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Part three of the Kristina's Story trilogy.

Kristina Volarevich finds herself on a baffling case for Vullich Investigations that smacks of the supernatural. Here she meets Frank Black and his granddaughter Molly, the troubled teenager with too many secrets.

With little more information than a name and a place, she looks for genetic anomalies that help explain Molly’s afflictions. In doing so, she mistakenly earns the attention of a criminal enterprise that will stop at nothing to keep their real identities hidden.

When that investigation leads to a dead end, Kristina focuses on the identity of a mysterious woman who may hold the key to Molly’s unusual condition. 

What she discovers is life changing, not only for Molly, but Kristina herself. Finally free of the shackles of her past, Kristina confronts an enemy that is determined to destroy everything she has lived for.

Herself.
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"In some worlds there is no sun and moon, in others they are larger than in our world, and in others more numerous. The intervals between the worlds are unequal; in some parts there are more worlds, in others fewer; some are increasing, some at their height, some decreasing; in some parts they are arising, in others falling.”

Siegfried, Tom (17 September 2019). The Number of the Heavens: A History of the Multiverse and the Quest to Understand the Cosmos. Harvard University Press. ISBN 978-0-674-97588-0. 

"The Multiverse Is an Ancient Idea". The earliest hints of the multiverse are found in two ancient Greek schools of thought, the Atomists and the Stoics. The Atomists, whose philosophy dates to the fifth century B.C., argued that that the order and beauty of our world was the accidental product of atoms colliding in an infinite void. The atomic collisions also give.”

Sedacca, Matthew (30 January 2017). Nautilus. 

"Astronomers Find First Evidence Of Other Universe".

Technologyreview.com. 13 December 2010.

Tegmark, Max; Vilenkin, Alexander (19 July 2011). "The Case for Parallel Universes". 

Scientific American. https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/multiverse-the-case-for-parallel-universe/

“Eventually, matter has to repeat itself and arrange itself in similar ways. So if the universe is infinitely large, it is also home to infinite parallel universes.”

A Physicist Explains Why Parallel Universes May Exist, January 24, 201110:47 AM ET. https://www.npr.org/2011/01/24/132932268/a-physicist-explains-why-parallel-universes-may-exist.

"Parallel universes. Not just a staple of science fiction, other universes are a direct implication of cosmological observations". Scientific American.

Tegmark, M. (May 2003). https://arxiv.org/abs/astro-ph/0302131 

But in the future, people will be able to put their hands through the computer screen to shake hands with someone. This will mean that the relativity theory of Einstein, and others, will have to be rephrased or at least obeyed in the technological sense. It is also possible that, by then, people will not only physically communicate with each other using computers but also travel in computers! In simple terms, teleportation, a puzzle that researchers can surely solve in this century.

Shaking Hands Across a Virtual Divide
Humfrey Kimanya.
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With nowhere else to go, Jeremy moved back with his parents, which wasn’t easy. Clive and Joan Davis knew their son had left his girlfriend as soon as he found out she was pregnant, but then, maybe that was for the best. For the baby, if not for the girl, whom they never met. 

As an only child, Jeremy was spoilt and selfish, with delusions of grandeur. They’d lent him the money to buy the landscaping business from his retiring boss, but it soon dawned on Jeremy that the hard work he put in wasn’t enough. First the office manager resigned, sick of Jeremy’s lewd jokes and ‘creepy’ advances. Her father, the landscape gardener, soon followed, giving Jeremy a beating before he left. Then one of the drone labourers stopped showing up. 

Now bankrupt, he registered for unemployment and lived off that. He gambled. He lost. He bought drugs and got high. When he was broke, he borrowed money. Rinse and repeat.

Then he met Zarko. Strolling through King’s Cross one night, getting high, talking big, he went to this fancy nightclub in Darlinghurst. The Gin and Tonic.

Nice!

He made it known he was a player. So, they let him play. He won big, he paid off his debts, and life was good! He bought more drugs from Zarko’s dealers, he played the tables, and when he was a ‘bit short,’ Zarko gave him a line of credit.

But then came the time when he had to repay his debt. It looked like his life was about to revert to its former misery, but then Zarko made him an offer. Do these jobs or lose your knees.

“You fly to Bali, have a week in the sun and the surf, then fly back with a package. Our baggage handlers at the airport will take it from there and you’ll be five grand richer.”

Five grand! He was in the hole for thirty, but hey, free holiday!
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HIS LAST JOB SQUARED his debt, but Zarko kept him around to help out with the office technology. Computers infuriated him when they didn’t work, but Jeremy was tech savvy enough to fix basic stuff, like set up Email accounts, reset passwords, find missing files, and install software. Jeremy had a knack for setting things up the way Zarko wanted them.

When Zarko bought a new scanner (because it seemed like a good idea), he could not get it to work. His computer didn’t recognise it, the driver disk wouldn’t start, and the scanner kept beeping no matter how many times he pressed the buttons. Frustrated, he called Jeremy in to fix it. 

“It needs this card plugged in to your PC,” Jeremy explained. “I’ll have to shut it down for a while, install the card, install the drivers...”

“Yeah, yeah I get it,” said Zarko impatiently. “Just fix it. How long?”

“Shouldn’t take more than an hour.”

Zarko trusted no-one, but he left Jeremy to work on the scanner in his office while he met with security downstairs, preparing for a weekend of live music and dancing. When he came back, everything was as he wanted it. He just clicked an icon on the screen and away it went. He copied a few pictures of people he’d banned from the club to post at the reception desk and printed them out.

Easy!

“Thanks Jeremy!” he said. “Come on by the club one night, I’ll buy you a beer.”

When he was finished, he shut down his computer, locked the safe and headed down to the bar.
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JEREMY WAS FUMING! He’d been Zarko’s lacky for months, and what did he get in return? Free entry to his club and a beer!

He’d asked for his line of credit to be reinstated, but Zarko wasn’t an idiot, and knocked him back. 

Again.

He’d cut Jeremy off from the good life. 

Fuck him!

He looked again at the images of the documents he’d scanned. He’d found them in the safe, which Zarko had left open. Although tempted, he ignored the bundles of cash which would be conspicuous by their absence and a guaranteed visit from the Scavengers.

The documents were in sealed, clear plastic envelopes which were easily and quickly scanned. He returned the documents to the safe, deleted the cache, and re-installed the software so there would be no trace of its use. 

He couldn’t read the documents, they were in some foreign language, but it was obvious they were legal papers of some kind. There were six in total. Birth certificates, he guessed. One for each member of the Rankovic family. Only the surnames were changed to Randel in the forged set. They looked okay, but when you zoomed in and squinted your eyes, you could tell they were dodgy.

There were turf wars in Sydney at the time, mostly in the western suburbs. Zarko had the monopoly on ‘The Strip’, so Jeremy went out to some of the more notorious hangouts looking for anyone with a big enough set of balls who wanted to bring Zarko down. 

He played it like he was a serious buyer – heroin, weed, cocaine, whatever was trending at the time. When he thought he was high enough up the food chain, he made his offer to bring down the opposition.

It was a fatal mistake.

A few days later, he was invited to meet ‘the boss’ at a bar at the Rocks, to “talk it over like gentlemen.” The boss was a rather big Lebanese fellow who questioned him about copies.

Jeremy pulled out a Zip disk. “I promise you; this is the only copy.” 

Sitting next to the boss was a striking looking man in his forties with thick, silver-blonde hair. He wore a short sleeved Hawaiian shirt, board shorts and sandals. His upper body was covered in tattoos. Sitting next to him was an eye-catching woman with a thick, European accent. She was tall and slim, with long, light brown hair tied into two braids.

“Anyone want a drink?” she said, rising. All eyes were on her. Her short skirt rode up her thighs and her tank top revealed cleavage that could not be ignored as she picked up the empty glasses.

Everyone at the table nodded, including Jeremy. 

She gave the silver haired bruiser a subtle nod and went to the bar. Minutes later she returned with five beers, all carried easily in her long fingered, well-manicured hands.

As she put down the drinks, the silver haired man used a practised sleight of hand to drop a big dose of chloral hydrate into Jeremy’s beer. 

When Jeremy was completely smashed, Zarko’s assassins escorted him out under the pretence of sending him home, but instead they took him to the end of the wharf and pushed him off. 

Satisfied, the silver haired muscle man wrapped an arm around the woman in braids.

“Job done, Ivanka?”

She stood on tip toes and kissed his cheek. “He’s shark food now, Lou.”
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ZARKO VISITED JEREMY’S house – the loser lived with his parents! He terrorised them as he and his goons tore the place apart looking for copies. There was an old PC in Jeremy’s room. They took it with them when they left, leaving a message for his parents. 

Zarko had the hard drive thoroughly checked, and there they were!

The scanned images!

The hard drive was destroyed, then crushed, then buried.

The Rankovic secrets were safe!
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Fifteen Years Later....

[image: ]


Molly had just returned from her indoor soccer game. In the off-season she played baseball. She preferred baseball to softball, and there were no rules stating girls weren’t allowed, but she had to perform as well as the boys – which she did. She played second base in the under thirteens but would be going up a grade when the new season began.

Saturday afternoons were often spent just relaxing at home with Poppy, who was in his home office working on one project or another. She poured a glass of red cordial and grabbed a couple of ANZAC biscuits. She placed them on the side table next to her new kindle and sat in the recliner. 

Given everything that she could do, she was as unsophisticated as any other fourteen-year-old girl.

At that moment, Molly’s phone chirped indicating that a text message was waiting. She picked it up and swiped open the screen of her smartphone.

She opened the message.

“What the....” She began, her darting eyes scanning the screen. “You can’t be SERIOUS!” she yelled at the phone.

“Molly, what’s the matter?” said Frank, concern furrowing his brow as he stepped out of the home office to see what the fuss was all about. 

“The baseball coach has dropped me from the team. We’ve been through this, there’s nothing in the rules that says I can’t play! Shit, we pitched a no-hitter last year, and in the finals, I tagged two and ran out two! I get a base hit at least every time I’m up to bat!”

Frank wasn’t surprised at the news. The difference between fourteen-year-old Molly and fifteen-year-old Molly was considerable. Almost overnight she went from tomboy to young woman, from pretty to beautiful. The novelty of a competent girl in the team had become a distraction.

The phone chirped again. She stood up. Molly rarely lost her temper, and Frank was concerned she was getting emotional over something of which she had no control.

“Look at this!” she yelled, thrusting the phone into his hands. 

Frank read the follow up text message:

You won’t have any problems making the softball team, it said.

Then the most extraordinary thing happened.

Molly disappeared!

In the midst of her tirade, Molly just...vanished!

With a barely audible whoosh of a breeze. 

The only sign that she occupied the space in front of him just a second ago was the air that rushed in to fill the void that Molly’s sudden disappearance made. It caused Frank’s ears to pop, as if descending from a great height. Now the air where she stood felt hollow, the room unnaturally still. 

Shock slammed into Frank like a physical blow. His mind raced, grappling with the impossible: Where is she? Panic surged, a raw, clawing fear while Molly’s voice still echoed in the void. He stumbled forward.

“Molly?” he cried, his voice hoarse, as the world tilted into something unreal. Frank’s mind tried desperately to make sense of what he’d just seen.

They were in the lounge room. 

She was right in front of him. 

Right there. 

Then Molly vanished. 

It registered somewhere in the back of his mind that the clothes she’d left behind looked strangely threadbare and worn. She always dressed well, and had nice clothes, but what now lay on the floor looked crumpled, drab; it wasn’t important, though.

“MOLLY!” he yelled, breaking free of his immobility, his booming military trained voice echoing around the obviously empty house. He walked into the kitchen.

“MOLLY!”

Empty.

Was she upstairs?

The buzzing of Molly’s phone broke the spell. He almost dropped it, forgetting that she had thrust it into his hands to read the coach’s text message. He squinted at the screen, unsure of how to answer this new-fangled ‘smartphone.’ Then he remembered Molly’s brief instructions when she first bought the device. 

He swiped the green arrow, and before he could say anything, Molly’s panicked voice came over the tinny speaker.

“POPPY!” she yelled. “Poppy, can you come to the gymnasium at school? Like NOW!”

His immediate feeling of relief that she was at school was replaced by panic; it sounded to Frank as though Molly was gagging or vomiting.

“Molly, are you alright? What happened?”

“Poppy, please, just come and get me,” she gasped, as if she’d run out of air. “Bring my backpack. I’m in the coach’s office, but hurry before someone sees me!”

“Okay I’m on my way. Just...wait...I’ll....” The phone rang off.

“Shit!” he said, quietly, staring at the phone.

“SHIT!” he yelled, as another squirt of adrenalin propelled him into action. He ran upstairs to her room and grabbed her backpack. He ran back downstairs, plucked a bunch of keys from the hook under the breakfast bar and raced for the door. 

As he drove, his jumbled thoughts threatened to take his concentration from the road ahead. He had to rationalise what had just happened. Obviously, he had blacked out. Molly had gone to confront the coach. Yes, that was it. Or something like ‘it’. A blackout. Maybe a small stroke? Some sort of short-term memory loss?

Yeah.

Something like that.

But what about her threadbare clothes lying on the floor?

––––––––
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FRANK SCREECHED TO a halt outside the gymnasium. It was late afternoon, all the sports and games had been played, so there were very few cars in the school car park. Just as well, he thought. He burst through the big glass doors, past the reception area (blessedly vacant) and onto the basketball court. The coach’s office was at the other end.

“MOLLY!” he yelled, his voice amplified by the echoing across the stadium.

“In here Poppy!” she answered, and he watched as the door opened a crack and Molly’s long bare arm appeared.

“Gimmee!” she said, “and don’t come in yet!”

“What’s the matter? Are you hurt?”

“No, Poppy, I’m naked!” she whispered hoarsely, snatching the backpack from his hands, and slamming the door shut.

“Oh. It’s Okay, there’s no-one here.”

A minute later, Molly appeared, dressed in shorts and a yellow T shirt. In her hands were a bunch of wadded paper towels.

“Molly?”

“I puked. One sec.”

She ran into the toilet next door and flushed the paper towels, then washed her face and hands.

“Let’s get outa here!” she said, as she came out of the bathroom, trying hard to keep calm. Her hands were shaking.

“Molly, what...what just happened?” he said, picking up her backpack and holding out his hand to her. “I must have blacked out or something. I mean, I don’t remember you leaving. I...”

“Take me home, Poppy,” she pleaded, grasping his outstretched hand as tears welled in her eyes. “You didn’t black out.”

––––––––
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THIS WAS NOT THE ONLY strange phenomena that plagued Molly’s life. Like the other singularity, it could not be explained away by a few Latin medical terms. Even if Frank was prepared to take his granddaughter to a doctor, what answers would they give to the most basic questions? Like, ‘and what seems to be the trouble?’

No, he wasn’t going to risk the ongoing drama and investigation that would label Molly as a freak. 

Her genetic history on her biological father’s side was unknown. He left Linda, Molly’s mother and Frank’s daughter, when he found out she was pregnant, and they’d never seen or heard from him since. Good fucking riddance was the agreed response at the time.

But as Molly grew up, things happened to her that defied explanation. Some genetic defect, perhaps.

Frank’s previous attempts to find Jeremy Davis had resulted in dead end after dead end. He just didn’t know enough about him. But this latest development was beyond just a party trick. He needed professional help, like a private eye, or private investigator as they were known these days. But his requirements were unique - he needed someone discreet, someone he could trust. 

He knew exactly who to call!

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Vullich Investigations
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Dragei Vullich hung up the phone. He stood up and walked out of his office and across the hall to Zee Zee’s office.

Zee Zee looked up at Dragei and smiled. “Hey boss.” 

Zelda Zimmerman, or Zee Zee, for short, had the big office next to Ramona’s. 

She was the Office Manager, after all. Ramona was just the Chief Financial Officer.

Zee Zee’s father was a decorated policeman and a good friend of Dragei’s. When he contracted Motor Neuron disease, Zee Zee was in her first semester at university studying business management and criminal law. Before he died, he asked Dragei to hire her. He insisted that she was smart, motivated, and tough, despite her size and cutie-pie looks.

He deteriorated quickly, and a few months later, they buried him, and Dragei hired Zelda as Office Manager while she completed her two degrees.

Thirteen years later, she was still one and a half metres high, with curly blonde hair and ‘Dame Edna’ glasses. She was a picture straight out of a 1960s Women’s Weekly magazine. 

All the staff, including the operational team, relied on her for just about everything, and Zee Zee always had a solution or a work-around for any problem. Her title as Office Manager had not changed, but her salary reflected the work she carried out for the entire Vullich Group.

Dragei’s blank expression gave nothing away. He was a big, redheaded man with a short red beard and the best poker face Zee Zee had ever seen. He also had a wicked sense of humour. 

“Could you come into my office please?”

She grabbed her tablet and followed Dragei to his office.

“What’s up boss?” she asked, sitting down at his desk with her tablet at the ready.

“Where’s Kristina?” he asked.

“Home. You wanna talk to her?”

“Yes please.”

Zee Zee tapped on her tablet and Kristina’s face appeared on the screen.

“Hi Kristina!”

“Alo. Whatchoo want?” she replied, her Romanian accent just as strong as ever.

“Dragei wants to talk to you.”

“Oak Hay.”

Zee Zee handed the tablet over and raised an eyebrow at Dragei. Go? Stay?

“No, stay here, I may want you in on this,” he said.

He turned to the tablet. Kristina was typing away on her own computer at her home in the Blue Mountains, her webcam capturing her beautiful face, her expression focused on one of the other three monitors on her desk.

“Kristina, I need you to find someone.”
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What Happened to Jeremy Davis?
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Molly had just come home from school and was preparing dinner. Frank had finished for the day, having signed off on a small defence engineering logistics support project for the Navy. Neither had mentioned her disappearing act; what was the point? But it was on both of their minds. 

She changed into tracky daks and a tee shirt and made her way downstairs to the kitchen.

“Need help?” she asked.

“You can get a couple of plates out and the fightin’ irons,” Frank replied.

Molly watched him and couldn’t help but smile. He was tall at 186cm, toned and muscled without the bulges. He was fit and healthy and looked younger than his 51 years. He was not what a girl would call ‘handsome’, and he did nothing to culture an appealing look except to run a number two buzz cutter over his scalp every couple of months. 

Nevertheless, he had that rugged, Charles Bronson look except for the moustache; he was always clean shaven. He wore a beard for most of the twenty years he was in the Navy, though. “Gotta save water,” he used to say.

With the corned beef simmering and the potatoes washed and ready to boil, they had just settled down to ‘quiet’ mode when there was a knock on the door. 

When he answered, he was expecting an annoying energy salesman, or religious nut or some charity to talk his ear off until he capitulated. He was surprised to see an attractive, raven-haired woman with laughing eyes standing on his porch.

“Frank Black?” she enquired.

“Um, yes, ah, yes, that’s me,” he stammered.

The woman wasn’t just attractive; she was drop dead gorgeous! Frank had never been a skirt chaser, and even after so many years touring the most exotic locations around the world, he was always faithful to Jenny, his wife. Even now, thirty-something years after Jenny’s death, he felt guilty going out on the odd date. 

He was fifty-one, but he wasn’t dead, so he appreciated a good-looking woman when he saw one, and this one was a cut above the rest. She wore no make-up, she didn’t need to, because there was nothing that would do justice to her most striking feature; her huge brown eyes which sparkled with flecks of silver.

“Kristina,” she said. “I work for Dragei.” Frank reflexively extended his hand, which she ignored. He had to think for a second or two, then the penny dropped. “Ah, Blue sent you?” he said.

Kristina smiled, and it sent shivers up Frank’s spine. He was embarrassing himself! Blue Vullich was once a Marine Engineer who was trained by Frank many years ago when he was in the Navy. They had been posted to a couple of warships together before Blue was pensioned out. 

While he loved the life, and was a very skilled engineer, the solvents and dieso they worked with on a daily basis were destroying his fair skin, especially his hands. At the end of a normal working day, they would be cracked and bleeding, and Frank did not doubt that Blue would have been in great pain most of the time. The two of them became close friends and stayed in touch after his medical discharge. 

“Yes. Dragei, Mr Vullich, he is my boss.” She had a strong European accent that just seemed to accentuate her striking appearance.

A little over a week ago, he’d contacted Blue to see if his old friend could help him locate Molly’s biological father and get some medical history without alerting him to the fact that he was being investigated. He gave Blue all the information on Jeremy he could, which wasn’t much. Blue asked several questions about Molly and her mother, most of which didn’t seem relevant to Frank, but he answered them as best he could. Blue told him he’d get someone on to it, but Frank suspected there was too little data to be of any use.

“You came all the way from the city?” Frank asked.

“No, I am contractor. I work from home office in Blue Mountains. We have video conference some days.”

She handed him a business card.

“Shit. I mean, gosh. Yes. I see,” said Frank, unable to tear his gaze from those beautiful eyes, but accepting the card anyway. “He’s done well for a hairy-assed stoker. I mean, marine engineer.”

He glanced down at the card. Kristina Volarevich. Licensed Investigator. Cyber Security. Personal Protection. Vullich Group Pty Ltd then a few phone numbers, email addresses and a PO Box in the Sydney CBD.

She gave a one-sided smile and said “Yes, pretty good, eh? Is nice day, no? Plenty sunshine out here. On front porch.”

“Yes, yes, it is a nice day, isn’t it,” Frank repeated, enthralled. “Daylight saving and all, keeps the sun shining all night. Well, not all night, but... you know. Late.”

Kristina sighed, as if striking men speechless or into a gibbering mess was a daily occurrence. She leaned forward, and whispered, “You should invite me in, now.”

“Oh, yes, of course. Come in, I’ve just put the baby down.”

From the family room, Molly yelled “Poppy!”

“I mean, we’ve just settled into quiet mode. We’re reading. Quietly.” Frank mentally kicked himself in the shins for acting like some star-struck schoolboy.

“That would be Molly, no?” said Kristina, walking past Frank and into the lounge room. 

“Yes, Molly, my granddaughter. I’m her grandfather.”

“Mr Black,” said Kristina, turning to face him. “Relax. I’m not going to bite you.”

“Oh, well, that’s a shame,” said Frank, before he could stop himself.

“Poppy!”

Kristina genuinely chuckled, making her eyes light up and Frank thought he’d never heard such a delightful sound before. The ice broke and he felt the tension ease a little. She walked past him and into the family room where she had heard Molly castigating her grandfather.

“You are Molly, right?”

Molly looked up from her book, and even her jaw dropped. She quickly gathered herself and acted the polite host. She stood and extended her hand.

“Molly Black, Miss. Pleased to meet you.”

“I am Kristina,” she said, looking directly at Molly, liking what she saw. She was of average height for her age but slender, lithe, like an athlete. She had thick, shoulder length blonde hair that she was always combing through with her fingers, giving her a cute just woke up look.

“Kristina then.” Molly was not in the least perturbed when Kristina ignored her outstretched hand. She sensed that physical contact was an issue with her, and she could relate to that. So she used her extended hand to point out the most comfortable chair, just like the models did on Sale of the Century.

“Please, take a seat,” she said.

“Mersi​[1],” said Kristina, and sat down, placing a thin brief case at her feet.

“Cu placere,​[2]” replied Molly.

Kristina smiled and swapped a few Romanian phrases with the young girl.

“Can I get you a drink, Miss, ah, Vol...Volari...” Frank interrupted, trying to work out the pronunciation from her business card. He closed one eye comically as he scrutinised the spelling.

Molly rolled her eyes.

“Dragei was right,” said Kristina. “You are funny bastard.”

“Yeah? What else did that red-haired ... what else did he tell you?”

“Ah, no, no, no, these are my advantages, Mr Black!” she said, a look on her face that some might describe as ‘smouldering.’

Taking a deep breath and unconsciously brushing his bristly scalp he said “Molly, love, will you put the kettle on?”

“Ach, no, please, I am coffee snob,” said Kristina.

“We have a coffee machine,” said Molly.

Kristina arched an eyebrow. “You have Turkish coffee?”

“Er, no.”

“You have beer?”

Molly looked at her grandfather, then back at Kristina. “Sure.”

“What? Molly!”

“Beer would be good, please. Mersi,” said Kristina to Molly. To Frank she said, “What a beautiful and perceptive granddaughter you have, Mr Black.”

“Well, thanks. She can be a bit precocious at times.”

They both heard Molly sigh loudly at that. “I can hear you!” she said.

“Well, don’t listen,” retorted Frank. 

To Kristina, he said “Okay, well, you got me on the ropes.” He sat down and accepted the beer that Molly brought them. He watched as Kristina chugged down a few mouthfuls, ignoring the glass that Molly brought for her. “I wasn’t expecting someone like you to show up.”

“Oh, and what was you expecting?” she said, her brows furrowing just a fraction as she put down her beer on the side table. Molly politely placed the unused glass next to it, put a coaster under her beer and took her place back on the recliner to continue reading while her Poppy made a fool of himself in front of the pretty lady.

“Well, I was expecting someone like Blue, actually, but now I think I got a much better deal.”

Kristina frowned at him. “You are flirting on me, aren’t you?”

Molly squeaked, trying very very very hard not to burst into a giggle. That would be childish!

Frank was dumbfounded at his inexcusable faux pas! “No, oh no, I wasn’t, I’m sorry, I was out of line, please, I just, I mean, I didn’t....”

“Is Oak Hay,” she said. “I let you off.” The ensuing pause was intentional as she narrowed her eyes menacingly. “This time.”

Now, for the first time, Frank was on the receiving end of ‘the look’. He gulped. Then he thought, She’s taking the piss! I think. Isn’t she?

He looked at Molly. Her pursed lips were a dead give-away!

Kristina turned to Molly and said, “Maybe you should go somewhere else for five minutes, eh Molly?”

Frank expected Molly to argue. She was mature for her age, and Frank treated her as an adult. To his surprise, she just jumped down from the recliner and walked quickly upstairs to her room. Of course, she would be able to hear everything anyway, but he couldn’t tell Kristina that. 

“Here is report,” said Kristina, handing him a manila folder that she pulled out of the slim brief case that Frank hadn’t noticed before. “Molly’s father is dead.”

They heard a noise from upstairs. Frank guessed Molly had dropped her kindle.

Having this news presented in such a blunt manner should have made Frank feel some emotion. It did, but it was surprise rather than sorrow. 

He read the report.

After much investigative work, a police statement revealed that Jeremy Davis had drunk himself into a stupor, fallen under a wharf near The Rocks district and drowned. 

“What of his parents?” he asked, still skimming through the report.

“They know nothing of any child,” said Kristina, “and refuse to accept any responsibility.”

Curious, Frank looked up from the report, which was a few pages of A4 sheets, double sided, with the Vullich logo in the header and signed Kristina Volarevich. Aside from the police statement, which was a bunch of gobbledegook written in pure copspeak, it included hospital and doctor’s surgery records. 

“Hang on a minute. If they refuse to accept any responsibility, then they must know they have a grandchild, otherwise they couldn’t refuse responsibility.” he said. “You know what I mean?”

“No.”

After a rather pregnant pause, Kristina continued. “Is all in report. You, me and Dragei, we know, no-one else. In their world, they have no grandchild from dead son.”

“Did they tell you this?” asked Frank, unconvinced. 

“Trust me,” she said. “I made up story, said I was supposed to be bridesmaid, but I had to go home to Romania. I come home, I try to find my friend, but no luck. Good story, but they not interested. Very strange. But I get DNA.”

“How did you....”

Kristina’s features didn’t change, but Frank thought her eyes seemed to sparkle just that little bit more. 

“You don’ wanna know,” she said, mysteriously.

Frank opened his mouth to argue, but then thought I could ask Blue, if he really wanted to know, but then he thought, no, I don’ wanna know. So he shut up.

As he went back over the report, Kristina thought about the strange behaviour of the Davises.

The Davis Residence, Three Days Ago


Kristina knocked, and both of them answered the door. They stood in the doorway. At the mention of their son, they looked at each other, not in grief, or concern, but in fear. 

Or was it terror?

“You...you rang earlier, didn’t you? The bridesmaid?”

Kristina shrugged. Obviously, they both concluded it was a ruse.

“I just need to ask you a few questions about your son,” said Kristina.

“What do you want with Jeremy?” was the mother’s first response.

“Is about his ex-fiancé, Linda. Please, there is no trouble. Can I come in and talk to you about it?”

By the looks on their faces, they did not want her to come in, but they conceded. They led her into a spacious living room, which looked like it had been arranged by a real estate agent. Generic furniture, prints on the wall that you would normally see in cheap motel rooms, beige throw rugs on polished floorboards and stacking tables beside each chair that looked like trash and treasure bargains.

“Jeremy drowned in 1999. I don’t see what his girlfriend wants from him now, they broke up before he died.”

“They were engaged. She had a child.”

Their reaction was odd. Total denial.

“Impossible,” said the father.

“Are you after money?” said the mother, angrily.

“No. This is not about money.”

“What is it then? Who sent you? We’ve never spoken a word to anybody about Jeremy!”

“The child has a genetic disorder,” she lied, “and we have no medical records of your son. I am just investigating possible complications from relatives.”

The pair seemed to relax. They assured Kristina that their families had no predilections to cancer, or mental illnesses, or other genetic diseases.

“What about Jeremy?” she asked. “Was he in good health, before he...”

“He drowned,” interrupted the mother. “The autopsy showed nothing.”

That was not true. The autopsy showed plenty – cocaine and THC for starters. Apart from that, it was not a very extensive examination, but she didn’t say that.

“I’m sorry to ask, but do you have death certificate?”

Agitated, the mother responded. “If I give you a copy, will you go away?”

Kristina, taken aback by her attitude, said “Sure. Can I use bathroom?”

“Of course,” said the father, as the mother went in search of the death certificate. “Second door on the right.”

In the bathroom, Kristina checked all the cupboards and found a few prescription drugs. She scribbled down the names and Medicare numbers. There was a hairbrush on the side of the hand basin, so she plucked a few hairs from it and stashed it in her bum bag. Then she flushed the toilet and washed her hands.

Back in the living room, the mother held out a poor photocopy of the death certificate.

“Thank you,” said Kristina.

She left without another word spoken.
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IN SILENCE, FRANK FINISHED reading the detailed report. He looked up at Kristina, who had finished her beer and now waited patiently for his questions.

“He had a criminal record before he met Linda?”

“Yes, he was little big man. Assault, shoplifting, public nuisance.”

“Well, what do you think?” he asked.

“Is dickhead,” she said without hesitation. “Was dickhead,” she corrected.

“Do you know why I wanted this information?” he asked her.

Kristina’s face softened. She nodded. “You need genetic information for granddaughter. Now you have it. I’m sorry you lost your daughter, Mr Black,” she began.

“Call me Frank,” he said.

Kristina smiled. “I think I call you Chif. Dragei calls you Chif.”

“Chief.”

“That’s what I said. Chif.”

Frank chuckled. “Right. Blue would have told you that.”

“Yes, he did. We are close, very close friends” she said. Then she looked sternly at Frank, who was nodding knowingly, waved a finger at him and added “Not romantic friends, but Brother and Sister friends. His wife, Choppy, is my friend, too.”

“Okay, Okay, I get it,” said Frank, backing off. “I know Kim Lee too, I was best man at their wedding. I meant nothing by it. You’re close. Most people don’t get that close to Blue, but you’re close enough to know he still calls me Chief.”

“Why?”

“Why?”

“What are you, a parrot?”

“Um...”

“Why do people call you Chif?”

“Oh. Er...I was...I was in the Navy. I was a Chief Petty Officer. A Chief.”

“Oh. I see. I have a friend in Romania, he was Chif, too. Police Chif. He is a good man. My friend.”

He sensed that Molly would make a great excuse to break the tension again, so he called her down.

“So, ah, Kristina, is there anything else?” he asked.

“You very important man in Dragei’s life. I make sure report is thorough. This guy,” she pointed at the file, “is farkin loser. What did your daughter see in him?”

Frank blinked in surprise at her profanity. Molly just giggled. 

“I don’t know, Kristina,” he sighed, sliding the reports back into the manila folder. “After my wife died, Linda was raised by my in-laws. Just before they died, I finally woke up to myself. I left the Navy, scored a public service role in the Department of Defence, and after a while, Linda and I reconnected. She hated being alone in that big house, and she moved in with me. When she brought Jeremy home....” He shook his head sadly, remembering. “It didn’t take me long to get that bastard’s number. Her inheritance was his ticket. I saw right through him, so I told Linda what I thought.”

Frank sighed sadly at the memory.

“When Linda found out for herself, she came back to me, pregnant, and we became closer than ever. She...she died giving birth to Molly here. That’s what makes this situation doubly sad. I guess you could say that I’m atoning for my negligence, but it’ll never be enough.”

Kristina didn’t say anything for a minute or two. “Dragei says you are good man, and Dragei is good judge. You get second chance. Don’ worry about this guy, he’s out of picture. No family evidence of autism, or any other genetic disorder. No family record of Crohn’s disease, Parkinson’s, Cystic Fibrosis, Porphyria, I checked. You got any more beer?”
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Zarko Randel
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​“Someone’s been nosing around after Jeremy.”

“Who?” said Zarko, annoyed that he’d been awakened before noon. He lived at night, slept by day. Everyone knew that. 

“Jeremy Davis. The loser we...”

“Humphrey,” he interrupted, “I meant who has been nosing around!”

“Some private investigator chick.”

Shit! He was wide awake now.

“Where are you?”

“At the office.”

“Good, stay there. I’ll see you in an hour.”

Zarko remembered Jeremy. One of his useful idiots from years ago. Got into debt and came to him for help. Zarko paid off his gambling debts in return for doing a few ‘deliveries’ for him. He did three trips to Bali, bringing back a total of six kilos of cocaine without getting caught. 

He sighed and rolled out of bed. He wasn’t getting any more sleep today. 

––––––––
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“WHO WAS LOOKING FOR Jeremy? And why did he call you?”

Humphrey sat across from Zarko’s desk in his office at the Gin and Tonic nightclub. He was a big Dutchman, president of the Scavengers MC and Zarko’s right hand man.

“Some chick with a dago accent,” he said, towelling sweat from his shaved head. “The old man called it in. The cunt’s so fucking terrified of us, he called and asked if it might have been a setup, testing his commitment. Anyway, according to him, she was a real looker with long black hair. Said she was supposed to be Jeremy’s bridesmaid or something.”

“Oh, I see. He was engaged, wasn’t he?”

“Yeah, some moll called Linda Black. She died yonks ago.”

“What happened?”

“Dunno. Who cares? It’s ancient history.”

Zarko thought for a while. “Okay, Erik, I’ll take it from here.”

Humphrey’s real name was Erik Van den Boogaard. Only Zarko called him Erik.

“Sure Zarks.” He stood and walked out to prepare security for the nighttime revellers and ensure their stocks of ecstasy and cocaine would meet the demand.
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ZARKO WAS CERTAIN THAT there was nothing to concern him here. It happened fourteen years ago. Nevertheless, he picked up his phone and searched his contacts for ‘Lou Moore.’ The phone answered on the second ring.

“Zarko, I’ll call you back,” he said, in a brusque voice.

Zarko hung up and waited. His phone buzzed.

“Do we have to do this every time?”

“And here I was thinking YOU were the paranoid one. What do you want this time?”

Llewellyn Moore, known to everyone as Lou, trusted no-one. He had a clean record and intended to keep it that way. There was a fine line between his business activities and the law, one that he crossed regularly, thereby requiring constant vigilance.

“I need you to dig up some information on Jeremy Davis’ ex-fiancé, Linda Black.”

Lou paused as he scribbled down the name. “What’s this about?”

“You remember the job you did for me fourteen years ago? Jeremy?”

“Really? Shark bait?”

Zarko ignored the comment. “Someone is asking about him, said she was a bridesmaid for Linda Black. She died not long after she split with Jeremy.”

“So, you want info on her, but she died...”

“I want to know who she left behind, her family, friends, work mates, anyone who was close to her that might have known Jeremy. Just don’t make direct contact.”

Some more scribbling. “That all?”

“Yeah. Let me know as soon as you get something.”

“Email me the work you want. Once I have it, I’ll start.”

“Sure.”

He hung up.

Zarko didn’t get to where he was by ignoring these little signs. Perhaps he should pay a visit to the Davises, just to make sure. First, though, he had to send an email. Lou never did anything without a paper or electronic trail.
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The Davises and Zarko
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Kristina was back at her Sydney office, wrapping up the case for Frank and Molly Black. Her report had been delivered to the client, now all she had to do was close the case.

She hesitated.

Her report was comprehensive and had required more than a little extra use of her special ‘tools’ located on her secret server in Romania. She had worked more diligently because Frank was Dragei’s friend. She smiled at the recollection. 

She liked Frank. No, ‘Chief’. She would always call him Chief. He was witty, had a lot of life experience, and told great stories, but there was more to him than that. And the girl, Molly. She was smart, pretty and a pleasure to talk to.

Kristina hoped they could be friends. She didn’t have many.

On her way in, she couldn’t help pondering the situation with the Davises. Something wasn’t right about them. Why, after all these years, did they cringe in fear at the mention of their dead son? It was only after she assured them that her questions were benign did they relax a little.

She crossed her arms and huffed at herself. She had done her job. Report completed and delivered to the client. Customer satisfied. Boss happy. There was no need to poke her nose into someone else’s business. It would only mean trouble.

She grabbed her backpack and headed out of the office, leaving the unsubmitted report on her workstation screen.
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THE DAVISES LIVED AT Hunter’s Hill, northwest of Sydney. Their house was at the end of a quiet cul-de-sac and overlooked the entire street. It was a deep, wide house, built in the 1890s and restored badly. Old and modern mixtures clashed, concrete and pavers replaced gardens and lawns. The double garage on one side, and a double carport on the other led to a backyard pool and outside entertainment area, completely destroying any semblance to its Georgian style roots.

As Kristina drove up their street, she saw a black BMW convertible parked on the kerb outside their house. Their white SUV was parked in the carport, just as it was when she visited them recently. She pulled over to the left as she saw the front door open. 

A well-muscled man with black, curly hair and a trendy nine o’clock shadow stepped out onto the veranda. He turned and spoke to the elderly couple. Kristina pulled out her phone , zoomed in as much as she could and took a picture. She wanted to see if the looks of terror on the Davis’s faces were real. 

Then she grabbed her ‘spy scarf’ from the glove box and wrapped it around her head. With her dark sunglasses on it was as good a disguise as possible. She snapped off a few shots as the man walked to his car. Then she switched it to video and pretended to look at something on the passenger’s seat while holding the camera just above the bottom window moulding as the BMW turned towards her and sped away.

Now that was interesting!

She looked up. Mrs Davis was still on the front porch, holding the door open. She was staring at Kristina. She was not happy.
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Follow Up Meeting
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A few weeks after Kristina’s report was handed to their client, Dragei called Frank and asked to meet him at the RSL later that afternoon. 

It was a Friday, and Frank was taking care of some legal business for an engineering modification project for the Navy. It required a meeting at an industrial estate in the western suburbs. 

On his way home, he stopped to get some cash from a hole-in-the-wall. He’d also planned to buy a new mobile phone and enquire about better internet accounts than the one he already had, but the meeting with Dragei got him thinking that he would be better off doing this crap online. He wasn’t a computer nerd, not by a long shot, but he was adept enough and had a technical mind, so this was not a daunting task for him. But he did miss the old-fashioned way of doing business face-to-face.

By the time he arrived at the RSL, he was thirsty and famished. He walked past the entrance to the main area and spotted Dragei Vullich at the bar. They made eye contact. Dragei turned to the bar and picked up a couple of freshly poured beers and took them to the four top table he was sitting at. Frank walked in and sat down, grabbed one of the beers, and raised it towards his friend.

“Thanks, Blue, Cheers,” he said, taking a long pull on the cold brew. 

“Um.... That’s...” replied Blue.

Frank smacked his lips and said “aaaaahhhh.” He looked over the rim of the glass. “What?”

“Um...nothing. Cheers,” and took a few swallows himself.

“How’s business?” Frank asked.

“Pretty good. Better than punching sprayers in the boiler room.”

“Yeah, I guess it would be.”

“You?”

“I guess I’m semi-retired again. Looking after my granddaughter was a full-time job once. She’s a good kid, no trouble, very smart, so I took on a few contracts, nothing big.”

Anyone on the outside looking in would not know the value of a friendship such as theirs. Bound together in adverse circumstances, they knew more about each other than their own families did. Yet despite the length of time that passed without any contact with each other, their mono-syllabic greeting was more like two distant acquaintances than close friends. Although they didn’t see each other in person for long stretches of time, they picked up on topics as if they saw each other every day. 

After Frank had downed half his beer, Dragei looked up at him with his usual bland, blank expression. “What do you think of my investigator, Chief?”

This caught Frank by surprise. “Kristina? Well, what can I say? She delivered her report, which, I might add, was way above and beyond what I was expecting thank you very much, but we had a couple of beers, and she left. Although....”

“Although what?”

“Well, I may have offended her. I said that I wasn’t expecting someone like her.”
































[image: ]









































[image: ]








[image: ]
















[image: ]





[image: ]















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
i ,nf((‘fj’/,%’//
/

[ ek






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





