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by
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His grandpappy always talked about
how his great uncle had once seen
the Robert E. Lee in flagrante delicto
with a farm pig on a dusty
Tennessee road some years after the
fall of Richmond, but Busboy cared
about this fact—that history was
little more than a few corpses and
farm fucks away—about as much as
any teenage boy cares about the
past. Which is to say a lot without
knowing it. Yet. And yet. Busboy
thinks he looks only to the future,
pining for the neighbor girl’s
underdeveloped chest and down-
home charcuterie skills through the
beak of a cosmic mallard duck
constrained, he imagines during wet
summer days at the Chinese
restaurant, at the crispy bottom of a
fry basket submerged under oceans
of dirty magazines.

So he grabbed his bookbag and
off he went.

The don’t-get-caught-after-dark
town of Wretchery, Alabama.

Busboy and his bookbag walking
around plasti-town; Busboy and his
bookbag trying to impress some
donkey dick; Busboy and his
bookbag vying for a hot lunch with

cheese, a chili dog and a public
restroom blumpkin; Busboy and
bookbag on TV, holding hands at
the Republican Convention; Busboy
and bookbag, autistic but not
retarded; Busboy Bookbag Barfaroni!
Busboy Bookbag Burning Down the
Burrito Czar of Babylon!

In vino veritas.
Or some such shit when frozen

duck sauce from the only Chinese
restaurant within 100 miles of
Wretchery, Alabama gets closed by
the hick health inspector wannabe
oilman—Johnny “Big Sauce”
Boonepick—cause it don’t meet this
here set o’ cleanliness requirements.
Now I don’t know exactly what you
turlet twinkies think passes for
clean back in Chiang Kai Shek’s
asshole, but this here is what we
here call a failure to communicate.

With that, Big Sauce gets on top
the fryer and starts pissing a
bluestreak into the sizzling gristle
skunk. If enemy advance, we retreat.
If enemy station, we disturb them. If
enemy are tired, we attack them. If
enemy retreat, we chase them. And
so they chased each other, the
clueless teenage parents, Busboy
from the restaurant scooping bags
upon bags of frozen sauce into his
bookbag before a condemned sign
gets slapped on the restaurant
door—all because he liked the
texture, and thought, stupidly, that
she, his first she, of course, would
find its sweet odor a turn on like
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something sticky caught between
her toes.

The don’t-get-caught-after-dark
town of Wretchery, Alabama.

No surprises when he found her:
A violent copulation of bloody
bludgery and gnashing snatch.  Half
the sperm were chewed and
pounded and choked into Oblivion,
but one scrappy half-limping little
squiggler hung on and swam its
micro-tail off—yep, it actually swam
it right off—so by the time it made
it to L’Egg, this subpar sperm wasn’t
nothing but a crippled amputee,
basically, smushing itself into the
fatty ovular folds monolithing
before it, quacking and quaking
somewhere in outer outer space—
which could be Cleveland or Darfur
or Bloomington or San Jacinto or
Concord, but just happened to be
Wretchery.  Whatever the case,
though, the mutard had made its
long-distance connection, so that’s
why Little Timmy or Little Billy got
himself born.

Now, it’s Billy or just as easily
Timmy or perhaps even Bobby-John,
son of Busboy at the Chinese
restaurant the ice-cream parlor the
soda counter the local apothecary
from back in the days when a
gleeking globody knew his place
and fifty cents could actually buy
you a plate of grits cup of coffee
and some black-eyed peas on toast.
No one knew exactly what to call
the kid cause he was out of phase
with the rest of ‘em. Watch him
playing in the park, stickball or
whatever the hell that is, and he’s a
few inches off the outline. His
shadow’s got a creeper-vine growing
out of its forehead and it’s like a
dark swarm of bluebottle flies got
cozy for a hellfire convention under
his armpits. So, most of us try’en act

like he’s just a normal kid cause we
don’t want no trouble with what he’s
selling, and Luther down at the gas
station not Luther from the rib pit
one day is watching him pick up
some breadcrumbs with his toes
down by the river and waddling
around a bit like a little fowl. So
most of us just call him Ducky, and
most of us still ignore his old man,
Busboy, washed-out, used-up. Dry.

Early on, because of some
phunking phantom wormhole, Little
Billy’s pre-school existence wasn’t
what it used to be:  no longer did
he trade in the differentiation
between shapes and colors while
chattering the alphabet song, no
longer did he fingerpaint with vim
and eat glue like some common
dumpster huffer looking for an
angry fix... for now he got the same
shakes as his pappy: he became
Spartacoitus!  Aye, the ancient
Greek-Roman-Barbarian-Arabian-
Jewslav-Celt Duckmaster of Le
Universe, jetsetting across the
Ozone in his Golden Gala Haircut
Machine, slaying demonic Amish
monsters and snoodling the oldies
on Hap-Slap Pappy’s ye olde
Panpipes of the Dead!

And yea, this is it now, thought
Ducky...Spartacoitus stood like a
well-oiled hunk above the Valley of
the Ducks, poised with stealthy
poultry trident, ready to blast a bolt
of lightning forth and fifth and send
them all bonking and bumping
through the gates of Your Hell,
Missouri and into the Mallard
Pastures beyond, totally recalling
the glory of his chore.

The don’t-get-caught-after-dark
town of Wretchery, Alabama.

Ducky grows up. Spartacoitus?
Another impersonation. Pry that

out of my cold dead hands,
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Charlton Heston...Ducky figures the
Red Sea and all that shit can be
explained by scientific phenomena:
on a certain day of a certain
Egyptian flood year the water levels
drop to a thin veneer…mere
inches. The Israelites tromp happily
across, but once Pharaoh’s boys
follow a bit later—it’s high tide
again motherfucker! The burning
bush: nothing but a spontaneously
combusting desert shrub. Sweet
little next-door-neighbor
Lass…here’s hoping you come
around to this here courtship ritual
with the same sort of self-
conflagrating spontaneity.

Time to get these ducks—your
ancestral ducks—these ducks you
always told me were dearer to you
than the first blush of the spring
wildflower—the ducks yer pappy
hand-fed through a funnel with
gingerroot tincture when they was
sick—these ducks who carry, as they
move into winter eclipse, the secret
of our love.  Off we go. This is all
for you.

Now, duck-herding is a bit like
nerd-herding: that’s right. Take
those Information Technology
dudes who always get hired right
out of the freakin’ World of
Warcraft—big glasses perpetually
creamy with petroleum jelly,
enlarged foreheads like they been
thinkin’ too much on how to
scheme their way up the ladder of
your vertical administration
structure…well, they start giving
you orders: file the extensity report
for your trip last month to the
administrative systems analyst
conference in Mobile. You ordered
porn—The Great White Nookie—
and room service cheerios for $12 a
bowl, so get these ducks to stay
quiet, if you can even do a simple

thing right, by pressing their beaks
with this special avian chloroform
obtained in bulk, from the feds after
some Katrina cash done made way
to the United Fowl combine just up
the road in Horseshoe Bend
National Military Park.

And oh yeah, better use your
own ride.

The don’t-get-caught-after-dark
town of Wretchery, Alabama.

The don’t-get-caught-after-dark
town of Wretchery, Alabama hangs
low on the horizon; they’re low on
food—just some moldy beef jerky
and a six-pack of Squirt in the
cooler—somewhere north of Phenix
City near the Georgia border; and
Lass, Ducky’s sorta-bride-to-be, just
told him the baby ain’t no more
mind than a pack o’ wild hyenas
belong to the desert, or some such
nonsense cause he don’t know
where hyenas is from no more than
she knows how many times he got
caught with my pants down,
literally, trying to get her barren
ovaries burst forth into wonderful
flower.  She’s got nothing down
there, he found out long ago, so I
guess this is what those Pentecostal
types call a miracle of major
embryonic resurrection.

But all the ducks shackled to the
bulkhead of Pappy’s slap-happy El
Camino cried in furious mallard
engloomeration—in beautiful
twitter—winding into Misery, Miss;
their chorus quackilating delta blues
shooting into neighboring
Lumpenville—for the biennial
feather-feast of Shoddington Shitty
on the Hill: “Here comes the Town
of Toast!  Here comes the Town of
Toast! ...” and Ducky can all but
taste the black-eyed peas spread on
a slice of pumpernickel, the little
black dots like the eyes of a
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thousand generations leading him
up to this barren, present nothing
as they tear back home home home.

The don’t-get-caught-after-dark
town of Wretchery, Alabama.

So no full circle. No frozen

sauce—the car alarm went off when
Lass fell asleep at the wheel, the
ducks waddled free, and all the
crippled mimes of
flamboyancy yodeled from the
abyss of Wretchery.

Mark Spitzer is the author of 10 books (ie, the cult novel Chum by Zoland Books,
the poetry collection Age of the Demon Tools by Ahadada Books, translations by
Rimbaud, Celine, Bataille, etc) as well as the Managing Editor of Exquisite Corpse
Annual.  He is a prof of creative writing at the University of Central Arkansas.
More info available at www.sptzr.net.

Davis Schneiderman is a multimedia artist and co-author of the novel
Abecedarium (Chiasmus Press, 2007), and author of DIS (BlazeVox, 2008) and
Multifesto: A Henri d'Mescan Reader (Spuyten Duyvil, limited ed 2006). He is co-
editor of Retaking the Universe: Williams S. Burroughs in the Age of Globalization
(Pluto, 2004) and the forthcoming The Exquisite Corpse: Creativity, Collaborations, and
the World’s most Epistemological Parlor Game (U. Of Nebraska), and co-creator of the
audiocollage record Memorials to Future Catastrophes (Jaded Ibis, 2008). His creative
work has been accepted by numerous publications including Fiction International,
The Chicago Tribune, The Iowa Review, and Exquisite Corpse. He has recently been
named Director of Lake Forest College Press/&NOW Books. He can be found,
virtually, at davischneiderman.com
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it all gets clearly clear and subterraneously ringing
while even the girl who turned sixty-one is jamming
better than you, Jack.
She just got a card with a shimmying rear(-end)!

And all those playing cards for women so dear
to me and you and everyone chocked
full of wish kiss circle smack ball and jack
hammer head shark take a sledge to the clocks
and oh baby baby you still turn my knees to royal jelly
even if I tossed or lost or sold your ring.

Now I've got this strange kind of ring-
ing in the exact opposite of the rear
of my ear, you could say it's jammed
every word from birth to box
oh lord what's with the mystery schoolmarm? Time
to move on and in and, hey Jack!

We're sliding to the jelly roll, Johnnie, ring around the sticks with pick-up rosie
your ass in a jam, my rear end in a sling. If times square, we'll all fall down.

Transistor Sister

Evolve this throbbing into satisfaction, like learning to sleep
with the sound up, new version of who we are. Enough sugar
and salve to remove bee stings from each hat shaped bruise—
your move—crushed between spoons, aspirin trapped in cell
phones. Let's practice with no parachute, pay in photographs.
Does subconscious bother us? One can only hope. Short wave

or radio. I can't predict can you the simultaneity of waves
pretending to walk backwards through the sea that sleeps
between here and the Sargasso. Why don't you take a picture
why don't you. I'm blistering beneath this sugared
sun, all crisp and candy, I'm supposedly cell-
deep in evolution, but every time I grow a hair I bruise.

Our shaman says spleen deficiency, a lot of brouhaha
fighting firesign mad theatre. Mets' fans start the wave in
stadiums full of beer, take us with you, salted, roasted, sold out
peanuts, five degrees from untouchable reason. We'd fall asleep
at our own funeral, with fitful hummingbirds sipping Sugar
Ray, no, Jackie Robinson, pheromones, gramophones
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and graphic poems like the ones with or without photographs
of Superman. Oh. I can't feel my vagina. I wonder what bruise
got stuck in there like a five-pointed star. I'm in the sugar
league, you know, a confection of Portuguese poets with wavy
lines and a commitment to the same old monarch. I sleep
carefully now, a nun named Joseph banging on the door of my cell.

Ninety-nine scoreless innings, hand over the ball, why not sell
the team? Trade the franchise, we're delirious if not photogenic
under full moons like daylight, they cancel my sleeplessness
but I'll still dream in broken percolators and no coffee to brew.
We'll still fly between fire alarms, you are coming through in waves
filled with tree limbs, spoken in the language of sucrose.

Poor old athlete, saving everyone/thing but self—call me Shug,
sin-eater. I'm dopey, honey, the perfect thing! Itching in my cells,
my DNA. I wasn't going to mention the snakes or waves
or the temporary face I had as a girl. See the celluloid
burning up the place and can't do anything about it? Bruised
like a silence all right, ever since I accidentally smacked myself to sleep.

Not mildly comatose, yet high risk of hematoma—I prefer my uterus
pictured in sonic waves—we'll chat while I guide vaginal probes through
sugar and our assistant can call for pizza on her cellular.

Diane Larson, a native Chicagoan, currently resides in Ft. Lauderdale.  She curated
“ArtWrite, an Ekphrasis,” with students at the University of Miami, sponsored by
The Lowe Art Museum.  She's edited four books of poetry illustrating art, which are
included in the Special Collection at the University of Miami's Richter Library.  Her
poem, "Cellophane," was included in the Book Lung exhibition of STIR, A Festival of
Words, 516 Arts, Albuquerque.

Maureen Seaton co-authored Facial Geometry (a chapbook from NeO Pepper Press,
2006) with Neil de la Flor and Kristine Snodgrass; and co-edited the anthology Saints
of Hysteria: A Half-Century of Collaborative American Poetry (Soft Skull Press, 2007)
with Denise Duhamel and David Trinidad. Her memoir, Sex Talks to Girls, is recently
out from the University of Wisconsin Press, and her sixth solo poetry collection, Cave
of the Yellow Volkswagen, is forthcoming from Carnegie Mellon in 2009.
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scents

by

Drew Kalbach & Peter Schwartz

i smell aerosol and bones

long walks through a burning building

i smell body odor

and if possible, ghosts

upwards, you took

me for a plane ride then

cut off my hand like

sausage

i watched myself in

a suit drawing knives

on the backs of

playing cards

caught the scent of

alone on a hospital

highway named after

some questionable

saint
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which cut me from

T.V. for seven long years

I grew a beard and learned

chess like convicts some-

times do

now i know if

i slice off my ear like

van gogh i'll love and

fear only the moths

i'll paint the decay

pink and finally be

human.

Drew Kalbach is an undergraduate student at Temple University, and is studying
toward a degree in English. He has been published in the Arabesque Review, the
Mississippi Crow, and other publications.

Peter Schwartz has been practicing the craft of poetry for over 20 years. His work
has appeared in over 100 print and online journals. His published chapbooks are
'my novena' and 'the nowhere glow'. See more at: www.sitrahahra.com.
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*
Kate came into the kitchen the next morning as Bridget was eating breakfast, and
the girl heard her say, ‘Mr Ryan wants me to take over the running of the house
from now on, Mrs Donovan. Mrs Ryan is not well enough and you have enough to
do here in the kitchen.’
      Mrs Donovan was indignant. ‘We‘ll see about that missie. I‘ve been working
in this house since the young Mr Ryan was a lad.’ She went straight to Sean’s study.
      When she came back she was somewhat mollified. ‘Well he‘s taken a shine
to you Kate, and you’ve got your way for now. But seeing as how you are too proud
to do any of the real work around here, the master is hiring another maid to help
me, and you are to leave her to me. Maybe then I’ll get some life for myself. Just
pass on what the mistress’s wishes are. I‘ll not do anything to upset her, or the way
things are going in this household.’
      Mary did not leave her room till the day of Patrick’s christening. She was
frail but Bridget was happy she was up and about.

*
Early the next year Grandfather Kevin died and Aunt Eva was left to live alone
upstairs. For Bridget the heart of the house seemed to be absent from then on. She
missed the old man so much; but she was pleased that her father seemed to be
more relaxed.
      Bridget heard him say to her mother, ‘At least we got the ownership of
Waterford sorted out before he went. At last I ‘m master in my own house.’

*
Bridget had her fifteenth birthday and her mother gave her a thick, white, leather-
bound book with her name tooled on the front in gold letters. ‘This is your
journal Bridget. You don’t have to write in it every day, just write what you feel
when you need to.’
      Bridget kissed her mother and thanked her. ‘It’s Patrick’s fourth birthday
soon. Shall we have a party Mother?’
      ‘Would you like that my darling?’
      ‘Yes Mother, and Kate would like it too.’
      ‘Yes I know my dear. I can see you feel sympathy for Kate. She has a way of
getting the love and loyalty of those around her, and I’m glad she has yours.’
      ‘Do you love her like a daughter Mother?’
      ‘No one could take your place in my love Bridget. But Kate will always have
a home here now; so don’t be sorry for her. But let’s not talk of sadness. Let’s go
and see how Tipperary is in the stables. He is the best thing your father could
have given me as a present when Patrick was born. He was bred on the Warwick
Stud Farm you know.’

*
But that was one of the last days Bridget and Mary spent together in the garden.
Mary became weak again and the doctor said she must have complete rest. One
day, not long after, Bridget was sitting reading to her mother. Mary appeared to
have drifted into sleep, when suddenly she opened her eyes and looked at Bridget.
      ‘ Bridget, don’t be sorry when I’m gone. Now go over to my writing desk and
get a letter I have written. It’s in that secret drawer I showed you once – remember?’
      Bridget nodded, unable to speak. The letter had one word on the envelope -
“Patrick”. She took it to her mother.
      ‘It’s a secret between you and me but I want you to promise me something.
When Patrick is eighteen I want you to give him this letter. In the meantime put it
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back in the drawer and keep it safe. Now kiss me my darling and go and get your
father. I need to sleep soon.’

*
Bridget was awakened by Kate the next morning. ‘I have something very sad to tell
you Bridget. Your mother left us last night.’
      For a moment the young girl wondered where her mother had gone, then
she realized that the event that she had been denying could happen, had come
about. Her mother was with the angels.
      ‘Here, put these on,’ and Kate handed her the most sober clothes she owned,
grey skirt, dark blue blouse and black jacket. ‘Later on I am going to town to buy
you a black dress. Come with me and we’ll pick one out together.’ She was trying
to be kind but Bridget shook her head. All she wanted was one more hour with
her mother, to hold her hand and tell her she loved her.
      She opened the bottom drawer of her dressing table and lifted out the
journal from the tissue paper where it had lain since her birthday. She felt her
mother was looking over her shoulder and encouraging her to write.
      Dearest Mother, she wrote in careful copybook letters. How will I be able to go
on without you?

*
After that Bridget and Kate spent more and more time together. They were friends
rather than mistress and servant. But Kate was not satisfied with her status as a
servant in the household.
      ‘ I  don’t know why the old man shouldn’t marry me Bridget. After all I keep
him warm at night and look after his son by day. What more does he want?’
      Sometimes now Bridget heard loud voices and it was just like the old days
when Sean would shout at Mary, except that Kate shouted back at him.
      Bridget and Kate were in the cellar one day, turning the wine bottles, which Sean
insisted should be done every three months, when Kate started complaining again.
      ‘His lordship never comes and does this himself – just snaps his fingers and
sends us to this dank underground cell. Then snap again and we fetch it up to
him or his fancy guests when he has company.’ She put her hands on her hips.
      ‘But I want to tell you something Bridget.’ She pointed up towards the ceiling
of the cellar. ‘See up there between those two air vents. See that darker brick with a
mark on it that looks like a bird; well that’s where I’ve hidden something important.
He wants me to hand it over but then he could shove me out in the cold whenever
he chose to. I’m not going to put up with this situation much longer Bridget. I’m
going to have a word with old Eva and spill the beans. She’s seventy-three now but
she’s still got all her wits about her, even if she is bitter and twisted.’
      Bridget looked up where Kate pointed but could see nothing specific. She
thought it was just one of Kate’s little dramatics, so she nodded. Besides, she knew
that Kate took the odd bottle from the cellar for herself, and more often than not
she was unable to get up in the morning to have breakfast in the kitchen with
herself and Patrick. Bridget could smell the alcohol on her breath now.

*
It was not long after, that Bridget had what she would always think of as the worst
experience of her life. She recorded it in her diary.
 
21st June 1932
Terrible thing happened last night. I woke at the sound of voices raised in argument,
then suddenly all was quiet. Some time after there was a loud cry and a series of thumps.
I struggled into my dressing gown and rushed out. Kate was lying at the bottom of the
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stairs, and Father was standing over her. She looked so still, but when I went to help,
Father waved me away. “Go back to bed Bridget. She’s fallen down the stairs. I told her
not to drink so much. I’ll look after her.”
      He picked her up and she looked like a rag doll.
      When I got up this morning Kate was not around. I asked Father if she was hurt.
“She’s gone Bridget; taken all her things and gone. I couldn’t have a drunkard looking
after my son. We’ll get another girl to replace her. And Mrs Donovan will be in charge
from now on.” Mrs Donovan was standing near the stove and I saw the look of
satisfaction on her face.
 
23rd June 1932    
I’ve been thinking a lot about Kate and this morning it occurred to me how strange it
was that she was upstairs on Monday night. Only old Aunt Eva lives up there now. I
went for a walk down to the beach and I saw that the hole, which had been made when
the big gum was uprooted during the storm, had been filled in and some leaves scattered
on top. Nearby I found Kate’s crucifix and chain, which she always wore. She would
never have left without it. As I picked it up a horrible thought came to my mind. Kate
was dead. Could this be where she was buried? I found, in the hill paddock, a large
sandstone rock, which I dragged and rolled onto the soft earth to mark the spot.
 
30th June 1932    
I have started to carve Kate’s name into the rock. If this is her grave it is only fitting.
Father never speaks of her and doesn’t want her name mentioned in the house. There
must have been something between them.

*
After that Waterford House became a lonely place with only bad memories for
Bridget. Aunt Eva was dead and so was Mrs Donovan, and at home there was only
her seventy year old father to talk to. Sean spent much of his time in his study
with his ‘old friend Jim Beam’ to keep him company.
      The only things of consequence she recorded in the journal were
Australia’s entry into the Second World War and the fact that her brother joined
up the very day Sean died in 1942. Patrick put his age up and signed the papers.
      Bridget had a job at Army headquarters, and she found herself overwhelmed
by the attention of young soldiers, eager to leave behind someone who would be
thinking of them if they were sent to a foreign country. She soon accepted the
proposal of a young officer, Edward Fox. They were married in 1940, just before
he went overseas with his battalion. Bridget returned to her job and stayed on at
Waterford House, hardly realizing that she now had some other man to whom she
had to answer.
      Patrick returned, older and wiser, however his experiences may have
sobered his manner but they did not alter arrogance. Within days of receiving his
honourable discharge from the army he went back to Waterford and called the
man who had been managing the property to him.
      ‘I’m back, and as from tomorrow I am in charge here. You know this place and
you’ve worked here for my father since you were a lad. However I intend to make
changes. You can stay on if you like as a hired hand, but I’ll probably hire one or two
of the men who have been serving overseas and are now looking for work.’
      He made it clear that these were the only men worthy of his respect, and
the manager could see in Patrick all the drive and hardness of his father Sean.
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The old farmer left next morning, only stopping briefly at the house to tell Patrick
where to send the wages that were owed him.

*
Patrick married Constance Byers within months, and their baby was born less
than a year later. To Patrick’s great delight the child was a boy, the third Ryan to
be born at Waterford House. He was christened Anthony, but he was always
known, from his first moments, simply as Tony.
      That year, 1947, also saw the birth of another child in the old house. Just
three weeks before Constance, Bridget gave birth and she and Edward named their
son Alan. Edward had returned but had not yet been discharged. As soon as he
was he moved his family out of Waterford and into a small house on the northern
outskirts of the city from where he could commute to his former place of
employment as an accountant.
      Bridget, for the first time of her life, was mistress of her own domain.
 

***

CHAPTER 1
 
Hunter Ryan sat in the public bar of the Riverside Grande. He hooked the worn
down heels of his dusty boots through the barstool legs and stared into the
overhead mirror. He looked like any other out-of-towner, with his rugged
complexion and work-worn hands. He felt comfortable in his jeans and checked
shirt, and was putting off the time when he would have to change into something
more formal.
      In the mirror he checked the arrivals in the foyer. He watched his mother
swish past with a group of friends. He hadn’t seen her for six years. What would
she think if she knew he was so close?
      A well-dressed middle-aged man appeared in the doorway, and Hunter leaned
forward. The great Alan Fox himself, he thought. I should have known he’d be here.
      I t was apparent that Fox, was impatient. He paused to shake a cigarette
from a packet and flick his gold lighter between cupped hands, before checking
his watch. He briefly admired himself in the glass expanse of the Riverside
Grande, and adjusted the buttonhole in the lapel of his dark Italian suit.
      He seems taller, thought Hunter, then remembered Alan’s penchant for built-
up shoes. These and his air of confidence made him seem a big person.
      A mini-bus arrived at the entrance of the hotel. The elaborate logo on the
side of the vehicle proclaimed it as a Fox Hollow Retirement Village Courtesy Bus.
Alan Fox threw his cigarette to the pavement and crushed it underfoot.
      The driver of the bus jammed a chauffeur’s cap over his untidy hair and
jumped down to the footpath. He looked far from professional as he made a
pretence of tucking an unironed white shirt into the belt slung low on his hips.
The rolled-up sleeves did little to cover the tattoos on his arms. He glanced into
the foyer then hopped into the back of the bus.
      With a swish of hydraulics a door opened and a platform was lowered from
the centre of the bus. The driver appeared with a rug-covered wheelchair, which
he eased down the ramp.
      Alan Fox rushed up and brushed him aside. Fox took the handles of the
wheelchair, and patted what now was revealed as a figure, beneath the rug.
      Hunter Ryan was curious to hear what Fox was so worked up about. He
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moved to the door and heard Alan say, ‘Where were you deVert? I’ve been waiting
fifteen minutes for my mother.’
      The driver seemed unfazed by the burst of temper. ‘Your mother insisted on
 going back to her room to get something. She said it was very important.’
      Fox turned back to the wheel chair. ‘So, are we all ready for the wedding
Mother?’ Allan Fox’s tone was tender but patronizing. He looked up as a young
woman joined him.
      Ah Annabella, Hunter thought, as beautiful as ever, and six years of being
married to Fox haven’t done you any harm, by the look of your dress and your jewels.
Well, good luck to you. I’m well out of it.
      As the trio disappeared inside the hotel Hunter heard the old lady say, ‘It’s
too late. There won’t be a wedding.’

*
The circular foyer of the Riverside Grande was as high as it was wide. Crystal
chandeliers glistened in the filtered daylight from the domed glass ceiling,
sending prisms of colour across the intricate parquetry of the floor. Lorraine Ryan,
stood with a small cluster of people in the centre of the design.
      Lorraine had excelled herself for her daughter Vicki’s wedding. Her
penchant for feng shui, aligning the planets and getting the colours right, had
meant months of planning for the event. She fluttered towards Alan and
Annabella in a haze of shimmery blue silk. The jewels on her fingers and around
her throat were sapphires.
      ‘Aunt Bridget, how lovely,’ Lorraine shrieked in feigned surprise, as if the
logistics of bringing the old lady from the nursing home had not been the subject
of ongoing discussion for many days. Lorraine leaned over to kiss Bridget who
turned her head, leaving Lorraine to brush her lips over a silvery chignon.
Undaunted, she exchanged a more personal kiss with Alan and touched cheeks
with Annabella.
      ‘Come along, we are just about to go up to the reception room,’ Lorraine
said excitedly. She took Bridget’s wheelchair and led the way to the lift. ‘The
wedding ceremony was absolutely lovely,’ Lorraine enthused. ‘There were just a
few of us at the church, of course, because Vicki and Matthew wanted a private
ceremony and a big reception. They have gone now to have their photos taken on
the beach.’
      Upstairs Lorraine made sure everyone had champagne, and watched Alan
join a group of his golfing buddies.
      Councellor Dave Graham raised his glass to Alan. ‘Everything going well Alan?’
      ‘All sweet Dave.’
      Bridget seemed to ignore the socialising going on around her except to ask,
‘Where’s my dinner?’
      Lorraine dismissed the remark with a laugh.
      She could have said ‘entrees at 6 pm, main course at 7 pm and dessert at 8
o’clock’ because she and Vicki had meticulously timetabled the whole event, but
no one else was to know that. The newly-weds were due to arrive at the reception
by 5.30.
      The one thing she had no control over, was the absence of her son Hunter.
He was somewhere out bush. They had sent the wedding invitation to his last
known address in the Northern Territory, and his lack of response had upset
Vicki. Hunter had been home so rarely since his father died six years ago.
      Lorraine had been forty-seven when Tony’s tractor rolled over and crushed him
to death. Waterford had been a successful farm at the time, thanks to Tony’s foray into
market gardening, with strawberries, tomatoes and vegetables, building profits.
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      Lorraine knew nothing about farming, and Vicki was busy with her
physiotherapy practice, so the farm began to deteriorate after his death. Lorraine
had been tempted to sell. That was Alan Fox’s advice. The trouble was Waterford
wasn’t hers to sell. She had life tenancy, but by the terms of her husband’s will, it
belonged to Hunter. There had been some stipulation by the original ancestor that
the owner must always be a “Ryan”. She knew this had always got up Alan’s nose.
He felt he had as much claim to the house as his cousin Tony. He just possessed
the wrong surname.
      Lorraine mentally checked the schedule. Five to six pm, guests arrive,
drinks and hors-d’oeuvres in the Rooftop Courtyard. All was going well.

*
Right on cue the lights on the lift flashed and the wedding group appeared.
      Lorraine was the first to step towards them, hugging her daughter and then
rearranging the folds of the frock before clasping her new son-in-law to her
bosom. The group moved down an avenue of well-wishers, exchanging kisses and
hugs and exclamations of delight, until they came to Annabella and Alan with
Bridget in the wheelchair in front of them.
      Bridget waved her frail hand to Vicki, beckoning her closer. Vicki bent to
listen. ‘So you are married at last, Kate,’ Bridget said quite clearly. ‘I thought it was
too late.’
      A little confused by what Aunt Bridget said, but accustomed to her
incoherent ramblings, Vicki smiled and said, ‘I’m Vicki, and this is my husband,
Matthew. ’   
      Danielle, Vicki’s friend and bridesmaid, moved towards Bridget and felt for
her hand. ‘Remember me Mrs Fox? I’m Hilda’s great niece. She’s in the nursing
home with you. I visit her every week.’
      The old lady gave a sniff and Danielle smiled at Annabella and shrugged
her shoulders.
 Alan Fox, as master of ceremonies, was now requesting guests to make their way
to their tables, as dinner would soon be served.

*
In the public bar downstairs, Hunter finally tossed down his whisky. The watchful
barman appeared. ‘Another one sir?’
      ‘No thanks.’ Hunter stood and stretched, running fingers through his
unkempt dark hair. He poked his kit bag with his boot. ‘Is there somewhere
around here I can change? ’      

*
 The guests had finished the main course and Alan was getting to his feet to
begin the speeches when there was a disturbance over near the lifts. The waiters
were attempting to bar the entrance of a stranger, who carried a duffel bag. 
Lorraine glanced over and gasped with delight. She looked towards Vicki.
      ‘Hunter!’ Vicki ran from the table, protocol and schedules abandoned, and
threw herself into her brother’s arms, as he hovered by the entrance.
      Lorraine followed, tears already running down her face. ‘I knew the stars
were right. They said you would be here for the wedding!’ She led her son forward,
trying to overlook the crumpled pants and jacket, and arranged for a waiter to set
an extra place at her table.
      Alan Fox motioned to the band to play some music till all had settled down
again. Lorraine had almost forgotten the speeches until Alan stood up and
accepted the microphone. He took off his tinted glasses, arched his bushy
eyebrows, and looked around the room, watchful brown eyes taking in the whole
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 assembly.
      ‘As most of you know, I am Alan Fox. Vicki and her brother Hunter are like
my own children, and Waterford is in their blood as it is in mine.’
      He went on to reminisce about his happy times at Waterford when he and
 Tony were boys. He was about to start on the time when his mother Bridget lived
 there when Lorraine whispered for him to get to the point.
      He gave his wide thin-lipped smile and raised his glass to Lorraine. ‘And
now, on behalf of Lorraine I welcome you all here tonight, and especially Hunter. I
ask you to charge your glasses and join me in a toast to the bride and groom. To
Vicki and Matthew!’
      Lorraine heard Aunt Bridget’s voice over-ride the others. ‘So Patrick’s come
home has he? About time!’  She shook a finger at Hunter at the other end of the table.
      Lorraine exchanged a glance with Alan as he discreetly pulled out his
phone. Aunt Bridget was getting very mixed up. It was time to send her home. As
Manager of the Fox Hollow Retirement Village, Alan only had to make a call and
the bus would be sent to collect her. He had built the nursing home units with
thoughts of accommodating his aging mother, and he demanded top class
treatment for her.
      The bus driver soon appeared at the back of the room. Alan tapped Bridget’s
shoulder. ‘Come on Mother, time for bed. The driver is here to take you home.’
      Bridget shook her head. ‘You’re always sending me away. It’s too late anyway.
Mother told me the secret.’
      Alan beckoned Blake deVert who came to wheel Bridget away as she lapsed
into incoherent mumblings.
      ‘Bye Aunt Bridget,’ Lorraine called, but got no response.

*
A few moments later deVert reappeared and walked towards Hunter. ‘Excuse me
mate, are you Patrick Ryan? Mrs Fox asked me to give you this.’ He held a lilac
envelope out towards Hunter.
      ‘No, not me.’ Hunter put up his hands to fend away the envelope. ‘I’m
Hunter Ryan. I don’t even know a Patrick Ryan.’
      ‘What about your grandfather? Dad’s father. He was Patrick Ryan,’ suggested
Lorraine, as de Vert departed.
      No one knew how she got there, but everyone stopped and stared as Aunt
Bridget propelled herself across the room towards Hunter.
      ‘You must take this letter, Patrick. I promised our mother. It’s your destiny. ’  
‘Take it Hunter,’ whispered Lorraine, for whom words like destiny were not to be
ignored. ‘You probably remind her of her brother Patrick.’
      Hunter gently retrieved the envelope from Bridget’s hands, as Blake de Vert
arrived and wheeled her away once more. This time no one said goodbye, for
Bridget was already asleep.

***

CHAPTER 2
 
Hunter sat waiting for Lorraine as she looked with satisfaction around the
reception room, which only a few hours before had been such a perfect picture,
now ruined by the evidence of careless celebration. He leaned back in his chair,
long legs outstretched, his hands resting lightly on his knees. His keen hazel eyes
searched his mother’s face. She’d not changed much in the six years he’d been
away. She was still an attractive woman, and her blue silk outfit suited her.
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However now, at the end of what must have been a long day, she looked jaded. She
continued to stand there nodding to herself with pleasure. Yes, it had been a great
success. Even Great Aunt Bridget’s presence had not caused too much disruption.
      Lorraine returned her son’s gaze with a warm smile. ‘Let’s go home,’ she said.

*
When at last Lorraine had finished fussing and left Hunter alone in his room, a
mood of nostalgia hit him. Yes, these were the chattels of his childhood and teens.
Tired as he was, he continued to prowl around the high-ceilinged room.  At last
he gave in to his exhaustion, undressed and threw his clothes onto his old rocking
horse, before collapsing on his boyhood bed.
      The next few hours were spent restlessly dreaming of his dead father who
seemed to be stalking him, with arm outstretched and index finger pointed.
      Before sun-up Hunter was up and showered. He made his way to where he
could hear his mother in the kitchen. As he passed the staircase to the upper
floor, he ran his hand over the knob on the bottom. He recalled how he and Vicki
as kids had slid so easily down the smooth cedar banister.
      His mother was surprised to see him in the kitchen doorway. ‘Hunter,
darling, why didn’t you sleep in? Coffee’s made if you’d like some.’
      Thanks, not yet Mum. I’m going to have a look around first.’
      Lorraine raised her eyebrows and shrugged. ‘Oh, okay. I’ll take this out onto
the verandah.’ She picked up a tray laden with coffee and muffins. 
      Hunter strolled from room to room, noting some changes but deciding that
generally the old homestead still held its inimitable charm. Not that he’d
appreciated it much when he’d been living here. He stood in the drawing room
and put his hand on the elaborately carved cedar mantelpiece which surmounted
the stone fireplace.
      He remembered standing in just this spot when he announced to his father
that he had wanted to leave Waterford, and do something other than “drive a
tractor”, as though that had no value at all. No matter that his father Tony, had
started out doing just that when he had made the decision to change the
operation of the property from grazing to small crop farming. By the time of his
death, Tony had been so successful that he was able to employ a small staff.
      But he and his father had been too much alike to get along together. They
both had a touch of the Ryan arrogance, though Hunter had had the edges of his
selfishness softened by the years of working with hard men in the mining game.
      As he walked along the passage to the back verandah where the family
always sat, it occurred to him, that though he was 27 years old, he was only now
emerging into adulthood.
      ‘Are you there Hunter? I do want to talk to you darling. There’s so much
catching-up to do.’
      ‘Coming Mum.’ He took one last look around the room before opening the
french doors onto the back verandah. He flopped down into an empty squatter’s
chair beside Lorraine’s cane armchair. ‘I’d forgotten how awesome this view of the
bay is from here.’
      Before Lorraine could begin her “talk”, they heard the sound of a car on the
gravel at the front of the house, which faced the west and the roadway.
      ‘Oh, that’ll be Alan, he always parks under the tree.’
      ‘He’s still around here quite a bit by the sound of things.’
      ‘Well, yes,’ Lorraine responded sharply. ‘He’s been a tower of strength since
your father died - since you took off like you did.’ She broke off, biting her lip.
      Hunter stood up. ‘I’ll go and see where Alan’s got to? He’s taking his time.’
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 He jumped two at a time down the wide stone steps that led to the back garden.
      Alan Fox’s Mercedes was parked under the Moreton Bay fig at the side of
the house but Alan wasn’t to be seen. Hunter looked around and called, ‘That you
Alan?’ Then he saw the man emerging from under the house. He had clearly been
in the cellar which had been dug into the earth under the kitchen when the
 original house was built.
      Alan looked flustered. ‘Just checking how much of the wine was used last
night. The Grande let Lorraine use some of Tony’s vintage stuff, you know. Not
their usual policy to let the client byo; but I made it worth their while.’
      His commanding attitude was familiar to Hunter from the days when
family Christmases at Waterford House included Alan and his first wife. Alan had
always vied with Tony in holding court at the dinner table. Rivalry and
resentment were the factors behind the cousins eventually becoming estranged.
      Alan clapped Hunter across the shoulders. ‘So, how are things in the mining
industry? That’s what you’ve been doing, with your geology degree isn’t it?’
      Before Hunter could reply Alan pushed on the one-sided conversation in
his usual bulldozer fashion. ‘Of course I give myself some credit for you striking
out on your own .      
      ‘Yeah, yeah, maybe,’ Hunter conceded. ‘Come on, Mum’s waiting.’
      They walked around to the back verandah to be greeted by Lorraine.
      ‘Hello Alan! How are you this morning? Wasn’t it a wonderful wedding?’
Lorraine was sparkling, doing her best to ignore that she’d had little sleep since
the “wonderful wedding”.
      ‘You made sure of that Lorraine,’ Alan agreed, settling himself in another
squatter’s chair.
      Lorraine hurried on, ‘Poor Aunt Bridget; is she okay today? She was getting
so mixed up there last night at the end.’
      ‘Mother’s okay. She’s well looked after in the nursing home. She was a bit
confused last night, but it was getting on towards her bedtime by then. What was
that letter she gave you Hunter? Have you had a chance to look yet?’
      Hunter shrugged his shoulders, his animosity towards Alan obvious, and an
embarrassing silence ensued.
      Lorraine jumped in with the only thing she could think of to say. ‘It’s good
that you’re here Alan. With Hunter home it might be an opportunity to discuss
the proposed plan for Waterford. He’s been away so -’
      ‘What’s this?’ Hunter interrupted.
      ‘No need to bother Hunter with all that now.’ Alan swept Lorraine’s
suggestion aside.
      ‘Well Alan, he’ll have to be made aware of the situation sooner or later.
After all he is the owner of the place – in fact has been since Tony died.’
      ‘ So? I’ll have a chat to him later.’ Alan leant over and patted Lorraine’s leg. ‘I
have to get going. Just came to check on the wine; make sure everything tallies
with the hotel’s account of how much was used.’
      ‘Wait on!’ Hunter stood up. ‘Before you go Alan. What’s this plan for
Waterford that Mum was talking about? And yes, I do have a right to know.’
      ‘Keep your shirt on mate.’ Alan Fox laughed. ‘Your mother will tell you
more about it. It’s nothing new; it’s been on the back burner for years.’ Alan kissed
Lorraine on the cheek, slapped Hunter on the back and strutted to his car.  
      Hunter looked at Lorraine. ‘Look! If all this is about selling off Waterford for
development, we knocked that on the head before Dad died. I get the feeling Alan
wants this place, the house and the land. Well, as far as the rest of the property
goes, sure we’ve got the best views around, especially up on “the hill”, but if he
wants more land, he’ll have to look elsewhere. And when it comes to the house, it’s
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 not for sale.’
      ‘ But Hunter, you don’t know -’
      ‘Look Mum, I don’t want to talk about it. You know how I feel.’
      ‘That’s just it, I don’t know how you feel. And I don’t think you know how
you feel.’
      ‘Too deep for me Mum.’ Hunter stormed back into the house, through to the
kitchen, and looked into the fridge. He grabbed a muffin, drank some milk out of
an open bottle, and strode back to the verandah, elbowing his way out through
the screen door into the open air. The old family dog came rushing up to greet
him.
      ‘Hullo Kelly old girl. You remember me eh?’ He looked out over Moreton
Bay, its islands lying there brooding in the early morning light.
      Lorraine let the screen door bang behind her. She hesitantly came up
behind her son. He smelled her strong perfume and heard the jangle of her many
bracelets. 
      ‘Look, I don’t want to upset you Hunter. Heaven knows I’m so glad you’re here.’
      ‘Yeah?’
      ‘We won’t touch on anything you don’t want to talk about - for the moment
anyway.  What did you think of the wedding? Did you talk to Giann? She’s had
some bad luck this year; an accident in her car. Her leg was badly injured. Had to
have surgery.’
      He had seen Giann and they’d chatted briefly about her visits to Waterford
House as a teenager. She’d told him a little about her job but he hadn’t really been
listening. He was in no mood to be sociable. Nice girl, smart girl, always was -
good looking - yes; but he was not going to let his mother push him into a
romance just to keep him home.
      He dragged his attention back to his mother.  He couldn’t believe what he
was hearing. She was back on the “Waterford Plan” again.
      ‘So Alan thought that it’d be a good idea if we -’
      ‘Alan? Isn’t it our private business what we do or don’t do with Waterford?’
      ‘I think you’re being very unfair.  What have you got against Alan?’
      ‘Maybe it was the way he treated Dad. He was always trying to put him down.’
      ‘Oh, your father knew what he was like. They grew up together, and your
father was just as hard to get on with. It was just Alan’s way – teasing, taking a
rise out of people.’
      ‘Well, I don’t trust him.’
      ‘I think you’re being very childish. I can see you’re certainly in no mood to
talk sensibly. I’m going back to bed for a while. I suggest a sleep would do you
good too.’
      But Hunter decided to have a walk around the property. Maybe he would
find the spot where the tractor had overturned when his father was killed.
      I t was a painful memory - that day he had heard of the accident. He had
been pushing the feelings of guilt to the back of his mind ever since. Perhaps this
was the time to face his demons; look at the whole thing from the perspective of a
loving son, instead of as a rebellious youth.
      He walked slowly towards the paddock which Tony had been ploughing the
day he died and idly noted the changes he saw were not for the better. If Alan was
such a “tower of strength”, why hadn’t he made sure the place was paying its way
now? He was striding out, fired up by his feelings, and soon he estimated he was
quite near the fateful spot of the tractor’s overturning. Yes, there was the eucalypt
on the boundary only a few yards from where it happened. Then, there in front of
him he saw the rock which had been the cause of his father’s death.
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      He paused. How could this rock have been here, the only one for hundreds
of metres? There were natural rocks only in the bayside paddocks and on the
beach. He sat down on it, more to feel the warmth than to rest, trying to make a
connection with his father.
      As he rubbed the palm of his hands over the surface of the rock, he was
aware of small indentations. Looking down, he noticed they looked very like
rough letters. What were they?  Looked a bit like an “A”, maybe part of a “T”, and
what could be an “L” or even an “E”. They had been scratched into the stone. He
wondered who and why anyone would have done this. The markings looked too
old to have been put there since his father’s death.
      The mystery had put an end to his mourning for the moment. He mentally
saluted his father and decided now that a sleep would be a very good idea indeed.

*
Back in his bedroom again he noticed his mother had tidied up, made his bed,
and taken his dirty clothes away. Then he saw the lilac envelope on the dressing
table, Aunt Bridget’s mysterious letter, another mystery. Hunter threw himself on
the bed, made himself comfortable with a second pillow behind his head, and
picked up the envelope.
      Do I have the right to open this? he asked himself. It’s obviously from some lady
to my grandfather, Patrick. None of my business really. He turned the envelope over
and looked at the back of it. An elaborate “R” was embossed on the flap.

 
***

CHAPTER  3
 
Giann Gillespie had left Vicki’s wedding reception alone. Hunter’s casual
acknowledgment of her had been disappointing, even more so when he and his
mother muttered only a cursory ‘Goodnight’ as she left. Giann had hoped Hunter
would have issued an invitation for her to come out to Waterford some time.
      Now she was grateful for the quiet of her own home to mull over the
night’s happenings, particularly the unpleasant incident with Alan Fox that had
occurred earlier in the evening. She’d avoided Fox all night but he’d managed to
bail her up in a corner as she emerged from the Ladies.
      ‘Giann Gillespie, Investigative Journalist of Veritas News.’ He was mocking
her. It was obvious he’d had a few drinks but he still had the power to intimidate.
      ‘You’re looking a bit tired Miss Gillespie. That injured leg of yours must be
giving you some pain. Why don’t you take a holiday?’
      ‘ Is that a threat or an offer Mr Fox?’
      His smile turned to anger and he waved a finger in front of her face. ‘Listen
to me Miss Smarty Pants, don’t come snooping around my office again –
understand?’
      ‘Perfectly Mr. Fox, but bear in mind I’m not as easy to fool as those elderly
people you usually deal with. And now, if you’ll excuse me…’
      Despite her outwardly cool manner she was shaking. She was scared of him
since the car accident but was proud she had been able to stand up to him.
      She’d been on Alan Fox’s trail for six months now. She knew a lot about
him. Coming from a distinguished family, he had made his mark early as a
successful real-estate salesman. By the time he was thirty he had started his own
property development enterprise. Giann knew he had been married at least once
before the current wife Annabella, but wives didn’t figure too highly on Alan
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Fox’s agenda. He’d built a flashy house for the first wife and couldn’t understand
why it had not been enough to satisfy her.
      When he’d developed the land at Curlew Point and built those trendy
residences overlooking the bay three years ago, there had been plenty of interest
from buyers. The blocks, though highly priced, had been snapped up.
      Now cracks were appearing in the buildings, the land was sinking, and
some owners were already trying to sell. Fox would have known before he built
those dwellings that the land was unstable. Either he’d cut corners and not filled in
the swampy land properly, or he’d bribed someone in Council to give the final
approval; probably both.
      Four weeks ago when the level of anger towards Fox Development began
rising, Giann had phoned and asked Alan Fox for an interview. She had been
surprised when he’d agreed. He was curious as to how much she knew about his
affairs. He’d no doubt read her column. She knew he was impressed when he ran
his eyes over her grey business suit.
      ‘What would you like to discuss Miss Gillespie?’ He leaned back in his
swivel chair, looking at her with raised eyebrows.
      ‘ I thought we could talk about the deterioration of the properties around the
Bay Mr. Fox. This is one of your developments?’
      ‘Yes Miss Gillespie, but you already know that don’t you?’
      ‘What do you intend to do about it?’
      ‘Do about it?’
      A light rap on the open door disturbed them. ‘Sorry to interrupt Mr Fox,
but there’s a problem with the Smith Street contract. Can you spare me a few
minutes?’
      The young fellow confronting Fox looked harassed as he waved the sheaf of
papers in his hands.
      Fox lifted his solid frame from his chair, grunting. ‘Excuse me Miss Gillespie.’
      When he left the office Giann had sat and stared at the blown up coloured
photos lining the wall behind his desk – Fox’s Empire. There in front of her was the
bayside complex at Curlew Point in its full glory, labelled Stage 1. More interestingly,
beside it was an artist’s drawing of the proposed Stages Two and Three.
      A large photograph pinned to the wall showed that a canal was being cut
from the mouth of the creek to the bay. This was to become part of a proposed
Marina and apartment complex. Here was big business. She idly glanced at a pile
of documents on his desk. Maybe she would find a clue among these papers. She
scanned through them hurriedly.
      What she read had nothing to do with the land in question; these documents
concerned the sale of houses - houses that Alan Fox had bought from local
residents. Details showed that the owners had been mainly elderly people. What
shocked her rigid was the unfair price he’d paid for these homes. Some of them
were fairly modern, others quite old, all in prime positions with spectacular views
across the water. She knew the areas and also the market value of these properties.
The owners had been well and truly swindled. Outrage swept through her.
      She had been so intent on scanning the documents that she didn’t hear
Alan Fox return until he said, ‘You still here?’
      Then he saw the papers she was holding and he snatched them from her hand.
      ‘How dare you. This is none of your business. Get out of my office now and
don’t show your face here again.’
      He glared at her, his face contorted with malice as he pointed at the door.
 There was no choice but to retreat.
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*
After she left, Fox sat at his desk and ran his fingers through his thinning hair. He
brushed it back from his broad forehead, his fleshy nose prominent above his
almost lipless mouth. A vein pulsed in his temple.
      That bitch will have to be taken care of. She’s finding out too much. He sat
thoughtfully for a moment then suddenly punched his forehead with his fist.
      I know who she is. Of course! She’s Vicki’s friend; and not only Vicki but the
whole bloody Ryan family. What if Lorraine, in her stupid naive way spills the beans -
what then?
      I’ll fix her. That hack won’t come snooping around here again.

*
It had been only days later, when Giann left home for her office at Veritas New that it
happened. She’d jumped into her car and, half way to work, found she had no brakes.
It had been the boy on the bike that first made her aware of it when he’d come
swerving out of a side street. She’d tried to slow down to avoid him and realized that
she couldn’t stop. She remembered the boy’s terrified face. He’d just had time to
mount the pavement quickly to get out of the way. What heightened her fear was that
the road had a gradual slope downwards. The car picked up speed; she was frantic,
scared out of her wits. She blew her horn in desperation as she sped past other
drivers. Some stared at her in alarm; others made an obscene gesture.
      Looking down the road straight ahead she saw the vast green expanse of the
local park. She knew it was imperative to get off the road and head for that vacant
land. She was taking a risk; it meant driving straight across the road that ran
parallel with the front of the park. She prayed there would be no traffic in the
way as the car careered on. She screamed as she flew across the centre of the
road, narrowly missing a car. She bounced across a concrete footpath, over the
grass verge, and into the deserted park.
      That was all Giann remembered until she woke up in hospital.
      ‘What happened?’ she asked the nurse hovering over her.
      ‘You were in a car accident honey, but there’re no broken bones, just a very
nasty gash on your leg. It needed a dozen stitches.’
      Giann glanced down at her heavily bandaged leg, relieved that she had no
other injuries.
      She’d phoned her mechanic after leaving the hospital to see how the repairs
to her car were going. ‘Has someone got a grudge against you Giann?’
      ‘What do you mean Bill?’
      ‘Well the brakes on your car were tampered with. Your insurance company
needs to know. Have you any idea who could have done this?’
      ‘No, none whatsoever’
      There’s only one person, she thought.  Alan Fox! But would he go that far?

*
      Now, sitting in the comfort of her unit having a quiet drink, after what Fox
had said at the wedding Giann was positive it was he. She moved from the divan
to her computer and brought up her file on Alan Fox. As she skimmed through
all the buildings he owned or had an interest in, she halted suddenly at Nursing
Homes. The owner of Fox Hollow Retirement Village was listed as “Ann Lord”, but
there was an “A. Fox” on the board of management. Then it hit her.
      Those files she’d stolen a look at in Fox’s office had shown the purchase of
houses bought mainly from elderly people. Knowing Fox’s way of operating she
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guessed those people were probably the very ones now paying exorbitant fees to
live in his Retirement Village. Tomorrow she would look into it further.
      She switched her thoughts to a more pleasant subject - Hunter! When he’d
made his unexpected appearance at the reception, her heart had given a lurch.
Her old teenage crush on him resurfaced. 
      He had looked searchingly around the room as he entered, but his mouth
and strong jaw were grimly set, as if he were unsure of his welcome. It was only
when his mother and Vicki greeted him with open arms that he’d begun to relax.
 She had talked only briefly to him and he’d seemed preoccupied with his own
thoughts, asking only casually about her job. Could she have told him she was
investigating Alan Fox?  No! Probably not. After all Alan Fox was a relation of the
Ryans, but she recalled from the past that Hunter had talked about Fox as if he
had no time for the man. But Alan Fox had been MC at the wedding.
      She’d been surprised to see his mother so friendly with Fox, dancing and
smiling. Giann wondered how close their relationship was. Annabella obviously
didn’t care, flirting with all the men, including Hunter. Was it correct what Vicki
once told her, that Hunter and Annabella had had a brief romance? She felt a
twinge of jealousy.

*
‘Ooh Giann, I bet that hurts.’
      Giann, with heavy weights on her leg, was doing her lifting exercises. She
looked up to see Danielle, decked out in white singlet and shorts. I know she’s the
manageress of Annabella’s beauty salon, Giann thought enviously, but does she have
to look so good this early in the morning?
      ‘Hi Danielle, didn’t expect to see you here this morning. It looks worse than
it is – getting stronger all the time. Can’t do much about the scar of course.’
      ‘What a freakish accident, not only the brakes failing on your car but to be
stabbed in the leg with a piece of glass.’
      Giann shrugged. ‘Well, it could have been worse.’
      She’d told no one that her brakes had been tampered with, not even her
boss. He would have pulled her off her investigations if she had. ‘How’s the head
this morning Danielle? ’    
      ‘I ’m fine. Great wedding didn’t you think?’
      ‘ I t was a lovely wedding, and you made a wonderful bridesmaid.’
      ‘What about Hunter? Now there’s a hunk of a man. I’d no idea that Vicki
had such a great looking brother.’
      ‘ I  remember him from before he went away. We had lots of good times at
Waterford when his father was alive.’
      ‘You’ll have plenty of catching up to do then.’
      ‘Well I’m pretty busy – lots of problems to sort out regarding my work, and
I’ve got a feeling that Hunter will have plenty to do on the property.’
      Danielle shrugged. ‘I’d like to see more of him once he’s settled. Well, must fly.’
      She’s a nice kid, Gian thought. Full of fun. She’s certainly not like me. I’ve become
too serious. Maybe Hunter would prefer someone like Danielle. The thought didn’t
give her much joy.
 

***

CHAPTER 4
 
As Annabella prepared for the day her thoughts kept returning to Hunter and to
Waterford, speculating on why Alan was always over there?  Maybe he has a thing
for Lorraine, but there’s something else happening. There’s some scheme he’s not telling
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me about. And what about Bridget? Should I call on Hunter for old time’s sake. He’s the
one who’s got that envelope. He might confide in me.
      She checked herself in the full-length mirror and decided she’d better go
straight to the salon. She was a good businesswoman, a perfect match for Alan any
day. She knew Alan’s dealings, especially those regarding the Fox Hollow
Retirement Village, were a bit dubious, to say the least.
      In one of his dodgy deals, Alan had registered her as owner of Fox Hollow
under her maiden name. She was uneasy and felt she had a right to know more
about the place.
      The whole marriage thing with Alan was beginning to pale. She was keen
to find something that would give her some power over Alan. She’d thought of
deVert as a possible ally. His job at the village brought him in contact with the
residents. She pulled her convertible into the kerb, and hurried into the salon.
‘Everything okay?’
      ‘Yes, everything’s under control,’ responded Danielle.
      ‘Come and give me a rundown later,’ Annabella said. She ran a tight but
happy ship and knew that her frequent absences from the salon did not
jeopardise its efficiency or its reputation.

*
Alan made his way to the nursing home for his daily visit to his mother. His
anger at Hunter’s return, and his concern over the contents of the letter Hunter
now possessed, had kept him awake all night.
      His mother had a self-contained room overlooking the garden. He made his
way there and gave his usual polite knock and waited for her reply before
entering. Bridget was sitting by the window in the old rocking chair she insisted
on keeping. She was looking at a leather bound photo album on her lap, a
favourite pastime.
      ‘Hope you slept well Mother, after all the excitement of the wedding.” He
bent to give her a peck on the cheek. “We were all surprised to see Hunter.’
      Getting no response, he tried another tack. ‘I thought you called Hunter,
Patrick. Did he remind you of your brother?’ He peered at the album on her lap.
‘The old photographs certainly show some resemblance.’
      Again no response. ‘What’s the story about the letter? Did you write it or
was it one of your keepsakes?’
      ‘No,’ his mother replied.
      Alan leaned towards his mother. He tried to keep his voice soothing,
controlling the tension he felt. ‘You said “No”. What does that mean? I’d like to know.’
      He sat for a few moments, impatiently drumming his fingers on the arms of
the chair. She was half asleep, or pretending to be. ‘Mother,’ he shook her frail
shoulder gently, ‘Do you mean by “No”, that you didn’t write the letter?’
      ‘I can’t remember writing a letter, maybe I did. Don’t worry Alan. It all
happened long ago. It doesn’t concern you.’
      ‘ I f it all happened long ago, why give it to Hunter?’
      ‘Hunter, who’s he? I gave it to Patrick. That’s what Mother wanted. She said
it was important. I’ve done the right thing at last.’
      ‘You should have shown me first.’
      ‘Are you raising your voice at me Alan?’
      ‘ Sorry Mother. So, would I be correct in thinking your mother Mary wrote
the letter you gave to Hunt? I mean Patrick?’
      ‘You mean the secret one in the lilac envelope?’
      ‘That’s the one. What did the letter say? Can you remember?’
      ‘No! Mother said it was a private letter. I didn’t read it.’
      ‘ But you’ve kept it all these years. Surely you had a little peek?’
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      ‘No!  I didn’t even tell Kate about it. Kate told me about the little bird.’
      What was she saying about a little bird? And who was Kate? Was she the
woman who looked after his mother when her own mother died? He felt he was
close to finding out something that had been of obvious importance to the Ryan
family. ‘Mother –,’ but Bridget was leaning back in her chair with her eyes closed.
      ‘Alan, I’m tired. Will you go now?’
      He knew he would get no more from her at this point. He sat, his eyes
wandering around the room, taking in all the mementos his mother had kept. She
was particularly fond of the carved writing desk that had belonged to her mother
- and the dressing table. In pride of place was the framed photograph of her
mother, taken when she was a beautiful bride, smiling and happy in her high-
necked wedding dress. Oddly enough there were very few mementoes from
Bridget’s own marriage.
      He’d taken very little notice in the past when she’d talked of her youth and
her life at Waterford, and now he regretted it. He tried to think back to when he
and Tony were kids, and he’d visited the old place in his school holidays. He had
been born just weeks before Tony, both of them at Waterford house. Patrick had
been alive when he used to holiday here, but Tony’s father was never been much
of a talker, neither was Aunt Constance.
      He remembered looking at the portraits of the Ryan ancestors – Sean and
Mary, and before them, Kevin and Nora, but Tony had never been interested in his
antecedents. They were never allowed upstairs as kids – too dangerous it was said,
though Tony and he did sneak up and prowl around a few times. It was all dusty
and the furniture was old, the floor boards on the verandah rotten in a couple of
places. Even then he recognised there was a sense of history to the place, a feeling
of intrigue, and he’d wished it were his home instead of the two-bedroom fibro
house in suburban Brisbane. He still wanted it, and not just for its monetary value.
The house was in need of maintenance, but that could be fixed. And what he
couldn’t do with all that prime land overlooking the bay.
      He stood, looking at his mother and thinking of what must have been a
lonely childhood for her.  Photographs of that time always showed Bridget
standing shyly to one side, another handicap as far as her father was concerned, to
add to the fact that she was not a boy. Then escape into a marriage with a hard
man, someone who did not really love or understand her. Waterford House had
been her home until then, and despite the bad memories, it also held echoes of
happier times.
      These thoughts brought to mind his own childhood in the suburbs. He
knew now he had not been an easy child, but his mother had had infinite
patience. The only times she had dared to mildly disagree with her husband was
when he was “being hard” on Alan. Later she was proud of his achievements,
unaware of his ruthless business dealings.
      He was reluctant to leave her now, and as he gazed at her delicate lined
face, his expression would have surprised his acquaintances, for it held tenderness.
‘Mother,’ he said gently, ‘tell me about Uncle Patrick. You never mention him. Was
he a good brother? I’d really like to hear about how things were for you when you
were young.’
      She opened her eyes and looked at him but did not answer.
      He really wanted to find out something about that letter, and he was
tempted to call again on Lorraine and Hunter but knew he would get no further
there either. It might look a bit odd turning up twice on the same day, and Hunter
had made it clear he was not going to accede to any plans for Waterford or the
land. Best leave it all to settle before he had another go. Perhaps when Lorraine
would be alone.
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      Bridget opened her eyes again as he left, but they were devoid of any expression.
      Now Alan stood looking around the village, well satisfied with what he saw.
He congratulated himself.
      He caught sight of de Vert. A discreet word with him might not go amiss.
After all, his Mother could have said something on the way home. 
      ‘Thanks for coming so promptly to pick up Mrs Fox last night from the
wedding de Vert.’
      Then almost as an afterthought he added, ‘Did Mrs Fox have any difficulties
on the way home? Never know with these elderly ladies whether they enjoy
themselves or not.’
      ‘No bother at all sir. She slept most of the journey and was mumbling a bit
 about a letter or something, but I couldn’t catch half of it. Then the nurse on duty
came and took over and between us we got her to her room. I left her with the
nurse.’
      ‘What sort of things did she say?  I’m always keen to know in case anything
is bothering her,’ Alan asked casually.
      ‘Couldn’t make it out. Something about a cake, or she was late; but I
honestly don’t know.  Sorry.’
 

***

CHAPTER 5
 
Lorraine Ryan sat alone in the coffee shop. Even though it was almost a week
since the excitement of the wedding and Hunter’s arrival, she was only just
coming down to earth.
      The busy morning traffic hardly invaded her consciousness. She was
reading her tea leaves. The message was the same. She knew what she must do.
      ‘ Lorraine! You look miles away.’ Giann Gillespie, dressed for work in a
tailored suit, waved a hand in front of Lorraine.
      Lorraine jumped. ‘Sorry sweetie, I didn’t notice you there. Come and sit down.’
      Lorraine had known Giann since she and Vicki were friends at high school.
Giann had been a regular visitor to Waterford in those days and, observing her
now, Lorraine admired her business-like appearance.
      Giann smiled at Lorraine. ‘Is everything all right Lorraine?’
      Lorraine pulled her dark glasses down from the top of her head in a gesture
that signalled she wanted privacy. ‘Just family stuff Giann. I won’t bore you.’
      ‘ So, what’s Hunter up to? I haven’t seen him around.’
      Lorraine pursed her lips as she made an effort at conversation. ‘Not much.
Got the tractor going and graded the front drive. I saw him out fixing fences this
morning. He says he has to keep active.’
      ‘What work was he doing while he was away?’
 ‘He studied engineering as you know, so I think he has been working as a mining
engineer. He never wrote much, and just the occasional phone call. He was in
Western Australia for a while, working in iron ore. Big bucks. They’d fly him
down to Perth for a week off once a month.’
      ‘ Sounds a good lifestyle.’
      ‘ I  don’t know why he left. Then he went jackarooing in the Territory for a
while, and worked on a fishing trawler out of Karumba.’
      ‘It must seem pretty tame back here,’ Giann said.
      ‘You get around a bit don’t you? How’s your job going?’
      ‘It’s a great job really, but investigative reporting can be very frustrating. I
have to be pushy and prepared for doors to be slammed in my face. A certain
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property developer has been making life difficult for me.’
      Behind the dark glasses Lorraine’s expression was unreadable. ‘In what way?’
      ‘ I have been investigating a series of improper land deals going back quite a
few years. Land previously zoned as unsuitable has been filled, and built on. ’   
      Lorraine wondered if Giann was fishing for information. ‘I’m afraid I am a
bit simple when it comes to legal things.’
      Giann spread her hands flat on the table. ‘You just can’t do things like that.’
      ‘So we’ll read all about it in the paper soon?’ Lorraine said.
      ‘Well maybe. I don’t know what’s going on yet and nothing can go to print
without proof. If you want to see for yourself, take the road out to Curlew Point.
There’s a Marina going in now.’
      Lorraine stood. ‘Sorry Giann, I’ll have to leave you.’ She knew exactly where
the development was. She didn’t need to be a fortune- teller to know this deal she
had with Alan was going to get her in serious trouble. ‘Come out to the house
some time and I’ll show you photos of the wedding.’
      Giann watched Lorraine leave and sat stirring the froth on the top of her
coffee. Alan Fox was related to Lorraine, but she hoped Lorraine wasn’t involved.
Alan Fox kept his business dealings close to his chest. It would hardly concern
Lorraine. As for Hunter, she knew he detested Alan Fox. She knew he would be
horrified if she told him of her suspicions that Fox had tried to kill her. She made
up her mind to phone him. 

*
The dust rose in clouds behind the high steel fence, obliterating the dump trucks
toiling up and down the steep incline. Lorraine had not actually been to this site
before. Alan had told her a work place was not for ladies, and to leave it all to him.
      She felt a little shocked actually, seeing the desecration of the beautiful
waterfront property that she and Tony had bought so many years ago. The land
abutted Waterford, but was too swampy for farming and not much use for grazing.
She and Tony had dreamed of building a house there themselves.
      It had taken Alan Fox to see the potential and turn her dream into
something much larger. ‘Stage 1,’ he had assured her, ‘will be a piece of cake. Just
get the land cleared, fill in the swampy bits and sell it as building blocks.’ The
land was snapped up and houses sprung up overnight.
      ‘We’ll invest the proceeds of Stage 1 into Stage 2. This will be a winner,
Lorraine my sweet.’
      Stage 2 was more ambitious – a canal estate with a Marina. It was turning
out to be more costly than he had thought. The excavation of the canal had
caused a succession of difficulties, with seawater seeping through, and a rock wall
had to be built.
      ‘Not to worry,’ Alan had said. ‘Stage 3 will solve all our problems.’
      ‘And what’s Stage 3?’ Lorraine had asked Alan as they had sat sipping
champagne one weekend. Stage 3 involved using Waterford land, and Lorraine
hesitated. ‘The land Tony and I owned was one thing, but Waterford is Hunter’s.’
      Alan’s piercing eyes had stared at Lorraine as if she was a simpleton. ‘Don’t
give me that shit! Without Stage 3 we’ll both be broke. Do you want the shame of
being bankrupt?’

*
Lorraine started her car and cruised along the perimeter of the protective wire.
On the other side of the fence the land was cut deeply away to form the canal, a
rock wall at the mouth of the creek keeping the sea from rushing in. It was hard
to imagine that soon the canal would be filled with water, and harder still to
imagine that the dusty, stony edges would become a mooring place for luxury
yachts and deep sea cruisers.
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      Past the Stage 2 site the road led down to the beachfront and the land that
had been hers and Tony’s. Lorraine was surprised to see a strip of grassy parkland
replacing what once had been only rocks and mangroves.
      Facing the parkland was a row of imposing double storey houses, stuccoed
in attractive pastel colours. As she drove along the waterfront Lorraine noticed
something which worried her. Some of the houses had cracks in their walls.
      A removal van was backed into the driveway of the last house. Two men sat
against the truck eating their lunch. Lorraine leaned out of her car to ask, ‘Moving
out, or in?’
      ‘Well I wouldn’t be moving in anywhere around here,’ the removalist said,
swilling down his tea. ‘Unstable, they say. Reckon there’s going to be some hefty
lawsuits in the near future.’ He emptied his mug across the lawn, scattering tea
leaves.

      The tea leaves reminded Lorraine about the message in her teacup that
morning.

 Be prepared for things to get worse.

Jemell Gran are:

Judith Comerford, born in Sydney but lived most of her life on the land, mainly in
Queensland. Enjoys membership of writing groups.
Edwina Lord, born in England and moved to Queensland eleven years ago. A
member of a U3A Writing Group, she takes pleasure in learning the craft of writing
short fictional stories.
Margaret Dakin, born in Brisbane, enjoying writing mainly short stories, with just
enough success to keep her pushing her pen every day.
Eileen Childs, born in Kent, spent her youth suffering the full force of the blitz.
Now putting all the experiences of her long life into writing.
Lily Reggler,born in Scotland,lived in many countries due to husband's occupation.
A member of U3A Writing Group, and Society of Women Writers, she finds writing
short stories satisfying.
Lindy Holmes, born in Australia, likes travel and the outback, and recently won a
short story competition promoting Northern Territory tourism.
All six of them are members of the U3A Short Story Writing Group, and have
become good friends.
Their collective pseudonym comes from the initials of their first names, and Gran,
because they are all grandmothers.
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Millard Boutique is a collaboration of two San Francisco artists .
Diana Smith has a background in fashion illustration, while her partner Ezra
Livingston has a history in working with graffiti and illustration.
At the beginning millard met from two different spectrums of culture and identity
with various areas of interest. Since then their work has matured and the concepts
have become profoundly interesting and unusual.
The paintings & sculptures they developed are in the collections of the Jean
Pigozzi; The Wooster Collective; San Francisco’s Big Pagoda Gallery & The Words &
Pictures Museum.
For the past five years the artists have held a creative and romantic relationship.
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