-shirt, taking short, quick steps that flicked her hips and made her hair flap crossly behind her.

         Daniel said, ‘What is it with women?’

         ‘I dunno mate. They’re a mystery to me.’

         ‘I mean there’s a lot I don’t understand, but women is something I don’t understand more than just about anything.’

         I made a sound like a deflating balloon, which was a kind way of laughing at him.

         Daniel didn’t know what a real mystery was. Sometimes I felt as if I was drowning in them. Debbie, Craig, Tara, Wando, Chess. What was going on inside any of their heads?

         Across the road, Robbie had started going slowly up and down the street, not making any effort, just standing on the board and letting it roll. He passed a gap between buildings and went through a band of light and for a second we could see him silhouetted, a sharp black figure, knees straight, arms lazily bent. Then he went into greyness again, a dim shape with blurred features.

         It reminded me of Debbie’s rippling reflection. What secrets did she have? What did she know?

         Robbie went into the sun again and then the shade.

         There was someone hiding — a murderer. Was it Craig Wilson? For the first time I had real doubts. He was bad, but he didn’t look depraved enough to kill his own sister. But then how could anyone kill anyone? And what would a killer look like?

         Forgetting I was talking to Daniel. I started thinking aloud. ‘You know what we need. Not just you and me, the whole human race. We need a different kind of light. Something like the sun, but more effective, that can see right through everything, right into everyone’s dark heart.’

         Daniel didn’t look as if he was listening. He started scraping at the step between us with a small rock. But suddenly I didn’t care if he listened. These kids were a thousand miles away from me in the things they thought about, and every day the gap just got bigger. They already thought I was going strange, so I might as well talk.

         I took the rock from him. ‘What if you could put it down, whatever it is you don’t understand …’ I used my rock to scratch an small X on the step, and then I shaded it with my hand. ‘And then you just wait, and the new kind of sun moves up and shines on it,’ I moved my hands, ‘and suddenly everything just lights up for you. You see right to the inside. You understand everything. That’s what I wish I had.’

         Daniel looked confused. ‘Why would you want to see inside an X?’

         ‘No. X just represents something.’

         But I’d completely lost him. ‘Why X?’

         ‘X! You know. The unknown quantity. Like in equations. The thing that you have to solve for.’

         But the thought had melted away. I couldn’t remember what I’d been trying to tell him and I wished I’d never started. It was a stupid idea anyway.

         Might as well turn it into a joke. ‘You know in algebra. Algebra is maths where you use x and y because you don’t know what you’re talking about.’

         He didn’t get that either.

         I found myself wondering where Chess was.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 16

         

         I should’ve seen it coming.

         But that’s the way it always goes. Just when you complain that nothing is happening, suddenly there’s too much happening, and just when you’ve decided life is this impossible mystery, you start finding out things you never wanted to know. Sometimes it feels like life is this slippery winding road, and you’re a hopeless driver and you keep crashing off the sides, and you just can’t get anywhere, and then you finally get the hang of it and you pick up speed, and then you go flying around a corner and run smack into someone like Craig Wilson.

         Craig Wilson. Chess had told me to go and see him, but I’d never intended to do it. Not in a million years. I’d seen the Carmodys, but I was stopping there. I was depressed, but I wasn’t insane.

         It’s all right for her. She stays logical. She knows what the questions are. I would have no idea what I should be asking Craig Wilson. And as for Chess’s riddle, how can a car be dark blue and white at the same time? I’d given up caring.

         Besides, Craig had a ute now, and it wasn’t dark blue or white, it was pink — the kind of pink that is really faded red — with powdery patches across the bonnet and rust on the chrome. It had a bull bar, spotlights above the cabin and a sticker that said ‘Chicks Dig Scars’.

         At ten o’clock that evening, on the main street of Yackandandah, I found myself staring at it.

         I knew it was Craig’s, because we’d seen him working on it when we were at his place. Besides everyone knew everyone’s car in Yack. That’s just the kind of happy, nosey little sardines we are.

         It was parked outside Noonan’s Hotel and as soon as I saw it I knew it was trouble.

         I should have left it alone.

         ***

         Wando was with me. I’d gone to his place after tea and we’d been doing nothing much. I could tell as soon as I saw him that he didn’t want to talk about the sickening Devastation Road story, so I’d just left it. We’d played a bit of Halo, and thrown a few darts, and now we were crossing to my place to watch Netflix.

         I was going to walk straight past the ute. I might’ve been looking at it closely, but that was only to make sure Craig wasn’t sitting in it. He’s not a person I ever want to meet at ten o’clock in the badly lit main street.

         He wasn’t in it, but as we walked past something caught my eye. The ute had one of those black covers over the tray, clipped down all around the edges, but one of the rear corners was turned back. The light went into this at an angle and lit up one thing inside. That thing stopped me dead.

         With all the stuff going on about Deb and Jeanette I’d almost forgotten about the fire at Crystal Corner Collectables and the mystery man who’d saved me, but now it all came back with a rush. Inside the ute was a long, thin yellow and blue cardboard box that I recognised immediately. Aluminium foil.

         I put my hands behind my back, in case the ute bit me, and stepped sideways to take a closer look.

         ‘Matt! Waddayadoin??’ squeaked Wando. He was well past the ute and not keen to come back. From inside the pub we heard a hammer of voices.

         ‘Come on!’ said Wando.

         But I needed to know more about this foil. It might be one of the boxes from the café. That would mean Craig had done the fire and the robbery. He’d either been Perry, the bloke that sneaked back for the foil (and saved my life), or he’d been in on it with him. The box would be evidence. I knew that if I left it like this I’d miss at least fifteen minutes’ sleep wondering about it, and I hate missing sleep.

         I could only see one end of the box and couldn’t tell whether it was open or not, or whether it was at all charred.

         I held my breath and reached for it. It was further in than I’d thought. By the time my hand touched it, my stomach was right up against the side of the ute. I grabbed the end of the box and rolled it over.

         Anticlimax. The foil was new, unopened, and ten metres instead of fifty. Not far from it, almost out of sight under the ute cover, was the bag of shopping it had spilled out of. Craig had been to the supermarket. I pressed my hands on the side of the ute to push myself back.

         ‘What the fuck?!’

         I leaped away from the ute and whirled around.

         It was Craig. ‘Tingle! What the fuck do you think you’re doing?!’

         I tried to tell myself everything was OK. We could talk it through. Besides, there was no real danger here. Craig was alone and I had Wando.

         Wando did a two-metre standing jump, a one-eighty spin and a foot movement that would have been a blind-side kick-flip if he’d had his skateboard under him. Any other time I would’ve been impressed. But then he made for the hills, leaving me right in it.

         It was a fair question. What had I been doing with my hand in the back of Craig’s ute? Something he had a right to know. To answer it I’d have to tell a long story — me hiding in the Rolands’ café, the rescue by the masked man, and the secret of the aluminium foil. I didn’t have long to get all this across. Craig was advancing on me, fists and teeth clenched. I tried to cover the whole story as neatly as I could.

         ‘Nothing,’ I said, and ran.

         There was no way I was going to outrun him. The man was built like a whippet. He was almost on me before I’d gone twenty metres. In desperation I dived down an alley between the chemist and the hardware place, and that was the worst decision I could’ve made. There was no light at all here. The ground was wet and slippery. I half-ran, half-skied into the gloom. Bits of vine stuck out from a broken weatherboard wall, whipping me in the face. My hands kept hitting things. I could hear him coming after me. Then we were behind the yard and the whole alley seemed to be taken up with bales of straw and coils of heavy black piping. I swerved around a wheelie bin, ducked sideways, jumped over a crate. Craig was swearing, close behind me. And then I hit a wire and went sprawling into damp gravel.

         There was a whooping noise and a mad laugh and he grabbed me by the arms. He hauled me up against a cyclone wire fence, hard beside a sheet of corrugated iron. The edge of the iron pressed into my left arm. Craig pinned my right hand against my stomach. With his other arm he leaned on my chest.

         We breathed heavily into each other’s faces. I hadn’t thought up a way to explain why I’d had my hands on his groceries and he didn’t ask me. In fact, now that he had me he didn’t seem to know what to do with me. There was no hurry. Whatever he came up with was not going to be pretty.

         A strange thought came to me, one that I’ve had before — that this must be what I was put on the earth for — as a warning to others of what happens to people if they do stupid things.

         Craig smelt of beer and cigarettes — a combination of fruity fumes and stale smoke and a nasty reminder of my night in the fire. His arm was like a band of iron across my chest. He moved it towards my throat.

         Just as he cut off my air supply, I played my last card. ‘You’re Mouldy,’ I said.

         It could have really backfired, if he didn’t recognise the name. If he thought I was referring to his personal hygiene I was in for some serious organ damage. But he did recognise it. The pressure on my throat released about half a millimetre and I found that if I pushed my ribs out sideways I could draw in enough tiny breaths to stay alive a bit longer.

         His piranha mouth stretched into a sneer. ‘What’s that supposed to mean.’

         I spoke in a series of short sentences, with little gasps in between. ‘I was there that night. In the kitchen. I went out the window. Just now I recognised your laugh. You’re the one who got in first. You lit the fire in the Rolands’ café. You and your mates.’

         He didn’t say anything. He was still breathing heavily from the sprint and through his clenched teeth it sounded like a cross between Darth Vader and a lilo pump. But I had his attention, and I was granted another millimetre of airways to continue.

         ‘You lit the other fires too. All the fires along Devastation Road. Did Jeanette Carmody know something about it? She was out there sketching sheds and things. I reckon she saw you. And then later you ran her down.’

         At this point Craig let out a stream of abuse that involved almost every swear word I’d ever heard. I couldn’t help thinking it was rather good. I mean, taken at face value what he said had no meaning at all, but, like all good lyrics, it still managed to get his exact meaning across. He should’ve been writing songs.

         The reason my mind had wandered off like this was that he’d cut off my air again. And he’d moved the other arm up to my chest. I was starting to pass out. I shut my eyes. Veins started banging at the back of my skull, then in my forehead and then behind my eyeballs. My whole head felt like a big tight balloon, full of pulsing blood. It was going to explode. And my ribs were creaking and grinding. It’d be a toss-up which went first.

         Through all this, somewhere a long way away, I could hear Wando calling my name. He sounded scared and he didn’t have a clue where I was. He’d never see us down here in the dark.

         My thoughts were drifting about all on their own. I was picturing Craig’s band. They’d have mullets and tatts on their fingers, and army boots. They’d sing about dogs and beer and burning things and fighting in stinking alleys.

         I was half-dead, you see, and in preparation for being half-dead, I’d gone half-mad, and that explains what I did next. Because at this point Craig realised I was passing out and released me enough for me to suck in one huge noisy breath, and you’d think I’d have used that breath to apologise to him and beg for my life.

         But what I said was, ‘Debbie knew something about the fire at the café. Did she know it was you? Did she see you run over Jeanette? Debbie. That’s another one who died.’

         And of course that was enough to make him go past fury and actually decide to kill me. I don’t really blame him. I’d asked for it. I call this the Matt Tingle Death Wish.

         He said, ‘You’re dead, Tingle. Dead.’ Which made me sorry he’d lost his knack for poetry.

         He thumped me hard, right in the throat. I felt my Adam’s apple slam sideways. Then he yanked at my shoulders and slammed me into the fence. He jabbed me twice in the stomach, driving all the air back out, grabbed me again, spun me around and threw me to the ground. He must’ve put the boot in, too, because as well as the spine-jarring slam as I went down, I got a hot pain in the back of a hip. I drew in a sharp breath, which felt like a knife in my squashed throat.

         I could hear him whining at me. ‘Debs was my sister. My sister. She was a great little kid. I’d never have done nothin’ to Debs. I’d have done anything for her.’

         There was another stabbing pain in a thigh, and then another in the same place as the first. I felt a deep wave of mortal fear. My kidneys would rupture. Internal bleeding …

         ‘She knew I done the café, but she never would’ve said. She knew I didn’t burn down the Rolands’ shed — or kill Jeanette. She said the necklace would prove I didn’t do it. I want that necklace back. I’ve got to have it. Who’d take a necklace from a dead girl?’

         He’d forgotten to kick me for a minute and I’d tried crawling away. The whole of my lower body was cramping and electric currents were shooting across my throat. I could hear my breath sucking and hiccupping. Over that I thought I heard my name called again, faintly and only once. But now Craig came down over me, leaning on my shoulders, hissing into an ear. ‘If I can get hold of the bastard … If you find out who killed her and who took it, you tell me.’

         I stopped struggling, dimly aware that he’d said something important. ‘If you find out’. He was half-thinking I might live. Suddenly my mangled heart leaped with hope — and I thought of Wando.

         I couldn’t crawl with Craig on me like that, and my voice was pretty much out of action, but I wasn’t far from the fence now and I could still move my feet. And near my left leg was a big sheet of corrugated iron. Grimacing against the pain, I hooked my foot behind it and twisted up and forward with all my puny strength. The thing came down with a clang that would’ve brought old Ra himself up from the underworld.

         The clang made Craig jump, and most of that movement went down onto me. I went flat on my face into the rough ground, and he pushed down onto the back of my ribs. Then he rolled me over and pressed on my neck again. I shut my eyes.

         But I could hear footsteps. Big heavy, dopey footsteps in soft ollie-grip soles. Wando’s voice said, ‘Matt?’

         And the pressure released from my neck.

         I didn’t see much of what happened next because I was curled up in a pool of mud, coughing and holding my chest and wondering how much abuse an Adam’s apple can take before it caves in and you start talking like an android.

         But Wando is a big boy, and Craig isn’t, and I reckon even Craig could do enough maths to know that he’d be better off running for it. I didn’t hear any kind of scuffle, but when I looked up there was only Wando, a strange kind of hero, looking down at me, tree-trunk arms hanging limply by his side, mouth open, haloed by stiff white hanks of hair.

         ***

         I sat with my head on my knees, trying not to be sick. Then I was sick and felt better. Then I felt worse again and tried to think about something else.

         I was nearly dead, but I had found out something. Craig was Mouldy. He had burnt down the Rolands’ café. I didn’t have evidence and I didn’t know who else had been there, but that was a start. He had also said he didn’t know who had killed Debbie, although that could’ve been a lie.

         After a while, Wando got me to my feet and we headed toward the Windham Street end of the lane. Before we got there, a figure came running around to meet us. He had a white shirt on and he was huge. It was Debbie’s fiancé, Andrew.

         ‘What’s going on?’ he said. ‘Are you all right?’

         Wando said, ‘Nothing,’ and I said, ‘Yes,’ at the same time.

         We started to go past him.

         ‘I wouldn’t go wandering around,’ he said. ‘Craig’s back at the pub whining to his pig-shooting mates about you. They might come back out.’

         ‘We’ll go home,’ I rasped. Talking hurt my throat.

         Andrew stepped back and peered up Windham Street towards the back of the pub. ‘I think they’ll be out in High Street. I wouldn’t walk anywhere.’

         ‘We’re going the other way,’ said Wando.

         ‘I’ll drive you. The car’s just there.’ He pointed towards the back of the pub. It was dark but we could make out a white shape.

         We didn’t move. It seemed a bad idea to be going in that direction — almost like a trap. Then we heard voices from up the lane, the High Street end, and we decided Andrew was our safest bet. We walked quickly towards the car. Andrew looked around nervously all the way and unlocked it well before we got there.

         ‘They won’t do anything with me here,’ he said, trying to sound confident. ‘But I’d prefer not to have any trouble, wouldn’t you? And Craig is a bit unpredictable.’

         Unpredictable. Accountant talk for ‘raving maniac’.

         Wando took the front seat and I opened the back.

         ‘Just push those things over,’ said Andrew. ‘Sorry about the mess.’

         I shoved aside a sports bag, a pile of papers and folders, and a dark woolly rug and got in. Sitting down pushed my kidneys down into my hips, and the grunt of pain I made got jammed in my windpipe.

         To get home we had to enter High Street at the top end.

         ‘This is going to sound stupid,’ said Andrew, ‘But I’m going to have to ask you to duck your heads. Just in case they see me. I promised Annie I’d try to keep Craig out of trouble and I don’t want him anywhere near you.’

         So, as we approached the corner, Wando curled down over his legs. I tried that, but found all my bruises started screaming in pain, so I had to lean over sideways with my head on Andrew’s things.

         And then something strange happened to my brain. It was as if, finally, it all got to me. My meeting with Mouldy-Craig had started me thinking about the fire and now, in the back of this car, memories were coming thick and fast. The smoke, the choking burning throat, the heat on my face. I didn’t have any control over it.

         I could hear Andrew’s voice, calling something out the window, and Craig answering, then we were moving again, and Andrew was giving us some advice.

         ‘I don’t have to tell you what he’s like. He seems to have it in for you two. He thinks you’ve taken that necklace of Debbie’s.’

         I was hardly listening. I could smell the fire again. My throat was closing off, my chest felt crushed, and I was trapped. I started to sweat with panic.

         ‘And he’s unstable at the moment, for obvious reasons. I really think you’d be best off just staying out of his way.’

         Wando’s muffled voice agreed with this enthusiastically. Then the car was stopping and we sat up. I scrabbled in the dark for the door handle.

         ‘I mean it.’ Andrew twisted around to take me in. His face was a black silhouette. He sounded stern and a bit sinister. ‘This isn’t a game. There’s something strange going on and no one knows exactly what it is. But it’s quite likely to be dangerous.’

         There was something sticky on the side of my face. I put my hand up to it and it came down dark and wet — mud or blood, or both. I had smeared it all over Andrew’s rug.

         ‘Oh, jeez, sorry,’ I said. I just wanted to get out of there. I started rubbing at the furry surface.

         ‘That’ll make it worse.’ He grabbed it away from me. ‘Never mind. Really.’ He shoved it on to his knee.

         Wando was already out of the car. I started to follow.

         ‘I mean what I said,’ called Andrew. ‘Forget about Debbie. Have your holidays. Just stay out of it.’

         He drove away and Wando started for our front gate. Now that I was out, my panic had vanished. I stopped on the side of the road, trying to remember everything he’d said. There was something I was close to realising, but couldn’t quite get hold of.

         ‘Are you coming?’ said Wando.

         ‘Yeah.’ I rubbed at my throat, watching the tail lights disappear around a corner, wondering what I’d missed.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 17

         

         ‘You get too carried away by things,’ said Chess. ‘You’re too theatrical. You need to toughen up. Keep a clear head.’

         She’d come around the next morning to pick up Debbie’s envelope and to hear how I’d gone with the Carmodys. As it was about eleven o’clock, I was asleep when she arrived. Mum was at work and Dad was in his pottery shed.

         Chess hadn’t asked me about the graze on my face or why I was limping, bent over like an old man. She just said she wanted me to tell her everything. So, while I pulled some pants over my boxer shorts and hunted the floor for a T-shirt, she squeezed oranges and found some nectarines, and then we ended up on the floor of the family room, in front of the empty fireplace. Things could have been worse. I had a sore throat and the bruises hurt when I moved, but my voice seemed to be working and, as far as I could tell, I hadn’t died in the night from internal bleeding. I piled up four or five cushions on the Indian rug and tried to pretend I was still in bed. Somehow Chess had got hold of my artists’ quality water-soluble pencil. While I talked, she sat cross-legged against an armchair and doodled on my new cartridge pad.

         I closed my eyes and tried not to worry about her wasting my good paper. It felt good to tell her things, and before I’d really planned it I found myself giving her the lot — the glowing colours in the picture of Ra, my images of the dead girls, Mrs Carmody crying, and a full run-down of my meeting with Craig. I was even thinking of showing her my bruised chest, but before I could roll up my T-shirt, she launched into a lecture.

         ‘No one is going to benefit from you going to pieces, or accusing Craig of things with no evidence. You need to order your thoughts.’

         ‘But that’s just it.’ I shoved my hair off my face. ‘There’s nothing to order. We’ve got some ideas, but no real facts. We don’t really know anything.’

         ‘Don’t we?’

         I became instantly suspicious. ‘Why? Do you?’

         Absentmindedly, Chess drew some arrows on my pad. ‘I think there are a lot of clues that point to the killer. Not big things, but fairly significant, if you look at them the right way.’

         ‘You think you know who killed them?’

         ‘I think I know who killed Debbie.’

         ‘Then you’d better tell me.’

         ‘Not yet,’ she said looking serious. ‘There are one or two things I have to work out. The person who killed Debbie is also supposed to be the person who killed Jeanette, but it doesn’t quite fit together. And what’s more, I’m not sure I want it to. It’s not a nice answer.’

         ‘It was never going to be nice.’

         ‘Oh, I think it’s much worse than you have imagined.’

         Smart-arse. She had no idea what I’d imagined. ‘Now you’re the one who’s being theatrical.’

         Chess grimaced and nodded. ‘You’re right.’

         ‘Anyway,’ I said, ‘I agree with you. The whole thing is just putrid. I don’t even want to think about it any more.’

         ‘That’s part of your trouble.’

         ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ I punched at one of my cushions.

         ‘You’re too wrapped up in the sadness of it all. It is sad, but that’s not very helpful, is it?’

         ‘God you talk some garbage, Chess.’

         But she wasn’t going to be put off. ‘Pain doesn’t get better if you give up. You have to keep working away at life, no matter how bad things are.’

         This made me think of something. I sat up. ‘How’s your Dad?’

         Chess gave a funny little smile that I couldn’t quite read. ‘We won’t be seeing him for a while.’

         ‘Oh, right,’ I said, remembering. ‘He’s gone to pick that herbal stuff. Bring you some money.’ I did a face of mock delight and rubbed my hands together. I said it again, ‘Money, money!’ But my heart wasn’t in it and it didn’t seem to cheer her up.

         ‘He’ll work for about three days, twelve hours a day out in the sun. He’ll make a lot of money.’

         ‘Great.’

         She shrugged. ‘He’ll send me a bank cheque for exactly half, to pay bills and things, and then he’ll take the rest and go off.’

         ‘Off where?’

         ‘Doesn’t matter where. He’ll go on a bender.’

         ‘A what?’ I knew the word was old, something my mother would say, but then Chess used a lot of words like that. She spent more time talking to adults than she did to kids, especially about her father. Whatever a bender was, she would have discussed it with my mother, and the school counsellor and a hundred other people.

         Chess jiggled her knees up and down. She looked away towards the window. ‘Drinking. Binge drinking. He can usually go for four or five days on his half of the wort-picking money.’

         I was floored. This was completely unknown territory to me. I’d always thought binge drinking meant having a huge Friday night. I didn’t know people did it for four days in a row. Thoughts raced through my head. What was a bender like? What did he drink? Did he sleep or just drink all the time? Where would he sleep? And what was he like when he got home?

         ‘Oh … that’s …’ I should say something helpful. Anything. ‘You can stay here.’

         Totally lame. So lame that Chess was actually sorry for me now. She made herself sound brighter. ‘I am here. I always come, don’t I?’

         ‘Errr …’ I’d never realised. She spent a lot of time here, some weeks more than others, and I knew her father was often away, and I knew he was a drunk, but I hadn’t ever really thought it through.

         ‘Don’t worry,’ said Chess. ‘I’ll be off home later to feed the geese.’

         ‘Chess, it’s the pits.’

         ‘Do you think so?’

         I couldn’t find an answer.

         She tried to explain. ‘I’m used to it. He started this when Mum first died. Or he started when she left, really, and then got worse when she died. Actually there’s a lesson in it for you, so I might as well tell you.’

         I hated the sound of that, but I couldn’t very well stop her now. She started drawing again while she talked. Rows and rows of arrows.

         ‘I used to stay with my Auntie Prue. She’s just a friend, really, and she’s in Perth now. I was four or five. She would read me fairy stories to take my mind off it. She’d do it for hours. I suppose it cheered me up in a way. And it helped her too. She was very kind. But that doesn’t work for me any more.’

         ‘What do you do now? Watch movies?’

         ‘I try to control it. I do experiments with his food and things, see if I can stop it happening.’

         Experiments on her own father. There was something insane about it, but at the same time sad.

         ‘What’s the point of that?’ I said.

         Chess looked me right in the eyes for a second. Her chin came forward. ‘Well the fairy stories weren’t helping.’

         ‘So that’s my lesson, is it? All this stuff about Deb and Jeanette and the Carmodys and Craig …’

         ‘Try to control it. Use your brain.’

         I didn’t want to be lectured today. My back was hurting. Terrible things had happened. Things were still awful. It was stupid to pretend they weren’t. ‘But even if we do use our brains, even if we succeed and find out everything … I mean it’s not going to help, is it?’

         Chess pulled her head up at this, as if she’d heard something that really shocked her. She pressed her lips together, making some kind of decision.

         She said, ‘I think there’s something else I need to tell you.’ She wouldn’t look at me. ‘About my mother.’

         I felt my lungs go tight and a twinge of pain went up from my bruised neck. Chess never talked about her mother.

         Chess said, ‘I mean what happened to her. How she died.’

         No one had ever told me anything about Chess’s mother. I knew she left when Chess was about four. She went overseas and Chess never saw her again because, in England or somewhere, she died. But no one had ever said what happened.

         ‘How, Chess?’

         ‘I don’t know.’ Chess was looking at me steadily, as if she’d told me something important.

         ‘Eh?’

         ‘That’s the point. I don’t know. My own mother and no one will tell me what happened to her.’

         ‘But your Dad —’

         ‘He won’t talk about it. I’ve even emailed Prue and she said to ask my father.’

         ‘Bummer.’

         ‘It’s more than a bummer.’ The word sounded stupid when she said it. ‘Can you see, Matt? My own mother. I don’t know if it was an accident or a disease, or suicide or … anything. She might’ve had cancer, or fallen from a high building, or drowned …’

         Chess’s lips started wobbling. That had never happened before. It was the worst thing I’d ever seen her do. She ducked her head forwards for a minute and when she looked up she was OK.

         ‘And that’s the trouble, you see. It’s the worst thing. No knowledge. No facts. No truth. Nothing to think about.’ She pushed her chin up, feebly. ‘I mean I don’t let it worry me. I used to make up different stories about it, but no one story is any good because it probably isn’t true, so I can’t even feel sad about it. But it’s frustrating. It’s the sort of thing a person needs to know. Part of my own history. You see? Sometimes I feel as if I can’t even start my life until I find out.’ Then she reminded herself, ‘I don’t let it worry me.’

         ‘Are you sure your Dad won’t tell you? Have you really tried?’

         ‘He goes mad when I even mention her.’

         ‘So that’s what you were getting at, about needing to know the truth about Debbie, even if it’s really bad.’

         She didn’t answer. I thought about it for a while. Chess started drawing boxes under her arrows. There didn’t seem to be anything else to say. After a while she put the pencil down and pulled her knees up in front of her.

         ‘Tell you what,’ I said. ‘I’ll make you some toast.’

         Getting up was no picnic. I really did it to get away from her and I stayed in the kitchen while the toast cooked, staring at the hot orange slits, holding the butter and a knife, thinking about Chess’s mother.

         It explained a lot — Chess’s love for maths and computers and chess and puzzles. I mean partly she liked them because they were simple compared with dealing with her father. But it was also because of this big mystery surrounding her mother. All those things had answers, nice clear ones. Right or wrong. Two plus two. Knight to King’s Bishop Four. That would be a good feeling for her. If my life had that huge hole in it, I reckon I’d like to play with numbers too.

         Working with plates and things, and the smell of Vegemite, helped me get back to normal. I decided to change the subject. As I carried the toast in, I was thinking of telling her my joke about algebra.

         When I got back, Chess hadn’t moved, but she looked a bit happier. She said, ‘While we’re at it, I’m going to tell you a story.’

         ‘No thanks.’ I put the toast down beside her, moved my drawing stuff out of reach of crumbs and butter and got back into my nest.

         ‘It’s a story about a dream. A dream and a strange way to die.’

         I threw my head back on the cushions. The way I figured, she’d already told me two stories this morning. I was sorry for her and everything, but I really didn’t want another. That was the trouble with Chess. It always happened this way. You tried to be nice to her and she went all weird and acted like a complete idiot until you had to either scream at her or get away.

         Chess was ignoring my toast. She finished her juice and picked up a nectarine. She rolled it around in her hands. She said, ‘The year is 1925.’

         ‘Hang on a minute,’ I said. I wiggled into a more upright position. I hadn’t agreed to this.

         She ignored me. ‘The place is …’ She thought for a minute, as if choosing somewhere, ‘… Balmain, in Sydney. There was an Italian immigrant called Mr Commonsoli.’

         I had my feet under me, ready to push myself up again, but Chess was away with her story. If I tried to leave now I’d hurt her all over again and then end up feeling bad, and then I’d have to go out to her place to patch it all up. It might be easier just to sit it out. I sighed and stuck my feet out in front of me.

         Chess said, ‘Mr Commonsoli had been sitting up in bed, next to his wife, reading a book about Egyptian mythology. After he went to sleep he dreamt he was floating through the Egyptian underworld surrounded by pyramids and golden statues.

         ‘Gradually he became aware that there was a huge eye floating above him. A voice came out of nowhere and said, “I am the Eye of Ra. I can see everything and I know all your secrets and you are evil and you don’t deserve to live.” And with that, there appeared out of nowhere a man with the head of a jackal, carrying a big, golden bolt of lightning. The jackal aimed carefully and hurled the lightning bolt, right at Mr Commonsoli’s chest.

         ‘At this point, Mr Commonsoli was thrashing around in bed and he woke up his wife. She saw that he was having a nightmare and she punched him on the chest to wake him up. Mr Commonsoli screamed in his sleep, grabbed his chest and died of a heart attack.’

         Chess took a big bite of her nectarine and slurped at the juice.

         ‘That’s it?’ I said.

         Chess smiled mysteriously. ‘It’s not a true story.’

         I’d had enough. ‘For Christ’s sake!’ I threw my head back on the cushions and stared at the ceiling. ‘Someone beam me out of here.’

         ‘My question is, how do you know?’

         ‘I don’t know!’ I snapped.

         ‘You can tell the story isn’t true,’ said Chess calmly. ‘How?’

         Suddenly I thought I got it. I sat up. ‘OK, you’re saying something in this story is wrong, and the question is, what is it?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Like there were no Italian immigrants in Sydney in 1925, or no Balmain, or Ra didn’t have a jackal head.’

         ‘That’s not it.’

         ‘But it’s not fair, Chess. Some of us don’t spend our weekends reading Wikipedia. Some of us have a life.’

         ‘You don’t have to know anything.’

         ‘For God’s sake! Just tell me who killed Debbie!’

         ‘How did she know?’

         I stood up. ‘I’m going out now, Chess.’

         Chess stood up too and stepped across to pull at my shoulder. ‘The dream, you see? How did the wife know? If the man died in his sleep no one would know what he’d been dreaming. So the story must be made up. You don’t need any special knowledge. It’s plain as day. It’s just common sense.’

         Head whirling I lowered myself to the couch.

         Chess said, ‘It’s so obvious when you think clearly. The story works because you are distracted. There’s so much detail in it and a lot of it is colourful and exciting and you end up missing something you’d usually see.’

         ‘Great.’

         ‘Go over it all again,’ she said. ‘Everything you saw and heard. Put it together logically. Look for the things that aren’t right. Go and talk to Wando.’ She looked at me intently when she said that. ‘Don’t give up.’

         I hated her expression. It was full of wisdom that I never thought she had, and sadness that I didn’t want to see.

         ‘We need to get this right, Matt. We can’t hide behind fairy stories. We need the truth. It won’t be good. It’s going to make us feel worse rather than better. But we said it right at the beginning and I know it was right. The truth is the only thing that ever helps.’

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 18

         

         ‘The truth … The bolt of lightning … How did she know? …’

         Suddenly I couldn’t think any more. I managed to sputter something about going for a walk and then half-ran, limping, out of the house.

         This time Chess had taken it too far. It was easy being annoyed with her, but having to feel sorry for her as well, and then trying to deal with stories and tricks — it just made all my thoughts jangle. It had got to the point where I had no control over them. Ideas were flying around — words, pictures, things Chess had said. ‘Look for the things that aren’t right.’ None of it was right. That was the point.

         I walked, stiffly but fast, away from town and turned right, up the last street. It wasn’t that I wanted to think over what Chess had said. More than anything I wanted not to think about her. But my brain was buzzing away.

         All the faces — Craig’s pressing into mine, Wando’s, big and dopey, Tara’s, shut off and cold, Mrs Carmody’s wide desperate smile, Alec’s, covered in black whisker dots.

         Where did Chess get off, telling me what I should and shouldn’t feel — what I did and didn’t need to know? In my head a little high voice started mocking her. ‘It’s so obvious when you think clearly.’

         My brain felt like a jar full of fireworks — Catherine Wheels and Jumping Jacks, inside my skull — meaningless thoughts, whizzing around and bumping into each other and exploding.

         And what had Chess provided, that was supposed to help me? Another clever-dick puzzle. Fireworks — crack, spark, sizzle. I’d been sucked in. Zzzzzt. How did she do that?

         Manipulative, that was the word. The little twitches and the fake shyness, and the sad act. My father goes on benders … My poor dead mother. She only trotted out these stories when she wanted me to stay with her! Buzz, pop, tak, tak, tak. Just so she could make herself feel clever! Fizz, ping. Because she didn’t have anyone else. I was the only one stupid enough to listen. Phhhht.

         I was being used.

         Thunk.

         I was facing a lumpy field and a pile of gravel. It was like this all around the edges of Yackandandah. Bits of empty land, not farms and hills, and not town, just rough stuff that isn’t anything — skeleton sheds, banks of long grass, and trees with dead branches. Messy. Depressing. Nothing stuff.

         The exercise had warmed up my bruises and most of them had stopped hurting. I turned right again and headed along one of the back streets. The messy landscape seemed to follow me. That’s the worst thing — wherever there’s a bit of space in Yack, this stuff seeps in. There were houses here, but their gutters and fences were smothered in tangled creepers. I passed a block of ragged grass with old machinery made shapeless by vines. I felt as if it was all choking me. I wanted to scratch it away from in front of my face.

         I went past the back of the primary school and then kept walking, across the old stone bridge and up the Albury road, not seeing anyone. As my muscles softened, I almost stopped limping and the walking started to help. It was nicer here, my feet were thumping softly on the roadside dirt, my arms swinging in time, breath going more easily through the dull ache of my throat, and, after a while, my thoughts started fitting in with the rhythm.

         And as soon as that happened, I started thinking different thoughts about Chess. It wasn’t Chess’s fault about her parents, and she needed someone to talk to about it. She only had me. And I gave her a hard time.

         It would’ve been simpler if I couldn’t see that. I could’ve gone on being mad at her, but now I had to feel guilty as well. I kicked some gravel across the road. Everything was tangled. As soon as you had one thought, doubt crept in. Everywhere you turned there was a catch. All I was left with was a feeling I’d like to run away from it all and keep running until I was gasping for air and my legs gave out and I’d forgotten all about it.

         Trouble is there’s nowhere to go in Yackandandah but around in circles.

         ***

         I turned and went back towards town, past the police station and the bowling club. At the downhill end of Railway Avenue there’s a corner called The Pan. Here the street crosses another creek. Beside it there’s a wooden bridge for walking, a community veggie garden and a triangle of grass. There’s a willow here that has fallen down but not died, so that two of its branches have started growing straight up, looking like baby trees. Someone has put a picnic table there, which I always thought was a bit hopeful, but today I sat down.

         Yackandandah wasn’t choking me any more, it was just boring. I wanted to get away. I dropped my head on the table and I went into one of my favourite dreams. I’d go to Melbourne and live among the tall buildings and the concrete. I’d get a group of friends just like me and we’d all work at cool jobs in the big hotels and shops and we’d drive around in four lanes of traffic, weaving in and out with no bother, and we’d go to bars with coloured lights and rock concerts at the Tennis Centre and the only thing we’d ever worry about was whether our internet was fast enough and where to park the car …

         Uphill from the community garden was the pool. The hard voices of kids were echoing upwards off water and concrete and drifting down around me. I picked my head up. I used to love the pool — the cool blue water and the moist heat, free of dust, and a bag of Twisties. Today it didn’t seem so great. From where I sat I could see the ugly concrete shed that was the boys’ toilet, and the shade structure made of bits of tin on slanting poles. There was a nice steel gate, but that was covered in chicken wire, and the low fence between the pool and the community garden had barbed wire along the top. I glared at that and snorted. What were they expecting? That they might be invaded by a criminal mastermind trying to save himself a dollar twenty? Or a delinquent under-ten not accompanied by an adult?

         I sighed. Poor old Yack didn’t stand a chance with me in this mood. Even the sideways tree wasn’t cheering me up.

         Then I realised it’d be the same if I went to Melbourne, because the things that were really bugging me — Chess, Alec, the two dead girls, the danger to Tara and Wando, the mystery man in the white-blue car — they would all still be there. They’d come with me.

         So there was only one thing to do about it. Tackle it head on. I didn’t need Chess to tell me how. She could sit in the lounge room forever, telling herself stories and drawing doodles on paper. I was the one who understood people. I could start asking questions.

         ***

         At the bottom end of Railway Street, where it joined High Street, was the Yackandandah Motor Garage, a building made of sheets of iron, painted creamy yellow. It was old like the rest of the place. The paint was peeling and the timber holding it up had warped, so that the whole thing leaned crazily to one side. But it wasn’t fake or cute. It was being used as a real workshop. There were bright hard signs around the doors, advertising batteries and oil.

         Out the front, two men were peering under the bonnet of a Landcruiser tray. One was calling out, ‘On, off, on, off …’ to a third man who was in the truck. None of them actually worked there. One of them must have owned the ute, and the other two would’ve just gathered. Workshops attract people when there’s nothing else happening.

         I was drawn towards them, too, like a little dog, going over to see what the others were sniffing at. These were ordinary blokes in grimy jeans and work boots. They wouldn’t bore me with long stories or tell me what to feel. Feelings wouldn’t come up at all. They’d talk about real things, like switches, and tyres.

         As I was crossing the road, Steve, the mechanic, came out from his shop, looking down at something in his hands. A car went past. Almost without looking up he threw out an arm in a big, no-fuss, manly wave of greeting — the kind of wave that said, I like you but don’t expect me to waste time talking about it.

         And now that I was feeling calmer and the brain-fizzing had died down, there was room in my head for a new thought. Steve had been around for a while. He was a bit older than Craig Wilson, but not much. Eight years ago he might’ve known him. And he might’ve known the Carmodys too.

         ***

         The other guys were shutting the bonnet. I went past and leaned against the door of Steve’s shop, waiting for them to leave. They looked at me and then forgot me. After they had discussed something with Steve for a while, two of them walked off towards the bridge and the third got in the ute and drove away.

         ‘G’day matchsticks! How are ya?’ Steve had a soft voice, a bit high and childish, and a way of talking that made you feel he was having an incredible day, and most of all he was glad to see you. This sounds demented, when you say it like that, but somehow it didn’t make him sound like a moron. It made everyone like him.

         In my mind he was not a typical Yackandandah person at all. Most of the men who live here have beards and wear fat knitted jumpers. They do something creative or restore things. Steve had a business. He fixed trucks because they needed fixing. He didn’t talk about art or music and he wore blue overalls with grease on them. He never mentioned Heritage.

         Off to my right the street was filling up with tourists, parking their cars and peering in the antique shops and inspecting the ‘collectables’ on the street. All the tables outside the cafés were full of families and city types. None of them even knew about Debbie.

         I must’ve been scowling at them.

         ‘Come inside a sec,’ said Steve, waving a small cardboard box. ‘I gotta put this away.’

         ***

         The workshop was dark and cool, full of metal things I couldn’t recognise, and it got even darker when Steve pulled the roller doors down. The corner by the window had been turned into a neat little office. There was a square white bench for a desk and the walls had yellow shelving holding bottles of oil. As well as a musical Christmas tree, which Steve’s kids must have chosen, the desk held a computer and some red trays of paper. There was a plastic chair for a customer.

         Plonking the packet down, Steve pulled a pad towards him and started writing. I slumped into the chair.

         With his floppy red hair, and his fat lips that closed around the pen while he was thinking, Steve looked like a kid doing homework. Finally he felt me staring at him and glanced up sideways. ‘What’s the big problem?’

         ‘Nothing.’

         He put the pen down and leaned on his elbows. ‘Sunday morning, eh? Been out walking the streets of sunny Yack-and-and-uh.’

         ‘It’s so small and depressing.’

         Steve nodded wisely. ‘You need to get out. No joke.’ He dropped his papers into a tray. ‘How old are ya? Fifteen?’

         I nodded and shifted in my chair.

         ‘Yeah.’ He made it sound as if he remembered exactly what it was like. ‘You’re staying at school though, aren’t ya? Gonna get your HSC.’ He said ‘haitch’ instead of ‘aitch’, which would’ve bugged my parents. I was annoyed with myself for noticing.

         ‘VCE,’ I said.

         ‘Comin’ to the movie on Tuesday?’

         He nodded towards the window where he’d stuck a poster, a black and white photocopy, advertising some war thing called The Couriers. The sunlight made the white paper glow. We stared at it from behind, through a grey lace curtain. I thought about the Yackandandah Cinema, a screen set up in the old public hall, with all the same old people and two kinds of ice cream on sale at a table in the entrance. This week there’d be White Christmas and candy canes.

         ‘Yeah … Nah … I dunno.’

         He looked at me sadly. ‘Watcha bin up to?’ He meant why was I so miserable I couldn’t answer a simple question.

         ‘Nothing. I’ve been home. Talking to Chess.’

         ‘Oh, right.’ He wiggled an eyebrow at me. ‘No wonder you’re not thinking too good. That girl isn’t human. She come round last month to sort out me BAS. No joke, by the time she finished explaining it I didn’t know whether to scratch me watch or wind me arse.’

         ‘Chess helped you with your paperwork?’ I didn’t know Chess even talked to Steve.

         ‘Sorted it all out pretty good. She did all this.’ He waved a hand proudly at a filing cabinet.

         ‘Did you pay her?’

         ‘Yeah.’ He nodded and widened his eyes. ‘She knows how to charge. Worth it, but. I mean I’m the type of guy, just the sight of a pen and paper is enough to stop me thinking.’

         I spent a minute feeling impressed and wondering how much she’d charged him. Then I pushed the thought away. I didn’t want to talk about Chess, I wanted to talk about Devastation Road.

         ‘Do you ever see Craig Wilson in here?’

         Steve’s mouth twitched in a little smirk. ‘Heard you had a bit of trouble last night.’

         ‘Yeah.’

         ‘Zat what that is?’

         He pointed to the side of my face, which was grazed and darkening where I’d been pushed into the ground. There wasn’t much else showing. My throat, surprisingly, hardly had a mark. Inside it felt like warm jelly and it hurt when I pushed at it, but Steve couldn’t see that.

         ‘Yeah.’

         ‘Is that all? The way I heard it you were nearly dead.’

         ‘I got kicked in the bum a few times.’

         At seven o’clock that morning I’d checked myself over in the bathroom mirror. There were a couple of marks on my chest and stomach, but most of the damage had been done by Craig’s boots. The bruises on my right hip and at the back of my thigh were the bad kind, the hot blue-red that goes down really deep and turns a dark thick black.

         Steve didn’t ask what the fight was about. That wasn’t his style. But he did give me some advice.

         ‘He’s a worry, that bloke. No joke. Ya better steer clear of him.’

         I could’ve worked that out for myself, but it was nice that he’d bothered to say something. ‘Yeah.’

         ‘Well, I want me lunch. I’m gonna lock up now,’ said Steve. ‘Only came in to see Bluey Werner.’ He’d already locked the front roller doors. We went out the yard at the side, where his car was parked, up against a steel fence.

         And then, while he was fiddling with the back door and I was staring out the entrance to the driveway, Tara appeared. She was coming from the direction of her place, heading towards the shops, flushed with the walk but looking tired, her crinkly hair hanging all around her face. I felt a stab of excitement. Under all my other problems, I realised I’d been half-hoping to run into her.

         ‘Hi,’ I called, too keenly, because of the surprise.

         If I thought I was going to get another warm look, I was wrong. She repeated my ‘hi’, flatly, and kept going.

         At the voices Steve swivelled around. He watched her walk out of sight shaking his head in wonder. ‘Nice little bod, that one.’

         I felt a rush of outrage, which he saw.

         ‘Sorry, mate. Like her, do ya?’

         ‘No!’ Now I sounded like a little kid, obviously lying. But I was already thinking fast. Here was something else I could ask him about. ‘Do you know the Rolands at all?’

         He took it the wrong way. ‘Look mate, another bit of advice from an old bloke. I wouldn’t push it with her. She’s got a few tickets, hasn’t she.’

         This was what Amanda had said, and it was pretty annoying. It wasn’t fair, the way everyone judged Tara without knowing her. But this time I didn’t rush to her defence.

         ‘Nah, too up herself that one. Ask that mate of yours. The O’Rafferty kid.’

         ‘Wando?’

         ‘I reckon she gives him a hard time. He gets that mad at her. I seen it once. Looked about ready to …’

         ‘What?’

         ‘And she wasn’t bothered. I’m just saying. She’s one of the tough ones.’ Grinning at his own thoughts, Steve pulled his key out from the door and dropped it in a pocket. ‘Like that female spider that has sex with the male and then eats him.’

         The image gave me a warm feeling. ‘But you get to have sex first, right?’

         He grinned. ‘Believe me mate, sometimes it’s just not worth it.’

         ‘What about her old man?’

         ‘Roland?’ Steve snorted. ‘He’s all right. Bit of a short fuse.’ He grunted a bitter laugh. ‘Plenty of kanga. Nice for some — buy his way out of anything, old Roland.’

         He’d relaxed now, leaning back on the boot of his car. He seemed to have forgotten about going home to his family. From a pocket he produced a packet of cigarettes, which he pointed at me and, when I shook my head, he lit one.

         I thought I was on to something. ‘What does he buy his way out of?’

         ‘Like I said, bloke’s got a temper.’ The words had brought some smoke out. Steve looked at me through it for a minute as if wondering whether to tell me more. Then he turned his head and blew the rest of the smoke into the fence. When he spoke again, I got the impression he’d changed the subject. ‘Thrashes those cars of his. Hate to see the shockers. No joke, he lost it on the bend outside Mudgegonga the other day. Rear guard on the Kluger. Woulda been a fortune at the panel beaters.’

         ‘Didn’t you fix it?’

         Steve shook his head. ‘Doesn’t bring his cars here, takes ’em to the dealer up in Albury. Just as well. He’s a fussy bastard. You know how it is — some well-off blokes, they reckon they’ve gotta get everything perfect and give everyone a hard time doing it.’

         ‘Do you think he gives Tara a hard time?’

         ‘Her?’ He glanced towards the road where she’d disappeared and lifted the side of his mouth. ‘She’s a match for him I reckon.’

         This time I did say something. ‘That isn’t right, you know. A lot of people say things like that about Tara, but she can’t help having money. And she’s got some real worries.’

         I didn’t know how much I should be saying but I was sick of people getting the wrong idea. It also occurred to me that if people knew about the danger she was in, they could keep an eye on her. After all, that was supposed to be one advantage of small towns. Having everyone know you was annoying when your life was OK, but it was good if you needed help with something.

         So I told him, ‘I think Craig Wilson’s got it in for Tara, as well as me. She’s actually quite scared of him.’

         This time Steve surprised me. Instead of looking amazed at the news he looked thoughtful. ‘Funny you should say that.’

         ‘What?’

         He dragged on the cigarette, peering at me through half closed eyes. He’d got the expression off American crime shows, and it didn’t quite work with the red hair and freckles, but I could see what he was aiming at. The tough guy with something important to tell. Still thinking, he blew smoke slowly through his nostrils and flicked ash onto the driveway.

         ‘I seen ’em,’ he said. ‘Having a real barney.’ He looked up at me. ‘Tara and Craig.’

         ‘You’re joking.’

         ‘Nuh. It was that Saturday morning, after the fire in her old man’s café. The one you were in.’

         The one I was in? He made it sound like a school play. ‘The one I nearly died in.’

         ‘Did ya?’ He paused, taking this in. ‘Anyhow, I seen Craig up there, at the burnt-out building. The fire engine and the Rolands and everyone had gone and he was there by himself. It was still real early, before it started raining, about seven or something. I was there changing a tyre for old Mr Dowling, across from your place, because he’s always been pretty good to me and he needed to go somewhere, and I had to get it done before I took Simone to netball up in Wang.

         ‘The car was out on the street, and I was tryin’ to get the jack into place, so that meant I was kind of bobbing down and Craig couldn’t see me, and just between you and me I didn’t want to be seen by him, right?

         ‘And then Tara rolls up. I could see her comin’ up from over her way. I thought she’d cross the road or something when she saw Craig, but she didn’t. Well, I coulda stood up and called out yoo-hoo or something, but I woulda looked a real dill, so I just stayed down behind me car. Then she went outta sight and the next thing I heard … she’s talking to Craig.’

         At the thought of it, Steve’s voice had become even higher. ‘It sounded as if she was ripping into him about something. I don’t know how I could tell that, but I thought she was. It was quiet, but, you know … nasty. Craig Wilson. I thought he’d job her, and I was gonna burst out an’ rescue her an’ everything. I was just getting meself untangled from the jack. I even stood up, but they didn’t see me.

         ‘And there she was, hands on those little hips of hers, going for it. I couldn’t hear what she was saying, but Craig was getting real agitated, you know … red in the face and goin’ from foot to foot. But he didn’t touch her.’

         Steve moved his weight, stretched one elbow up to the roof of the car and watched the smoke rising from his cigarette, lost in the memory.

         ‘But he started yelling, and I heard that all right. He said something like, “You keep yer mouth shut or I’m gonna get ya” and something about being able to finish her. And he said “we”. Yeah, “We can finish ya”, that was it. And then there was something about his sister I couldn’t catch.’ He turned back to look at me. ‘Strange, really, hearing that, with poor Debbie Wilson being dead the next day.’

         ‘But he was threatening to hurt Tara, not Debbie.’

         ‘Yeah, course. I mean, Debbie was his sister.’ Steve looked apologetic. ‘Look, I dunno, mate, really, what was being said.’

         ‘But he definitely threatened to kill her.’

         That shocked Steve. ‘No. Not like that. He just … I dunno.’

         ‘But he said he’d finish her.’

         This made him think. His eyes went glazed again as he tried to remember it clearly. Then he said, ‘She didn’t look scared.’ He gestured with a finger, pointing at the two people in his imagination. ‘He looked angry and a bit scared. But she didn’t. Tough little biddie. She just stood there and looked at him. So I stopped being worried about her, you know? It looked more as if she was out to get Craig. He started backing away. He was still yelling but he was the one backing off. She just watched him.’

         That was Tara’s problem. She hid it too well. ‘She would’ve been scared. It doesn’t show. You have to know the signs.’

         ‘Yeah, well, you know her better’n me.’

         I was talking more or less to myself now. ‘So it’s true. He’s harassing Tara. Shit.’

         Craig put his cigarette end out on the sole of a boot and held it as he reached for the car door handle.

         ‘Look, mate, after seeing what I seen I don’t reckon you need to worry. She can look after herself.’ Then he said something that I would remember later. ‘If it ever came to real trouble — if Wilson or anyone else really went after her, I reckon Tara’d surprise you.’

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 19

         

         I don’t always do what Chess tells me, but having a go at Wando seemed a good idea. That afternoon, I took him to Burrendong Falls to pick his brains. He wouldn’t have come if he’d known that’s what I was going to do, but he had no idea. Usually I leave Wando alone if he doesn’t want to talk about something. I thought we might meet Daniel or Amanda at the falls, and if we did I’d forget about the big mystery for a while. But if we were alone, I’d see what I could get out of him.

         I did feel a bit guilty about having a secret plan, but things were getting serious. For one thing, I had to find out the truth before Craig caught up with me again.

         The rain had completely cleared and, being December, it was heating up fast. It was going to be nearly thirty and in weather like that, Burrie Falls is the only place to be. It’s about five kilometres from Yack, along the road to Beechworth. It’s more of a river than a waterfall, and more of a creek than a river, coming out of scraggy bush and running down smooth sheets of granite, forming pools on the way. At a couple of points ledges provide spouts of falling water just big enough to get under.

         Wando and I come here a lot. Our favourite pool has a good waterfall and is over a metre deep, so you can choose between being bucketed by moving water, or lying down. When you get into it you come straight off baking rock and the water is painfully cold. You can feel your body closing up against the shock of it and then gradually opening and taking in the new temperature. I thought this might loosen Wando up a bit and chose this precise moment to begin my questioning.

         ‘Chess reckons there’s a connection between Debbie’s death and Jeanette Carmody being run over.’ He didn’t protest so I went on. ‘And we both reckon you and Tara know something about it.’ I uncurled a bit. My bruises were fading into numbness. ‘And you know something about that necklace Debbie had. I don’t care what you say.’

         What Wando said was, as usual, nothing.

         ‘It’s pretty heavy stuff, I know, but we can still talk about it. Debbie’s death was no accident. I want to know more about it.’

         Wando stuck his head under the waterfall, pretending he hadn’t heard. He stayed under there a long time, but that didn’t worry me. After a while that pounding water really gets to you. Already he was pushing his lips forward into a pipe shape so that he could breathe without drinking. He couldn’t stay under there forever. I lay back in my pool and waited.

         When he came out I went on steadily, ‘The necklace has to be connected with this. Debbie and Jeanette both owned it and they’re both dead. And it was really important to them. Craig Wilson’s desperate to get his hands on it. His mother only asked us round there to see if we had it, and he had a go at us that same day in his driveway, remember? And last night —’

         Wando pushed himself up from the pond so fast the water made a slurping sound around him. He ran heavily across the rocks and was back at our towels before I had time to realise I’d lost my audience.

         It left me not knowing quite what to do. Chasing him would put him right off. And I wasn’t relaxed enough to lie back in the water. For a few minutes I just sat there, sad and stiff and all alone, like a concrete frog in a goldfish pond, thinking that, as far as interrogations go, it hadn’t been a good start.

         The falls were in a shallow gorge, closed in by scratchy bush — thin rocky soil and small dry-looking trees with a lot of dead wood. It looked as if it had been like this for a million years and it probably had. On days like this the bush held the heat in around you, until you could feel it ringing in your ears. Finally I did lie back in my pool, concentrating on the water brimming and sliding against my skin. I lay like that for a while, trying to work out how to get through to him, but nothing came. Then I leaped up and followed him.

         The granite was sand-papery enough to stop you slipping, but parts were broken and uneven. The sun had been on it for hours now and it could’ve barbecued a steak. The trick was to get as far as you could before your feet quite dried, and then to run like hell. I am not good at this, even when I’m not injured. I began the journey hopping like a stiff-legged mountain goat and ended with burning feet in a display of lop-sided acrobatics. My last leap landed me half on my towel and half on Wando. Normally this would result in an idiotic wrestling match with us both putting on yells of exaggerated pain, but today he just pushed me away and stared off downstream.

         At the bottom of the falls, before the bush closes in again, there’s a deep black pool we called the Ink Well. There were two guys down there, lumpy muscles and super short hair-dos, standing on a ten metre cliff.

         There were signs everywhere not to jump off the rocks of the Ink Well. There was even a legend we all knew about a kid who brained himself and was now a vegetable. I wondered if the army boys knew the story. They looked as if they were thinking about giving it a go. And they had an audience, two girls with suntans and shining hair, standing well back from the edge, calling and laughing.

         Last summer, Wando and I had brought a couple of girls here. He’s had this girlfriend, Jenny, for more than a year now. It’s one of those relationships where they never talk to each other, just go a few places and then disappear into the dark together. I went out with three different girls last year and we’d spent nearly all our time talking. On the whole, I thought, Wando had the right idea.

         I was worried those guys were going to jump. If there’s one thing guaranteed to lead a bloke to do dangerous things it’s the desire to impress women. I badly hoped they wouldn’t do it. It had been done before and the water was deep enough to catch you if you aimed it right, but the way things were lately, I felt there was a high chance that someone would end up minced.

         Their girlfriends saved them. They got bored and walked away, leaving the guys to follow them, whacking and shoving at each other and pretending not to feel stupid.

         I turned to Wando. For a minute I hesitated, studying the side of his face. Wando only ever had one expression — grumpy and confused. It was more his body that showed how he felt. Today he had his legs bent up in front of him and his hands down beside his feet, which curved his back into a turtle shell. I’d had this treatment from him before. Sometimes it meant he wanted you to keep talking until he got over it, but sometimes it meant he wanted you to rack off. Usually I could tell. Today I had no idea. I kept going anyway.

         ‘I’m not dropping it, you know. I want to know why that necklace is so important.’

         Wando mumbled without looking at me, ‘I don’t know why. It’s not important.’

         ‘OK. Look, probably you don’t know why. But you must know something.’ I edged down the towel a bit, further into his line of vision. ‘When Jeanette was run over … was there anyone else there? Did someone push her under that car?’

         Finally Wando did say something, sulkily, mumbling into his knees. ‘There was no one else. The ground was wet. The police checked the footprints. There was only us on one side and Jeanette on the other.’

         ‘OK, but you might’ve seen or heard something and not realised what it meant. Let’s think about it. Maybe I can spark off some great idea in your mind.’ I went for some comedy. ‘Oh. No. God. That never happens, does it mate.’

         Waste of effort. He didn’t budge.

         ‘Let’s start at the beginning,’ I said. ‘Craig Wilson burns things down. He burns a lot of things down out along Devastation Road, and last week he burned down the Rolands’ café and stole some stuff.’

         ‘Did he do that?’ said Wando.

         ‘Yeah. Never mind that. Eight years ago, when he’s doing Station Road, there’s this girl, Jeanette, hanging around. Maybe she sees something. And she has this necklace, the Eye of Ra. She goes around saying it’s the eye of God, or whatever, and she says she can see the bad things people do. And one day, out near Craig’s place, she gets mown down by a car.’ Even this didn’t shock him into talking. ‘OK, so maybe it isn’t Craig. That’s what we’re trying to find out. Because, lo and behold, before she died, Jeanette had already passed all her stuff on to Debbie. The poems and pictures and the necklace.

         ‘Debbie keeps it hidden for years and years. And the minute she gets it out — boom. Goodnight.’

         Wando wriggled a bit at that, but didn't say anything.

         I went on, ‘And what had Debbie told us? That she knew things, and was wearing the necklace to stir someone up.’

         ‘Well, it worked, didn’t it,’ said Wando flatly.

         ‘You see, though, don't you? This whole thing isn’t just about a couple of girls knowing something and then dying, it’s about girls owning a necklace and then dying and losing the necklace. And Craig wants the necklace back.’

         Wando threw his head to one side. It might’ve been a shrug. Maybe I imagined it. I’d had more response talking to my poster of James Bond that I kept for throwing darts at. But I wasn’t really expecting Wando to dance up and down with excitement about my theories, and the talking was helping me to think, so I pushed on.

         ‘I’m not saying I believe the thing really has magic powers. This Eye of Ra stuff — it’s obviously bull dust. But I do think it’s a clue of some kind.

         ‘That day at the bakery, when Debs had the necklace on — you were really stirred up about it. I mean it had been Jeanette’s necklace and, fair enough — but it was more than that.’

         ‘No,’ said Wando. The very fact that he’d answered made me think I was on to something. He turned to face me over his shoulder and just for a second I felt there was something he was about to tell me. He opened his mouth. Nothing came.

         I started to get desperate. ‘You sounded scared. You said something to Deb — she should take it off for her own sake. You knew it was dangerous.’

         ‘Je-s-u-s,’ Wando gave a long moan and threw himself back to lie on the rock, arms over his face.

         ‘Don’t worry about it, Wando. This is scary. I’m bloody terrified.’

         A cool voice spoke behind us. ‘Terrified of what?’

         Tara had come down the path with two other people, a friend of hers from Beechworth and the friend’s eighteen-year-old brother. Eighteen. Year twelve. P plates. I wasted a second or two on envy and hoped that they wouldn’t find out we’d been dropped here by Wando’s mother in her Barina. The Beechworth kids ignored us and went to the water.

         They’d already been swimming somewhere. Tara’s hair was wet. It hung down her back in little coils and a few strands had strayed across to the front, making black curly lines that emphasised the smoothness of her skin. She had a bit of green fringed material tied around her waist into a tight skirt that split right up one side, and above that only a bikini top. She was curved in all the right places and flat in all the other places and she left the army boys’ girlfriends in the shade. I don't know how long I goggled at her. You could call it the Mr Commonsoli effect. I’d been staring at Wando for the last ten minutes and seeing Tara unexpectedly, looking like that, was a bit like being whammed in the chest by a bolt of lightning.

         ‘Hello,’ I squeaked.

         ‘Terrified of what?’ Tara’s eyes passed blankly from the faint marks on my neck to the darker bruises on my chest, but she didn’t say anything about them. She squatted near Wando’s feet.

         ‘The yellow rock,’ I said. ‘The Eye of Ra. I want to find out more about it.’

         Wando groaned again. He used the heels of his hands to scrub at his eyes as if they were hurting him. Then he sat up.

         ‘Why?’ said Tara.

         ‘I think it’s important.’ I sounded a complete drongo. ‘Not in a magic, seeing eye way. In some other way.’

         ‘What kind of way?’

         She wasn’t looking at me. She was looking at Wando. And he was looking at her.

         I spoke weakly. ‘I don’t know really. It might have something on it. Something that proves who killed Jeanette.’

         I couldn’t even tell if they were listening to me. There was some strong message passing between them, but I had no idea what it was. I tried again to attract their attention.

         ‘Maybe there’s a letter scratched on the surface,’ I said, ‘Or a symbol — a hero … hiro … those Egyptian picture-letters, what are they?’

         But Tara wasn't Chess. ‘I don’t know.’ And she didn’t mind not knowing.

         Still, I thought I was getting somewhere. Under the wet hanks of hair, Wando’s face had a swollen look, his eyes and nose even smaller than usual. He was breathing fast again, searching Tara’s face for some clue about what to do. I began to think I’d been wrong in trying to ask him things. He knew something, but I could see now that his knowledge was confused and messy.

         Tara was the one. She was as blank as ever, but I had learned to read her now. She knew exactly what was going on and somehow that looked a lot more painful that Wando’s confusion. Behind that still, low-lidded look of hers I could see clear awareness. Awareness of something very very bad.

         It completely threw me. I started babbling on about the necklace.

         ‘Or maybe it’s some kind of key. You put the whole stone in a hole and it opens something, or it completes a pattern. Or is it a prism? When the sun hits it in the right way it beams out a picture or shows up a point on a map.’

         ‘Yeah, Matt, right,’ said Tara.

         ‘There’s a temple like that,’ I said defensively. ‘In Egypt.’ And then I had what seemed a really inspired idea. ‘Or maybe … Maybe it’s like a magnifying glass. Condensed sunlight. You hold it up to the sun and you get this bright spot! Maybe he used it to start the fires!’

         With a broken coughing noise, Wando leaped up. He was gone before we could speak, running over the hot rocks, not seeming to care about his feet or the loose bits that might trip him. The army boys called something out to him, but he didn’t listen to them.

         He ran straight to the edge of the Ink Well and jumped.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 20

         

         We ran forward. I hadn’t been able to see what happened to him. But Tara must’ve heard a clear splash, because I got the feeling she wasn’t worried.

         Sure enough, after a few seconds, Wando burst up out of the black water and crawled onto the far rocks.

         ‘Wando!’ Tara sounded angry. Her voice was hard and demanding.

         He stood beside the pool and looked up at us. About ten long seconds went past. I glanced at Tara’s soft profile, and then back to Wando’s pale pink oval, and again there was nothing I could see from their expressions. Then he turned and headed off into the bush.

         ‘Wando! Wando!’ Now she was sounding panicky. Her eyes were glassy and intense.

         ‘He’ll be OK,’ I said.

         Without looking at me she started walking back to the towels. Over her shoulder I heard her voice, cool and flat again. ‘Phil will give you a lift back if you like. We’re going home.’

         ‘Wait on! What about Wando?’ I ran up and got in front of her. ‘What made him do that?’

         Her eyes were like stone now and just for a second I saw what Steve had been telling me. Maybe Tara was afraid, but underneath she was also strong. ‘We’ll leave his clothes in a pile. He’ll have to hitch back, but he’ll need his shoes.’

         ***

         When I got home, I rang Wando’s parents, the O’Raffertys, and told them what had happened and they went looking for Wando, and Mum went too, telling me to clean up for the Christmas picnic and then have a rest.

         As if I could do that. I went into the kitchen, half intending to eat something, but ended up sitting at the table, staring at nothing.

         I had let Wando down. First I nagged him about that stupid necklace until he chose a near-death experience just to get away from me. That was bad enough. But there was more than that and the second bit was worse, my real failure as a friend. When Wando got out of the water and turned to look at us, Tara had called out, but he hadn’t wanted that. Now, remembering, I was convinced he’d been looking at me. He’d wanted me to say something. And I’d just stood there.

         I should have called him, or started down to meet him, or asked him how the water was. Anything would’ve done. Just the fact that I made an effort would’ve given him the right message: ‘Come back, mate. Come up. We’ll forget it and just have a swim.’

         Instead, I’d just glared at him, letting him feel a freak. This wasn’t the way I was supposed to behave — trampling on other people’s feelings. I was the sensitive one. Oh, sure. Didn’t I love telling myself that?

         So what had gone wrong? Then another thought struck me. Tara had been there, her smooth skin a few inches from my right arm. Is that why I’d let Wando go?

         Tara always froze me up. Yeah, that was it. I’d been too gutless to risk yelling and sounding pathetic with her next to me.

         But it was more than that.

         I stood up suddenly, pushing the chair back and bumping my thighs on the table. I had realised something. I’d let Wando stomp off into the hot, scratching bush because I wanted to be alone with Tara.

         Great move, too. For my trouble I’d got a few cold words from her and a lift home with Phil Watson, during which I’d been completely ignored.

         I suppose it had been an opportunity to check out Steve’s theory. I had got my own special glimpse of Tara’s strong side, but that wasn’t much help because I didn’t know what it meant. I might even have imagined it. After the Carmodys, and Craig, and Chess and Wando, I’d got to the point where I didn’t know what I was seeing.

         Just for the sake of moving, I went to the window and stared out at the back garden, fiddling with things on the bench. I put a knife between two fingers and tapped the blade sideways on the draining board, letting it bounce until it vibrated to a stop. Then I did it again.

         At the back of our tangled garden was the pottery shed, a square lump of thick stone. Once it had been painted white but most of that had peeled off. The door and window frames were ridged and silvered and didn’t quite fit, leaving big gaps for cobwebs. I could picture Dad in there, hands smeared with milky water, throwing a pot on the wheel, with his mouth pushed down into a pout that made him look depressed, but really just meant he was concentrating.

         Dad wouldn’t know about Wando. He wouldn’t know I’d badgered my best mate into jumping off a cliff. He wouldn’t be wondering if Deb had been deliberately murdered or worrying about Tara’s inner strength. Dad’s head was full of glazes and firing temperatures. The only time I’d ever seen him get excited in a conversation it was about an antique Japanese tea bowl. He lived for the shapes of things, textures and surfaces and let the rest of the world more or less pass him by.

         I decided to go and join him.

         I hadn’t been in the shed for ages. There wasn’t any real reason — it wasn’t out of bounds or anything and I actually liked being there, with the low murmur of the wheel, watching his hands sliding on wet clay, seeing a shape gradually appear. I even had a chair at the clean table where I could draw. But it had been a while since I’d been out to the shed, maybe a year.

         Today the wheel was still. Dad was standing by a bench under the window, doing handles for a set of mugs, and it must’ve been easy because he was looking dreamy and relaxed and his mouth went straight across instead of turned down. Not wanting to break the mood, I stood for a minute in the doorway. The pottery shed had its own smell, a complicated one that managed to be powdery and wet at the same time. It was sharp but also thick. I breathed it in, thinking it would be nice to get out the ink and brushes.

         Dad wore an old apron over a T-shirt that had been tie-dyed into hazy stripes. His grey hair was swept back from his high brown forehead. It was the sort of look that usually annoyed me, but sometimes the familiar things are what you need. He knew I was there. He didn’t look up, but that isn’t rude with him. I’m always welcome out in the shed. That’s kind of understood.

         There was a shirt thrown over my old kitchen chair but under it I could see the tight vinyl cushion, splodged with paint and cracked across one corner. I sat sideways on it and watched him.

         With one hand he held the clay at face height and with the other he pulled down on it. It was smooth and slimy and faintly disgusting, for reasons I didn’t want to think about.

         In front of my chair there was a book of fine paper, a jar of brushes and an ink block. I picked up a brush and stroked it across my fingertips. Last time I was there I’d been painting sticks and leaves, nice clean lines of ink. When I got one just right, Dad wanted to use it for a pot. From the way everything lay, I knew that my paintings would still be inside the book, just the way I’d left them. This wasn’t surprising. Time moved differently in the pottery shed, and a year isn’t really that long.

         When the tube was long enough, Dad stuck it on the end of the bench, allowing it to fall into a graceful loop. There were other handles like this, already drying. As usual, he was lost in the world of shape and line. He didn’t watch me the way Mum did, didn’t wait hungrily for me to tell him my thoughts. Mum needed that to feel OK about being a parent, but he didn’t. He felt OK anyway. And because he didn’t want it so badly, I sometimes found it easier to tell him things. It’s just another way life is unfair. I had to work hard to answer Mum’s questions, but when it came to Dad, who could take it or leave it, I almost couldn’t help talking to him.

         ‘Wando’s gone off,’ I said. I waited a few seconds and then added. ‘Up the Burrendong hills, near the falls.’

         Dad pinched at a handle to see how dry it was.

         ‘He’ll come back,’ I added quickly, trying to make it seem not so bad.

         ‘Yeah.’ Dad made it sound obvious, helping me reassure myself.

         ‘Mum and Mrs O’Rafferty have gone looking for him.’

         He reached for another piece of clay and I fell silent again. It’s OK to have pauses in the pottery shed. You can stop to think up what you’re going to say next. Or you can completely run out of things to say and that’s OK, too.

         ‘He’s angry. I let him down.’

         This time Dad looked at me. He didn’t ask what I’d done, but just the fact that he’d looked up meant that he wanted me not to beat myself up about things. He picked something up and brought it over, placing it carefully on the bench in front of me.

         It was a tall narrow-necked pot. One I hadn’t seen before.

         ‘Baluster vase,’ said Dad quietly.

         The pot was glazed in a twilight blue-green and on the side he’d copied one of my twig paintings. From the way he’d spoken I could tell he thought he’d made something special. And he had.

         I sat staring at it. The twigs were painted delicately in fine black, in a way that set off the graceful curves of the sides. The vase was a very good shape. It had that amazing thing you get sometimes with a really nice pot. It looked heavy but at the same time light, and something about it held the eye and stopped me talking.

         We looked at it in silence for a long time.

         ‘It’s good,’ I said.

         Dad nodded slowly, with a small smile, then sighed some air in and out and went back to his handles. There was another long pause, then my mind drifted back to Wando.

         Dad was right. Wando’d be OK.

         ‘It’s no big deal.’ I said. ‘I’ll catch up with him later. We left his shoes for him.’

         ‘We?’

         ‘Tara was there.’

         There wasn’t anything else to say. I stared at the Baluster vase.

         Three twigs. Two leaves. Very still, silent. I’d tried to catch that silence with the brush and now that it was transferred to the glassy sides of the pot, it was clearer.

         I just sat there staring at it. I don’t usually waste my time like this, but I had kind of run out of steam. It had happened once before, when I had ’flu and was really tired, and I must have been tired again today. Brain-tired.

         Perfect stillness. If you look at a pot like this long enough the stillness goes into you. You feel as if you are part of the pot and the pot is part of you. You feel as if you’re touching it when you aren’t, and everything around you becomes very quiet, as if the whole world is holding its breath.

         I had a feeling I was about to discover something important. Dad had something to tell me, or had the ability to make me see something I was missing. But I didn’t know what to ask him.

         I started thinking about Tara. She could be strong. Steve and I had both seen that. I hadn’t imagined it. She was so strong it was impossible to ask her questions. But did that mean she’d be able to protect herself from a murderer? Steve had said if things got tough, Tara’d surprise me. I wondered how.

         All these intense locked-eye sessions she’d had with Wando. It was as if he wanted to tell me something and she’d told him not to, and she was trying to keep him from talking by sheer willpower. She was trying to keep him calm.

         That scene she’d had with Craig, the one Steve had seen. Maybe she wasn’t afraid of Craig. Maybe she was keeping quiet, not out of fear, but because she wanted to. Maybe she had a plan of some kind, was going to get proof, and then she’d reveal everything. Maybe she was just waiting for the right time.

         Is that why she wouldn’t talk to me? But if she told me her plan I’d go along with it. I’d do anything to help her if only I knew how.

         If only I knew what she was thinking.

         ‘What do you do?’ I said aloud, fairly meaninglessly. ‘I mean, it’s weird isn’t it, how some people hide things. Why do they?’

         I saw Tara at the falls, walking back up to the towels ahead of me. She had grabbed her wet hair with both hands and given it a flick to unstick it from her back, revealing for a second a pair of delicate shoulder blades.

         ‘The thing is, if you’re only trying to help a person, and they’ve got this huge issue, but you just can’t get started …’

         It was lucky Dad was so patient. I wasn’t making much sense.

         ‘I know I could help if people would just talk to me. It’s just that they can’t see that. But just because someone doesn’t want to be helped, it doesn’t really get you out of it, does it. You still feel … responsible.’

         For a second Dad’s hands stopped moving. That was a word he never thought I’d use.

         I’d lost track of what I was saying. I went back to staring at the pot. The thing about a perfect shape, it goes beyond being just a thing on a table and gets another meaning. It makes you think about space, and time, and the whole universe.

         ‘You see,’ I said, as if the pot had proved something. ‘I mean we’re all on this world together, aren’t we? So we are responsible for other people, even if they don’t want to be helped. So I’m supposed to keep trying, aren’t I?’

         Dad was no help. He didn’t seem to be even listening.

         ‘Or am I supposed to just wait? Let the truth come to me?’

         Finally Dad did seem to have found an answer. He does this. You think he’s off on another plane altogether, and suddenly he comes out with something that shows he got the whole thing.

         But this time he had completely the wrong angle. ‘Chess and you are so close. Don’t worry too much. You help her by just being around. She’ll talk to you when she’s ready.’

         Chess? Chess and me? It felt as if he’d slapped me in the face.

         ‘No …’ I said, but couldn’t go on. The mistake was just too big for me to tackle. Not Chess. Tara. Tara’s the mind I need to get into.

         I sighed in an exasperated sort of way and folded over to put my face on my knees, squashing my stomach and hurting my bruises. That should give him the message that he’d been majorly unhelpful. After a minute I heard him go back to his handles, but I stayed there anyway, holding the brush across my shoes, staring down at it over my knees.

         What was he on about anyway? Chess didn’t have any big worries. Sure, she had a tough time with her father and everything, and the mother thing was bad, but we all have problems with our families. That’s just part of life. And stressing about that stuff wasn’t Chess’s style. She’d just told me she didn’t let it worry her.

         It wasn’t like Dad to be so wrong about things. I should put him right. I sat up.

         ‘It’s not Chess I need to help. She doesn’t waste her time worrying about her father. She lives inside her head, with logic and puzzles and stuff. She does experiments with food. She controls things. I know it’s weird, but she explained it to me. She doesn’t actually feel bad about her life. Chess doesn’t feel strongly about anything.’

         This time Dad turned around and looked straight at my face. He didn’t say anything, but it was clear I’d shocked him, and not because I’d been clever.

         ‘She doesn’t! She doesn’t feel things.’ I protested, but I was already realising how wrong I was.

         I got a flash of Chess’s bony hands fidgeting, desperately drawing imaginary diagrams on her legs, and her tight black eyes and how, whenever her father was mentioned, the eyes flickered away.

         That’s what Dad had revealed to me. Something I should’ve seen a long time ago. In a way I’d always known it, but at the same time I’d refused to know it. I’d been an idiot. Mr Sensitivity. Mr Understanding. And when it came to Chess, I’d missed the mark by a hundred miles.

         Then I realised what else Dad had said. ‘What do you mean close? Chess and I aren’t close!’

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 21

         

         Mum came back without finding Wando, but he turned up that night at the Christmas picnic.

         He brought something important.

         Every December the Yackandandah Chamber of Commerce holds a picnic on the old sports field. It’s always the first Christmas event of the year and comes right after, or sometimes before, school breaks up. It’s the typical thing, with free sausages and hamburgers, a lucky dip, a jumping castle, and a tinsel-covered archway over a red chair where Santa comes and hands out bags of lollies to anyone under thirteen. It’s a big event in the lives of Yackandandah ankle-biters. Even though they are going to run into him about seventeen times before Christmas actually arrives, Santa is still an exciting person.

         But the December picnic isn’t just for young children. It’s for catching up with the neighbours. People bring food, or eat the free sausages and sit around in groups on the grass and the Picnic Co-coordinator makes a speech that a lot of people talk through. My family went every year.

         Wando and I had gone along with this at first. Even when we were ten and eleven and had started making smart jokes about Santa, we’d still fronted up for the lollies. Then, a couple of years ago we found the best thing was to volunteer to cook the barbecue. This gave us a reason to hang together instead of sitting with our families. It also gave us a way out of conversations with the auntie and uncle types who made it their Christmas duty to interrogate us about exams and careers. If they tried this at the barbecue, we had an easy way out. We learnt how to stab things in such a way that a stream of fat would fall onto hot coals. A sausage on fire has great diversion potential. It was also a relief not to have to front up to Santa, although I did have regrets about the lollies. Finally even the barbecue idea wore off. Last year Wando and I didn’t go at all. We had hamburgers at home and watched a video and again I had regrets about the food. Mum always makes a super-creamy bacon quiche for the Christmas picnic.

         This year I went along and sat with my parents. I didn’t have the energy for anything else. Chess came with us, but she was as quiet as me. She wasn’t even interested in a meal. She started unpacking and then stopped suddenly, holding a bottle of champagne wrapped in red and white Christmas paper.

         ‘It was cheap,’ said Mum.

         Chess put the bottle down slowly, bolted down some corn chips and then went off for a walk.

         Mum frowned after her. ‘Chess is strange today.’

         ‘She’s thinking,’ I said.

         The barbecue was set up in front of the old grandstand, near the road. There were trestle tables to hold sauce and napkins and things, and an ice barrel for soft drinks. Everything was smothered in tinsel and balloons. This year Mr Roland was in charge of it and Tara was helping him. I thought I’d go over a bit later and see if they wanted a hand.

         My parents certainly wouldn’t miss me. A lot of other people sat with us, all adults. We were surrounded by folding chairs, rugs and tables, with Eskies and baskets scattered around and everyone talking and laughing at once. It made me more depressed than ever. My chair started sinking into the soft ground. Closest to us were the Carmodys. I loaded up my plate and started eating as quickly as I could.

         Across the lawn, the Wilsons went up to the barbecue. I watched closely, remembering Tara had said her father didn’t like them. The whole Wilson family went — Don, Annie, Craig, and Andrew, who was always with them these days. Each carried a white plate, loaded with salad. Mr Roland made a big hearty show of greeting them. He talked loudly and shook hands and waved his tongs around, but even from this distance I thought he seemed uneasy. Tara fiddled with the meat and completely ignored them. The Wilsons stayed at the barbecue, smiling and chatting away. The organisers would be delighted. The Yackandandah Christmas Picnic, Bringing People Together.

         Next to me, Mrs Carmody looked around the crowded park and wrinkled up her lips.

         ‘I see the O’Raffertys haven’t arrived yet. Those poor people. They’ve been through so much.’

         Wando’s parents. I hunched over my food.

         Another neighbour of ours, Liz Abruzzo, said, ‘I hear Warwick did something very stupid down at Burrendong Falls this afternoon.’

         I wasn’t surprised. Yackandandah has a world class gossip system and dramatic bits of news get around the town faster than the speed of light. It leaves the internet for dead.

         And Liz had heard something else. ‘You were with him, weren’t you, Matthew?’

         About ten pairs of eyes looked at me eagerly. It’s a thing I’ve noticed about all people, adults as much as kids. We are fascinated by other people’s anti-social behaviour, and the worse it is, and the more comments we get to make, the more we secretly enjoy it.

         I couldn’t very well refuse to tell them. ‘He jumped off the Ink Well. He was OK. We saw him walking away.’

         Mrs Carmody said, ‘It’s because of Debbie Wilson, I suppose. He was very disturbed over our own poor Jeanette. I’m so sorry he had to be there at that time. Who can imagine what that does to a young mind? I’m sure he’s taking this second death badly.’

         ‘He’s had a lot of counselling,’ said Mum.

         ‘And I hear little Jessica Febey is a help to him. I know he thinks a lot of her.’

         This was news to me. Wando and Chess?

         Mum could see me looking surprised. ‘She’s been helping him with his maths homework. Paid tutoring. The O’Raffertys think the world of Chess.’

         ‘Such a strong young lady, who handles her father so well. She could be such a help to other young people. And Warwick certainly needs someone like her.’ Mrs Carmody lowered her voice. ‘I heard there’d been alcohol abuse, too.’

         ‘Who? Wando?’ I said.

         ‘Yes, I’ve heard the same thing,’ said another woman.

         Mrs Carmody finally stopped shaking her head. She leaned forward with new information. ‘Apparently he’s been home and then disappeared again. Some of his clothes are missing and so is a bottle of vodka. His parents are out looking for him.’

         ‘That’s happened before.’

         ‘You have to worry, really, about children’s access to alcohol. So dangerous in a boy that age. And hard drugs. You read about it in the papers. There are hard drugs readily available in many schools.’

         They all stared at me, as if expecting me to produce a spoon and a syringe. No one was worried about Wando any more.

         They were expecting an answer. My parents were listening too, hoping I would say something mature and impressive about the Drug Menace. I was failing them. I was just about to push myself up and go off to the barbecue when I was saved, by the arrival of Wando.

         ***

         He had come up from the path by the creek, and had bashed through a bank of shrubs to get to the lawn, twisting his clothes and getting leaves stuck in his hair. Not that this mattered. He would’ve looked insane without them. He came across the lawn, past the jumping castle and Santa’s arch, picking his way through the groups of people, heading towards the grandstand and the barbecue. There was no sign of a vodka bottle but he was walking unsteadily and yelling. At first it was difficult to hear the words, and when we did it didn’t make sense. He wanted to draw everyone’s attention, but hadn’t quite worked out what to say.

         ‘Oh! Well, then!’ he yelled. ‘Isn’t this nice! OK.’ He stopped, facing the people at the barbecue. They formed three little pairs — Debbie’s parents, Don and Annie; Craig and Andrew; Tara and her father. The sun had sunk below the grandstand, throwing them into deep shade, but Wando had placed himself outside the shadow, and was lit up by the yellow evening sunlight.

         ‘Oh-Kay.’ This time he said it slowly. ‘Here we all are then.’ He threw out his arms and swung a little from side to side to take in as many people as he could, but his attention was focused on the group at the barbecue. His arms waved jerkily in the air, one hand open, the other clenched tight.

         Some parents with young children started hurrying towards cars. Nobody else moved. No one seemed to know what to do. A few people went on with their eating, pretending not to notice. Some were exchanging glances, telling each other something should be done but wondering who should do it. I was as stunned as everyone else. It’s always embarrassing to see someone acting the big-time idiot in public, and the fact that Wando was normally so quiet made it worse. But I didn’t freeze like everyone else. Without thinking I stood up and started walking towards him. Over on my left I could see one other person moving. Chess was coming along the road that led to the grandstand.

         When I was quite close to Wando I had to step around a group of people, so that I was approaching him from the side. One of those people was Mr Smith from the Bridge Hotel, a member of the Chamber of Commerce. He must have felt that, as one of the organisers, it was up to him to do something about Wando before there was any real aggro. He stood in my way and put a hand on my arm to stop me. Unfortunately he didn’t know what else to do. We both stood watching. Chess got closer than I did. She was in front of the barbecue now, but before she could reach him, Wando started again, yelling to the people behind her.

         ‘Look at you, up there. Hiding!’ This wasn’t really accurate. Tara had edged behind her father, but the Wilsons and Andrew all stood perfectly in view, staring at him. They were in shadow, but they weren’t hiding.

         Wando went on shouting. ‘Hiding from the sunlight. Think you’re safe there don’t you. Think the Eye of Ra goes down every night in the west.’

         At this point Mr Smith took a reluctant step towards Wando, saying his name, but Wando staggered sideways away from him and almost tripped. Mr Smith hesitated.

         The stumble made Wando angrier. He stepped back into his sunlight and his voice went up a notch in volume and meanness. ‘Eh?! Is that what you think? But what if it came back?’ He opened the clenched fist, letting something dangle from his hand. It caught the light and concentrated it into a still droplet of gold. There was a moment of complete silence.

         Wando had no need to shout now. The appearance of the necklace had everyone hypnotised. Suddenly the scene had taken on an air of hyper-reality. The deep green grass, the tinsel and balloons, the blue-black shade, the bright stone.

         He went on in a voice that was quieter, but nasty. ‘Thought it had really gone this time, didn’t you? But I’ve got it now. What do you think about that? I know everything, and I’m the only one left.’

         I heard Chess give a small groan. ‘Oh, no.’

         This time another man had come up to join Mr Smith. Together they went to Wando and took him by the arms. Wando didn’t seem to notice.

         Chess came over to join me.

         ‘Oh, Matty, this is bad,’ she said. ‘This is very bad.’

         Wando yelled, ‘What are you going to do about that? I’ve got the Eye!’ They started leading him away. He turned sideways and over his shoulder screamed into the shadows. ‘It’s me now! Are you going to kill me too?’

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 22

         

         There was no chance of getting near Wando as they led him away. Four men had gathered around him, just like they do with a streaker at the cricket.

         But I had to speak to him, and as soon as possible. For one thing it was now obvious he knew who the murderer was and he wanted to tell. But more than that, I couldn’t help feeling responsible for Wando. His face had been full of pain.

         I decided to try to see him the next morning. I set the alarm for eleven. I was worried, but I had to be realistic. Then, because I had to hunt for jocks, and allowing time for toast, it was nearly twelve when I headed out to try my luck at the O’Raffertys’ door.

         Irritatingly, I found myself thinking about Chess. I’d told her I would try to see Wando this morning and now I was wondering where she was. Not that I wanted her there. It was just that in the last week or so I’d hardly managed to go anywhere without her. It had got to the point where if she wasn’t with me I felt — not lonely exactly — but aware that something was missing — like being in a Star Wars movie without R2D2. I kept expecting her to suddenly appear and start beeping and squeaking at me.

         Wando’s place was on the other side of town from mine, which isn’t saying much, except that I had to cross the main street to get there. Sure enough Chess turned up, sitting on a bench. It was up against the wall of the old State Bank, which was now a junk shop and between Chess and me there was a collection of wooden chairs, old prams and a sign that said ‘Bric a Brac’. She didn’t see me straight away and I was able to watch her from the side as I approached. I was struck by two things. Firstly that she had shrunk, and secondly that she was unbelievably lonely.

         Now I’d like to say that as soon as I thought this I rushed up and started being nice to her, but the opposite is true. All I felt was a surge of resentment. What was I supposed to do? I had enough to worry about. If Chess was lonely it was because she was a deviant and she couldn’t expect me to rescue her and haul her back into civilisation. And even if I did talk to her, she’d only start telling me how clever she was. So, before I got to her I crossed the road.

         It didn’t worry her. She came trotting after me.

         ‘Are you going … Matty!’ She dodged around a half-barrel full of flowers. ‘Matty wait!’

         Well, if she was going to yell the place down I didn’t have any choice. I slowed down and let her catch up.

         She said, ‘Are you going to Wando’s? Can I come?’

         ‘Chess, he’s a mate. I just want to see him, OK? He doesn’t need a party.’

         ‘Please Matty. There’s something I need to know.’

         ‘Ring him up.’

         ‘I’m nearly there. I nearly have the answer.’

         ‘What is it?’

         ‘I can’t tell you. Not until I’m sure, but I need to get into Wando’s room.’ She could see me hesitating. ‘They’re not going to let me in there by myself, are they?’

         I made a spitting noise and started to walk on. Chess recognised this as my charming way of saying she could come.

         Wando’s street was new. Unlike the middle of town, the bitumen went right up to a cement gutter. His house was one of those super-neat affairs, with a lawn that looked as if it had been edged with masking tape and a razor blade. There had been a tree once, but birds had kept sitting in it so Mr O had chopped it down. Birds did poo on the concrete.

         Actually I quite liked the O’Rs. They were cheerful, and in the kitchen they kept a permanent supply of chocolate chip biscuits. Mrs O was always doing really boring cleaning jobs and while she did them she liked to chat. I used to go there after school and she would feed me biscuits to keep me talking. After Wando I think she found me a novelty.

         She was a kind of female version of the front garden — spotless and ironed all over. A lot of kids thought she was ga ga. She always spoke to us in a soft sugary voice as if we were five-year-olds turning up to school on the first day and any normal behaviour might scare us away. She would smooth Wando’s hair and brush at his clothes and he would shrug her off, but I always felt sorry for her. Today the voice was worse than ever, but I took that to be a sign of worry about Wando.

         To my surprise she didn’t turn us away. ‘Matty, Jessie. How nice. Come in. Warwick would love to see you. He’s still tucked up in bed but he is awake.’

         I said, ‘Has he said anything about —?’

         ‘He’s eaten two Weet-Bix for breakfast and I think his colour is a little better. I’m sure we’ll have him back on his feet again soon. This will cheer him up, to see a few people his own age. It’s just what he needs. I might even try him on some ginger ale.’

         It sounded as if he had measles, or the ’flu or something. Still, I didn’t blame her for treating Wando’s problems like that. A sick person is much easier to deal with than a drinker who abuses people in public.

         Wando’s bedroom was all straight lines and right angles, with tartan and stripes and nothing on the floor except furniture. He was sitting up in bed in a white T-shirt and Mickey Mouse boxer shorts, with his pink hairy legs bent up in front of him. His mother tugged at the sheet, but she only managed to cover his feet. She told him that the two people standing in front of him were Matty and Jess come to visit, and then she picked up a plate and a mug and went away. I gently shut the door behind her.

         Now that we were there I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t feel able to sit on his bed. A bed is such a personal thing. I perched my backside on the edge of his desk and leant back.

         Chess was going to be no help. She’d come into Wando’s house peering around her as if every detail could be significant, distracted only for a second by the smell of lunch and a bowl of fruit on the hall table. But she wasn’t offered anything to eat and the ginger ale never appeared and now that we were in Wando’s room she was back on the clue-hunting. She was used to hovering in the background while other kids talked. Leaving me to deal with Wando, she went to look out the window and then started edging around the room, inspecting everything.

         I felt like grabbing her and holding her still. It wasn’t just annoying. She was trying to find the necklace, but to me that was the wrong angle. The only important things in this house were inside Wando’s head. I wanted to know what he knew.

         I already knew what he was feeling. Wando felt sick. His face had the yellow sticky look of an under-cooked pikelet. I couldn’t look at him without feeling nauseous myself.

         Chess started running her fingers along the books on Wando’s shelf. I racked my brain for some words and came up with ‘Hi Wando … huh …’

         Wando said, ‘Sorry about last night. It was …’ But the full description was beyond him.

         ‘No,’ I said. ‘No way,’ which didn’t mean much but had the right feel to it.

         There was a small TV on Wando’s bookshelf. Chess actually started pressing buttons, flicking through channels. Wando didn’t seem to mind. He was trying to explain about the picnic. ‘There was something I had to tell someone. A message.’ He screwed up his face. ‘I just had to sort someone out.’

         ‘Is that what you were trying to be? Scary?’

         I made a little ‘woo’ noise and wiggled my eyebrows and gave a quiet laugh. The laugh sounded fake, but he appreciated my effort to make a joke out of things. He even smiled a bit. Chess fiddled with the TV aerial. The TV made a crackling sound. I snapped at her. ‘For God’s sake, Chess!’

         ‘It’s all right,’ said Wando.

         But Chess turned off the TV and came towards us. She sat on the bed as if this wasn’t strange at all. Wando moved his legs away. Chess’s eyes fell on a pile of clothes on the spare bed.

         ‘Going away somewhere?’ she said.

         Wando glanced at Chess and then me, guiltily. ‘Melbourne. This afternoon.’ He had an aunt there.

         ‘It’s a good idea,’ said Chess, looking him firmly in the eyes. ‘Very good.’ The tone in her voice made it clear that she was meaning a lot more than she said. Wando saw it too. Chess knew things she wasn’t telling me. And suddenly, after all her rudeness, she and Wando had some kind of understanding that left me out in the cold.

         He said, ‘I hate this. I’ve had it.’

         ‘It’s not your fault,’ said Chess.

         Very nice. But that sort of secret unspoken stuff never works for me. I said, ‘Look, I’ve got to say something, Wando. I mean I know you’re having this really bad time and you feel like horse manure, but there’s some pretty heavy stuff going on and we need to sort it out.’ I took a breath and tried to sound more sympathetic. ‘I know you know something and I know it’s not easy.’

         No one was looking at me. I went straight to the punch-line. ‘But Debbie got killed for knowing something. Didn’t she?’

         I kicked the leg of the desk. ‘That is what we think isn’t it?’ It forced a small nod from Wando. Chess pressed her lips into a pout.

         I spoke to Wando. ‘Well, the point is, going away is a good idea, yes, but what about Tara? If you know something about Jeanette’s death then Tara must know it too … We are talking about Jeanette’s death, right?’ This time there was no response at all. ‘Well, even if Tara didn’t see what you saw, everyone thinks she did, so she’s in as much danger as you.’

         Wando moved uncomfortably on the bed. I was getting to him. ‘What I’m trying to say is the best thing to do to protect yourself and Tara would be to tell everyone what you know. Once everyone knows, then it’s not worth dying for.’

         He looked at me for a minute through dull, puffy eyes, thinking over what I’d said. Then he reached under his pillow and pulled something out. He dropped it on the striped cotton sheet. It was the amber necklace.

         In this light it looked ordinary and cheap but my heart missed a beat anyway. Here it was. The centre of the whole mystery and he had produced it, just like that.

         Wando said, ‘It’s not important any more. Give it back to the Carmodys. It was Jeanette’s really. She never gave it to Debbie.’

         I didn’t touch it. I badly wanted to ask how Debbie had got it, but I couldn’t. I thought for a minute and then decided to have one more go at him.

         ‘You’ll probably find that whatever you know isn’t that much. Chess knows most of it already.’ I paused but he wouldn’t look at me. ‘Even a poor thicko like me can work some of it out.’ No one laughed and no one said I wasn’t thick. I went on. ‘What if I tell you what I know? It’s not that hard to guess.’

         They didn’t try to stop me. I went on. ‘I’ll start with one of Chess’s riddles. Two eight-year-olds see a car. One says it’s white the other says it’s dark blue. How can a car be dark blue and white at the same time? No magic, no tricks. Just logically.’ His eyes remained on the window but flickered with interest. I was encouraged. ‘Answer — it can’t.’

         That was my moment. Chess was supposed to congratulate me. She didn’t move a muscle. But I was on a roll now and I didn’t care what they did or didn’t say.

         I went on, ‘Conclusion: either one of the children is mistaken or one is lying. Now, I don’t remember much about being eight, but I know kids learn their colours before they learn their one, two, three, and I also think a shock doesn’t make us blind. We might stop thinking clearly, but there’s a lot of basic stuff we hang onto.’ I was thinking about the day we found Deb. ‘Sometimes colour might be the only thing we remember.

         ‘So I reckon one of you is lying.’

         It had taken too long. I should’ve gone for a bigger surprise factor. Wando had had time to see where I was leading and build up defences. He looked straight at me and all I saw in his face was stubbornness. He wasn’t going to tell me a thing.

         I softened my voice. ‘Look, let’s get to the point. I reckon Jeanette knew something she wasn’t supposed to know — about robberies, or fires maybe. And Craig Wilson ran her down. Debbie and Tara and you all saw it. You’re all too scared to talk. But Debbie knew a lot of bad things about him and she was worried. Then he burns down the Rolands’ café and nearly kills me, and she realises he’s never going to change and she should dob him in before he really hurts someone. She decided to tell. But now Debbie’s dead. And you’ve gone out last night and stirred up the whole can of worms. I really reckon you’re better off going to the police with whatever it is you saw. Be a witness. We know it was Craig. Chess thinks so too.’

         ‘No I don’t,’ said Chess.

         Well, that floored me. After all my hard work on Wando I thought at least I could rely on her to back me up. There was an apology in her eyes and so there should have been. But her chin had gone all pointy and that meant it’d be no good arguing with her.

         And now Wando spoke for the first time since he’d pulled out the necklace. ‘That’s not it,’ he said. ‘It’s way off.’

         ‘Oh, really?’ I said coldly. And then I got angry. I banged the desk behind me. ‘What is it then?’ No one was going to answer. I reached over to the bed and picked up the necklace. ‘It’s something to do with this, isn’t it? Debbie was wearing this on the day she was killed. How did you get it Wando?’

         Wando closed his eyes and tipped his head back on the pillow.

         I waved the necklace around. ‘Is there a message on it? Eh? Is that it? What will it tell me?’

         I started inspecting it, mainly just to get his attention. It was attached to the chain by a little gold fitting shaped like a leaf and apart from that it was just a stone. Not exactly a stone, not cold enough, but not plastic either. I turned it around, checking it from every possible angle and there was not a mark on it. No letters. No initials. No secret sign pointing to a murderer.

         I held it up to the light from the window. Even the yellows had become dull and uninteresting. Not like the fire of last night. The inside of the stone seemed to be made of bubbles, rising up from a blob at the bottom. I peered at them, hoping for an idea.

         I’ve never been any good at this kind of thing. Ink blot games and Magic Eye books are wasted on me, and when other kids would look at clouds and see castles and teddy bears I could only see cotton wool.

         ‘Bubbles,’ I said.

         I held it out to Chess hoping she would make something of it. She didn’t even take it from me.

         ‘It’s not the necklace that’s important,’ she said, ‘except that the clasp is so strong. It’s important because of where it’s come from. I told you that.’

         We both looked at Wando again. Wando glanced up warily, not at me, at Chess. They were back into their cosy secret thing. I couldn’t believe it. He was glad she was there. More glad about Chess than he was about me. He was actually depending on her.

         Chess gave him a tiny little nod.

         He said, ‘I’ll tell you about when Jeanette died. Will that …?’ He stopped.

         ‘Yes,’ said Chess.

         That was all she had to say. My ranting had got me nowhere, but all Chess had to say was ‘yes’. It was if someone had pressed the ‘Start’ key. Wando began talking.

         ‘The Rolands and Mum and Dad were all going to a wedding and Jeanette was babysitting me and Tara at their place. The Rolands’ garage had burnt down, right? Plus Tara had wrecked her new shoes and a pair of tights and they’d got right into her for that. They were really mad.’ He rubbed at his face with both hands. His voice was low and flat. ‘When they left, Mr Roland spun the tyres and did this huge fish tail.

         ‘Then we were left with Jeanette. She started going on about the fire in the garage. She said Tara used to play in there and she was lucky she hadn’t been burned alive. She kept asking her if she saw anyone hanging around and Tara kept saying no.

         ‘It turned out the garage was an accident. Someone had left a heater on, but they found that out later. On that night, Jeanette was making out she was going to find out who did it.

         ‘She didn’t like us. We weren’t good kids like Matty Tingle. We gave her a hard time. So every time she minded us she used to take us for a walk to tire us out so we’d go to bed. On that night we went right up the hill behind Tara’s. It doesn’t look that big but it took a long time. It was getting dark. The grass was wet. Jeanette charged on ahead and we followed her. I remember being really puffed and my legs were aching.’

         My legs were aching, too. I slid back to sit on the desk. This was going to take a while.

         Wando had got into his story now. ‘At the top there are a few trees and then over the far side there’s a kind of cliff. You can’t really see it until you get right up to it. It’s not all that high but it’s high enough. We were never allowed up there, but Jeanette said we could go so we though it must be OK.

         ‘When we got to the top she was standing at the edge and she wanted us to go right up there too, but we were scared and we stayed back. The sun was setting over the next lot of hills and shining right into our eyes. There were some trees near Jeanette and one of them had a branch going out low and that threw a shadow way back to us. So we stood with the bit of branch between our eyes and the sun, and then we could see her.

         ‘She wasn’t looking at us. She was facing out over the cliff and had the necklace in her hand and she started raving on about the sun being this huge eye that sees everything.’

         ‘The Eye of Ra,’ said Chess.

         ‘She was saying this poetry. Something about a boat sinking between the mountains and there were lions on the mountains … We couldn’t hear properly. Mostly she faced the other way. The necklace was shining and behind her was the sunset. The whole world had gone orange and against that she looked a hundred metres tall. She was just this big black figure. We were panicking. Tara had me by the arm and she was starting to pull me away. Then Jeanette turned round. The sun came below the branch and got in our eyes again and Jeanette said, “Now I see”, in this really creepy way.’

         ‘Did she say what she had seen?’ said Chess.

         ‘We didn’t give her a chance,’ said Wando. ‘We ran for it.’

         ‘What had she been looking at?’ I asked.

         Wando shrugged. ‘Cars, sheds, I dunno. We just bolted down the hill. Tara was leading. I can’t remember much except slipping, and trying to keep up.

         ‘Somehow we ended up at the road and Tara took me straight across and we went left. I thought she was heading for Debbie’s place, but then she turned around and started back towards town. We were crashing through grass and low bushes. I tried to tell Tara to stop but I had no air. And then we could hear Jeanette on the other side of the road running the same way we were. She shouted something. She was much higher than us, coming down from the hill.

         ‘We got near the corner — the blind corner — and Tara stopped. She was out near the road. I was further back in. Then Jeanette appeared across the road, up on a high bank, looking at us. She still had the necklace on. I could see it. The bank was right on the road. There was no flat ground in between. Everyone stopped.’

         Wando clenched the sheet. ‘It’s true you know! No one pushed her. The police found all the footprints. She was by herself. There was just us on one side and Jeanette on the other.’

         ‘Yes, Wando. OK,’ said Chess.

         Wando looked at Chess in a way he’d never looked at me. He was getting strength from her. It reminded me of the way her father looked at her. Sort of pleading and dependent, as if she was someone he could rely on.

         Wando went back to the story. ‘I could hear a car was coming, and maybe Tara heard it too, because she ran back towards me, but Jeanette started coming down the bank. And she slipped. She couldn’t stop. She just slid down on the gravel. She came out onto … She just … I mean …’

         Wando’s voice gave out and we sat in silence for a second, picturing the rag doll Jeanette going up and over the car and rolling along the road. Wando looked terrible.

         ‘Yeah,’ I said, slowly and quietly. And then my voice dropped out too. ‘Jeez,’ I whispered.

         But he didn’t need me to fill the silence. He was still talking to Chess. He went on.

         ‘I didn’t see the driver. I’ve been asked a hundred times. But I will tell you one thing.’

         ‘Yes?’ she said.

         ‘That car was definitely white.’

         ***

         At that point, we heard a car pulling up in the street. Chess pressed her face against the fly screen and must have been able to see some of the road.

         ‘Tara’s car. Sounds like her mother and her.’

         ‘They were coming for lunch,’ said Wando.

         There was one thing I knew. I didn’t feel like seeing Tara. I dropped down from the desk. ‘I think we’ll go. Have a good time in Melbourne and don’t worry about what I said. Tara will be fine.’

         Wando blurted out, ‘Just watch out for her OK?’

         ‘Yeah, mate. I’ll do my best.’

         But he didn’t want to leave it at that. We could hear Tara and her mother meeting Mrs O’R at the front door. It threw him into a panic.

         ‘Don’t worry about Craig. It’s not him. Evil people don’t always look evil.’ There were more noises outside.

         ‘Who is it?’ I looked at Chess. ‘Who is it?’ She was pale and close to breaking point. She had tried to take some of the burden of Wando’s knowledge, but it looked now as if she almost couldn’t bear it.

         ‘Come on, Chess! For Christ’s sake!’

         ‘You don’t understand!’ Her voice failed her. The words came out in a weak whisper.

         Wando said, ‘Some people have this look. Nice clothes, nice hair. No one knows what really goes on.’

         ‘Look, Wando, you want me to look after Tara. Tell me who to protect her from.’

         ‘She pretends she doesn’t care. But she’s like that. She keeps everything hidden.’

         I knew I shouldn’t lecture him at this point, but I couldn’t help nagging. ‘She’d be safer if you’d tell everyone what you know … Chess?’

         Wando looked at Chess. He went even whiter.

         ‘It’s not my secret to tell,’ said Chess.

         ‘Tara will never say.’

         Chess punched at her forehead. ‘I need to think. I can’t think.’

         We could hear people coming up the corridor. Wando looked at me and repeated his plea. ‘Just watch out for her, OK?’

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 23

         

         ‘You saw it that time, didn’t you?’ said Chess.

         ‘I saw Wando being ashamed of himself and you going around his room like Inspector Clouseau, making him feel like a criminal.’

         ‘Forget all that stuff. It isn’t going to help you.’

         ‘Well you’re not helping.’

         I sounded sulky, but I couldn’t help it. We were half way up the hill behind her place, in full afternoon sun. I was hot from the climb and I wasn’t really sure I wanted to be there. I’d promised Wando I’d look after Tara and that was what I wanted to do. As soon as we’d left Wando’s place I was ready to shake Chess right off, but she’d said she was coming up here to confirm her theory about the death of Jeanette, and she knew I couldn’t resist that. The trouble was I’d assumed she’d share that theory with me. Instead she was on Exercise Three from her manual of How to Be an Infuriating Geek.

         ‘OK. Three more clues and that’s it.’ Chess stopped and allowed me to catch up. ‘The heater, the engagement ring and the stripy paper bag.’

         Quietly I said, ‘You’re such a wanker, Chess.’

         Chess looked cool. She moved lightly and never sweated. But underneath that I could see something else. She was worried. She was almost sick with it. More than anything, she wanted me to work out what it was she knew and to be able to share it with her.

         She said, ‘Wando as good as told you who the murderer is. But you were too busy with your own agenda.’

         ‘My agenda!?’

         ‘Trying to make him feel better. It’s a waste of time. You can’t make it go away. If you want to help him you should’ve listened to what he said.’ Frustrated with me, she turned away and started up the hill again.

         ‘OK. I have a question. Tell me if I’m on the right track. Mr Roland’s car. What colour was that?’ I did a bit of panting and went on. ‘He’s got a white one now. What did he have eight years ago? He’s a mad driver. And he was up there at the barbecue when Wando was yelling at them. I mean it would explain why Tara and Wando won’t tell. Tara’s own father doing a hit and run.’

         Chess didn’t even slow down.

         I sneered at her back. ‘No? Still wrong am I? But you’ve worked it all out. You know who killed them.’

         ‘Nearly,’ said Chess, over her shoulder. ‘I just want to see something.’

         ‘And you’re not going to tell me anything. You’re as bad as Wando.’

         She stopped at the top of the hill and faced me. ‘Yes, maybe.’

         There was a pinched look on her face. I didn’t want to see it. I couldn’t deal with Chess’s problems now, when I’d failed so drastically with Wando’s. I didn’t have time. Tara was the one whose danger was real. Chess was still playing games. But we’d climbed a long way and we were up here now. I decided to give her one last try. I used a voice that always worked in getting money out of my parents.

         ‘Chessy. Go on. Tell me. This is Matt. We’re on the same side. I’ll help you decide what to do.’

         For a minute I thought she was going to. Then she shook her little head. ‘It’s not my secret. I don’t think I have the moral right.’

         ‘Aaarghh!’ I charged away across the grass, grabbing a stick and hurling it in exasperation.

         ***

         Even through my anger, I couldn’t help noticing this wasn’t a bad place. There were all the usual attractions — dry grass, not too thick or too long, scattered trees and rocks, faint breeze. And it was definitely the place Jeanette had brought Tara and Wando. At the western end the ground fell away sharply. It wasn’t exactly a cliff, but it was the kind of thing little kids would be warned away from. There were low shrubs in front of it now, and branches that got in the way of the view, but after eight years things change.

         I found a spot where I could look out through the trees. The valley was a mass of mounds and gullies. It was dotted with farm buildings, mostly silver, except for the Wilsons’ blue one. Trees made rows and patches of grey-blue against the hazy yellow of the grass. The few irrigated paddocks showed bright green.

         Chess had come up beside me. She could see I was calmer, but if she was expecting me to say ‘It’s lovely, isn’t it,’ or something equally soft-headed, she was wrong.

         I said, ‘What are we doing up here if you already know who killed them?’

         ‘I just wanted to see it. Get an idea of how it happened.’

         I looked around for a minute, wondering whether to co-operate. In the end I pointed at the horizon.

         ‘This faces due west. The sun would set behind those hills there, near that little dip. So for the sun to be behind her, Jeanette must’ve been here somewhere, and Tara and Wando must’ve stood over there.’ I waved loosely towards the centre of the flat space and then turned back to the view. ‘She could’ve seen parts of the road clearly and the whole of Wilsons’ farm, as well as a few other places, so she could’ve seen something going on there.’ I turned to Chess with an idea. ‘There’s something else I noticed. From where we came up she could’ve seen most of your place, too. One thing you can see clearly is the shed your father built over the remains of the garage. If Jeanette was up here another time, maybe she saw who burnt it down.’

         Chess shrugged. Her voice was small. ‘It’s a bit hard to say what she saw. Can we run through what happened next?’

         I turned my back on the view. ‘She looks at the kids and holds up the necklace. She says ‘Now I see,’ and the sun glows and the necklace flashes …’

         I dropped my arms. ‘It’s all very over the top, isn’t it? This whole necklace thing.’ I did a spooky voice. ‘The Eye of Ra. It’s so voodoo. It’s a little girls’ game.’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Would’ve scared the pants off Tara and Wando, though.’

         ‘So they ran.’ Chess swung around and pointed downhill to the south, where a second path led towards the road. ‘Come on.’

         The path down was almost hidden by grass.

         ‘It’s very scratchy,’ I said.

         Over her shoulder Chess called, ‘Doesn’t leave marks though, does it?’ She stopped and inspected her legs. ‘Maybe faint scratches, but nothing really noticeable.’

         She nodded thoughtfully, as if this was important, and then she moved on. Behind her back I pulled a face.

         When we reached the road we had to walk back along it quite a way, but it wasn’t difficult to find the spot where Jeanette had been hit. One of the rocks had been painted white and had a little plaque on it with her name and the date she died. It was right on the gravel shoulder of the road. There wasn’t much space to stand between the bitumen and the steep bank above us. At the foot of the rock was a bunch of plastic flowers.

         That shut us up for a while. Then Chess turned and squinted up at the bank.

         ‘Jeanette was up there.’ She looked at the road. ‘We’re very close to the corner. The driver really had no chance at all of stopping.’

         ‘Are you saying it was an accident?’

         She looked even more serious than before. ‘No. I’m not saying that.’

         ‘Because they didn’t stop? That makes it a crime?’

         She didn’t seem to hear. There was no point letting it get to me.

         She looked up at the bank. It was hot hard gravel, quite steep, but not so steep that it couldn’t be climbed.

         ‘Is that where she came down?’ I tried going up and slid on the rough stones. ‘Hang on a minute.’

         I grabbed a root which came out of the dirt just above head height and tried hauling myself up to it. My feet scrambled uselessly on the surface. Showers of little pebbles came down.

         ‘It’s too slippery,’ I said.

         Chess said, ‘So if she started down there she’d have no hope.’

         We looked up to the top of the bank. The scrub came right to the edge. Jeanette had run through it and then down …

         Chess walked across the road to where Tara and Wando had been watching. I couldn’t think of a thing to say. For a while we just stood there.

         Then a car went past.

         I pressed into the bank but still felt the wind of it as it roared by. It took me a moment to catch my breath.

         ‘It’s dangerous,’ I said, sounding weak and startled.

         Across the road, Chess looked grim. ‘And you didn’t hear it coming, did you?’

         ‘No.’

         She came back across. She said, ‘You go over and keep watch. I’m going to have a go.’

         I didn’t like it but I did it anyway. To my surprise, she levered herself up. It wasn’t easy. There were no footholds and it took a lot of scrabbling with her feet, but she managed it. She stood on the top looking down at me.

         I heard a muffled roar.

         ‘Chess! Wait! Stop!’

         A car came into view, again from the direction of town, and went past quite slowly. It was Andrew in his white Magna. He didn’t seem to see us.

         My stomach had jumped into my throat and stayed there. I swallowed hard to push it down.

         ‘Shit, Chess!’ I was actually shaking.

         Now she did come down and she came quickly. Even though she was expecting it, she lost control of the run, slipped down the gravel and came falling out into the road, managing to stop herself in the middle of the oncoming lane.

         And then she just stood there.

         ‘Chess?’ I said. And then louder. ‘Chess!’

         I went over to her. She was looking down at her boots.

         ‘Get off the road!’ I yanked her arm and went on pulling until she started to move.

         I got her across and started her walking, along the wider side of the road, back towards her place.

         ‘What’s wrong with you?’ I felt like shaking her.

         ‘Boots,’ said Chess. ‘I’ve scratched them. I’ve scratched my boots.’

         ***

         She didn’t say anything else all the way back to her place and I’d long ago given up asking questions. She walked more slowly than I’d ever known her to walk.

         Chess’s father was gone. She was going to have to spend the night alone.

         When we got to the house, there were a couple of kids there, on the verandah. Boys. I don’t know how old. Big enough to have bikes without training wheels, but only just. They came around from one side of Chess’s house and stopped dead when they saw us.

         ‘What are you doing here?’ I said.

         The boys grabbed each other and giggled in an excited way as if we could be the baddies in their game. Then they bolted down the three verandah steps, grabbed their bikes from under a tree and pedalled away.

         One of Chess’s pots had been knocked off the step and into the garden. A big piece had broken off. She climbed across a daisy and gathered it up, spilling a stream of black potting mix.

         From out in the road the boys shouted something.

         ‘Do you know who they are?’ I said. ‘You should tell their mother.’

         ‘Stroppy knocks these off,’ she said, looking around for the goat. ‘He must be off the chain again.’ She put the pieces of pot carefully up onto the verandah. Through the gap, roots and bits of plant fell out in a tangle. She gave them a hopeless push and then wiped black dirt onto her shirt, pale and awkward in her too-tight shorts.

         Suddenly everything snapped. Chess had annoyed me all my life. Everyone kept telling me how great she was, but they left me to deal with all her problems. And today was just the same. She had this big secret, and it was so painful for her. Why couldn’t she share it with me? But oh no, instead she’d driven me mad with her smart clues. She’d panicked me on the road, and now she was doing the pathetic act.

         ‘For Christ’s sake! Don’t start this again!’

         ‘What?’

         ‘I’ve had it, Chess. I really have. What do you think I am?!’

         She gave me a hurt look, picked up some empty bottles and went inside. But I wasn’t letting her out of this. I followed her down the narrow corridor.

         ‘So now you’re miserable again. Is that it? The sad and lonely thing.’ I knew I was being unfair, but that only made me madder. ‘All right! So you’re just going to sit here with your books and your computer …’

         We were in a little storeroom at the back of the house. There was one small high window. She’d had to turn the light on. There was no computer.

         I didn’t let that stop me. ‘… just sit here, all by yourself, thinking about what a lousy father you’ve got and how bad your life is.’

         ‘That’s not what I do.’

         ‘Oh, no! You’re like …’ I made my voice into a high squeak, ‘… OK. I need cheering up today. I think I’ll go to Matt’s and try to make him feel stupid.’

         While I’d been talking, Chess had dumped the bottles in a crate in the corner. Now she was standing in front of a set of shelves holding boxes and folders. On the middle shelf, in front of a pile of newspapers, was a photo. A silver and gold frame, two parents, and a tiny girl with black hair.

         ‘Could you please go now.’

         I kept screeching at her. ‘Yes, yes, please go now big bad Matt, so I can sit here all alone and cry about my mother.’

         Finally I’d got to her. She turned on me and her eyes were black pits.

         ‘I never think about my mother!’ Her lips had drawn back over sharp little teeth.

         Just the sight of her had shocked me. I dropped the mockery. ‘Well you should. You should talk about her. You love to tell me how miserable you are. You should talk to me.’

         ‘You! Talk to you!’ Chess’s head started wobbling from side to side. She was convulsing with fury. ‘What, because you’re always so nice to me?!’

         ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

         ‘You think I’m a pain. I’m an annoying little fuss-pot and a nuisance to have around. You hate me!’

         ‘I don’t.’

         ‘You make it perfectly clear. You’re ashamed to be seen with me, especially if there are other kids around. Good kids. Cool people.’

         She charged out to the verandah and I had to follow her again, yelling, ‘That’s not true!’

         Outside she seemed calmer, and suddenly tired. ‘It doesn’t matter.’ She banged a hand on the railings. ‘I just don’t care. Really.’

         I was still angry, stunned that she could just turn it off like that. ‘Hang on …’

         ‘Dad’s fine.’ Her voice was quiet. ‘You don’t know. He treats me well.’

         So now she was being nice again and I was the bastard. ‘But you can’t just …’

         ‘What?’

         She wasn’t looking at me. She stared at the broken pot.

         ‘Look it’s not my fault, OK!?’

         She pushed the pot with a toe. I couldn’t tell her what I meant by that last sentence. I didn’t know what I meant.

         ‘Matt, I really need you to go. I’ve got a lot to think about.’

         ‘No!’

         I stared at the garden. The ragged bush, the empty goldfish pond. What had happened to us? We never got this … emotional. Normally I could fix everything with a joke. I thought about Super, Duper, Pooper and Scooper — and John, even thought about mentioning them. But today it wouldn’t have worked.

         I didn’t know what we were arguing about, but we couldn’t just leave it like that. But Chess had finished with our fight. Now she was just determined to get rid of me.

         ‘Go and ring the O’Raffertys. Make sure Wando got away all right.’

         ‘We need to fix this.’

         At last she met my eyes. There was nothing there but bitterness. ‘Go and see Tara then.’

         The mention of Tara brought it all back. Tara was in real danger. Danger for her life. I had promised to protect her. I held Chess’s eyes, aware that mine were hot and angry and hers were full of pain. I could come back later, when I’d calmed down. I couldn’t get through to her now, it wasn’t the time.

         I’d fix it later. I’d come back. Chess would be here. Chess was always here.

         It was bad, leaving her here alone. I felt that secretly she wanted me to stay and talk about it. Maybe I should have stayed. Or maybe she really was wishing I’d hurry up and leave. I told myself not to worry about it, but that doesn’t always work when you’re letting someone down.

         I got to the road and looked back. Chess was kneeling over her broken pot, trying to get the plant back in.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 24

         

         I made a complete idiot of myself at Tara’s place.

         Her house always made me feel small, even on good days. It was one of the newest in Yackandandah and it was huge, two-storey, one of those places that tried to look old-fashioned, with fake sandstone and lacy white curtains pulled into curves. There was a steep roof, with windows that stuck up from it under little pointed rooves of their own. And underneath everything, there was a double garage with pale green roller doors.

         I got there at eight thirty. Her father answered the door.

         He said, ‘Hello Matt.’ He was polite, but he told me with the tone of his voice that it was strange of me to turn up there.

         At first I was lost for an answer. I’d assumed it would be easy. Mum always visited people when they were in trouble, but I now realised I had no idea what she said. I needed an excuse for dropping around. Maybe that’s why Mum took casseroles.

         ‘I just came to see if Tara’s all right,’ I said. It sounded really pooncey, but it got me in the door.

         I hoped Tara would be in her room. Most nights she sat there, on Instagram and Tumblr and things. But this time she was in the lounge room with her mother, watching a movie. They had to pause it when I came in.

         Mrs Roland said, ‘Hello Matt,’ in exactly the same tone as her husband. Tara didn’t say anything.

         Behind me her two little sisters peeped and giggled, trying to see who the visitor was. Mr Roland hustled them back to bed. Tara and her mother looked at me.

         ‘I just came around to see if Tara was all right,’ I repeated. And I added, ‘Wando asked me to keep an eye on her.’

         ‘How thoughtful,’ said Mrs Roland. She looked at Tara, indicating that she was expected to say something nice.

         ‘Yes, thanks. I’m fine,’ said Tara.

         There was a silence. On the TV screen, a pair of nuns stared at each other with open mouths, waiting to finish their song.

         ‘Wando’s not too bad,’ I said. ‘Feels a bit sick.’

         ‘Yes, we were there this afternoon,’ said Mrs Roland.

         ‘Oh, that’s right.’

         There were cups all over the coffee table, and a plate of chocolate biscuits. Mr Roland, standing beside me, filled in the next pause by offering me a cup of coffee, and I accepted. He slapped me on the shoulder and went off without speaking.

         They sat me down in an armchair and we passed a few comments back and forth. When the coffee came, Mr Roland sat with his wife on the couch. He didn’t look as if he belonged there. I realised I had his chair.

         ‘There’s nothing on TV in summer. We’re watching The Sound of Music,’ said Mrs Roland. ‘We started early, so the littlies could watch some. Have you seen it?’

         ‘No. That’d be good,’ I said.

         No one said much at all after that. Tara stared at the screen without moving. I sneaked a look at her. She was very still and, I thought, even paler than usual, although that could’ve been the light from the TV. Her hair was tied loosely back into soft bunches. I found myself watching that little place where the neck meets the ears. It was soft and smooth and childish. When you looked at this part Tara might have been … eight years old.

         I wanted to call out to her. Tara. Tell me. Tell me what you know.

         I looked around the cosy room. This was just a normal family. Everything I wanted to know was hidden. Like at the barbecue. I thought of the amber jewel there, flashing into the blue shadows. I had been an outsider in that scene at the barbecue. Everyone there knew more about this thing than I did. Someone knew the whole truth. I needed a flash of inspiration, a blinding light that would let me see into Tara’s mind, into her heart. Or into someone else’s. Into the heart of a murderer.

         But nothing like that happened. Tara didn’t even look at me. I sat there for an hour and then I left.

         ***

         Outside Tara’s gate, I stopped half-paralysed with shame. I had not been wanted. I couldn’t even remember why I’d gone there in the first place. Tara wasn’t in any danger in her own lounge room. What Wando had meant me to do was to stay near her when she went out.

         That was it. I’d been hoping to get Tara on her own and tell her not to go anywhere without me. But I couldn’t very well have shouted that across the room over the sound of violins and cow bells. I was still determined to look after her. Now I was going to have to go back in the morning, hang around in her street, watch for her heading out, and then join her. The Rolands were probably already saying I was a funny boy. When I started lurking about near the house, people would start nudging each other behind my back, saying I was weird. It wasn’t a nice feeling. When I planned the visit, I was worried about turning into my mother. Instead I was turning into Chess.

         I stopped at a little playground, and went over to the middle of the pine-bark area. Here there was a spinning thing, a green ball with seats inside, shaped like a pumpkin.

         I couldn’t go home. I didn’t want my parents to know anything about what had happened. I couldn’t bear them to see how stupid and undesirable I was, and I felt as if this was printed all over me. They would feel sorry for me. The thought made me cringe and moan and bang my forehead on the green pumpkin. But that really hurt. So I sat down on a slide swing to brood.

         I had a good view over the town and the country beyond. Tonight it was just as it had always been — hills, black and smooth, under a blue-black sky; houses half-hidden by leaves; pale lights and deep yellow ones; one lit-up Santa in the chemist’s window. There were strange distant sounds and over everything lots of cool night air, empty and dark. But tonight the scene didn’t have any mystery or beauty for me. Instead, everything seemed a bit threatening. The hills crouched low and menacing, and the houses huddled beneath the trees. It was the same kind of evening as the one that inspired me to action on the night of the Rolands’ fire. There was even a cloud drifting around the moon. I tried to get that feeling back, the desire to charge forward like a hero. Instead, what crept in was fear. The feeling that this whole thing was about to blow up in my face and there was nothing I could do about it.

         ***

         There were people in the kitchen with Mum and Dad, which was a relief. I called out something meaningless and managed to get to the bedroom without seeing anyone.

         I threw myself on the bed. Thoughts whirled out of control. I couldn’t stop reliving the visit to Tara’s house — the Rolands’ stiff faces telling me without words that I was strange and inferior. Tara, refusing to even look at me. And before that, I’d had that terrible, ugly fight with Chess. That had never happened before. It occurred to me that this was a milestone for me. Something I would always remember. One of the worst nights of my life.

         And then I realised we were all having worst moments. Wando, drunk and staggering at the town picnic, screaming into shadows, dribbling and spitting. And Tara, who had gone beyond blankness and wariness, into pale frozen horror. And Chess, who claimed to have completely solved the puzzle of the murderer, but instead of charging around in triumph, had been upset about a few scratches on her old boots. And she was deeply, bitterly angry with me.

         Chess said I shouldn’t worry about all this. She said I should concentrate on the things I heard and saw and forget about people’s feelings. But how could you?

         I tried. I punched my pillows and lay back on them. I crossed my arms over my chest. I frowned at the ceiling. My thoughts jumped to that afternoon, out on the road. It was here Chess seemed to have decided her investigation was finished. She’d found a clue. The last one. I tried to go over what had happened. At the time I hadn’t concentrated well. Again I’d been caught up in the sadness of the place, the faded plastic flowers, the shock of seeing Jeanette’s name engraved on a stone.

         Sounds and sights. Proper evidence. I could remember the car all right, the first car, as it went past and I pressed into the bank. I’d been amazed how much noise and wind a car made close up, even when it wasn’t going fast. Jeanette would’ve heard this too, if she’d been a few metres to the right. Instead she’d been hit and hopefully hadn’t felt or heard anything.

         I had seen the driver’s face. That hadn’t been difficult.

         The other part I could remember was when I was on the other side of the road, in the bushes, with Chess up on the high bank. This time the driver was Andrew. I’d seen him too. Andrew’s face. Another roaring car. I had yelled ‘No, no!’ If she hadn’t heard me Chess might have come down. It could have happened so easily. At this point in my tired state I couldn’t stop my mind going on, imagining it happening. Over and over. Chess coming down the bank, sliding, being hit, rolling along the road. Or I might have tried to save her, leaped across, thrown her clear, taken the blow myself …

         I rolled over. Punched the pillows again. Sucked in air. Hissed it out. It was useless. Thinking wasn’t helping. I tried to stop. I couldn’t. I rolled over again.

         It went on like this for much of the night. I might have slept a bit. I know I looked at the red numbers of the clock at least once every hour.

         With the first light of morning, I drifted into a half-sleep, aware that it was daylight, scraping a dry tongue around my mouth, thrashing, tangling the sheets.

         My final moments in bed were very confused. I thought I was awake and it’s only now, looking back, that I can see everything had the crazy jumble of dreams.

         I was running along a road and the whole place was on fire. Then I was in the fire at the Rolands’ café. The smoke was back — that old smell that had taken days to leave me. Muggins the postman was there too, close behind me. We were standing up.

         But we were also on the hill behind Chess’s place. There was a figure near the cliff, back to us, staring at the sunset. The colours were in reverse. The view was black and the figure was golden orange, lit up by the fire.

         I couldn’t move. I tried to call out, but my lungs were full of fumes and my throat had burnt right away and all I could do was pant soundlessly.

         The figure started to turn. Excitement flooded through me. At last I would know who it was. The golden light from its back began to fade. In my ear Muggins whispered, ‘Now I see.’

         But the figure had soaked up the blackness of the sky behind it. It had no face at all.

         ***

         I leapt from the bed, kicking free of the sheet, knocking the pillows to the floor. My anxiety, my humiliation, my frustration and anger had suddenly focused into action.

         Chess had been right. There had been something there, right in front of me the whole time. The dream had reminded me. I hadn’t seen the face of a murderer. But I had smelt him.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 25

         

         I had to take my old mountain bike and it rode like a tank. It was over four kilometres to Wilsons’ place and I rode flat out the whole way, pushing at the pedals, hauling on the steering. At the gate I threw the bike aside and ran. There was no one around. The blue shed was padlocked and the only sound was my own roaring breath. My legs felt like rubber. It didn’t matter. Even the heeler nipping at my ankles failed to bother me. I might have kicked it. I hardly noticed. I couldn’t have slowed down if I’d wanted to.

         They were all in the kitchen at the back of the house, Annie, Don, Craig and Andrew. I burst in without knocking. Andrew was on the far side of the tiny room, frying something on the stove.

         They were so surprised to see me they all just sat there and let me speak.

         ‘It was you! You’re Perry!’ I gasped.

         Annie was the first to gather herself, but all she said was, ‘Matt?’

         ‘It was the jumper,’ I said to Andrew. ‘That night in your car. I smelled it then, and I felt how soft it was. I thought it was a rug. It was full of smoke. You thought the smell had gone. Or you forgot to wash it. I didn’t realise at first but I remember now and I know that smell. You knew there was money in that café and you organised the fire. Craig was with you but you’re the one who went back in for the boxes of foil. You’re Perry.’

         ‘You’re gonna go, Tingle.’ Craig had pushed himself to his feet.

         ‘Don’t worry about it, Craig,’ said Andrew quietly. He turned off the stove and moved towards the table.

         I wasn’t listening to either of them. I ranted on. ‘You organised the fire at Rolands’ café. Craig lit it but you organised it.’

         ‘You say one word to the cops and you’ll go!’ Craig stood up.

         Andrew put a hand out towards him. ‘It won’t matter,’ he said. ‘He can say anything he likes.’ He smiled coldly. ‘I’m hardly going to be charged because of a smell in my cashmere jumper.’

         His tone fed my rage. ‘You got all that money! I know it was you! You dragged me out!’

         ‘You mean I saved your life?’

         Craig made a squeaky excited laugh.

         ‘Take him out please, Don,’ said Andrew. He had a lot of power over these people. Don took Craig by the arm and Craig went with him.

         But I wasn’t afraid of Andrew. ‘Wando says you’re evil. Nice clothes, nice hair, but he knows about you. He was yelling at you at the picnic. I reckon you did the other fires too. The fire at Rolands’ garage eight years ago. Did they have money in there that time? Did you go back in and get it? I reckon you got Craig to light that one too. Maybe you got him to light all the fires out this way — as a decoy.’

         ‘I had nothing to do with those fires eight years ago.’

         ‘That’s what you say. But somebody saw you, didn’t they? Jeanette Carmody. She was out there a lot, sketching things. Sketching sheds. She saw something at the blue shed, or she saw you running out of the Rolands’ garage. She went around saying she knew things and wearing that stupid necklace. I reckon she told Debbie what she knew and Debbie told you Jeanette was talking. And then Jeanette died.’

         Now there was the first sign that I’d got to him. He put the egg slicer down on the table. He didn’t slam it down, but it made quite a loud noise. He leant towards me, weight on two clenched fists.

         ‘I’m not having this. It’s completely …’

         ‘Just like yesterday. You tried to mow down Chess and me!’

         He stood up again. ‘Was that you? I didn’t see …’

         ‘But I saw you! And Wando saw you too. Eight years ago. He knows the car was white.’

         ‘Eight years ago I didn’t have a white car. I lived in Queensland for Christ’s sake. This is a joke.’ He tossed his head and tried to laugh it off, but he was still rattled.

         ‘And what about Debbie?’

         When I said that he went very still. He stopped trying to laugh. His voice shook with emotion. ‘Now you just be very careful.’

         I should have seen the look in his eyes. I should have recognised real danger. But I was beyond noticing things like this. I’d thought it all through and was just pouring it out. ‘Chess and I were in the bakery. You called Debbie. You told her you’d robbed the café and got her some money. She told us she knew about it.’

         ‘You leave Debbie out of this!’ Andrew’s skin had gone tight and pale. His eyes were glassy with rage. His top lip curled over the words.

         I couldn’t stop. ‘Maybe she was going to tell.’

         Annie got slowly to her feet. ‘No, Matty. She wasn’t going to say nothing. Andrew did do that café over, but Deb wasn’t going to say nothing about it. She was the one told him where the money was. She’d been working there one morning, filling in for Moya, and she found it. She marked the boxes with red crosses and told Andrew, and he worked out how to get it and Craig helped. Fair enough, but you’ll never prove it. And as for Debs … The money was for her, for the wedding. She would never dob. Debbie loved him. She loved both of ’em.’

         ‘No,’ I said. ‘No way.’ I turned back to Andrew. ‘I reckon she’d had enough. She knew you’d robbed the café and she knew you’d killed Jeanette. She started wearing Jeanette’s necklace to stir you up. And then she went to meet you at the church and then she died.’

         He leapt around the table and was on me. But Annie moved quickly too. Just as he grabbed my shoulder she pushed herself between us and put both hands on his chest. She tried to say something but we were both shouting now and neither of us heard her.

         Andrew was screaming, ‘You can’t say that! You can’t say that!’

         ‘It’s not me you have to worry about.’ He still had me, reaching over Annie’s shoulder. I tried to shake him off. ‘Chess has worked it out. And Tara and Wando saw you driving the car.’

         ‘No, Matt,’ said Annie. ‘It wasn’t Andrew who killed Jeanette.’

         ‘Wando’s gone, but Tara hasn’t.’

         He jerked my shoulder. ‘That little …’

         ‘I’m not afraid of you! I can make her talk. She’ll speak out in the end.’

         ‘If that little piece says one word about this …’

         He let my shoulder go with a violent shove and tried to get around Annie. I started backing out the door.

         ‘If she says one word …’

         I was down the two steps to the ground, backing away.

         Annie had him trapped in the doorway and he wasn’t going to push her aside. He had his hands on either side of the door up high, making sure I could see him over her shoulder. His voice was contorted with rage.

         ‘That Tara … You’d just better be there, that’s all, Tingle. If you think you can save her! You just better get to her before I do!’

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 26

         

         By the time I got to Tara’s place I was shaking badly and sweating all over. Mrs Roland answered my hammering.

         ‘Mrs Roland!’ I breathed.

         ‘Matty.’ She tried to calm me down. ‘Matthew, I really …’

         ‘Mrs Roland, I know this is completely psychotic. I know you think I’m just a loony but it’s important. It’s so so important.’

         ‘No, I …’

         ‘Tara’s in danger. I mean it! Wando set it off by that big rant at the picnic, and now I’ve made sure of it. You have to let me see her.’

         She didn’t believe a word. She wasn’t worried about Tara. She was just annoyed.

         ‘Matthew, I’m sorry. You and Chess have to stop all this. I’m sure you mean well, but Tara is not a strong girl. Ever since that terrible hit and run all those years ago … she is easily upset. You don’t see it, but she is very fragile. And this is making her much worse.’

         ‘It’s not a game!’

         ‘Really? Are you sure you’re not all turning it into one? Wando drinking so much … and now you and Chess bothering her like this. I know you’re upset about Debbie’s death, but the way you have all been carrying on is not acceptable. It really has to stop.’

         ‘I have to see her.’

         ‘I’m sorry. She isn’t here.’

         ‘What?!’

         Mrs Roland sighed impatiently. ‘She got a phone call from Chess. I wasn’t happy about it, but Tara insisted on going.’

         ‘Where?’

         ‘It’ll be the last place I let her go for a while. She badly needs a rest.’

         ‘Mrs R …’

         ‘Her father insisted on driving her, but he wasn’t allowed to stay. She said she wanted to walk home. She said she needed time to think.’

         ‘Gone where?’

         ‘To Chess’s place. Our old place. Chess wanted to talk to her. She’s been there some time. She should be on her way home by now. I suppose you could meet her if you must. Just don’t upset her. As I said she’ll be walking. Somewhere out along Station Road.’

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 27

         

         My chest heaved. Sweat ran into my eyes. I couldn’t feel my legs at all. The bike was heavy under me. I cursed it. I was going nowhere.

         I pedalled on, desperate to get around every corner, dreading what I would find, half-expecting to see Tara, lying in the gutter, with people shaking their heads at the horrible accident. More tears, more tragedy, the town ruined again by another terrible death on Devastation Road.

         I didn’t see her. I was nearly there. I had only one corner to go.

         There was a smell in the air. Something frighteningly familiar and yet not quite the same as before. Smoke. Not melting plastic. Just wood smoke. Above the trees — thick black, grey, brown billows of smoke. Around the corner. Flames — wild, crackling. Furious vicious flames.

         Chess’s house was on fire.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 28

         

         Somewhere I could hear screaming.

         There were bright flames behind Chess’s house, licking at the sky. The house was weatherboard. It was going to go up like a torch. I struggled with the two gates and tore around the back, tripping over the lawn mower, shoving aside a deck chair, bumping into the washing machine on the back porch. I hurled myself at the door. It was locked. I ran at it with my shoulder, kicked just above the handle, bounced off. I picked up a tin bucket and smashed a window. Glass splintered and cut my hand. No pain. The catch was jammed. I couldn’t get it open and I couldn’t get through.

         In panic I raced around to the front door, my hand leaving a trail of blood. I threw myself at that, too, smashed the window there. Again the hole was jagged and too small. There was no time to carefully knock away the deadly shards and climb through. All I was doing was allowing more air in to the flames.

         Looking back at this now, seeing myself scrabbling at locks and smashing things, I’m amazed by what was going on, not because I was behaving like a lunatic, but because of what I was thinking. All the way out there I’d been driven by fears for Tara, the danger she was in. And now I’d forgotten her completely. My thoughts were all for Chess.

         Chess, the girl who’d plagued my existence, spoiled countless peaceful holidays, ruined my chances with other kids. She made me insane with fury, we’d just had a big screaming match, and now that she was in real trouble, I couldn’t bear the thought. It wasn’t that I needed her or wanted her company, or even that I cared about her in a normal, happy families way. It was more as if I was her. I don’t mean that. We’re totally different. But somehow if Chess was breathing black smoke, it was as if I was breathing it too, and if her skin was crackling in the heat, it was my skin. I’ll never understand it. But Chess was in there and screaming and I’d been in a fire and I knew how bad it felt and I was about to go in after her because I was Matt and she was Chess and that’s just the way it was.

         Smoke had started pouring out the window. I kicked and shouldered the front door, smearing my bleeding hand on the dirty wall. Two cars pulled up outside the fence. There were footsteps, voices I only half noticed. I ran around to the side of the house and there was the kitchen door, wide open.

         Craig and Andrew came belting in after me.

         And, amazingly, Wando and his mother were running from the road.

         Tara was in the kitchen, wrists tied to a tap. We all stopped for half a second taking this in. The smoke was thin here, but it was enough to make breathing difficult.

         Tara was screaming, ‘Matty! Matty!’

         Wando burst past us and ran straight up to her. Deeper in the house we heard a muffled cry. Craig and Andrew went for the bedrooms. I hurled myself at their backs.

         ‘Leave her alone! You bastards! Leave her alone!’

         They just threw me off.

         The smoke was much thicker in the corridor. The air from the broken window made no difference. We could hear roaring. There were three doors and one of them was closed. I pushed past them and started pulling at the handle and then shoving and kicking. We were all coughing. My eyes streamed. Behind the door it had gone quiet.

         Over my shoulder I heard, ‘Get him out of the way!’

         A wiry arm grabbed me from behind and pulled me backwards. I fell onto Craig against the wall. Andrew came stumbling out of Alec’s study, carrying a steel filing cabinet. Two drawers. I don’t know how. Those things weighed a ton. Through the haze his face looked dark red. Eyes swelling, veins popping, he charged the door and swung the thing forward. The door splintered around the lock. Clouds of black smoke poured out towards us, twice as dense as before. Inside we could see a wall in flame. Andrew dropped the cabinet right at his feet and stooped, turning away, gasping and heaving for air. Before he could straighten I was over it and in there.

         It was an empty room. The shelves were completely alight. The one small window was too high to reach. And over in a corner, two metres away from the flames, was a small lump under a scrap of dirty carpet.

         I was reeling. I went forward without breathing. The room pulsed and swayed. Before I got anywhere I passed out. Craig caught me and pulled me out over the filing cabinet. I came to immediately.

         ‘Get out,’ he croaked.

         I forced one eye open and could just see Andrew lifting something out to him. Everyone was choking. I crawled out, past the empty kitchen to the outside and fell on the verandah boards, retching, barking, sucking at the air.

         Footsteps, other people’s desperate, sobbing breaths. Andrew and Craig came out and staggered down the steps.

         Strung between them was a hopelessly tiny figure, a broken stick, skeleton neck, big burn marks on the white arms, dangling insect legs. Chess.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 29

         

         They carried her away from the heat of the fire, down towards the swamp. She was alive and half-conscious. Someone had rung an ambulance. Before they put her down, Wando’s mother ran to the car for a clean towel to keep her burns out of the dirt.

         Inside Chess’s T-shirt there was something hard. Without thinking, Mrs O’Rafferty gave it to me. It was the photo I’d seen in the storeroom the day before, the one of the young Chess with both parents.

         No one seemed to know what to do next. The fire had full control of the house and there was no chance of saving anything. It was early afternoon and hot. We all tried to get out of the sun. Annie Wilson had appeared and now she squatted beside Chess. Mrs O’Rafferty stood nearby, hands on her knees, looking down. Sickened and grey with soot, Craig and Andrew slumped back against logs, tipping their faces to the sky, taking long slow breaths. Wando had Tara propped up against one of the concrete pipes. She rubbed at her wrists where the ropes had been, but there were no real marks there. I sat on the grass near Chess, leaning up against the trunk of the willow and trying to think.

         Someone had tried to kill Chess and Tara. Andrew. But Andrew and Craig had got her out … Suddenly I didn’t have a clue.

         Everyone just looked at everyone else. It dawned on me that some people were there to protect others, and that some people were there to stop others from running away, but it was impossible to tell who was doing what. No one was in much state to run or struggle. Craig and Andrew looked about as wrecked as I was.

         Chess was burnt on both arms, one really badly, and there were smaller burns on her legs. The carpet might have protected her from the worst of the flames and smoke, but she’d still had a fair dose. Under the film of soot, her face was very white, and her chest was rising and falling in quick shallow breaths. A few minutes ago, Annie and Mrs O’Rafferty had looked her over and had asked her something and I’d heard her answer, but since then she hadn’t moved. I should check her. I was the one who knew her best. If anyone there was responsible for Chess, I was. But somehow the idea terrified me. I closed my eyes and wished they would all just go away.

         Then I heard a voice. Whiny, uneven and a bit scratchy, as if she had a cold, but determined. A thin little voice with a steely strength behind it that no fire was going to melt away. Relief flooded through me. Chess was talking.

         ‘Are you all here? Wando, Tara, Craig, Andrew?’

         ‘It’s all right, Chess,’ said Annie. ‘You keep quiet, love.’

         Fat chance.

         ‘It was wrong … not to speak … My fault … I’m sorry …’

         Mrs O’Rafferty pressed a hand to her mouth and left it there, shocked by something.

         ‘Never mind it Chess,’ said Annie kindly. ‘There’s plenty of time.’

         ‘No. No time …’ Miraculously Chess started to move. She put her one good hand into the grass, and pushed herself back to the tree so that she could prop up her head and shoulders. It was done before I’d even thought of helping her. I edged sideways to give her room. When Annie and Mrs O’R rushed to protect her arms with the towel, she let them do it without seeming to notice. She was looking around at everyone through swollen eyes, her lips pressed together against dizziness and nausea. I remembered how I’d felt after the fire in the café. The girl was made of iron.

         How could she fight it like that? Her left arm was red and wet looking, and the right one was a swollen nightmare of peeling skin and blisters. Hopefully she was in enough shock not to feel it.

         ‘Chess. Leave it,’ I whispered gently.

         I got close enough for her to lean on me.

         ‘Can’t leave it … the truth …’ Her voice became clear for a minute. ‘It’s the only thing that matters. It’s time it was told.’ She gave a small shuddering breath. ‘Past time.’

         My eyes went to Andrew. Immediately he made a hard noise in his throat. ‘For God’s sake, you kids. Don’t you start accusing me again. I’ve rescued two of you from fires now. I don’t know why I do it. Next one I’ll leave in there.’

         Chess whispered, ‘You really loved her didn’t you? I’m so sorry. I’m so so sorry.’

         ‘Yes. I loved her.’

         ‘That must be nice. I don’t see these things. Matt sees …’

         Andrew snorted. ‘That little flea.’

         Chess didn’t seem to hear him. ‘But this isn’t about love. It’s about what people know.’ Her voice was returning and then failing again to a whisper. ‘It always has been, right from the start, from the day in the bakery, when Debbie knew three things.’ She opened her mouth and pressed her head back, half into the tree and half on my shoulder, as if stopping herself being sick. I heard her swallow. No one spoke. ‘Debbie wrote it on a piece of paper. I know you killed her. And she died for it.’

         There was another moan from Andrew, but he didn’t say anything.

         After her long speech, Chess needed some more time to breathe, but she wasn’t going to stop. I closed my eyes again. If talking distracted her from those arms, why not let her?

         ‘Even before that … Jeanette on the hill … she turned to two little children and said, “Now I see.” Knowledge again. That’s what the necklace meant. She knew things.

         ‘That was the point of my story to you Matt. It had nothing to do with Egyptian gods. I told it for the punch-line. “How did she know?”’

         I opened my eyes and looked around. No one moved. No one even seemed to be listening.

         Caught up in her story, Chess began speaking more smoothly. She sounded distant, as if she wasn’t really attached to the voice at all. ‘We’re distracted by the romantic things — the colourful exciting things — fires, money, a golden stone that catches the sun, an eye that sees everything. And then we can’t see what’s in front of us.’

         ‘But I do see,’ I said. ‘Andrew …’

         ‘Listen, Tingle,’ said Andrew, but his anger had no strength behind it.

         Nobody had the energy to interrupt again. We just let her go on. ‘Here’s a romantic story. Andrew loves Debbie.’ I watched Andrew now. He stopped pretending he didn’t care what Chess said. He slid his eyes across to her and kept them there, glowering at her under heavy brows.

         ‘He rings her from the car and asks her to marry him. No one else is to know. You didn’t tell anyone about the engagement?’

         With the last sentence she dropped the dreamy tone. It was a sudden attack, and I could hear Andrew’s surprise.

         ‘No.’

         Chess said, ‘Deb kept the secret. She took the phone off the hook and closed the shop as soon as she could. She didn’t tell us. That’s right, isn’t it Matt?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘And no one came in except Wando.’

         Wando stiffened at the mention of his name. Slowly his hand moved to Tara’s arm. He gripped it tight. They were all watching her now — Annie and Craig, Andrew, Wando and his mother, and Tara — all waiting for the point of this.

         ‘She liked having the secret, Andrew. Something no one else knew. It was meant to be romantic, wasn’t it?’

         ‘Yes.’ Now Andrew was whispering.

         I wished this wasn’t happening. Chess’s face had started to sweat. She went quiet and I thought she’d passed out completely.

         Poor Chess, raving on about romance. It was shock. The fire had affected her brain. Tara and Wando had been listening, but Andrew looked so sad he didn’t care what anyone said, which is probably just as well, because, without opening her eyes, Chess started speaking again.

         ‘It was romantic. Romantic, but strange. You thought so, didn’t you Tara?’

         Tara’s eyes were fixed on Chess’s ruined arms. For the first time I’d ever known, her face was showing true horror. There was a long pause before she answered.

         Finally, hoarsely, she spoke. ‘Very strange.’

         Suddenly none of it made sense. This couldn’t be happening. All these people, just wrecked, lying around in a scrappy yard, trying to keep out of the sun, while behind us, Chess’s house burned itself to ruins. Only a few minutes had passed, but it seemed like a long time. Where were the fire people? Where was the help?

         And what was Chess getting at? Was she trying to say she didn’t believe Andrew at all? Is this how she hoped to trap him? Had the whole engagement been a complete lie? I wished she’d just come out and accuse him. I tried to meet Tara’s eyes, to tell her not to worry. Wando still had her by the arm. But Tara was watching Chess.

         Finally Chess was feeling the burns. She was still sweating but now she was shivering at the same time.

         ‘Where is that ambulance?’ said Mrs O’Rafferty. Annie tucked the rug carefully over Chess’s stomach, leaving her legs sticking out. Chess lifted her arms to help and gasped unintentionally. I think we were all hoping she’d go unconscious again.

         Instead she started going back over it all.

         ‘You rang and asked her to marry you?’

         Andrew was giving her a sick look, as if he couldn’t believe she was still talking and he was worried answering her would make her worse.

         She opened her eyes again and peered at him with black pupils.

         ‘Yes,’ he whispered.

         ‘You had a ring but she never got it. And you didn’t tell anyone at all about the engagement until after she was found dead.’

         Suddenly Tara snapped with impatience. ‘You’ve already asked him that.’

         I felt Chess’s head turn a fraction, towards Tara. ‘Debbie had been proposed to and she never saw Andrew again. You thought it was tragic, Tara.’

         Tara’s lip curled. ‘Everyone thought so.’

         ‘Especially the fact she had no ring.’

         With a little jerking movement, Tara tried to shake off Wando’s protective hands. He didn’t seem to notice. He was watching Chess and panting as if he knew what was coming, as if he was terrified, but couldn’t prevent it happening.

         Tara gave another little wriggle, then she shrugged. ‘Debbie loved rings.’

         ‘It was sad,’ said Chess.

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘In fact, that was the first thing you said when we found her. That she was engaged but had no ring.’

         ‘Yes, it was the first thing I thought of.’

         Chess let her head fall to the side a bit, still leaning half on me. I felt her relax. She did one slow breath. For some reason I felt she was smiling, a straight grim smile, pushed back against the faintness and pain, but satisfied. Something was over.

         She said, ‘Well that’s my question, Tara.’

         ‘What?’

         ‘How did you know?’

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 30

         

         There was a long, long silence, while everyone tried to get the meaning of what Chess had just said.

         At first Tara’s expression showed impatience and vague scorn, but, as the silence lengthened, I saw it harden. And then I recognised what it was I could see in that small soft face. Fear covered over, deep, cold strength.

         Tara was pulling against Wando’s arm.

         It was Wando who spoke. ‘It’s over, Tara. Chess knows. She beat you. She’s still alive. And I’m not going to let you do it any more.’

         There was another awful silence, which must have been short, but seemed to go forever. From the road, I could hear a siren, a heavy vehicle approaching. It was too late. The fire had burnt low. Chess’s house was gone.

         Tara had pushed her panic and fury down. She fixed Wando with that hard cold gaze of hers, and he looked back. But this time he was different. Wando was going to fight her. She had lost her control over him. She saw it too. And now you could see the fear rise up.

         How did she know? The punch-line to Chess’s story. But what did it mean? Tara killed Debbie? It was Tara? What did Wando say? She beat you. She’s still alive. I couldn’t think.

         Suddenly, Tara leapt up and ran. I was up too. Annie leapt in to catch Chess. And I went after Tara.

         I didn’t have to run far. She was stuck at the second gate. I came up behind her, close enough to grab her if I had to.

         ‘You?’ I said.

         Frantically she shook at the sticking latch.

         ‘It was you? … You lit the fire here? And Chess? … You locked her in … You tied yourself to that tap?’ It came to me clearly, in a blinding rush. I grabbed Tara’s shoulder, yanking her, screaming at her back. ‘Look what you did to her! Look at her!’

         I heard the latch click. She pushed open the gate and struggled out of my grasp. But before she went through she turned and looked right at me. Now she wasn’t hiding anything. She didn’t have a thought for Chess. She was thinking about herself, and what she was showing me was hatred, the selfish hatred of someone who has been threatened, someone who would do anything to protect themselves. Someone strong.

         In the hard sunlight her eyes were pale pale blue. Some pieces of curling hair had slipped around her face, and they hung there, delicately brushing her cheeks. Light. Soft. Angel hair.

         ‘She’ll never prove it,’ she said. ‘She’ll never prove any of it.’

         Then she turned and walked away.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 31

         

         After that there was a lot of confusion — fire trucks and ambulances and people pushing and pulling at us, and everyone talking at once, telling me what to do, and over it all the stinging, cutting smell of a fire being drowned with water.

         I lost sight of Chess. And Tara had disappeared.

         Tara. It didn’t make sense. Tara couldn’t be the one. I’d told everyone she was afraid. You don’t understand her, I’d said. But I had seen it now. A different Tara. The one other people had told me about.

         I had been so wrong.

         But I still didn’t get it. Tara had said Chess would never prove it. That sounded like an admission she had burnt Chess’s house down, tried to kill Chess. And Chess had seemed to think she knew something about Debbie’s murder. Tara? But there was no way Tara could have killed Jeanette. So … What?

         I needed Chess. It was time now. Chess’d tell me everything. If only she could be all right. If only I could get to her.

         ***

         Chess ended up in the Beechworth Hospital, which people seemed to think was lucky, because she might’ve been sent to Albury, and that was a lot further away. Mum was at the hospital most of the afternoon, while Chess’s burns were washed and dressed and a bed was found, and when she got home she gave Dad and me the full story. Chess’s condition was being taken pretty seriously. She wasn’t critical or anything, but she needed pain killers and antibiotics and a drip for fluid and special bandages. No one suggested she could come straight home.

         Home being our place. The fire had turned Chess’s house to black rubble. No one could find her father.

         So, with all that going on, I had to wait until the next day for my explanation and even then, because this was Yackandandah and not NCIS: Los Angeles, I had to go through a lot of the boring, family-type stuff first.

         They hadn’t let the police near Chess but, being classed as family, we were allowed to see her the next morning. We got there five minutes before visiting time.

         Even though Mum had said Chess wanted to see me, I was nervous about going there, thinking of those horrible raw arms and the way she’d sweated and shaken. I half expected her to be bandaged from head to foot, with tubes sticking out of her nose. Like everyone I get most of my ideas about hospital from TV.

         When we got there I found it wasn’t so bad. In some ways it was what I expected — a double room with the other bed empty, crisp white sheets, cool green walls, and some mysterious machines — but in other ways it was ordinary, and fairly depressing. Chess’s face was free of tubes and masks and Mum had brought her some of her own pyjamas that she kept at our place — flannelette with yellow smiling suns. She would’ve looked better in a hospital gown. Her hair hadn’t been washed. It was pulled back off her face, but on top of her head it looked greasy and dull with smoke. There was sticky stuff around her eyes. Her right hand was bandaged completely over, with the bandage disappearing up into her sleeve, and the left arm was the same, except the hand was out. In this hand there was a drip. The place where the needle went in was hidden by a Band-Aid patch, but at the edge of this there was dried blood showing, and the transparent tape over it puckered the skin of her hand into uncomfortable looking wrinkles.

         Mum, Dad and I stood along the bed in a little row, smiling in an embarrassed way, and I handed Chess the photograph she’d saved, already in a new frame. Then it became the typical Tingle thing. Mum fussed around, cleaning up her face and hand, while Chess went into this long speech about the different types of second degree burns and carbon monoxide poisoning and hydrogen cyanide, which I thought sounded pretty deadly. Then Mum started going on about food and the dressings and the smell of the place. Sometimes you just have to let these two talk. Dad hovered in the corner like a calm shadow, most of the time looking out the window at the rose garden, and I made a few faces behind their backs, which Chess managed to see without cracking a smile.

         I wondered what drugs they’d given Chess. She looked tired and sick and kept her head back on the pillows. But it was obvious she wanted to talk to me. Our eyes kept meeting in a meaningful way and once all the fuss had died down even Mum and Dad picked up on it. They behaved pretty well then. Some parents would’ve insisted on hearing what was going on. Instead, after about ten minutes, they said they’d go down the street for some fruit, and when I said I’d stay they didn’t argue.

         ***

         I didn’t have to ask anything. As soon as they’d gone Chess picked up a paper bag from her tray table and handed it to me. Somewhere she had got hold of a pen and, during the night, with her left hand and probably fighting sleeping pills, she’d written a list of words:

         
            
               paper bag

               lie

               footprints

               secret engagement

               driver

               necklace

               the only one

               what Wando told Matt

               fear

               soft grass

               the sound of the car

               party shoes

            

         

         Chess watched me read it through half-closed eyes. ‘They give you a jug of water,’ she said. ‘And a glass in its own little bag. It’s the only paper I had.’

         Smoothing out the crinkles, I started reading it again, mouthing the words to force myself to concentrate.

         ‘It helps me to write headings. The police are coming this afternoon and I’m going to tell them everything. I need to get it into a logical order, so they can understand my exact thought processes. I thought I’d practise on you.’

         I stopped staring at the words and started staring at Chess.

         Tell them everything? Every what thing? About Tara? Would Chess say Tara had burnt her house down? Could she prove it? The police would interview everyone who’d been at the fire. Would everyone tell them different things?

         And what about Debbie? And Jeanette? This whole thing had to be fitted together somehow. Well, if Chess could do that, I wanted to hear it. I didn’t mind being a practice person, so long as she told me everything this time.

         ‘OK,’ I said.

         ‘I want to show you how it all came to me. It’s the only way it makes sense.’

         ‘OK.’

         ‘It’s pretty long.’

         Through the puffiness, Chess looked apologetic and a bit shy. And suddenly a lot of other ideas jammed into my brain. Chess would’ve been told I’d entered a burning building for her. She hadn’t said anything about that, but what was she thinking? And before that, the last thing that happened was our fight. I’d told myself I was going to go back and fix it … We had a lot to talk over … and at the same time there was nothing to say. But those two bits of heavy history weighed down on me. I didn’t know how to deal with it.

         Chess was dealing with it in the way she always did — by talking about something else. Fair enough. We did have to talk about the deaths of Debbie and Jeanette. Chess had asked for me. She wanted to do this. I gave her a weak smile. We’d talk later. One day. Maybe.

         ‘That’s … OK.’

         My smile felt weird and wrong. I looked at the window. Chess spent a second staring at the side of my face, wondering what my problem was, then she pointed with her mummified right arm at the first words on the list. Her head stayed pressed into the pillows. If she started to look sick, I thought, I’d stop her and call a nurse.

         ‘The paper bag. This was the first clue I had and it happened on the Sunday morning, before we’d even found Deb’s body. Do you remember, as we came out of your house your mother asked you to get the plate out of my bag? While you were digging for it I saw a ball of red and white striped paper. I’d never seen it before and I hadn’t been anywhere else. Tara was the only one who’d been near my pack. Later I could see from the shape it was a bag for a bottle of some kind.’

         I was over the embarrassment now and was looking at her. She paused, waiting for the significance of the clue to sink in. I opened my mouth and narrowed my eyes at her, hoping this looked as if I was following. ‘Right.’

         ‘Then there was the lie.’ This time Chess didn’t move her arms. She swivelled her eyes towards my list, indicating the next heading. ‘I needled Tara a bit and got her to say she’d been watching channel Ten in Wando’s room. Wando’s TV has never received Ten. I’d heard you say that and I confirmed it much later when we went to visit him that time. I also checked then that Wando’s window would be easy to climb out of. If she’d been thinking, Tara would have known about Ten. It had been a silly lie and a big mistake, but she was distracted that morning, for obvious reasons. She knew there was a body in the creek.’

         My mouth flew open again, dry this time. I swallowed. ‘So it was Tara, then? Is that what you’re saying? Tara pushed Debbie in. But …’

         Chess turned her head to me. Her eyes were dark, as if behind them there was a bad headache. ‘She was worried about footprints. Do you see that now? That’s why she took us down there, so that when the police found her footprints there’d be an innocent reason.

         ‘And maybe she wanted to find the body. To see what was there. Maybe she half hoped it hadn’t really happened, do you think?’

         Did I think? I wasn’t thinking anything. I still couldn’t believe it. ‘But why, Chess?’

         Chess gave her head a little shake. ‘One thing at a time.’ She closed her eyes a minute, gathering her thoughts. ‘At the time, when we were walking around the bridges and sitting on the grass, I didn’t know anything about Debbie. All I thought was that Tara had sneaked out of Wando’s to meet a boy or something, and there had been wine which she wasn’t supposed to have. And she’d had to get rid of the paper bag somewhere.

         ‘I did notice the comment about the engagement ring, and I remember thinking it was a strange thing to say, but it didn’t mean anything at the time.’

         I made a little noise of surprise. How could Chess have noticed anything after pulling a body out of a pond?

         She was getting into her story now and she’d started to look a bit less sick. She wriggled her legs and winced. I remembered they had burns on them, too. ‘Later, when we talked to Andrew, that comment began to be very significant. The engagement was a secret. The bakery phone was off the hook. So Tara must have seen Debbie between the proposal and her death.’

         Chess stopped talking at this point and tried to grab her glass of water. I had to get up and pass it to her.

         ‘Are you OK?’

         She made a gesture towards the biscuits Dad had made her. ‘I’m supposed to eat a lot.’

         She watched hungrily as I opened the tin. That was one thing about Chess. A little dose of pain and nausea weren’t going to mess up her appetite. If you wanted to stop her eating, you’d have to kill her. Even then it wasn’t guaranteed. She caught me smiling and suddenly everything felt normal. This was an old joke between us. The girl was a guts.

         Then she went straight back into her story. ‘So, Tara must have seen Debbie on the evening she died. It was still possible it was innocent. Maybe Tara had gone to the bakery and Debbie had drunk a lot of champagne. And maybe Debbie had given Tara the necklace and then Tara had left and Debbie had cleaned up and locked the bakery and then fallen in the creek by accident. I kept waiting for Tara to come out and say that this is what happened.

         ‘But the bakery had been cleaned too thoroughly. Someone had removed all fingerprints. And I didn’t think Debbie would have just fallen off the bridge. The other possibility was that Tara had pushed her, got the keys somehow, gone back and cleaned up, and then thrown the keys in the creek.’

         ‘Or it could have been Andrew.’

         ‘Yes, at this point I hadn’t been able to eliminate Andrew as a suspect.’ Chess nodded for a while. ‘More importantly, there was one thing seriously wrong with both these theories. There was no motive. Especially after we found the note. ‘I know you killed her.’ And the Eye of Ra thing, which connected Debbie to Jeanette. The more we learned the more it was confirmed — Debbie had been killed because she knew who killed Jeanette.

         ‘But there was no way that could have been Andrew. He was in Queensland at the time and didn’t even know the Wilsons or the Carmodys.

         ‘And it couldn’t have been Tara. Tara was eight years old when Jeanette died. She didn’t drive. And she hadn’t pushed Jeanette under the car because, according to the footprint evidence, she was definitely across the road. Wando told us. The police had checked. There was no one near Jeanette at the time of the accident. No one had pushed her.

         ‘So there I was. Nothing was making sense.’

         Nothing made sense. This was the way I’d often felt about Debbie’s death. But when Chess says something like that, you know she’s about to make it make sense. She knew it all. She had the solution, and when her eyes met mine I could see the triumph in them.

         And, suddenly, I saw the solution to my own little mystery — what it was that connected Chess and me. Why I’d gone into a fire for her. It was immediately right, and so simple I almost laughed.

         It wasn’t anything to do with us really. It wasn’t about the sort of people we were. It definitely wasn’t love, or attraction. Half the time we didn’t even like each other and sometimes she actually disgusted me. What was important lay in the space between us. We had spent so much time together that now, whether we liked it or not, we were linked by what we shared — everything we’d both seen and both heard and both felt, all the things we knew together.

         Some of it no one else knew about: her father drinking in the house while we played; the things kids used to do to her at school; the essay she finished for me; her secret chocolate supply for the bad days … But it wasn’t just secrets. There were other things that couldn’t be told. It was just sounds and colours and things without words: the low rumble of the bus from Beechworth, me down the back with Wando, her sitting by herself; the lonely aching quiet of the house when everyone was out and you turned the TV off; boring afternoons; the way a day could be good and bad at the same time; the way my parents were hopelessly ridiculous and also OK; the things you could and couldn’t say.

         And jokes. Five names for goldfish in a pond. Super, Duper, Pooper, Scooper, and John. Most of our jokes were so stupid we would never try to tell anyone else, but I knew when something amused Chess, even when she wasn’t showing it. For the first time I realised how powerful that was.

         And here we were now, sharing something bigger than all that, and the rest of the world had melted away. There was just Chess and me and between us, in the air, this puzzle, this terrible mystery and the solution she was building. For me. She hadn’t told anyone else yet. I was the one who’d been there through it all. I would understand, the way I understood a lot of things she did and felt, and she understood things about me, simply because she’d always been there.

         There was something else I knew. You never talked to Chess about things like this. Never.

         Chess had had a little rest and now she started off again, pushing at my paper bag with her stumpy hand to snap me out of it.

         ‘So then I had to go back over the death of Jeanette. Nothing was going to be solved until we knew exactly what had happened there.’

         Chess was excited by her own ideas and deeply happy that she had worked it all out. But she was enjoying making me sit through the whole list. I gritted my teeth. Good old, familiar old Chess, who was so important to me. I wanted to push a hand over that skinny face and shove it back into the pillow.

         I looked down at the next heading. ‘The driver of the car. That’s who killed Jeanette. Debbie saw who it was. So if Tara killed Debbie, she must’ve been trying to protect that person.’

         Chess nodded thoughtfully. ‘The question of the driver. Yes.’ She held her hand up for another biscuit and took a big bite before she went on. ‘We really need to go over the circumstances of Jeanette’s death. Here is the way it looked.

         ‘Apart from Jeanette, there were four people present. Tara and Wando were watching from across the road. Debbie was somewhere in the bush, running around — remember the police kept questioning Debbie about Jeanette’s death because her legs were covered in scratches and bruises and everyone thought she had been around at the time.

         ‘And the fourth person present when Jeanette was killed was the driver of the car.

         ‘Let’s think about this fourth person. We don’t know what to make of him do we? On one hand he came around a blind corner and hit a girl. There was no warning. He couldn’t have stopped. It would have been a terrible experience for him. There would have been blood on his car. He was just very unlucky.

         ‘On the other hand, he didn’t stop to help. So he was evil as well.’ She was serious now. ‘And who was he? Andrew lived in Queensland at the time. Craig was investigated thoroughly. The police failed to pin it on him, or turn up anyone else. No one remembered the driver’s face. Now, that day we were there, in the same position, we saw Andrew’s face clearly. If Tara or Wando had known the driver, surely they would have recognised him. But they didn’t. Even right at the beginning, before Craig had a chance to threaten them, they couldn’t say who the driver was. They didn’t know him. He was just a faceless stranger. A nobody. A phantom. The car didn’t even have a colour.’

         I felt a trickle of cold run down the back of my neck.

         ‘And yet Debbie had written to someone, ‘I know you killed her.’ So what had she seen?’

         Chess waved at the next heading. ‘Then there was the necklace. It seemed central to the deaths. Both girls had treasured it as a symbol of special knowledge. Both had been wearing it the day they died. It had disappeared from both bodies. How? The clasp was very strong. It wouldn’t have fallen off. Someone must have taken it each time.

         ‘Which brings us to the really important question. Why? We’ve seen it now. It’s just a necklace. You couldn’t find anything meaningful about it. You did put your finger on it, though. The whole idea is so melodramatic. As you said, ‘It’s kids’ stuff. A fairy story. It’s a little girls’ game.

         ‘Someone cared about that necklace. Someone thought enough of its power to kill over it and steal it from the body. Was it a little girl?

         ‘I started thinking about Tara again. Debbie had worn the necklace in front of her that day in the bakery. We had watched in the reflection on the fridge. Tara had stared at her for several seconds and then had turned away without saying anything. We didn’t think anything of it. Tara always behaved like that. A little later Debbie said, ‘Oh, I think it went home all right.

         ‘And what else had happened on that day? Debbie had been writing something and handed Tara a receipt. A receipt? I don’t think so. It was the note. It said, “I know you killed her”.’

         ‘What if it had been Tara who had somehow killed Jeanette? Maybe there was something I’d missed. I decided to work with the idea.

         ‘Three things supported the theory. Two of them came from Wando. Wando knew all along what had really happened on Devastation Road. He’s been hiding the secret for eight years. He wanted it to come out, but he didn’t want to be the one to do it. And he found the necklace somewhere. He would have known Tara’s hiding places.

         ‘But the first real clue from Wando was at the picnic. He yelled at a little group of people, accusing someone of being the murderer. Most people thought he was yelling at Craig. Then you decided he’d meant Andrew. But there was something crucial Wando had said. He’d said, ‘I’m the only one left. Are you going to kill me too?’ But he wasn’t the only one left. Tara was supposed to be a witness to Jeanette’s death. The comment didn’t make sense — unless Tara wasn’t a witness, but the murderer.

         ‘The second thing was when we visited Wando. Just as we were leaving, we heard Tara coming and Wando said, “Watch out for her.” Not watch over her, or look after her. “Watch out for her.” He knew she was dangerous. He was trying to warn us.

         ‘The third thing was Tara’s own behaviour. She was afraid, but it wasn’t scattered, confused fear like Wando’s. She knew what was going on. She concentrated. She was watchful. Wando had tried to tell us about this too. “She hides things. She pretends she doesn’t care.” You saw it for exactly what it was, too. She was holding something in. She was afraid. You just didn’t take it far enough. She was holding in a very bad secret indeed. She was afraid of getting caught.’

         So it was true. It was Tara. I’d seen it at the gate, when she’d said Chess would never prove anything. That look in her eyes …

         But I had to protest. ‘But how, Chess? She was just standing there.’

         Chess smiled mysteriously. ‘What is murder? You’re right in a way. She didn’t do anything, really, to kill Jeanette. She didn’t drive the car or push her. She didn’t touch her at all. She killed her by what she knew.’

         Chess was starting to get tired now. Her skin had pulled tighter around her face, and her forehead was perspiring. The burns were hurting her. I’d promised myself I’d call a nurse. I didn’t.

         Chess said, ‘When we went to look around Devastation Road, the first thing that struck me was how soft the grass was. We bashed all up and down the hill and didn’t get a scratch. But Debbie had been covered in scratches. The police had assumed it was from running away in panic, but that couldn’t have been right. Running wouldn’t have scratched her.

         ‘Then we got to the corner where Jeanette had been hit. You stayed under the high bank, and I went across the road to where Tara had been standing. A car went past. You were safe, well off the road. You didn’t hear it coming. But I did. Then I went up the bank to where Jeanette was. Another car came. I didn’t hear a thing.

         ‘I came down the bank, scrabbling and slipping, trying to stop myself with my feet. I slid right out into the middle of the road. And then I saw it. In going up and coming down I had scratched my shoes. And I remembered.

         ‘Tara and Debbie had been playing earlier that day. Tara had wrecked her party shoes. Debbie had gone home scratched and bruised. Because they had been sliding down a gravel bank.’

         She gave me another pained look and this time it was darkened with sadness. I felt it too.

         ‘She knew, you see. She knew what would happen when Jeanette came down the bank. Maybe a car had come past when she was there with Debbie and had nearly hit them. That might have given her the idea. But that’s only a guess.

         ‘But one thing we do know, because we were there. From where Tara was standing she knew there was a car coming. She heard it and she didn’t warn Jeanette. Worse than that — I think she went deliberately to that dangerous spot and came out at that point to tempt Jeanette down. She might have smiled, or made a face to make her angry. She might not have done anything. But she knew about the car and about the bank, and that’s how she did it. It’s what this whole mystery has been about from the beginning.’

         Chess repeated herself, this time almost in a whisper. ‘She killed her by what she knew.’

         Killed her. Killed her. Deliberately …

         Without warning the muscles in my shoulders and neck disappeared and I found I had dropped my head down to the bed, pressing my forehead into the bumpy cotton blanket.

         Big laughing Jeanette, my Jeanette, everyone’s Jeanette. Taken. Lured down, to slide, to fall, to be hit, to roll along a gravel road. Her parents with the centre wrenched out of their lives. The town in shock. Devastation Road. Because someone had chosen to do it. Deliberately. It was unbearable.

         And this was wrong. Murder wasn’t for two people to discuss in an empty room. It was too big. A life had been taken away. It involved the whole of humankind. I should run out — shout about it — demand help. But what could I say? I lifted my head, propping myself up with hands on my knees, staring at the floor. Somewhere there was the squeak of a wheel in a corridor, voices in another room, and then nothing. In the eerie silence I could feel the whole world listening, waiting for my answer.

         ‘But it’s …’ I tried to put my thoughts into words. ‘It’s not enough, Chess. We’ll never … It’s all about what was going on inside Tara’s head. No one can ever say for sure. It’d be very hard to prove she did it on purpose. In a way it wasn’t really even murder.’

         Chess felt it too. The immensity of it. The immense sadness. But she had more to tell me.

         ‘Except that Debbie saw it. She was watching from somewhere and she knew before it happened that Jeanette was going to slide right down the bank into that car. And she knew that Tara knew it. She knew that Tara had set it up that way.’

         Chess was looking really bad now, pushing her lips together in a thin downward curve. I’d read somewhere that burns were the most painful thing someone could experience. People who had been burnt couldn’t tell you what it was like because they had nothing to compare it to.

         ‘But Debbie’s dead,’ I whispered. ‘She killed Debbie too.’ Debbie laughing through a rippling window. ‘And then she went for you.’

         Chess turned her eyes away to stare at her water jug. Whatever expression I had, she didn’t want to see it.

         I struggled on. ‘Can we ever prove any of it?’

         Chess sighed. ‘Well it’s time to try.’ This was the way Chess always operated. Never get tired. And never admit that it hurt. Because the world would cave in if anyone helped you. ‘I’ll tell everything. I don’t care what can and can’t be proved. The police can worry about that. It’s time to stand up and say what I know.’

         She was impressive, but she was also an idiot. I couldn’t help a smile. ‘As soon as you can stand up.’

         She gave a laugh that was really a sigh, but she did look at me again. There were tears in her eyes, from pain, exhaustion, for our terrible story, and relief that it was all over.

         Then she said, ‘And we’ve also got Wando.’

         ‘Wando?’

         From under her blankets she produced more paper, several sheets in a textured off-white, scattered through with petals. Chess lifted it only part of the way towards me.

         ‘He left these with the nurses for me. He’s going to talk.’

         ‘What, because of your house? Because you were in that fire?’

         Chess gave a grim smile. ‘At least that’s something I’ve achieved. He’s written it all down.’

         I looked at the pages, Wando’s super-neat lettering, across pages and pages of his mother’s notepaper.

         ‘He sat up half the night. A bit like me. It’s good. It’s the whole story.’

         I took it gently. ‘Can I read it at home?’

         Chess had closed her eyes.

         ‘I’ll get the nurse.’

         She didn’t even tell me not to.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 32

         

         Wando’s pages didn’t have a title. He just launched straight in. I read them that night in my room.

         
            We hated her. Tara hated her. I was just scared. Jeanette was so big and she didn’t like us.

            Tara and Deb had burned down the Rolands garage. They had left the heater on and an oily rag had fallen on it. It was an accident but Tara wasn’t supposed to ever go in there and she was in trouble over scratching the new shoes so she was packing it about being found out about the garage.

            Jeanette was weird. She had that necklace and she said she could find out who did things. She used to try to scare us into being good. When Derek and Julie had gone to the wedding, Jeanette started asking Tara questions about the garage and waving the yellow rock around. We thought she knew. I was scared but Tara was getting mad. She whispered to me she could make Jeanette shut up.

            Jeanette took us up to the top of the hill and started chanting to the sun and that was creepy. She always did things like that. She drew things too. We thought she was weird. We were only little kids.

            Then up on the hill she whirled around as if she’d seen something and that really did scare us and then we were just running.

            Down on the road at the corner we stopped. We could hear Jeanette coming along the other side up on the high bank and we could hear a car coming. It was a long way off. Tara gave me this look kind of smiling. Then she went out to the edge of the road where Jeanette could see her and for a minute they just stood there on opposite sides of the road, looking at each other while the car got closer.

            I didn’t realise what was happening. Tara turned around slowly and she was smiling in a mean way and she walked back towards me and Jeanette started following.

            I didn’t yell. I don’t know why.

            It doesn’t seem real. It seems like a dream. The time is all wrong and the colours are too bright and I can only see bits of it. Other bits I can hear. And sometimes I think I saw her face as she started to slide or I might be imagining that. But I know what happened. The car hit Jeanette. I watched. Then I looked at Tara and I remember her face clearly. She didn’t look worried. She looked pleased. As if she had won some kind of battle.

            That is one thing I am certain of. I am certain about how she looked.

            Then Debbie came running out of nowhere screaming at her, saying she’d done it on purpose, calling her a murderer. I was staring at Jeanette. Nothing seemed real.

            Tara was calm. She looked right at Jeanette lying there and said, ‘You didn’t see that coming, did you, with your wonderful eye.’

            I am certain about those words, too.

            And then she went over and knelt down beside the body. She undid the necklace and threw it into the bush. Debs and I couldn’t believe it. We just stood there crying.

            She didn’t care. That was the bad thing. She really didn’t feel a thing. Later she told me she had this huge reaction, screaming and crying. Her parents would’ve seen it but they wouldn’t have known the full reason. And then she was over it and she went back to not feeling.

            After she’d thrown the necklace away Tara told Deb not to say anything about it. She said she was going to say the car was dark blue and if Debs tried to tell anyone Tara was going to say the driver was Craig.

            Deb ran off and we sat down by the road to wait for help.

            
                

            

            
                

            

            Debbie must have gone back later to get the pendant and she must have hidden it among her things.

            Deb and I should have said something at the beginning. We just didn’t know what to say. I never talked to her about it. Neither of us ever talked. Everyone was saying it was a terrible accident and Tara kept telling me she hadn’t meant it to happen and a lot of years went by. I started to think I’d imagined it all.

            Then a few weeks ago the Rolands café burnt down and Tara said her father had lost a lot of money in the fire and he couldn’t tell anyone about it. She was really mad about it. She said she knew who did it. I don’t know how she knew. Maybe Debbie or Craig let something slip. They weren’t as cunning as Tara.

            Tara kept telling me what was going on, even when I didn’t want to know.

            Tara told Craig she knew it was him who burned down the café and he said Debbie knew a bad secret about Tara. He didn’t know what Debbie’s secret was but he said Tara better not dob him in for the café or Debbie would tell Tara’s bad secret. Craig went home and told Debbie about it and that was why she started wearing the necklace that day in the bakery, to remind Tara that she knew her bad secret. Deb was trying to scare her so she wouldn’t talk about the café fire.

            Deb wore that necklace all day in the bakery. She gave Tara a note. ‘I know you killed her.’ I saw Tara that afternoon and she showed the note to me. She threw it in the bin but I got it out and kept it. Tara said she would never let Debbie talk. But I didn’t know what she meant. Then I had to go in to get some bread. It was terrible to see the necklace again. It brought it all back. I felt as if I’d been hollowed out from inside. And Tara was so angry. That’s what Debbie didn’t understand. You can’t scare Tara. I was the one who was scared, for Deb’s sake. I tried to tell Debs to take the necklace off but she didn’t realise how dangerous it really was. And I didn’t realise. I didn’t know now bad it was going to be.

            Straight after that Tara and I went into my room to do an assignment and Tara went out the window. She was gone a long time. When she got back to my room she gave me the necklace and got me to hide it in my cupboard. She said Deb had given it to her.

            And the next day Debs was dead.

            
                

            

            
                

            

            Tara told me her version. She said she never meant to do anything to Debs. She just wanted to talk to her.

            That day she’d been in Albury with some Year Twelves and she’d got this champagne, just for a thrill, you know. She took the champagne and went to see Debbie to talk about the secret. She got to the bakery while Debs was cleaning up.

            It started off OK. As soon as she saw Debs, Tara promised not to talk about Craig and Andrew doing the café and then Deb agreed not to say anything about Jeanette. Deb drank nearly all the wine without realising Tara wasn’t having much. Tara knows how to do this. She did it to me once — tricked me into drinking heaps, pretending she was drinking the same.

            So Debbie and Tara got really pally. Debs raved on about her engagement. She gave Tara the necklace to prove they were friends.

            But maybe Tara didn’t trust her. Maybe Debs said one final thing about what she’d done to Jeanette. I don’t know.

            Deb was getting late to meet Andrew so Tara took the keys and told Deb she’d finish cleaning up for her. She walked her down to the bridge. She got her to walk to the second bridge. She says she just wanted to talk, but why would she do that? Why couldn’t they just talk on the first bridge? She didn’t want to be seen.

            She says it just sort of happened. She says Debs tripped. She says she didn’t think she’d drown. But she left her in there, she didn’t try to help. And she went back to the bakery and wiped her fingerprints off everything. Why would she do that if she hadn’t pushed her? Then she went down again and threw the keys in after Debs.

            It’s hard to believe anyone can do things like that. Tara kept saying they were both accidents and she’s hard to argue with. I didn’t know, not for sure.

            I had kept the note and the necklace. That day we went to Wilsons I pretended to find the note and gave it to Tara in front of everyone. It was a pretty senseless thing to do. I think I was just trying to shock her and make her confess or something. It did shock her but she pulls herself together so fast.

            I took the necklace to the picnic and said she’d have to kill me too. I was trying to show her how sick it all was.

            But she knew I wasn’t going to talk. There’s something about it when you’ve grown up with someone. You feel this kind of loyalty.

            I don’t feel it now. Not after what she did next.

            When I got to Melbourne I rang Tara and told her Chess knew everything. It was a stupid thing to do. I thought it might make her give up and go and tell someone about it all. But she didn’t give up. She said she’d fix Chess. It was my fault. I made Mum drive me back. We were nearly too late.

            Tara wasn’t tied properly onto the tap. She’d told me she was going to fix Chess. Now she’s saying the fire started by accident. But I know and Chess knows.

            I’m going to tell people about Jeanette but it’s my word against Tara’s and it’s so long ago. And Debs isn’t here any more. And we were just little kids.

            But I can say she wasn’t in my room at the time Debbie died. And I can tell about the note. And I can say she came back with the necklace.

            The one we’ll be able to prove is Chess. I reckon there’ll be evidence about how the fire started. And I can say Tara wasn’t tied onto the tap properly. And Chess will tell what happened. That will be two of us. At least Chess isn’t dead.

            I don’t know if we’ll ever get Tara in jail or anything and I don’t know if that’s what I want. At least the story will be out. People can at least talk to her. Perhaps we can make her think about it and start feeling things again.

         

         ***

         I put Wando’s letter down and stared at my bedspread. Could they? Could they ever start Tara feeling things again?

         I saw her at the gate after the fire — pale blue eyes, soft hair. She had looked straight at me. There wasn’t a sign of feeling. No horror. No regret. Blankness. The knowledge was all there — clear and strong. And cold. The memory of it made my head spin. I hoped Chess and Wando would be able to make some sort of case against her, but it wasn’t going to be easy. The only real evidence was there in her eyes.

         And that was what Jeanette had seen, the last thing she ever saw. A little girl, standing by a road, long curls, big violet eyes, looking coldly up at her, hiding what she knew, willing her to die, watching her start to come down, and then, slowly and deliberately, turning away.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 33

         

         It was nearly Christmas. In our house, no one was much in the mood, but everyone had Chess to worry about, and that gave Mum and Dad something to focus on. They both started cooking, which was what you did if you wanted to cheer Chess up. In a few days she’d be out of hospital. Alec still hadn’t turned up.

         The police had started interviewing everyone, but they had no idea what they were going to be told, and no one, not even Chess or Wando or I, knew how far they were going to be able to take it.

         Chess had done an amazing piece of work. I was the only one who’d ever know just how amazing. And with the police and everything, she still had a lot of work to go.

         She had learned a lot, too. She must have a new confidence in herself, not that that had ever been a problem, really, but now she must feel that if she put her mind to it she could solve anything. I wondered if this had just been a practice for her, if one day, when she felt able, she’d try to solve the really important question in her life, the mystery of what happened to her own mother. Maybe I’d help her, even if it was just by bumbling around stirring everything up, the way I had this time.

         I should tell her — not all that, but just that I’d be happy to be around.

         So I made her a card. Not a Christmas card, a get well card. Then, before I took it to the hospital, I sat and stared at it, thinking about what you could and couldn’t say, and wondering if it was a good idea.

         I’d put a lot of effort into it, even though that probably didn’t show, and it was a weird thing to do, but it was the only thing I could think of. Really it was more than just a get well card. It was supposed to be some kind of message, about how it’s OK to be the odd one out, but I hadn’t really worked out how to say that. It was also supposed to say we’d been friends for a long time, and something about how important that was, and something about remembering what it’s like to be a kid, and something about days that are good and bad at the same time. It was also about jokes. How a thing could be funny even if no one else in the world thought so.

         And it was pathetic in a way, because all I’d managed to do to carry this load, was to draw four goldfish on the front of the card, and label them Super Dooper Pooper and Scooper.

         And then, as if that wasn’t bad enough — and I only did it because I know Chess is sensible enough to hide it, because I’d be pretty embarrassed if anyone else saw it — inside, I’d done a really careful drawing, in fluoro inks, with gold highlights, and I’d put it in a gold and silver frame, like the one her family photo had been in, that had got wrecked in the fire.

         I’m happy with this inside drawing. It wasn’t that special, really, but I hoped Chess would get it, because to me it somehow managed to hold all those things — individuality, forgiveness, lives linked together, shared history, shared jokes.

         Amazing, really, that it could mean all that. Because it was just another goldfish. An odd little guy, wearing a yellow sun on his shirt, not at all like the others, with an expression that showed he didn’t care.

         And this one was called John.
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         The Elsinore Vanish

         Thrilling sequel to Devastation Road, coming June 2019

          

         Looking back, it’s obvious we should never have kept going. But stories feel different when you’re inside them.

         And I didn’t realise. That’s my other excuse. I had no idea how bad it was going to be. 

          

          

         Ten months ago, in the Beechworth Town Hall, Tim Williams died horribly, poisoned with potassium cyanide in front of a room full of people.

         The murder was impossible. When it happened the poison was locked in a cupboard two kilometres away, with someone sitting in front of it.

         The police have got nowhere with the case and now Matt Tingle and Chess Febey have been invited to Beechworth, to see if they can get to the truth.

         It quickly gets messy. Everybody is lying to them. There are two seriously big guys following them around in a van.

         And there’s a kid and who keeps showing them a card trick. The Elsinore Vanish. What’s that all about?

         Then they see the van again, and this time it stops …

         Now they’re in serious danger. And Chess’s logic isn’t helping. If she wants to catch this murderer she needs a new pathway to the truth. She needs to learn to understand people.

         And she has to look deep into the mysteries of The Elsinore Vanish.

          

         Available in print or ebook from June 2019 at your favourite bookshop or online store.

          

         Read more at joannabakerauthor.com
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         A compulsive, darkly suspenseful Australian crime novel that asks how far we would go to protect someone we love.

          

          

         Veronica Cruikshank’s youngest child Roland is her idealistic one, a fighter of lost causes, the one that always needs protecting, particularly from himself.

          

         So when she hears he is back in Hobart helping an old school friend, Treen McShane, Veronica tries to track him down – but all she finds are second hand reports, whispers of horrific abuse, stories of a small child being hurt.

          

         Then Roland sends Veronica a text message, asking her to go to the Slipping Place, high on Mount Wellington, a picnic spot known only to their family. Here she discovers Treen’s frozen body.

          

         Knowing Roland will be suspected of leaving Treen to die, Veronica resolves to find out what really happened. But as long-buried truths slowly surface, she uncovers a secret that brings the violence closer to home than she could have ever imagined …

          

         Available at your favourite bookshop or online store: Booktopia, Angus and Robertson, Dymocks Available as ebook everywhere: BUY NOW

          

         Read more at joannabakerauthor.com
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