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Well, this is interesting, Jennifer Dove thought. She stared at the misted windscreen from within her sister Sofie’s old station wagon. Rain drummed on the roof. Every muscle in her body ached. Australian summer heat and the wild storm had turned the car into a sauna. A distinct aroma of sweaty sneakers in a gym locker wafted up from the threadbare carpet. And where the hell were Sofie and her niece, Claudia? How could they leave a dishevelled, jetlagged woman asleep in a parked car at night? At least leave a note: We’ve arrived at Uncle Bob’s. Back soon with a double-shot latté. This could mean no more travelling. God, she hoped so. Hopping across Europe and Asia on a forty-hour flight from London to Sydney was bad enough, but on landing, Sofie and Claudia had whisked her into a car for a five-hour country road trip. She felt shattered and longed for a soft bed and lots of sleep with no —

‘Hello!’ a deep voice boomed. Jennifer jolted out of her daydream. ‘Anyone there?’ 

Adrenaline shot through her. Nope. She hunkered deeper into the bench seat, fumbling for her phone, hoping he’d go away. A shadowy figure peered through the misted side window. Jennifer slid further down, her bum nearly on the floor. Streetlights glared through the windscreen, and pain hit the back of her eyes. 

Damn, he’d seen her. Jennifer eased herself up and quickly checked the doors. Thank goodness Sofie had locked her in. 

‘You left your lights on!’ the man called out.

Jennifer slid across the bench seat and reached around the steering column. Her fingers found the switch to turn off the lights. Opening the glove box, she pulled out a rag and wiped the side window. In that same moment, she noticed the frills, the frayed waistband and crotch—Sofie and her bloody recycling. 

Her gaze trailed up from the undies to catch a man smiling at her through the rain. She clenched her teeth and smiled back, mortified; the cowboy was getting an eyeful of her sister’s pink undies. Bugger, bet he thinks they’re mine. Heat rushed to her cheeks. 

Jennifer wound the window down. It cracked open, then jammed. ‘Thank you,’ she called out through the gap while squinting against the rain.

‘You’d better...’ the man started just as a truck thundered past, blue exhaust trailing behind, and she missed what else he had to say.

‘Didn’t hear you!’ she yelled.

‘Better make sure the battery isn’t flat,’ the man advised, his face obscured by the streaky window. ‘I’ve got jumper leads.’

Jennifer copied what she’d seen her sister do and pumped the accelerator a few times, then turned the key in the ignition; thankfully, the engine started without a stutter. She squeezed her fingers into the window’s tiny opening and tugged it down a few inches.

‘Listen, I’m missing a sister and a niece. Have you seen a young woman, cherub face, blonde curly hair, about five-six, and a teenage girl, face like her mum, but trying to be Goth —black clothes, black hair, black eyes?’ Black mood. Who would’ve thought Goth would make a comeback? 

The man looked up and down the street, and as the lamplight touched his face, Jennifer craned her neck for a better look. Hmm, interesting. This bloke in his Akubra hat and oilskin raincoat could stop London traffic. His rugged features were likely etched by sun, wind...and possibly humour.

She followed his gaze but couldn’t see past a few pedestrians sheltering from the rain. 

‘I reckon your family’s coming this way. One of them’s giving me the evil eye, ready to take me on.’ He sent them a brief, it’s okay wave and turned back to Jennifer. When their eyes connected, something—she wasn’t sure what—happened to her stomach.

‘Are you passing through?’ he asked. 

‘I don’t know,’ she said, rubbing her face. Her jetlagged brain felt like fudge after forty hours on a dodgy plane. ‘Is this Tumble Creek?’ 

He gave her a warm, easy smile. ‘Yep.’ 

‘Thank God,’ Jennifer sighed with relief. ‘No more travelling. We’re here for our uncle’s funeral tomorrow.’

‘Bob Feldman’s your uncle. My condolences, Bob was a good bloke.’ The stranger gave Jennifer a solemn nod in recognition of her loss. Rain dribbled off his hat. 

‘You knew him?’ Jennifer asked.

‘It’s a small town. I’ll be seeing you then.’ Turning up the collar on his long coat, he jogged to his car, boots sending water flying with every step.

With effort, Jennifer pulled the window down, stuck her head out the small gap, and yelled, ‘Thanks again!’ He turned and, like a mini salute, touched the brim of his hat. Nice. It was definitely worth getting wet for another look. He slid into the driver’s seat of his Range Rover and merged into the traffic. With both hands flat on the glass, she pushed the window back up, muttering about Sofie and her clapped-out old car. She probably kept it to annoy their image-driven mother.

Huddled under a plastic raincoat, Jennifer’s niece, Claudia, threw herself into the back. Sofie shoved Jennifer aside as she slid into the driver’s seat, tossing Jennifer a takeaway bag. As the tempting smell of hot food filled the car, she felt her stomach grumble. 

‘What did that gorgeous-looking bloke want?’ Sofie asked eagerly.

‘He was hot!’ Claudia blurted out from the back seat.

Jennifer raised an eyebrow at her sister. ‘The cute cowboy kindly told me our car’s headlights were on.’ 

‘How thoughtful. He looked like Hugh Jackman in that movie Australia,’ Sofie said, ‘He waved and gave me a smile. I swear my legs went to jelly.’

‘Mum’s legs turn to jelly watching a GQ tank ad,’ Claudia muttered.

Maybe I should’ve told him it was my ditsy sister who left the lights on, and that they weren’t my frayed pink undies I used to clean the window.

‘Oops.’ Head down, Sofie busied herself opening a takeaway bag.

‘Mum’s what?’ Claudia shrieked.

Jennifer realised her mistake and quickly changed the subject; there’d been enough tension between mother and daughter.

‘I smell food,’ she peeked in the bag. ‘Or perhaps not?’ 

‘Wait just a minute,’ Claudia demanded, edging to a full-blown teenage rebellion. ‘A strange guy got an eyeful of Mum’s big, old undies.’

‘Excuse me! They are not big. And that’s recycling, sweetie. Everyone uses old undies to wash and polish things, and they’re great for cars —’

‘You mean to say,’ Claudia cut in, her voice pitched too high, ‘you washed this car and used...’

‘Yes, on the front lawn. Your friend Skids wanted to polish his bike, so I gave him a pair.’

‘Noooo!’ Claudia yelled, arms crossed tightly over her budding chest. ‘Next thing I know, it’s on TikTok. Imagine it: me humiliated across the country—the whole bloody world! I can’t believe it. Aaagggh!’

Jennifer shot her sister a look. Sofie was trying to hide a grin. ‘I think your mum was kidding.’

‘Think—think!’ Claudia shrieked. 

‘Don’t worry, Claudia, if the cowboy tells just one person what he saw, by morning, I’ll be humiliated all over town. And I don’t care.’ Jennifer’s conscience threw a little tantrum over her blatant lie. Her own self-image had been a work in progress from the time she’d left home. 

‘He’s a stockman,’ Sofie corrected.

‘Beg your pardon, Stockman.’ Jennifer rubbed her face, thinking this was just the beginning; she had another week of this banter. Despite her irritation, she couldn't help but smile. 

‘Sorry to break this to you, but you should see your hair,’ Sofie giggled. ‘All your curls are flat and up one side. Not that it matters, you were in the car the whole time.’ 

Jennifer dropped the bag on her lap and pulled the visor down to peer in the mirror. ‘I look like a raccoon!’ She raked her fingers through her dark curls. Her mother would be horrified—‘Fix your hair—Fix your face, You’re not wearing that, are you?’ Without thinking, she straightened her black linen pants and scarlet tunic. 

‘No, you look Goth, like Muggins.’ Sofie hitched a thumb over her shoulder at Claudia.

‘What happened?’ Jennifer asked no one in particular. ‘Somewhere between London and Sydney, I aged ten years.’ 

‘Shut up, Jen, don’t make me lean over and smack you. You’re gorgeous. London-winter-pale, but gorgeous. Some women resort to surgery for that doe-eyed, green-eyed, gypsy look.’ 

‘I’d love to have your skin, Aunty Jen,’ Claudia said. ‘White is so cool.’ 

Spending nights in the restaurant and sleeping during the day, how could she be anything but pale? 

‘Mum, how come Aunt Jen’s a brunette and you’re a blonde? She’s tall, and you’re short?’

‘Short? Thanks, sweetie,’ Sofie said dryly. ‘Jen’s a throwback from a past liaison?’

‘Yeah right, Sofie. You’re the throwback. I can’t see Mother having an affair twelve months after you were born to fall pregnant with me. Hardly,’ Jennifer put in. 

With the same old discussions resurfacing, she wondered if they could’ve had different fathers. Sofie drove around in a battered car and dressed like a hippy, which was odd considering their parents’ aim in life was to make the right impression. 

‘How long have I been asleep?’

‘It’s nine-thirty now; you had less than an hour.’ Sofie patted Jennifer’s knee. 

‘My brain’s playing catch-up with my eyeballs. I can’t move. My bloody body is still floating, and I had the weirdest dream.’

‘Dream about what?’ Sofie cracked open a can of Coke. 

‘Uncle Bob... dying.’ Jennifer let go a heavy sigh. ‘And why did he leave that strange message for us with his solicitor, saying he meant no harm?  What he did was for himself, not anyone else. Who does that?’ 

If he meant for them not to investigate, it was the wrong way to go about it. In fact, Jennifer was already curious. Did it have something to do with her mother and the reason she’d turned her back on Bob, her own brother? When Jennifer was a teenager, her mother had tried to knock sense into her about doing the same. Like that was going to happen. She loved her uncle; he was never critical of others, especially not of their appearance. 

She screwed her eyes shut and tried to picture her uncle’s gentle face. Okay, he was dead. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t send her another message or sign. Then again, if anyone was going to get a sign, it would be Sofie. She could see signs in wisps of smoke. 

‘We’ll work it out. Uncle Bob’ll probably send me a sign,’ Sofie said. 

Jennifer resisted an eye-roll.

Claudia piped up with, ‘Pity Mum didn’t get a sign about a country town seeing her undies.’ 

Sofie’s mouth popped open. Before she had a chance to say anything, Jennifer pulled a spring roll from her takeaway bag and shoved it into her sister’s mouth, then took a bite of her dim-sim. The salty, deep-fried pastry and something resembling mincemeat made her reach for her Coke. She threw the remains of her dim-sim back into the bag and took a long swig to wash the greasy taste from her mouth. Then she rolled up Sofie’s recycled undies, making sure they weren’t recognisable, and wiped the side window to peer at the row of shops. 

‘You’ve parked outside Uncle Bob’s pharmacy. Hey, why are the windows papered up?’ 

‘Claudia and I discussed it earlier,’ Sofie mumbled around a mouthful of spring roll, ‘and we don’t know.’ 

‘I think we’d better get inside,’ Jennifer suggested, taking another swipe at the window. ‘Got the keys to the house?’ 

‘Of course,’ Sofie mumbled around the spring roll between her teeth. She started the engine and swung the car onto Grey Street. A few minutes later, they were in the back lane. She stopped in front of the double garage roller door that was part of the back fence. 

‘Got a brolly, Sofe?’

Sofie grabbed an umbrella from under the seat and tried to open it. ‘It’s a bit bent since I used it on Jett’s head—and his car.’

‘On ya, Mum!’ In a flash, Claudia made the switch from undie-outrage to mother-daughter united. ‘Wish I’d seen it.’

‘Good for you.’ Jennifer laughed until she noticed her sister’s eyes had a glazed, mutinous look. ‘Perhaps we should dump this in the rubbish.’ She tugged the umbrella out of Sofie’s grasp. ‘I know you’d like to do it again, Sofe, but it’s time to let go.’

Claudia leaned over and kissed her mum on the cheek, and a dreamy look softened Sofie’s face. Watching the tender moment between her sister and niece brought on a pang of longing, as she remembered similar moments during their childhood when it was the two of them against their mother’s wounding rule. 

‘Getting wet due to your brainless ex-husband’s headache will be a pleasure.’ Jennifer squeezed her sister's hand, then shouldered the car door open.

‘Do you remember the code for the garage door?’ Sofie asked.

‘Uncle Bob used our birthdays, the sweetie,’ Jennifer said wistfully.

She held Sofie’s useless umbrella over her head and punched in the code. The roller door rumbled open. Jennifer guided Sofie into the garage and quickly threw the battered umbrella into a dark corner. She found the light switch, and a fluorescent tube flickered on, casting a blue-white glare over shapes and angles hidden under a dust cover. Whatever it was, it took up one side of the double garage.

‘You’re soaked through,’ Sofie frowned, climbing out of her car. Claudia slid across the bench seat and followed. 

‘I’ll be fine,’ Jennifer said. ‘I’ve just come from a London winter.’

Claudia peeked under the dust cover. ‘Awesome!’

‘Well, lift it up so we can all see,’ Sofie urged.

But Claudia just stared with her hand over her mouth. Jennifer grasped one corner of the dust cover and pulled. It slithered onto the garage floor, revealing a shiny, yellow and white vintage model Cadillac with huge headlights, fins, and a mass of gleaming chrome.

‘Uncle Bob, you eccentric old coot,’ she whispered. ‘He finally got his wish, and it’s a convertible. It’s so ugly it’s beautiful. I wonder who the lucky relative will be who gets this.’

‘Hope Mum doesn’t get her hands on it,’ Sofie muttered.

Jennifer leaned against the bonnet. ‘Somehow, I don’t think he’d leave Mum this amazing car. Besides, it’d be a terrible waste.’

‘Yeah, you’re right.’ Sofie gently ran her hand over the car’s duco. ‘Uncle Bob had plenty of friends in Tumble Creek who are more deserving.’

Claudia draped herself across the shiny bonnet. ‘No way! This is so me, don’t you think?’

‘Get off there before you scratch it with one of your belt buckles,’ Sofie warned.

Claudia made a face and slid off.

‘Uncle Bob may have left it to Claudia.’ Jennifer patted the bonnet and raised an eyebrow at her sister, hoping she’d get the hint and ease up on her daughter.

‘Honestly,’ Sofie groaned. She helped Jennifer throw the dust cover back over the car.

‘Let’s go inside,’ Jennifer grabbed her leather tote bag, moved to the door at the far end of the garage and pushed. The old door scraped heavily over the flagstones, but they managed to shove it open wide enough to squeeze through into the dark, damp courtyard garden. A broad flagstone path led from the garage to the patio and the back door. 

Jennifer flicked a switch, illuminating the garden with soft sepia tones. ‘It’s always so pretty in here.’ 

‘Yeah,’ Sofie said. ‘Uncle Bob loved his cottage garden, especially his snapdragons and roses.’ 

Jennifer hurried through the puddles, her sister and niece right behind her. They reached the back door and huddled under its narrow awning. Faced with the papered-up door and windows, Jennifer felt like a trespasser. 

‘Just like the front,’ Claudia muttered.

Jennifer fumbled with her uncle’s Marilyn Monroe doll key ring, chose the most frequently used key, and slipped it into the lock. She eased the door open. They stepped across the threshold. As they entered the dimly lit interior of the sunroom, an uneasy feeling stole through Jennifer. 

She dropped her bag near the stairs. ‘Uncle Bob only died a few days ago. The place seems empty — surely someone would’ve kept the pharmacy going?’ 

‘Yes, people need their medications,’ Sofie said. ‘Uncle Bob’s solicitor never mentioned any of this.’

Jennifer pulled a corner of the newspaper aside and scanned the courtyard through rain-spattered glass. A sense of unease settled inside her. Something was wrong. She felt the need to be with her sister and niece and moved to join them in the central hallway. 

Claudia stepped out of the shop’s kitchenette as Sofie appeared from the staffroom. Jennifer’s shoes squeaked on the shiny floor tiles as she headed to the main area of the pharmacy. She suddenly stopped, unable to believe her tired eyes. Her uncle’s impressive Edwardian shop was deserted. All that remained of his working life were the shop fittings and display cases. 

‘Where is everything?’ her troubled voice echoed around the walls.

Sofie shrugged. ‘Beats me. This is creepy.’

Underneath the grime and dust, it was clear there had been no change to the original cream and dark-blue mosaic tiles arranged in an intricate pattern of scrolls and flowers. Jennifer admired what could be an elegant room with its lofty ceiling and decorative plaster scrollwork. It gave the room an old-world charm. This stunning shop had been empty for a long time. Now Jennifer found herself reflecting on her uncle’s life and sudden death.

‘When was the last time you saw him, Sofe?’

‘I think it was at school...’ Sofie trailed off.

‘The night of the school play,’ Claudia prompted. ‘I had a part in the chorus, and Uncle Bob came down to see.’

‘Four weeks ago.’ Sadness etched Sofie’s face as she gripped Jennifer’s arm. ‘I wonder if he knew he was going to—you know, die?’ 

Jennifer would’ve preferred it if her uncle hadn’t had imminent death hanging over him. She shook her head. ‘Of course he didn’t know. We’re his favourite girls, he would’ve said something.’

‘When did you last see him or hear from him?’ Sofie’s voice trembled.

‘We had a regular date to Facetime every two weeks. The last time we spoke was a week ago. He looked great. We spent a week together last July, remember? I sent you photos from Paris. We met an acquaintance of Uncle Bob’s.’ Jennifer stopped to think. ‘Can’t remember his name, but he was from the Polish Embassy and invited us to a cocktail party. We had an amazing time, and the food was great. That’s where I met Dobry and suggested he come to London sometime—and he did, damn it.’ Jennifer’s doubts about her Polish boyfriend were starting to grow. ‘Claudia, never trust a man who yabbers poetry in a foreign language; he could be reciting his shopping list.’

‘I’m off men,’ Claudia voiced flatly. ‘Boys are okay, especially Skids.’ 

‘Uncle Bob was a man,’ Jennifer said, ‘and we could always rely on him.’ 

‘Uncle Bob was—different,’ Claudia said. 

‘True. He was a sweetheart that night at the embassy. After we left, he took me to a café and we talked until the early hours, reminiscing about the clothes and gaudy jewellery he used to buy for us behind our parents’ backs.’

‘I remember,’ Sofie smiled. ‘Mum didn’t want you to get your ears pierced. She thought you’d end up with piercings all over your body.’

‘Jeez, no wonder I get funny looks from Gran,’ Claudia muttered.

Jennifer gave her niece a sympathetic smile. ‘You’re not a good look for wannabe socialites, and I wouldn’t fret about it for a second.’ 

‘Whatever,’ Claudia said with just a hint of disappointment. ‘I don’t give a shit.’

Jennifer draped an arm around Claudia’s shoulder and kissed her cheek. ‘I like your attitude. I’m sure Uncle Bob would’ve told you that as well.’

‘We spoke on the phone,’ Claudia sniffed back a tear. ‘But I didn’t see him as often as I would’ve liked.’

‘I quizzed him about why he moved away from Sydney,’ Jennifer said. ‘But he just gave me some lame excuse. He seemed uncomfortable about it, so I let it go.’

‘He was the same with me,’ Sofie added. ‘I’m just grateful we all stayed in touch. Weird how Mum and Dad never let us visit him when we were young.’

Jennifer frowned. ‘Really weird. But they couldn’t stop us in our teens. I remember making a fuss.’ Sorrow washed over her. ‘What have we missed? What’s been going on here?’ She ran her fingers over the brass moulding surrounding the curved glass top of a display case. The shiny surface gleamed; thoughts of a new restaurant came to her mind, and how this beautiful display case would enhance its décor. Impossible to ship, she shook her head and refocused on her surroundings. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘Maybe he was sick for a while but didn’t let on,’ Claudia said from the other side of the room. She held up a dusty packet of bobby pins she’d found on a shelf. ‘Remnants of a country pharmacist’s life?’

‘I’m sure there’s a lot more to our uncle,’ Jennifer choked back tears.

They made their way up the creaking, dark timber stairs. In stark contrast to the shop, their uncle’s home was clean and lived-in, immaculate, as if he’d only stepped out for milk and bread.

At the top of the landing, a timber floor gleamed on either side of a Persian carpet runner. At the end of the hallway, warm streetlight streamed through a tall window. 

Jennifer opened the first door on her right. She found the switch and flicked the lights on. ‘The living room hasn’t changed at all.’ A faint buzz shot through her fingers. She examined the old brass switch and curled her fingers protectively; perhaps her hands were a little damp. ‘This heavy timber furniture must date back to Grandma’s time,’ she said, heading for the heavy, red brocade drapes. She pulled one aside to look out through the rain trickling down the window onto Grey Street below, so quiet compared with the constant hum of London traffic. A corrugated awning stretched over the footpath below, hiding it from view. Beyond that, Jennifer could see flowerbeds and glistening trees along the central nature strip that separated northbound and southbound traffic. Wet asphalt gleamed, slick with summer rain.

Across the street, she caught sight of a stout man as he walked under a streetlight. He looked straight up at her. A cold shiver ran down her spine. The man adjusted his collar, ducked his head, and quickly stepped back into the shadow of a shop doorway. 

It’s nothing, she told herself. This is a country town, bugger-all happens here. Poor bloke is sheltering from the rain, that’s all. 
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Jennifer closed the drapes and walked over to where Claudia sat slumped at the dining table, chin resting in her palm. She tugged at her niece’s sleeve. 

Dead tired but still floating as if on the plane, she ignored the leather sofa that beckoned her to lie down. ‘Come on, let’s see what else there is.’ 

They found Sofie in a room across the hall. 

‘Uncle Bob’s bedroom,’ Jennifer whispered.

‘Great, Uncle Bob’s bed?’ Claudia whispered.

‘Yep,’ Sofie sighed.

‘He died in his sleep...heart failure on that bed,’ Jennifer said softly.

‘I’m outa here.’ Claudia shuddered.

Jennifer turned to leave. ‘Let’s go to our old room, Sofe.’

‘This is creeping me out,’ Claudia muttered, hooking one arm through her mother’s, the other searching for her aunt’s.

The three shuffled down the hall past a long oak sideboard, which had neatly arranged photographs in silver frames sitting on top. They caught Jennifer’s eye, and she hesitated, but her sister and niece weren’t in the mood to stop.

‘Wait a minute,’ Jennifer said, her tone hushed. ‘Why are we sneaking around as if we might wake the dead or something? And why are we whispering?’ 

Wide-eyed, the other two answered with a shrug.

‘Whatever, Aunt Jen, as long as I’m in the middle,’ Claudia whispered. 

‘Okay, but we’re being silly.’

Jennifer turned the lights on. The room softened into a gentle golden glow. 

‘Ahh, now that’s more like it.’ She smiled at memories of weekends laughing and dressing up in this very room. ‘A bit over-the-top frilly, but hey, Uncle Bob did it all for us, God love him.’

‘Funny lighting in this place,’ Claudia said, eyeing the pink, smoky glass ball hanging from the ornate ceiling rose. ‘It’s like they have to warm up or something.’

The bedroom was the same size as her uncle’s, with pink roses-and-vines wallpaper that Jennifer could never look at for long without feeling dizzy. Flouncy curtains hung over burgundy velvet drapes. Resembling a giant tutu, a pink bedspread covered the mattress of a gleaming antique brass bed.

‘So Uncle Bob decorated this for you guys?’ Claudia’s nose wrinkled in distaste. ‘Where’s the black, or at least dark purple?’

Sofie rolled her eyes. 

‘It’ll pass,’ Jennifer whispered to Sofie. ‘Pink will be the new black. Wait and see.’

‘Poor, stuck-in-a-gay-closet Uncle Bob,’ Claudia said, matter-of-factly.

‘He was, wasn’t he?’ Jennifer stated.

‘Yeah.’ Sofie sighed sadly. ‘He said he had girlfriends, but lately he only talked about someone called Veronica. He often bought her presents too. Thing is, I never met her.’

‘Now that you mention it,’ Jennifer said, ‘he bought Veronica a bra and panty set in Paris.’ 

‘Maybe,’ Claudia put in with a shrug, ‘his girlfriends were just that—girlfriends.’ 

‘And they stayed here, in our old room,’ Jennifer said as she scanned the excessively pink boudoir. ‘I think he missed his calling. He would’ve made a brilliant decorator.’ 

‘Yeah, look, someone threw a frog in a blender,’ Claudia said, pointing at a large pink frilly cushion surrounded by green leaves.

‘Claudia’s right,’ Jennifer said. ‘Many frogs gave their lives so we could have a princess bedroom.’

‘So many frogs.’ Claudia dramatically swiped an imaginary tear from her cheek.

‘Wait ’til you see the bathroom.’ Reaching for the door, Jennifer opened it. ‘Look, it's green with fluffy pink accessories.’

‘Bless his cotton socks.’ Sofie dabbed her face. ‘He hasn’t changed a thing.’

‘This bath is awesome,’ Claudia said, leaning over the claw-foot bathtub big enough for someone to lie down in.

‘Ooh, a shiver just ran down my spine.’ Jennifer rubbed her arms.

‘Jen, you’re soaked. Put something else on,’ Sofie ordered.

‘My suitcase is in the car,’ Jennifer peered behind the bathroom door. ‘This’ll do for the moment.’ She unhooked a large, pearl grey silk shift from a brass hook. ‘And these,’ she held up a pair of fluffy pink stiletto slip-ons. She stripped down to her underwear, hung her wet clothes over the tub, and slipped on the shift and stilettos. ‘Can you see my bum?’ Jennifer bent over with a hand on each cheek. 

‘No, and anyway, who cares?’ Sofie said. ‘It’s just us.’

Jennifer straightened and turned around to face them.

Sofie gulped back a squeal. ‘Look,’ she said, pointing at Jennifer’s chest.

‘I know; my nipples are sticking out, I’m cold—well, I was cold. They just haven’t caught up yet.’ Jennifer placed her palms over the little buds and rubbed.

‘I don’t care about your nipples, look at what’s written on the front of the slip.’ 

Claudia clapped her hands and laughed. ‘It’s Veronica’s.’ 

Jennifer turned to look in the mirror above the basin. There it was: Veronica, printed in a sparkly pink curly font. ‘Good grief, I hope she won’t mind.’ She looked down at the slip-ons. ‘Aren’t these just wonderfully frivolous? Every girl should have a pair.’ 

‘There’s heaps of great stuff here.’ Claudia held up scented bath oils and Chanel toiletries. 

‘Veronica has expensive taste.’ Jennifer turned on the hot water tap over the basin. The water spluttered then trickled out. ‘I wonder if someone turned the hot water off. I’ll find the fuse box and switch it back on. A cold shower is the last thing I want.’

‘Damn,’ Sofie complained, frowning. ‘Getting hot water will take hours — but you can wash with the most expensive stuff in the country.’

‘Yeah, and I will,’ Jennifer laughed, wrapping an arm around Sofie’s shoulder. ‘Look, we’re all dead on our feet—let’s stick to the plan. Head to the motel, and I’ll see you in the morning.’

‘Okay,’ Sofie cupped Jennifer’s cheeks and caught her eyes with hers, ‘I can’t believe my sister is finally opening her own restaurant. I want to hear all about it in the morning.’ 

‘I promise I’ll fill you in on every detail. Right now, I need to sleep alone, and you two probably snore. I may have had a catnap, but I’ve been awake for over forty hours.’ 

‘You poor thing.’ Sofie kissed her cheek. ‘We’ll come back in the morning with breakfast.’

‘Sounds good to me. Juice, strong coffee, and a bacon and egg roll.’

‘Yay! Jeez, finally!’ Claudia cried, swung around, quickly headed for the stairs and the back door.

Jennifer took Sofie’s hand, and they followed Claudia to the car.

‘Make sure you lock all the doors,’ Sofie ordered before getting behind the wheel. 

‘Really, this isn’t Sydney,’ Jennifer huffed, fatigue making her sound grumpy. 

‘Yeah, yeah, do it anyway,’ Sofie ordered.

Claudia muttered about creepy corners.

The old station wagon drove off. The roller door rumbled shut. Silence settled around Jennifer, and the sense of unease crept through her again. That’s because I’m cold. And I’m cold because I’m tired. She dragged her case, its little wheels clattering over the flagstones, into the house and locked the back door. ‘Don’t let their wild imaginations scare you,’ she told herself. 

* * *

Gerek Laska hid in the shadows of an alcove doorway on Grey Street. After rubbing his eyes, he focused on the second-storey window of the building across the road. He nearly collapsed from fright when he saw the woman looking directly down at him. Thank goodness she had drawn the heavy drapes again. 

Soft light still seeped out past the edges of the drapes. Gerek sighed and rubbed his neck, frustrated at waiting for the women to leave. Surely, they wouldn’t stay in a dead man’s house overnight? Maybe they were tougher than he’d thought. 

Excitement fluttered in his chest at the thought of being so close to his goal. This was more his style and so different from sitting behind a computer in Canberra. 

He chuckled. His belly jiggled, and the chuckle became a wheeze. He reached for his hip flask. A quick gulp of Anna’s homemade Fruit Brandy would soothe the wheeze before it became a cough. Damn, he’d left it in the car. He peered up the street at the empty police car parked a short distance away. The car worried him; the officers had to be somewhere—hmmm. If they showed up, it would be a complication he didn’t need.

He'd been tailing the three women since they left Sydney. Now he knew where Bob had lived, and with luck, this would lead him to the woman who called herself Veronica. His foolish friend and boss at the Polish Embassy in Canberra would be happy about that, and eventually, they would both get what they wanted.

He felt relieved that the rain had stopped. Heat trapped in the tarred roads, combined with the rain, caused a warm mist to rise across the town. Frowning, Gerek peeked out of the darkened doorway and risked a quick scan up and down the street. A grin spread across his face when he recognised the old station wagon as it turned the corner and drove away. Good, the women had left the house; one problem solved. That just left the police officers and their whereabouts; he’d have to move carefully. He dared to step out of his hiding spot and into the light. Then, walking up the road as if he belonged, he headed to find the back entrance to Bob’s home. 

Gerek reached what he hoped was the shop’s back fence. With a herculean effort, he pulled himself up to get a good look over the top: yep, this was the right place. He let himself drop and rubbed his shoulders. 

After a quick scout around, he found the keypad that would open the garage door. It took him no time to figure out the simple code and slide the roller door up. The sound of creaking, rumbling metal echoed out into the night. Panic caused the hair on the back of his neck to stand up. In a flash, Gerek grabbed the door to stop it from moving. He shot a glance up and down the alley to see if he’d disturbed anyone. Everything was quiet. He looked down at the gap beneath the roller door and figured he had about fifty centimetres. Could he make it? 

He eyed his ample belly and, with a resigned grunt, eased down on all fours to the wet ground and almost cried out when a sharp piece of gravel bit into his knee. Clenching his teeth against the pain, he lifted his leg, pulled the stone out, and chucked it. It bounced off the fence on the other side of the lane and sent a dog into a fit of raucous barking. Gerek held his breath and, wasting no more time, sneaked a peek inside the garage. Soft light pooled through the grimy garage window. Silly women left upstairs lights on in the house. He sprawled down, his big belly flattened against the cold concrete. The pressure caused blood to pound in his ears as he began to squeeze under the door. His back hit the rubber seal along the bottom edge and stopped him cold. He tried to push through, but the metal door rumbled like a roll of thunder.

‘Idiota.’ (idiot) Gerek wheezed. Stuck, he let all the air out of his lungs, which gave him a few millimetres, and quickly wriggled, army style, until he was through. He lay inside the garage on the concrete floor, dragging air back into his lungs. That was close. He hauled himself up, dusted his hands off on his clothes, and scouted for the way out.

Gerek’s arse vibrated, and his heart leapt. He fumbled for his phone in his back pocket. Quickly, he wrapped chubby fingers around the device and answered promptly.

‘Antonin, later,’ he grated and switched it off. He focused on the garage walls: surely the way out was opposite the roller door. Ah-ha! Found it. 

The door was slightly open, and Gerek rubbed his hands, thinking this job was going to be easy. He checked to make sure the coast was clear before squeezing through the narrow space and venturing into the courtyard. He ducked down as low as he could and crept along the flagstones, avoiding the soft earth on either side of the path.

Gerek felt a mosquito sting on his neck and slapped it. He wiped the sweat off his face with his forearm and silently cursed the Australian heat. His thoughts turned to Warsaw, where the temperature would drop below zero. The image of his wife Anna and her last words, before he left the embassy in Canberra, kept haunting him. 

‘Why not send a younger man who is more agile, not so chubby?’ she had said, worried eyes questioning him. 

A grumble escaped Gerek’s throat: he loved his ‘wifey.’ And despite a few slip-ups, he knew the drill. Still, he wished a thousand curses to his fool of a friend in the Warsaw political party for making him feel guilty if he didn’t do this. So what if they were all sent to Suwalki, in Poland’s freezing far north?

He stayed in the shadows as he crept towards the back of the house. He pressed his face against the glass to peek through a torn piece of paper covering the window: the coast was clear. He pulled the lockpick out of his pocket and started working on the old lock, opening the back door within seconds. 

He carefully eased the door open. Cool air drifted out, soothing his sweaty skin. He noticed a bag and suitcase near the stairs and heard movement above. 

Someone was still here.

* * *

A change of air fluttered across Jennifer’s face. She looked around the cavernous shop to see where it might have come from, but there was no explanation for it. Goose bumps crept up her neck. Ice ran through her veins. She stiffened and bolted for the stairs, stilettos clattering all the way. 

Reaching the top, logic returned and Jennifer sighed with relief. There was nothing to worry about; she’d locked the doors. ‘All that fear—for what?’ she told herself. ‘A headache?’ 

Her feet were blissfully silent on the carpet runner. She slowed her pace and stopped by the sideboard to check out the photos neatly arranged on top. One stood out from the rest, a silver, art deco-framed photo of Jennifer’s grandmother, Polly Feldman. 

‘Hi, Gran, I miss you too.’ She ran her index finger over Polly’s long, white lace wedding gown and the matching veil that crowned her head. Something caught her eye. She stepped closer for a better look. It looked like someone had cut George, Polly’s image-driven husband, out of the photo. Did Uncle Bob do that? Why would he? He must have felt pissed off no end. 

Jennifer rested her elbows on the sideboard and cupped her chin in her hands. ‘Gran, how come Mother often said Uncle Bob had strange habits? Maybe she thinks unconditional love is a strange habit.’ She skewed her mouth in thought. There had to be a reason for her uncle to cut his father out of the wedding photo and for his sister, Jennifer and Sofie’s mother to despise him so much that he left Sydney to avoid her altogether. How long had the photo been like this? Jennifer hadn’t noticed it before. Maybe her uncle’s solicitor had the answers. Perhaps in the will, if there was one. 

‘Anyway, Gran, I don’t suppose you can tell me why there’s no hot water, hmm? Maybe I should just fall into the cloud of ruffles.’ She could almost hear her grandmother laugh, wag her arthritic finger, and touch the tip of Jennifer’s nose, tut-tutting. ‘Comfort overrules? Yes, you’re probably right.’ 

She opened a door opposite the sideboard and stepped into the spacious walk-in closet, its shelves stacked with linens. The old familiar scent of lemon-fresh, sun-dried laundry and memories of weekends with Gran brought a smile to her face. She helped herself to sheets and pillowcases. 

As Jennifer closed the closet door, she heard a clicking sound filter up the stairs. She flinched, held her breath, and paused to listen.

Nothing. She was alone in the house, just her and her imagination. 

Come on, Jen, it could’ve been a car door. Or a neighbour putting the cat out. 

She heard the faintest gritty scraping noise, and her heart lurched. It couldn’t be Sofie and Claudia; there was no reason for them to come back. Jennifer waited, ears straining. The silent, empty house was creeping her out — London was never this quiet. 

This is nonsense; old houses always creak. 

Halfway down the hall, Jennifer heard a faint shuffle. She stopped and listened. There it was again: someone was moving around downstairs. 

‘Oh my God,’ she whispered. 

Clutching the bundle of linen to her chest, she tiptoed down the hall as fast as she could and hurried into the pink bedroom, tossing the sheets onto the bed. She needed to ring someone, but her phone was downstairs in her bag. Where had she seen the house phone— the living room? 

Jennifer’s mounting fear had her searching for a handy weapon. ‘Christ! All I can do is scare someone,’ she hissed.

She eased the bathroom door open and hoped there would be something in there besides a bottle of shampoo. That could work, right in the eyes. Nasty, though. She scanned the toiletries, grabbed the shampoo and a large, old-fashioned, wooden-handled toilet brush. 

Yes, she could do some damage with these. Brain, whoever—or gross them out and run. 

She tiptoed to the bedroom door and dared to peek out. If only she could make it down the stairs. She snuck across to turn the living room lights off. Her fingers sought the old light switch, easing it up. An electric shock zapped her. She clenched her teeth against a cry of pain and fright and tucked her hand in her armpit. Nursing her hand, she headed for the desk and managed to find the phone. Should she ring Sofie? 

Her sister in a panic? Not a good idea. Call triple O. Emergency?

She heard the sound of slow, creeping steps but wasn’t sure where they were coming from. 

Jennifer broke out in a cold sweat. Her breathing was short and shallow, and every nerve in her body prickled with alarm. Horror stories of axe murderers and rapists ran through her mind. Her dry mouth fell open and all bravado fled. An intruder was roaming the house. She needed to hide, but where? She scuttled behind the door and peered through a crack, fixing her eye on the landing. Oh God, she could see a faint light. Did intruders use torches? How brazen. She forced herself to take slow, even breaths, but adrenaline pumping through her body made it impossible to stop the trembling. She opened her eyes wider, as if that might help her brain come up with a safe exit plan, but her frightened mind drew a blank. Anger filtered through fear and exhaustion. Anyone with an emotional mix like that rushing through their system has to be a little insane. 

Jennifer raised her weapon and crept out of her hiding place. She was about to yell, scream—anything to scare whoever it was—when a loud knocking came from the open back door. 

Open door? But she had locked it.

A deep voice boomed, ‘Hello! Anyone there?’

‘Don’t come any closer.’ Her voice wobbled. She cleared her throat, determined to sound convincing. ‘I’ve called the police and they’re on their way!’

‘We are the police,’ the stranger rumbled. ‘Is everything all right?’ 

Jennifer heard heavy boots stomping up the stairs. A pale blue torch beam flickered and moved towards her. 

Brandishing the toilet brush in one hand and a shampoo bottle in the other, Jennifer sneaked a peek around the door and came face to face with a mountain of a man heading her way. His companion was much shorter and thinner. Badges and epaulettes on their pale blue shirts glinted in the faint light. 

‘What a relief,’ she said, shoulders dropping.

‘Nice toilet brush and shampoo,’ the large officer said, shining the torch in her face. ‘You can drop them now.’ 

Eyes squinting, she hadn’t realised her hand was raised, toilet brush pointing at the ceiling. An image of herself as The Statue of Liberty flashed through her mind. Her arm came down faster than she could blink. She let go of the wooden handle. It bounced once, then drummed on the timber floor.

‘Thank you, ma’am. Tony, find the light switch,’ the deep voice ordered as he shone the torch at his partner.

Without looking, Jennifer reached for the table and placed the shampoo bottle down. Briefly blinded by the blue torchlight spots in her vision, she forgot to yell, ‘Don’t touch the switch.’ 

The light flickered on, and the officer cursed as he checked his fingers. 

The large, muscle-bound officer had a look of surprise and irritation on his face. Maybe dealing with the younger bloke had been tough all night—all week. 

Jennifer recovered from the shock of police officers in her uncle’s living room, blinked and said, ‘I’m so glad you’re here.’

‘Is something wrong?’ the officer asked, his black, bushy eyebrows creased together.

‘How did you get in?’ Jennifer asked.

‘We came through the roller door that was partly up, and then we found the back door unlocked,’ No-neck said as he slowly inclined his head towards the stairs, a tricky manoeuvre for him. Meanwhile, the younger bloke was busy rubbing his electrocuted fingers.

‘I’m sure I locked it,’ Jennifer said urgently. 

‘Tony, go scout around and make sure everything’s okay.’

‘Thanks, I appreciate that.’ Jennifer gave him a tired smile. 

‘You’re family of Bob Feldman?’ The officer asked as he rubbed the back of his head. At least, she thought it was the back of his head. Or was it his neck? Difficult to tell when head and neck were the same width and sat plonked on a pair of broad shoulders. It was a wonder he’d made it through the doorway.

‘Yes, I’m Jennifer Dove, Bob Feldman’s niece. My mother is Elizabeth Feldman, Uncle Bob’s sister, before she married my dad, Henry Dove. That’s why I’m a Dove, not a Feldman.’

‘Right, good to know. We were expecting his nieces, a grandniece, and a nephew,’ the big officer said with a smile.

‘My sister and niece are at the motel, and our brother, well, he could be anywhere.’

‘It’s not that I doubt what you’re telling me, but proof helps me sleep better at night.’ 

‘In my bag downstairs. Uncle Bob’s solicitor sent a letter and keys via courier to my sister Sofie. We had no idea our uncle was going to...um, die.’ Her control began to waver. She could feel it in the back of her throat and in her eyes. Perhaps it was mental and physical exhaustion. She took a deep breath and clenched her teeth against the sob that threatened. 

No-neck swept his hand across, signalling for her to go first. ‘After you, ma’am.’ 

They trundled down the creaking stairs to where she had left her leather carryall. 

She should’ve stayed in London. After all, her uncle wouldn’t ever know she’d gone to all this bloody trouble. Guilt gave her a nudge. Sorry, Uncle Bob. She dug deep into her bag and, in one swift motion, pulled out her wallet. Randomly, she handed No-neck various cards. ‘Visa, Chefs’ Pastry Club, video store, licence...’ she trailed off. The officer eyed her licence. ‘It’s a bad photo.’ Jennifer leaned in, pointing at her picture. ‘I’ve had my hair cut since then, plus I had a really bad head cold. So I look a little like a fugitive...doesn’t mean I am one...’ she quietly trailed off.

As the young officer came through the back door, a familiar voice called, ‘Hey Tony, that you in there?’ 

Jennifer held her breath. The hot cowboy stood outside the front door of her uncle’s shop. 

‘Yeah, Calum,’ the younger officer yelled, and in passing said, ‘Nothing out there, Sarge.’

‘Everything alright? You hassling Bob’s family?’ Calum asked.

‘Would we do such a thing?’ No-neck bellowed, and scanned her licence. His face was hard to see, but Jennifer didn’t miss the quirky grin. 

‘Ah, Brock, you too,’ Calum said from behind the door.

‘Miss, would you mind if we let Calum in?’ Brock asked politely. ‘He’s a member of the neighbourhood watch. Because Bob’s place is empty, we’ve all been keeping an eye on it.’

‘Sure, go ahead—what’s one more?’ Jennifer handed the officer another photo. 

With a sideways nod, the big man sent Tony off to open the front door. The sound of locks and bolts sliding echoed through the shop. The door slammed shut with a bang, making Jennifer flinch. 

Tony and Calum chatted quietly as they headed back
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