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To my sisters
Blood

& Soul





In the old nursery rhyme, when the cat went to see the queen, he 
caught a little mouse under her chair; that was long long ago and the 

queen was different from our queen, but the mouse was the same.
Mice have always been the same.

Rumer Godden, The Mousewife
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Prologue

A suburban bedroom. Two girls. Sisters. One, a little girl, 
eight or so, sits on the bed. It’s only early evening, six o’clock, 
still light, but she’s all ready for bed: cotton pyjamas, Jiffies, 
teeth cleaned, her pale hair damp from the bath. The other, 
much older, seventeen, eighteen, practically a woman, sits at 
her dressing table applying make-up. She traces a heavy blue 
line around her eyes, darkens her lashes, reddens her lips, her 
cheeks, brushes a silvery streak across her eyelids. The little 
girl gazes at her sister’s reflection, sits very still, very upright, 
doesn’t make a sound; she barely breathes, so intent is she on 
the performance before her.

The older girl stands, takes a backward step or two, turns 
this way and that, trying to get a full view in the mirror. The 
dress she wears is long, the fabric a swirling combination of 
purple colours – lilac, violet, mauve, indigo. It is a glorious dress, 
with underskirts and bows, puffs and flounces. It shimmers and 
glints in the light. The young woman looks glorious: tall, slender, 
golden. Resplendent. The little girl gives a deep, a heartfelt, sigh. 

November 1975



xii

Prologue

‘You look so beautiful, Karen,’ she whispers, ‘like a 
princess. Like a fairytale princess. Like Cinderella.’ 

Her sister smiles at her own reflection. ‘I like that, Sukey.’ 
she says, softly, ‘Cinderella – that’s me.’ She turns to her sister, 
twirls slowly, her arms outstretched, ‘And now I’m off to 
the ball.’



I
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Susan

This is the moment when everything changes.

There have been other significant moments; a multitude of 
them if Susan cares to look back, and some (one in particular) 
even more significant than this. 

She should have been prepared, of course; should have 
been awake to the possibilities contained within such an 
occasion – for drama, for revelation. For farce. The Reading 
of the Will. It isn’t that the terms themselves are difficult to 
understand; she’s understood what he’s said well enough, but 
Susan asks him to tell her again, to explain. She needs time 
to recover. To compose herself. Right now she feels as if – no, 
she doesn’t quite know how she feels.

‘It’s really quite straightforward, Mrs Middleton,’ the 
solicitor speaks slowly, patiently, as if to a child. ‘The house 
can be put on the market immediately, but any disbursements 
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from the estate are to remain in trust until the executors are 
satisfied that everything possible has been done to locate your 
sister. If we do manage to find her, she receives half of your 
mother’s estate; if we don’t – which is by far the most likely 
outcome – you’ll receive the lot.’ His voice is low, sonorous, 
plainly his intention is to sooth, to smooth things over, iron 
out all the unsightly bumps and creases.

‘But when did she make this will?’ His bedside manner 
isn’t having the desired effect: Susan’s voice is pitched strangely, 
she can hear it – too high and too loud, and she’s speaking too 
fast. ‘I don’t understand it. My mother hadn’t been well – not 
for a long time. She’d been in a home for ten years. She had 
Alzheimer’s. She couldn’t even remember who I was. She 
couldn’t feed herself. How could she possibly have managed 
to write a will? Surely it’s not – it just can’t be – valid. This 
is crazy. This whole thing’s crazy.’ She can feel her heartbeat 
now – and like her voice it’s too loud, and much too fast. 

The solicitor appears unruffled. ‘It’s certainly valid, Mrs 
Middleton. She wrote the will years ago.’ He shuffles through 
the papers in front of him. ‘In May, 1980. I’m surprised your 
father didn’t tell you, he was an executor.’

She shakes her head, as much to clear it as to indicate the 
negative. 

‘Even if we do find Karen, your inheritance will still be 
quite substantial.’ He leans towards her, lowers his voice. ‘Your 
mother’s house has been valued at more than eight hundred 
thousand dollars. And in this market – who knows.’ 

‘It’s not the money.’ 
The man says nothing, smiles a polite professional smile. 
‘No really, Mr Hamilton,’ for some reason, she wants this 

man to believe her, to understand. Because it’s not the money. 
‘I mean it – the money’s not an issue. I don’t care about the 
money.’

‘Then what is the problem, Mrs Middleton?’
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‘I just don’t understand,’ Susan’s voice has dropped to a 
whisper, and the man has to lean close to hear her, a little 
closer than is proper. ‘Hasn’t anyone told you that she’s dead?’ 
Susan is unravelling, she can feel it. She clutches his arm. 
‘Didn’t anyone tell you that Karen’s dead? How can we give 
her half of the estate when she’s dead?’

The solicitor looks pained. ‘Dead? Well that’s never 
been –’

She interrupts: ‘Karen disappeared more than twenty 
years ago. She was abducted, raped, murdered. God knows 
what. Anyway, she’s dead. Gone. This can’t be serious – it’s 
insane! My mother wasn’t of sound mind. I can contest it, 
can’t I? Can’t I?’

Mr Hamilton takes her hand, which has been waving 
about dangerously. His hand – large, cool, comforting – 
covers hers briefly. ‘Mrs Middleton. Susan. May I call you 
that?’ He doesn’t wait for an answer. ‘Susan, this seems to 
have come as a terrible shock to you, and it may be that 
your sister is, as you say, dead. But the police files on your 
sister’s disappearance have never been closed, a body has 
never been found, and most importantly, as far as the terms 
of your mother’s will goes, your mother herself never gave 
up hope.’

‘But it’s…’ 
He covers her hand again, as if that will silence her. 

‘Listen to me for a moment. The will is completely watertight. 
There’s no question that your mother was of sound mind 
when she made it, and that the conditions are completely 
legal and reasonable. You can leave the whole business to me 
– since your father’s death I’m the only remaining executor. 
Anyway, I’ll advertise and then conduct interviews in the 
unlikely event that there is any response. Even if she is alive, 
Susan – and yes, I know you believe it’s highly improbable 
– but even if she’s out there somewhere, it’s very unlikely 
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she’d make contact now, after all these years. What’s more 
likely is that our notices will attract a number of – er – false 
respondents. I’ve seen it before: any hint of a lost heir brings 
out all sorts of opportunists. Mainly cranks, but occasionally 
some very clever performers. Professional impostors. 

‘Of course it’s standard procedure these days to have 
a DNA test, but as you’re only half-siblings and we won’t 
have a sample from your…er…shared parent, the test won’t 
be conclusive. At best it will only advise that the possibility 
can’t be excluded. Most unsatisfactory.’ He sighs, then pauses, 
waiting for her to comment, but she has nothing to say. 
Instead she looks steadily down at the desk, at their two hands. 
She studies the dark hairs on his fingers, the ornate silver ring 
on his middle finger, the clean, neatly-cut fingernails. Her 
own: trapped; barely visible. He follows her gaze, releases her 
fingers without comment. Continues.

‘If, and again this is highly unlikely, if a respondent can 
prove her identity; if a set of – shall we call them qualifying 
provisions – are met – well, then I think your involvement 
will become necessary. Will become essential, in fact…’

‘But –’
Mr Hamilton interrupts, ‘At this point you would have 

to conduct any further interviews to determine true identity. 
The final decision will be yours.’

She wriggles her fingers and he moves his hand away. 
She breathes deeply for a moment, then looks up, meets his 
eyes.

‘After all,’ he says, and his voice is carefully devoid of 
emphasis. ‘You’re the only one left who knows her, aren’t 
you?’

It’s true that Susan’s the only one left. 
But know her? 

::
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The girl, Karen, is eighteen. It is the night of her sixth form 
formal – a big night, much anticipated. At ten to seven she is 
ready. She wears the gown that her mother has made for the 
occasion, her hair is curled, make-up carefully applied. As 
pretty as a picture, her mother says. The mother takes several 
photographs: Karen beside a mirror, in the lounge room, 
several in the garden, one with her young half-sister standing 
beside her. 

She is walking to the dance. The school – where both 
dinner and dance are to be held – is only a few blocks away, 
and Karen has arranged to meet a friend – a girlfriend – en 
route. She says goodbye; the mother and sister wave to her from 
the front verandah. The phone rings and the mother hurries 
inside to answer it. It is her husband, the father of the young 
child, Karen’s stepfather, calling from the north coast, where 
he has travelled for a business meeting. He has rung from his 
motel room to wish Karen luck, to wish her a fine time out 
tonight, to tell her that he’s thinking of her, but has rung too 
late. By the time the mother rushes out to call her daughter 
back, Karen has already turned the corner, is out of sight. 

Her daughter has been out late at night before this, but 
the mother waits up anyway. As mothers do. She watches 
television. Ten o’clock. Eleven. Midnight. She gets into bed. 
Tries to sleep. One. Two. Gives up and goes back to the 
lounge room. Tries to read a book. Three. The mother is 
mildly anxious – as mothers are wont to be – but what to 
do? Who to ring? It is the end of year formal after all. There 
was talk of a party after the dance, and Karen has been given 
money – more than enough – to catch a taxi home. She will 
be with her friends, good responsible kids, the mother thinks, 
they will look out for one another, keep one another safe. 
And they’re not kids really, are they? At eighteen. Still – it’s a 
dangerous world out there. 
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The young child wakes up, wanders out sleepily. ‘Is it 
morning yet?’

‘No. Get back to bed.’ 
Four. The mother drifts off on the lounge. 
Eight o’clock. 
The child is shaking her. ‘Mum! Wake up. Mum, 

where’s Karen? Karen’s not here!’ The mother checks the 
bedroom. It’s empty, the bed still made. She panics. Dials 
000 and disconnects immediately. Takes several deep breaths. 
Thinks. Finds her phone book. Dials another number, local. 
Speaks to a woman, another mother. Yes, her daughter is 
home, was back surprisingly early, just past midnight, is 
still asleep. 

‘Wake her? Is it really necessary?…Karen’s not home? Oh 
dear. Hold on…’ 

A voice thick with sleep. ‘Karen? She didn’t turn up. I 
waited by the bus shelter for half an hour, but she didn’t arrive. 
She didn’t come to the formal at all. I thought maybe…’

The mother disconnects. Her fingers are deft, knowing, 
they dial 000 again, while the rest of her body shuts down, 
freezes over.

::

‘We’ll approach it this way.’ Mr Hamilton has assumed the 
proper distance from his client. ‘I’ll get the house organised: 
put it on the market, notify the tenants. I’ll place the notice 
in the personals. On the off-chance that she, that someone, 
turns up, I’ll have the appropriate DNA test kit sent to you. 
It’s quite a straightforward procedure, I believe. You take 
a cheek swab and send it back to the lab.’ He is brisk and 
businesslike. Susan is trying hard to look together, alert. She 
has an urge to take notes but hasn’t the means. Instead, she 
nods every now and then. 
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‘In the meantime I’d like you to put together something 
about your sister. On tape, or paper, whatever’s easiest. 
Whatever you can remember. Again, just in case. I’ve got 
the basic facts and they’ll probably be enough – date of birth, 
last known address, that sort of thing – but I’d like some 
additional detail, personal detail, from you. What she liked, 
what she was like. Whatever you can remember about her. I 
know it’s been a long time, you were only a child, but I’d like 
to – to get a feel for her. That way,’ he says, ‘we can weed 
out any…obviously false claimants – without going to the 
expense of testing them.’ 

‘But she isn’t…she can’t…’ Susan cannot finish the sentence.
‘And in all probability she won’t. But she might. You 

have to prepare yourself, Susan. She just might.’ 
She.
Susan drives home. 
It’s a little bit early, but she pours herself a whisky. Drinks 

it straight. 
She unloads the dishwasher, brings in the washing, scrubs 

the bathroom. 
She remembers, just in time, to pick up Stella and 

Mitchell from school. 
She is vague and distracted, but the children are busy 

with their games, and don’t notice, don’t care. 
Just.
Susan hangs out another load, takes phone calls, organises 

her next month’s shifts. She prepares dinner, feeds the kids, 
runs their bath. 

She pours another drink; a double this time. Adds a dash 
of water, ice. 

She kisses Ed warmly, lingeringly, when he gets home 
from work. Asks him how his day’s been. Tells him that 
the meeting with the solicitor went well. That everything’s 
under control. 
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Might.
Susan can’t face telling anyone, knows that to talk about 

it will somehow make it more real, will make it seem possible. 
So she puts off telling Ed until she’s downed the required 
number of whiskies. She waits until she’s blunted her edges, 
so to speak.

::

‘Do you really have to talk to her? She’s only a child, she 
won’t be able to tell you anything.’ Susan is sitting on the 
dining room floor, pretending to dress her Sindy doll. There 
are police everywhere – or so it seems to the child. Their big 
blue bodies crowd the small rooms. They’re manning phones, 
taking photographs, talking to her mother who sits hunched 
over the table, smoking cigarette after cigarette. 

‘Any information would be valuable to us at this point Mrs 
Carter. We have to talk to your daughter – you never know 
what a child hears or sees. Karen might have confided in her.’

‘She wouldn’t tell her anything. I know.’
‘Mrs Carter. Please.’
‘Oh, if you really think it will help.’ Her mother shrugs. 

‘Susy. Susy darling, will you come over here and talk to the 
police lady. She just wants to ask you few questions. About 
Karen.’

The policewoman squats down beside the child and 
smiles. At this level she seems very tall to Susan, taller than 
her father, and her dark hair is cut short like a man’s. But 
even in the dim light, and through the fug of cigarettes, 
Susan can tell that she has a kind smile. She holds out her 
hand. ‘Come on sweetheart.’

Susan puts down her doll and reaches out. The woman 
pulls her up gently. ‘How about we go and sit over on the 
lounge, Susy. You might be more comfortable there.’
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The child sits right in the middle of the big lounge. Her 
feet dangle, don’t touch the ground, and she bangs her heels 
against the bottom of the chair. The policewoman sits close 
beside her. Her skirt rides up a little when she crosses her 
legs, flesh coloured stockings wrinkling a little around her 
knees. 

‘It’s a little bit scary, isn’t it – all these policemen? I know 
I’d think it was pretty scary if I were you, but don’t worry, 
sweetheart, everything’ll be okay.’ She takes the child’s hand 
again. The policewoman has short bitten-down nails – but 
her hands are soft and warm. ‘Your big sister’s probably just 
gone to a friend’s place without telling anyone. Maybe it’s a 
friend your mother doesn’t know.’

Susan says nothing, looks down. Drums her heels 
nervously.

‘Perhaps Karen has a friend that you know, Susy? Maybe 
she’s got a new friend, someone she hasn’t had time to 
introduce to your mum? Maybe it’s a boy?’ 

The child says nothing. Gazes at the thick black belt 
the police woman wears around her waist, and the wooden 
handle – the gun – pressing in tightly under her ribs.

‘It’s okay sweetheart. You can say. Karen won’t get into 
any trouble. We just need to make sure she’s safe. Susy?’

‘She doesn’t have a boyfriend,’ the child speaks at last.
‘No?’
‘She’s never going to get married. She told me that. She 

doesn’t even like boys.’ 
‘Oh?’
‘Me and Karen are going to get a big house far away from 

Mum and Dad and we’re going to get a little puppy. Karen 
said I could.’

‘That sounds like fun. Doesn’t Karen like living here, then?’ 
Her voice is very deep, and she’s speaking so quietly that it’s 
almost a growl. ‘Does she fight with Mummy and Daddy?’
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‘My dad’s not her daddy, you know. We’ve got the same 
mum, but her dad’s dead.’ 

‘Yes. Your Mum explained that, Susy. Does Karen fight 
with your dad?’

‘Daddy’s away a lot. He’s a traveller. That’s why he’s not 
here now.’

‘He’ll be home soon, Susy. We called him this morn-
ing. He’s on his way. Do Karen and your mum fight, 
sweetheart?’

‘Karen said that when we got the puppy, it would be 
mine mostly. At least three-quarters mine. She said I could 
name it. But I’m still thinking what. I really like Scruffy, but 
I haven’t decided yet.’

Ed

Ed stretches before he runs. Breathes in through his nose. 
Feels the air fill his lungs, pushes it down, down, down, 
all the way to his belly. Holds for ten. Then breathes out 
through the mouth. Slowly, slowly. Aaaaahhhh. 

He takes it gently this morning, starts off walking, then 
eases into a jog halfway down the beach. He’s feeling a 
little, not unwell, but low in energy, out of sorts. Susan’s 
news of the night before has put him into something of 
a spin. He is simultaneously aggrieved (he’d made plans, 
who wouldn’t? – pay off the mortgage, buy a new car, an 
investment property, take an overseas holiday), anxious and 
amazed. He had wanted to really talk to Susan about it last 
night – to gauge her response, find out what she expects, 
how she feels, what she thinks he should be doing, how 
he should be feeling – but after the initial (and, it must 
be said, rather blunt) revelation, Susan took herself off to 
bed, half-pissed, and by the time Ed followed her she was 
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deeply and unrouseably (he tried nudging, tickling, groping, 
whispering in her ear) asleep. And the mornings – with the 
mad rush to get ready for work and school – lack both time 
and opportunity for that sort of discussion. He doesn’t (how 
can he with so little information?), doesn’t know what to 
think, what to make of it. 

Ed has read somewhere that many successful people 
– those who are successful in a spiritual and emotional as 
well as material sense – conduct what might be termed a 
‘stocktake of the self ’ in times of stress or uncertainty. They 
look at themselves objectively, dispassionately identify what 
they feel to be their most significant attributes, their belief 
systems, their weaknesses and strengths. This supposedly 
grounds them somehow, allows them to face most situations 
with a positive and creative attitude, encourages them to 
move forward in a positive manner – to evolve emotionally. 
He has read that it is helpful to keep typed inventories of 
these attributes, which can then be pinned above desks and 
beds, stored in glove boxes and briefcases, as a type of ready 
reference, affirmations that can be re-assimilated in moments 
of self-doubt. Though Ed has never actually taken the time 
to type out such a list (he can’t quite bring himself to expose 
himself – face himself – so literally, so permanently) he has 
frequently engaged in a slightly less rigorous mental stocktake. 
He undertakes just such an examination now, as he jogs, in 
the hope that this, in combination with aerobic exercise, will 
help clear his mind.

Ed (he finds that use of the third person gives him access to 
a starker objectivity) is a partner in a family business, Middleton 
and Sons, a kitchen design and manufacturing company. His brother 
Derek runs the factory (established by their father thirty years ago) 
while Ed handles designs, sales and marketing. Ed loves the business 
passionately, is committed to providing what their advertising claims 
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they provide: An Executive Quality Product, Teamed with Superior 
Family-Oriented Design Concept and Comprehensive Project 
Management. After more than a decade of slog, a not insignificant 
level of uncertainty, of risk, the anticipated return is in sight. The 
business plan is running smoothly – better than smoothly – and 
goals have been achieved far in excess of expectations. Since their 
father’s recent retirement Ed and Derek have finally established a 
committed and congenial team. Ed has achieved a satisfactory – if not 
perfect – work/life balance: usually restricting himself to working no 
more than a hundred-hour fortnight. Ed runs two prestige cars, has 
a not-outrageous mortgage, a comfortable home, an efficient secretary, 
and a more than substantial pay-packet. 

His substantial pay-packet means that he is able to provide for 
his family single-handedly, without having to rely – as so many of 
his friends and colleagues do – on a second income. His wife Susan, 
a nurse, works only one part-time day a week. The decision to 
postpone her career has been her own, but there’s no doubt it pleases 
Ed that she has chosen to stay home, pleases him that his children, 
unlike the children of so many of his colleagues and friends, have the 
security and stability that only hands-on, full-time parental care can 
provide.

He is finding it difficult to get the correct order, the 
right emphasis. He is describing the external detail, not the 
essential Ed. And it is the essential Ed that he needs. It may 
be that the jolting rhythm of his jogging is interfering with 
the process. He slows right down, moves over to the soft 
sand, walks. Starts again. Begins with the basics.

Ed loves his wife. He loves his kids. He loves his work. He loves 
the ocean.  

He is respected by his employees and his colleagues. He has 
many friends. He would class a number of his employees as friends. 

He is, in general, a responsible man. He would even say a moral 
man. (Though his morality does not extend to being judgemental – he 
has no problems with abortion, recreational drug-taking or soft-porn, 
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for instance.) As far as he is aware he has never committed an illegal 
act, has never even been issued with a speeding fine. He never speeds. 
This is not because he is afraid of being caught, or not only, but 
because he believes in law and order. A civil society.

He also believes in market forces – though in the face of each new 
financial crisis he is wondering whether he needs to rethink some of 
his assumptions. 

‘No Man is an Island.’ If Ed had to sum up his guiding 
philosophy, his take on life, that line would more or less encapsulate 
all that he feels most deeply. It goes without saying that, unlike the 
originator of this quote – some old white guy, no doubt – he’d include 
women. In fact, he’d put women first: No Woman or Man is an 
Island. 

It is Ed’s belief that in this one simple phrase the principles of 
the marketplace and any and all humanitarian concerns have been 
happily synthesised. 

Ed likes to read. He’s never been that strong on novels (though he 
read and quite enjoyed Hemingway and Conrad in high school), 
can never quite get the point, but is very keen on biographies 
(sporting figures, business people, rock stars – never politicians) 
and instructional books. Marketing manuals and guides to self-
improvement. Not that there’s really anything terribly wrong with 
him – nothing that really needs improving. He has no deep-seated 
hang-ups, no serious problems with his parents, his self-esteem, his 
sexual, emotional or work relationships. He’s just keen to fulfil his 
potential. 

In the last state election he voted for an independent. In the last 
federal election he voted for the Labor party. Naturally. 

His name is Edward, but he prefers Ed. 
He believes in spending quality time with his children. But is 

committed, too, to the ideal of quantity.
He believes that the family is the mainstay of the community.
He believes that men and women are different but equal. 
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He is heterosexual and monogamous but this is not an issue, not 
a judgement of other choices, other preferences.

He is what other people describe as a good bloke.
He never misses his shout.
He is even tempered; easygoing.
He is a happy man.

He looks at his watch. It is seven o’clock and he has three 
more lengths of the beach to go. He hasn’t even started on 
his negative points yet, but already his head is clear, he feels 
energised, his sense of purpose has returned. He knows who 
he is. He starts jogging again. Concentrates on his legs, his 
breathing. His head is clear but he can’t think now. He has 
to run.

Susan

This is her first-ever visit to Linda Carmichael’s house. Linda 
is not a particular buddy, is not even in Susan’s class, but 
Linda’s sister, Judy, was one of Karen’s friends, and so Mrs 
Carmichael has offered to have Susan for the afternoon, is 
eager to help. Since Karen’s disappearance six months ago 
Susan has spent afternoons and weekends with various friends, 
has spent very little time at home. Her mother seems to have 
barely moved since that night, sits hunched and smoking all 
day, waiting for the phone to ring, the key to turn in the 
front door. Susan’s father, who has been given a temporary 
job in head office – just until things at home are resolved – 
explains that her mother isn’t well, that she’ll be better soon, 
but Susan’s not too worried anyway. She likes visiting.

Linda lives too far from the school to walk home, so Mrs 
Carmichael collects the girls in her car, a big maroon station 
wagon. Susan follows Linda’s lead and clambers over the 
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