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This book is for the greatest man I’ve ever known.

my Poppy.

My biggest fan.

There aren’t any words to express how much you are missed.

CHAPTER ONE

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One
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W

endy blinked three times before opening her eyes as wide as she could. Despite her efforts to see, only blackness greeted her. The darkness was thick and inky, and she stretched her arms out as far as she could reach, only to encounter nothing. Wendy felt more curious than afraid, but as she questioned that, she was pulled from her thoughts; the laughter of children encircled her. She turned one way, then the other, hoping to catch a glimpse of them, but there was nothing. 

The joy in their laughter brought a smile to her face, and she took a moment to simply enjoy it. As she did, the darkness faded away, revealing an oasis of green trees and blooming flowers in every imaginable colour. It almost overwhelmed her senses so that she forgot the children, as she adjusted to the amazing smells and increasing light. 

Wendy jumped as a loud whoop came from beside her. She turned to see a boy of about thirteen. Noticing her startled expression, he gestured up to the large tree branch he’d jumped from and winked playfully at her before running through the trees ahead. With each tree he passed, another boy joined him, then another, and yet another. She tried to count them, but they were so busy ducking and weaving as they pretended to gallivant and sword fight that it was impossible. She could determine, however, that they ranged in age—the eldest appeared to be the teen boy that had startled her, whereas the youngest didn’t look older than four or five. 

Their joy was infectious and swept over her in waves of warmth, like rays from the sun. Feeling content, Wendy sat down amongst the flowers to watch the boys laugh and play.

Is there really any better sound in the world than children laughing?

As she watched them, a thought niggled at her, trying to push its way to the forefront of her mind. Although she tried to ignore it—preferring to stay in her joyful bubble—the thought persisted until she finally acknowledged it.

Where am I, and how did I get here?

As though the enchantment was broken, the boys stopped what they were doing, their laughter ceasing abruptly as they all turned to face her. Her own smile was replaced by a heavy frown. She wanted to tell the boys that everything was fine, to keep playing. 

Placing her palms on the grass, she started to push herself up to her feet but then froze. Right before her eyes, the colour from the boys seemed to drain away—not just the rosiness in their cheeks but the very tone of their skin, the colour of their hair, and the brightness of their clothes. Gasping, she watched dark, black shadows spread around their eyes that now sunk into their tiny faces. 

Wendy forced herself to look away, telling herself she was having a bad dream. She turned her attention instead to the flowers surrounding her. They, too, faded to grey and lay wilted and brittle around her. Gone were the beautiful floral scents she’d inhaled only moments before, replaced by repugnant smells of rotting fruit and something akin to rotten. The stench was an onslaught to her senses, and she gagged, her eyes watering. 

Each breath took increasing effort. She clutched at her chest as though she could somehow ease the constriction. A hissing, deflating sound forced her to look up at the boys, and her eyes widened as a high-pitched whimper escaped her. The boys were mere shadows of their former selves—their eyes were dark, black pits, and their mouths hung slack in silent howls. Heart-wrenching sobs filled her ears, and she scanned the boys, trying to see which of them emitted the terrible sobbing before realising she was the source. 

Movement beyond them caught her attention. She gripped at the brittle grass, oblivious to the way it disintegrated in her hands as she stared at a pair of bulbous, disembodied eyes. They were hovering a head or so above the tallest boy. The eyes were green, an unearthly hue, both vibrant and iridescent—and terrifying. She knew those eyes. She knew who they belonged to. 

Wendy...My Wendy...You can’t hide from me...I’m coming for you...

Scrambling backward, she tried to get to her feet so she could run away, but thick, thorny vines shot out from the dead flowers, binding her in place.

Wendy tumbled to the ground, banging her knee painfully on the cold, wooden floor. Swearing to herself, she tried to free her legs from the tangle of sheets. She could still see the unnatural glow of his eyes in their disembodied hover, watching her in the darkness. 

Squeezing her eyes tightly, she clutched the sheets to her chest. 

It’s not real. He’s not here. It’s not real. 

She repeated the mantra until her breathing slowed, and she felt less like a terrified child and more like the capable adult she was. 

Opening her eyes, Wendy cautiously scanned the room. She knew it was just a nightmare—she’d had it more times than she cared to count. Yet, she struggled to shake off the horrible questions that always followed. 

What if? What if he’s still out there looking for me? 

A fiery ball of panic welled within her chest, before spreading its prickling warmth throughout her body. She felt heat rise up her neck and into her cheeks and instinctively gasped as though the anxiety was trying to drag her under some imagined, watery depths. She fought against it, trying to focus on annoyance rather than fear—it’d been so long since he’d visited her in her sleep that a part of her might have actually believed the nightmares were over for good.

With the initial wave of paralysing fear subsiding, her rational mind surged ahead, and Wendy felt her helpless inner child slipping away. Reaching up, she fumbled for the bedside lamp, instantly relieved as the room flooded with light. Yet, the nightmare left a heavy veil of anxiety behind, making it impossible for her to discard the feeling that something—or someone—was coming.

Untangling herself from the sheets, Wendy got to her feet. She tossed the sheets on the bed before sitting on its edge. As tired as she was, she was hesitant to lie back down—the single bed was now a little uncomfortable for her adult form—instead, she scanned her childhood bedroom. It was little surprise the nightmare had returned. Here. Now. It was as though she’d dared it to, simply by sleeping in this room.

Nothing could have prepared her for seeing his eyes again. The thought alone was enough to make her heart start pounding like a drum. She focused on where the light was brightest, radiating out across the base of the tarnished lamp and illuminating the white bedside table. Like most of the objects in her room, both had seen better days. 

Looking around the room, Wendy scanned the posters of Jonathan Brandis and NKOTB adorning the walls, feeling disconnected from the young girl who’d once put them there. There had been a time when this room had been her haven, a sanctuary just for her. He took that away from her. She hated that she still felt this way, in what had once been her favourite room in the whole house. The bedroom represented her—the old Wendy—the fifteen-year-old with rose-coloured glasses and a happy, uncomplicated life. It felt like someone else’s life.

Wendy sighed; her sorrow overtaking her anxiety. The reason for her return hurtled to the forefront of her mind. Today was their mother’s funeral. 

For the past three weeks, Wendy had stayed in the guest room closest to her mother’s. Her brother, Michael, had already made it up for her without needing to check her sleeping preference. Yet, on the eve of the funeral, Wendy decided it was high time she moved past fears and sleep in her childhood bedroom. She’d ignored the fact that everything was exactly the same as it was the last time she’d seen it—or that there wasn’t a speck of dust or the musty smell you would expect in a room untouched for years. Instead, she told herself spending the night there would be a form of closure. It was easy during the day to convince oneself nothing would happen, yet in the dark of the night—and on the back of the nightmare—that logic felt like a pipedream.

It wasn’t that Wendy never visited, though she didn’t as often as she should have. Her own place was only an hour away, in the hustle and bustle of the city. Wendy had often used the distance as an excuse not to visit more, but now that both of her parents were gone, it seemed like a ridiculous excuse. She knew her parents understood the real reason she kept away. 

Taking a deep breath, Wendy rubbed her hands along the tops of her legs, not wanting to dredge up the memories of her fifteen-year-old self. When everything had changed. The three weeks she’d spent with her ailing mother was the longest she’d stayed under her parents’ roof since. The long absences were easily justified by the knowledge her brothers were there, though they’d only been children themselves at the time. Now, they ran the family business— Darling Winery. 

Even after their father passed away, Wendy convinced herself Michael and John were more than capable of looking after their mother. She was ashamed to admit that even after receiving her mother’s diagnosis, she still chose not to increase her visits. Yet, when she received the call from Michael telling her she was almost out of time, Wendy forced herself to move home for the duration of their mother’s last days. 

Wendy was on leave for a mere twenty-four hours when a teenage girl was reported missing. A rather nasty argument ensued between her and Michael when she told him she wanted to work the case. It was a moral conundrum that tore her in half—of course she wanted to spend her mother’s last days with her, but she also felt a responsibility to the missing girl. 

It was a high-profile case—the teenage daughter of the newly elected Lord Mayor Malcolm Fryair. The news appeared to have a bias towards a disgruntled teen wanting to torment her parents, rather than something insidious. Watching it, she felt her instincts grind, and she knew she wanted to work the case. In the end, the choice wasn’t hers. The inspector ordered her to take her leave as planned and shut her down when she questioned who he’d put on the case. The decision angered her, but there was nothing she could do aside from tracking the case via the news and deciphering what facts she could.

Lilly, her long-time girlfriend, had offered to come with her, but Wendy declined. As much as she loved Lilly, she needed this time alone with her family. Her daughter, Jane, came and went, happily juggling her work commitments as a busy, city-based journalist, and spending time at the family estate.

Together, with her two younger brothers, they fulfilled their mother’s wishes to spend her final days in the family home—she wanted to pass there, in the same room where her husband had passed in his sleep ten years earlier, and not in some cold, sterile hospital room. They’d provided the best medical support money could buy and set their mother up comfortably in her own bed, surrounded by monitors and equipment, and with nursing staff and family waiting on her hand and foot. She’d wanted for nothing—except more time.

Rubbing her eyes with the heels of her hands to stop the tears that threatened to spill, Wendy conceded there was no hope of returning to sleep. Yet, she was beyond fatigued and reluctantly lay back against the pillows and stared up at the ceiling, hoping to at least give her body the chance to rest. Instead, it felt like the nightmare had triggered something within her, causing old wounds to crack open and ooze the virulent memories into the forefront of her mind. The lack of sleep rendered her all but helpless to stop them. Instead, she tried to focus on happier elements. 

Recalling her early childhood, there was nothing but fond memories—they’d led a charmed life in their vineyard bubble, exactly how they all liked it. Wendy was close to her brothers and her parents and was the well-known favourite of Nanna—her father’s beloved childhood nanny, who had become an ingrained member of the family and lived at the estate since her father was a boy.

The perfection of her world was not meant to last. Wendy sat up as another wave of anxiety swept over her. She reluctantly thought of those painful memories. Pushing her mind to skip forward to the aftermath, she thought about how her relationships with her family changed. Despite their best efforts and intentions, things were never the same—especially between Wendy and her parents. They’d all but smothered her with love and the illusion of protection that only thinly veiled the guilt she saw in their eyes when they looked at her. 

Her brothers knew something bad happened but were just relieved their big sister was home again. It was Nanna she grew closer to and confided in. She knew it hurt her parents, especially her mother, yet Wendy never seemed to move beyond the feeling that they’d let her down. They were her parents—their job was to protect her, to keep her safe. They had failed. 

During her last conversation with her mother, Wendy saw the intense desperation in her mother’s eyes as she pleaded with Wendy to listen to her. She’d gripped her hand with remarkable strength, given her frail condition. Wendy couldn’t explain why, but something about the look in her mother’s eyes, the expression on her face, stunned and scared her. 

Nothing her mother said made any sense. At the time, Wendy told herself it was a consequence of all the pain medication her mother was on, yet she felt the urgency behind her words. More importantly, her detective skills refused to allow her to ignore her gut feeling that there was a truth behind the final words her mother had desperately tried to impart—and she knew in her heart that her mother knew she was about to die.

Wendy gripped the side of the bed with both hands as she chastised herself for not being able to decipher the message her mother had left behind. In a huff, she got up from the bed and walked to the window, pushing it open. Met with a rush of cool night air, laced with the smell of her mother’s beloved roses that lined the front of the house below, she inhaled deeply. It felt rejuvenating, and her anxiety began to subside. She made a mental note to gather some of the roses for the funeral and rubbed her arms, more for comfort than against the cool. Looking out over the vineyard that spanned across the land as far as she could see, she pictured the ghosts of their childhood, of three children running and hiding in the vines—one of their favourite pastimes. 

Wendy tried to fix the image in her mind of her mother working among the roses, tenderly pruning and caring for them, always smiling—humming a tune to herself more often than not. She focused on the memory with everything she had until the last of the awful, exhausting emotions slipped away. She didn’t feel safe—not completely. She never did—but she felt reassured, as though her mother had wrapped her arms around her. 

Wendy yawned, calm enough for fatigue to set in. Leaving the window open, she returned to the bed and buried herself in a cocoon of blankets, the lamp still on. Just as she was about to fall into the comforting nothingness of sleep, her mother’s smile was replaced by the ominous green eyes of her nightmares, and she hurled the blankets off and pressed her back up against the headboard. 

As she again scanned the room, her eyes wide, hot tears spilled down her cheeks; her fear melded with anger and frustration—she felt violated that the horror of her nightmares encroached on such a precious memory. After a few moments, she launched herself away from the safety of the wall and off the bed and strode over to the closed bedroom door. 

With shaking hands, she grabbed the dressing gown from its hook and wrapped it tightly around her. Stepping over to the antique dresser, she leaned down to inspect her reflection. There were dark circles under her hazel eyes, and her deep, chestnut hair—still pulled back in a braid—was wildly dishevelled, giving her a somewhat crazy appearance. She tugged at her face, trying to smooth out any imaginary lines, feeling much older than her thirty-five years. Her self-inspection was interrupted as she stifled a yawn and resigned to the fact there would be no more sleep for her tonight. 

Leaving the room, she felt both agitated and relieved when she pulled the door closed behind her. Skilfully manoeuvring down the staircase—she knew the path of each creaky spot like the back of her hand—Wendy made it to the ground floor without a sound and walked into the kitchen. She gave a startled yelp. Her brothers were sitting at the kitchen island.

“Couldn’t sleep?” John asked, pushing his glasses back up his nose. Wendy gave him a wry smile in answer and walked over to one of the kitchen cabinets to retrieve her favourite teacup.

“Wendy? Sleep? That would imply she’d stopped moving for more than ten minutes,” joked her youngest brother, Michael, running his fingers through his already tousled blonde hair.

“Oh, shut up. I sleep—I just don’t need a lot. What about you two? Clearly, the sandman hasn’t been kind to you either.” She stood opposite them at the bench, reached for the pot of tea sitting between them and poured herself a generous cup.

John sighed as he wrapped his hands around his cup. “I got pissed off with the tossing and turning.”

“Same here,” Michael added, stifling a yawn. “I couldn’t sleep knowing we’re burying Mum today. I still can’t get my head around the idea.”

“I know,” Wendy agreed, running her finger around the rim of the cup, not having the words to say anything further. They sat silently for a few moments, each lost in their own thoughts.

“Does this make us orphans now?” Michael asked.

John sighed, rubbing his temples. “I guess it does—they’re both gone now. But can you be considered an orphan when you’re an adult?”

Michael shrugged, then was overcome with another yawn, and Wendy stared quietly into the cup of tea in front of her, as though it somehow held the answers to all of her questions. “What time is it?” she finally asked. 

John tapped the screen of his phone, which lay on the bench, revealing the time atop a background image of their parents. “It’s a quarter to five.”

Michael queried, “Itching to catch the early morning news?” His smile said he was joking, but the sharp glint in his eye revealed his annoyance. 

“No, I wanted to know the time. Since when was wanting to watch the news a crime anyway?” she asked, keeping her voice playful, not wanting a fight with her brother today of all days. It wasn’t like them to fight, but he’d been sour since they’d argued over her wanting to take on the missing girl case. Since their mother passed, he seemed to be trying to start an argument, and she wondered how much longer he would stew on his grievances before finally snapping. She didn’t have to wait long.

“Our mother’s not even in the ground yet, and you can’t wait to get back to work,” he accused.

“That’s not true, nor is it fair,” Wendy replied, wishing her brother had opted to stew on it a little longer.

“You’re kidding me, aren’t you? Are the two of you really going to argue about this today?” John intervened. Wendy and Michael said nothing; both lowered sheepish gazes to their mugs.

“That’s what I thought,” John continued, “and Wendy, if you want to watch the news, then watch the bloody news.”

Offering an olive branch, Michael cleared his throat and looked up at his sister. “What time is Lilly arriving?” 

“Fairly early, as far as I know. She wanted to meet us here rather than at the cemetery.”

“I’m surprised she didn’t spend time here with you,” John stated.

Wendy flicked her brother a quick look. “She would have jumped at the chance, but I asked her not to.”

“Why on earth not?” Michael asked, and Wendy saw John’s tactful look, which their brother chose to ignore.

Wendy shrugged. “I wanted this time together, just us. And Jane, of course. I mean, not saying Lilly isn’t my family. Of course she is...”

John leaned forward and grasped his sister’s hand with his own. “You don’t have to explain. We understand.”

“Thanks. I appreciate it,” she replied and picked up her cup, taking a sip of tea.

“But out of curiosity, is Lilly allowed to keep a toothbrush at your place yet? I mean, you guys have been together for what, three or four years now?” John joked, in an attempt to lighten the mood.

“Ugh, seriously...” Wendy groaned, looking up at the ceiling to hide the blush on her cheeks. Her brothers chuckled.

“You realize most couples actually cohabitate after this long,” Michael jumped on the bandwagon. 

“I’m so glad my commitment issues are a source of amusement for you both.” Wendy rolled her eyes but smiled at them both. She knew they didn’t mean anything by their jibes.

“We’re just messing around,” John said with a smile, “though Lilly must have the patience of an angel.”

Wendy shrugged. “She gets me. Honestly, I think she enjoys her own independence as much as I do, so it works for us.”

“That’s the main thing,” John replied. Wendy, still feeling coy, turned her back to her brothers and took her time refilling the kettle for another round of tea.

“Are the two of you planning to continue working the vineyard?” she asked over her shoulder.

“Of course, why wouldn’t we?” John asked. “I know you think we took on the family business out of obligation, but I, for one, actually love working here. I can’t speak for Michael, but I can’t imagine doing anything else.”

“I can imagine doing other things,” Michael stated with a smile, “but I’m with John. This is where I belong.”

“What about you? Can you see yourself joining us here, or is that a stupid question?”

Wendy chuckled softly, “It is a little. I love my job—I don’t think there’s much detective work at a winery.”

“Is there any tea left for me?” Came a voice from behind them. They all turned to see Jane leaning against the doorway, smiling at them.

“Of course there is,” Michael replied. He got up from his stool, peering out the window as though surprised to find the sun had risen. He grabbed another cup from the overhead cupboard and placed it in front of his niece, and she joined them in the kitchen.

“Good morning, sweetheart,” Wendy said. Her daughter walked over and kissed her mother on the cheek. “Did you get much sleep?”

“Funnily enough, I did,” Jane replied, moving on to her uncles, greeting them both with a kiss and a hug before sitting on the spare stool next to Michael.

Wendy looked over at her daughter. It still surprised her how alike they looked—so much so they were often mistaken for sisters. Jane had the same thick, long chestnut hair that fell in natural waves around her heart-shaped face and the same hazel eyes. The soft, early morning sunlight came through the window at such an angle that it appeared to encircle Jane’s head like an aura or a halo. 

It made Wendy smile—but a sense of foreboding washed over her like a buzz of electricity, and a rushing noise filled her ears with such intensity that she feared she’d fall over, and the smile quickly fell from her face. She gripped the bench to stabilize herself. Forcing her gaze from her daughter, she told herself it was only the remnants of her nightmare coupled with the day ahead that had her senses on edge.

“Mum? What is it? Are you okay?” Jane asked, half rising from her chair.

Wendy gave her best reassuring smile and brushed off their concerned looks. “I’m fine, really. I’m just over-tired.” She busied herself with refilling everyone’s cups, knowing all of them would see the lie in her eyes given the chance. 

Wendy always prided herself on her innate sixth sense—it had proven essential in more than one case. The downside was that she couldn’t pick and choose when it reared its head, and a lot was going on in her head. 

Something else was also niggling from the darkest recesses of her mind, trying to get her attention. She mentally cast it back into the shadows, refusing to acknowledge it. Today wasn’t the day. Wendy cleared her throat, wanting to change the subject. “Has anyone checked in on Nanna?” she asked.

“I popped in before I went to bed last night, but she was already in bed,” Michael answered, wrapping his hands around his newly warm cup. 

“Was Carole still up?” John asked. 

Michael nodded. “Yeah, but I didn’t want to disturb her more than I did already. I’m sure she looks forward to her own time. I just said a quick goodnight and left.”

“Why does she have a caretaker instead of just going into a home like normal people do?” Jane half-joked.

“Jane! What a horrible thing to say. It’s not like you to be so cold. This has been her home for a lot longer than you or I have been around.”

“I didn’t mean it like that—exactly. I just mean that this house is enormous, and now it’s just Nanna here with Uncle Mike and Uncle John spending most of their time out in the vineyard or working out in the warehouses. It sounds like the setting for a horror movie—the senile old woman and her caretaker, navigating the depths of an old house...”

John laughed aloud. “There’s that fantastic imagination coming out, Jane. You were never going to be anything other than a writer.”

Jane gave her uncle a rueful smile before looking to Michael for back-up.

“I hear the sentiment behind your creative delivery, and if she ever became a danger to herself, we might have to reconsider her living arrangements. But for now, she’s not doing any harm, either to herself or anyone else, and Carole has proven more than adequate in her role. Both Dad and Mum wanted to see out their final days here, and so does Nanna. She’s also somewhat beyond benefiting from any of the social aspects provided by residential care, and a change in scene at this point would likely do more harm than good.”

“That’s very diplomatic of you, Uncle,” Jane replied.

“Look, sweetheart, I know you and Nanna have never been the best of friends—and that’s not your fault. But she’s still family. I’m sure she would love it if you went and said hello,” Wendy said.

Jane stood up and walked over to the kitchen sink to rinse out her cup. “You know that’s not true. She likely wouldn’t know who I was or if I was even there—or she would pretend not to.”

Wendy went to open her mouth in protest but was stopped as Jane placed a hand on her mother’s shoulder. “Maybe later, Mum,” she compromised. “For now, I’m going to freshen up and get ready. It’s going to be a long day.”

Wendy watched her daughter leave the room and sighed.

“It’s not your fault they don’t get along,” Michael said.

“I just don’t understand it. Nanna was always so kind to us, so loving. I can’t help but feel that Jane has missed out on getting to know that side of her because of how...well...you know.”

John reached over and clasped her hand in his. “We all adore Jane—Mum and Dad did too, you know that.”

Wendy gave her brothers a small smile, knowing the day was going to be sad enough without adding to it. “I’d better go make sure Carole has Nanna up.” She took a final swig from her cup of tea and left the kitchen.
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W

endy took her time walking through the manor towards Nanna’s quarters, Jane’s queries echoing in her mind. Her own mother had voiced similar concerns, albeit more tactfully. She hadn’t wanted to put Nanna into a nursing home, but she had wanted to move her from her wing—which seemed so far from the rest of the house these days—and settle her in a room closer to her own. The doctor had advised against it, stating familiarity was key. As a compromise, her parents had hired Carole, a home health nurse, who had turned out to be an invaluable companion. 

Wendy wandered through one wide hallway to the next, pausing to look at the odd portrait or artwork that adorned the walls and had for as long as she could remember. Yet, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d actually paid any attention to them—if she ever had. It felt like only yesterday that Nanna had chastised her and her brothers for running through these halls, far more fearful they’d break something than that they’d hurt themselves. 

Nanna had always been kindly, yet stern—a perfect counterbalance to her carefree parents who, more often than not, were chastised alongside their children. Wendy smiled, recalling her mother’s hand grasping her own, the skirts of their dresses billowing out around them as her mother spun them around to hide behind a nearby statue while Nanna called out to them. 

She’d looked up at her mother as they crouched together, both of them stifling their giggles with their hands, her mother’s eyes vibrant with laughter.

Wendy wiped tears from her eyes that she hadn’t noticed forming and picked up the pace. She knew from their father’s passing that any recollection of memories would be bittersweet and sad—more so now that both parents were gone.

The door to Nanna’s quarters was slightly ajar. Wendy knocked twice before calling out. When there was no answer, she pushed it open and walked into the sitting room. The large television was on silent where it sat on a low wooden cabinet, a black lace crocheted runner buffering its stand from the wood. She saw the morning’s news highlights flashing across the screen but forced herself to look away.

“Hello? Nanna? Carole?” She walked over to the lounge and took a seat, not wanting to venture any further without invitation, despite the numerous times she’d been there. It was a little strange, but even though Nanna’s residence was in the same house, it always felt like she was visiting an entirely different place.

“Good morning, Wendy. How are you holding up?” Carole asked, stepping through a door to the left of the room, wiping her arms with a towel. She was a short, middle-aged woman with kindly brown eyes and olive skin and curly black hair that always fought to free itself, no matter how she tried to restrain it, resulting in her always seeming somewhat dishevelled. 

“As well as can be expected, thank you. How is Nanna this morning?”

“About the same. We’ve just finished with her shower.”

Wendy nodded. “Does she know what today is?”

Carole sighed and glanced over her shoulder. “It’s hard to say, though she isn’t having a very good morning, so I’m thinking so.”

“Could I see her?”

“Of course. I’ll just finish helping her dress, and I’ll bring her out.”

Wendy gave a nod of agreement—she knew how particular Nanna was about her appearance—or at least had been—and Carole was meticulous in upholding Nanna’s expectations, regardless of whether Nanna was aware of it or not. Carole retreated to the sitting room, and Wendy tried to refrain from fidgeting with her hands while fighting to keep her memories at bay. 

Ow! 

Holding her hand up, she found she’d dug her nails into her cuticles so hard that she’d caused one to tear and bleed. Despite the pain, she was grateful for the distraction. 

At the soft sound of wheels turning, Wendy looked up to see Carole pushing Nanna into the room. She watched Carole manoeuvre the wheelchair beside the lounge before helping Nanna out of the chair and onto the more comfortable couch. “No walker today?” Wendy asked, concerned by how frail Nanna looked. 

“Not today. She’s a little unsteady on her feet,” Carole answered kindly, and with her hand on Nanna’s shoulder, leaned down to eye level. “Wendy’s here to see you. I’ll leave you ladies alone while I go clean up.” Flashing Wendy a quick smile, she turned and left the room. 

“Hey, Nanna. You look so beautiful this morning,” Wendy said as she walked over and kissed her on the cheek. She sat beside her. Picking up one of Nanna’s hands from where it rested on her lap, Wendy held it with both of her own. 

She convinced herself she felt the faintest of squeezes from Nanna and squeezed back while admiring her elegant outfit, which consisted of a long, black, pleated silk skirt and a black high-necked top decorated with a delicate spray of dark grey beads across the chest. Around her neck hung the heart-shaped pendant she always wore—Wendy knew it held images of her parents on one side and the three Darling children on the other. As a child, Wendy had often loved sitting on Nanna’s lap asking her to show them to her again and again. 

Wendy reached over and gently tucked a loose strand of pearly white hair behind Nanna’s ear, admiring her trademark chignon that Carole had mastered.

“It’s going to be a big day, Nanna, for all of us. I know you loved Mother like she was your own, just like you loved Father and all of us.” Wendy waited patiently, but there was no answer as Nanna stared stoically at the television. Despite her best efforts, she was unable to work out if Nanna was lucid or not. Instead, she looked around the room, listening to the sounds of Carole bustling around unseen beyond the sitting room. 

The walls were cluttered with framed photographs of the family, going back to when her father was a child, and Nanna first joined the household. It was a reminder that Nanna didn’t share Darling blood. She was part of their family, regardless. Though for the first time, she wondered how Nanna had come to be employed by her grandparents—who was she beforehand? Where had she come from? Did she have a family of her own? Wendy didn’t recall her ever mentioning any. To her knowledge, there’d been no one to contact as Nanna deteriorated. It saddened her to realise no one left could tell her—least of all Nanna herself. 

Despite the lack of reference to her own family tree, Nanna had been well-schooled on the Darling family history and had beguiled Wendy and her brothers with embellished stories of their ancestors. As a result, Wendy was fascinated by old photographs and looking into the eyes of those long since passed. She wondered if one day, her descendants would feel the same way about photos of her. 

Feeling a lump forming in her throat, she turned and looked over the sparsely decorated living room. It hadn’t always been so, but once Nanna’s mobility declined, changes were made. The only furniture in the room was a well-worn chaise, with an ugly quilted cushion Wendy made during her first year of high school, and a neatly folded blanket, crocheted in shades of blue. A small, wooden, rectangular coffee table sat in front of it, with stacks of books on the ledge beneath that may have once been read but had been left untouched for ages. She glanced at Carole’s watch left behind on the coffee table, and seeing the time, reluctantly got up.

“Well, I’d better go and get ready myself. I’ll come and check on you again when it’s time to go, okay?” She leaned over and planted a soft kiss on Nanna’s cheek, careful not to disrupt her carefully applied makeup. As Wendy stood, Carole walked back into the sitting room as though on cue. 

Wendy gave her a quick wave as she walked around the couch. Reaching the door, she turned back, surprised to see Nanna clasping the locket in her hand. It was just for a moment, then she lowered her hand into her lap, the locket once again forgotten. 

Wendy walked into her bedroom and over to the wardrobe where her black dress hung, ready for the funeral. 

“There she is,” came a voice from the window, and Wendy jumped. She turned to find Lilly sitting in the desk chair she’d dragged over, her feet resting upon the window ledge. 

“Hey, love. I’m so sorry. I didn’t realise you’d arrived.” She took a moment, admiring the beauty of her girlfriend, which still took her breath away even after three - going on four - years. Lilly wore a black, long-sleeved dress with a wide, pointed collar and matching cuffs, over black opaque stockings, and a pair of black Doc Martin boots. Lilly’s Native American heritage was evident with her beautiful almond-shaped chocolate eyes, her high cheekbones, and thick, flowing black hair that hung down over the back of the chair.

Relishing in the attention, Lilly lowered her feet and got up from the chair. “Don’t worry about it. Michael said you were checking on Nanna, and I was happy to wait. Plus, I wanted to finally check out the mysterious bedroom from your misspent youth. It’s insightful, to say the least.”

Wendy laughed, “Don’t judge me.”

“Who’s judging? NKOTB was the bomb.” They laughed, and Lilly reached out and pulled Wendy in an embrace. Wendy hugged her tightly, realising she’d missed her girlfriend far more than she’d expected, and she wondered if she’d made the decision to distance herself. Pulling back, Lilly placed her hands on either side of Wendy’s face and held her gaze. “How are you, really?”

“Tired...and sad. More deeply sad than I think I’ve ever been.” Lilly was the one person Wendy could be one hundred percent honest with all the time. “Even when Dad died, it hurt like hell, and I miss him so much, but I knew we still had Mum, you know?”

Lilly nodded. “Of course. You don’t need to explain. I’m here for you. Anything you need.”

Wendy sighed and ran her hands down to Lilly’s hips and leaned in for a kiss. She felt the stress of the past few weeks slip away like a discarded robe. “Actually, there is something I need,” she said coyly. She grabbed Lilly’s hands and led her to the bed.

“Now?” Lilly giggled, following without protest.

“Now,” Wendy commanded, gently shoving her onto the bed.
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WENDY STOOD, STARING down at her mother’s coffin, Jane tightly holding one hand and Lilly the other. She was aware that the reverend was speaking, but his words sounded far away, and she struggled to concentrate, to listen. Instead, Wendy’s thoughts drifted to the tombstone beside her mother’s freshly dug grave—her father’s—and she wondered if they would truly be together again in their final resting place. 

Inspecting her mother’s coffin, she wondered if it was the one she’d selected, or if her brothers had made a change. The colour of the wood looked different from what she remembered—it had a honey-coloured warmth to it, which she admitted to herself was quite beautiful. She admired the way it complimented the deep pinks and stark whites of the bouquet of roses that rested atop it—from her mother’s beloved rose garden, of course. 

The rose garden. As the tear-inducing memory worked its way to the forefront of her mind, Wendy lifted her head and tried to distract herself by inspecting the large crowd in attendance. She recognised numerous faces—those who worked for the family, both past and present, distant relatives, and a large number of beloved friends of her parents that were as much family as anyone else. There were a great number of faces she didn’t know, which wasn’t surprising. The family name was a well-respected one.

It occurred to her that her mother—a social butterfly that had loved nothing more than surrounding herself with laughter and chatter—would have loved the turnout. The hot tears stung her eyes, more persistent than ever, and she blinked them away behind her oversized black sunglasses. Lilly squeezed her hand, and Wendy squeezed back. Once again, she tried to pay attention to the sermon, but she felt on edge, her senses suddenly on high alert.

An icy chill traced along the back of her neck, and her heart quickened as she felt herself being watched. Looking over her shoulder, she scanned the solemn faces before looking beyond them to the sparsely placed trees and the row of parked cars lining the narrow road beyond them. There was only the funeral party on the grounds, and yet, she couldn’t shake the feeling that someone else was watching her. 

Lilly squeezed her hand again, and Wendy turned around, ignoring her girlfriend’s questioning expression. The sensation was persistent, like something was slowly crawling from the small of her back, along her spine, and up the back of her neck. It took all of her restraint not to reach up and swat away the imagined offender. 

It felt like an eternity before the service finished. Wendy let herself be led away to the waiting cars; the loud bang of car doors closing was abrasive on her heightened nerves. Lilly opened the car door for her, but Wendy hesitated, turning back to where they’d all stood, half expecting to find a lone stranger looking back at her.

“Wendy?” Lilly prompted.

Wendy got into the car and slid into the middle of the back seat, and Lilly got in beside her, pulling the door closed. Jane was already seated to her right.

“I’m sorry,” Wendy murmured.

“For what?” Jane asked.

“I zoned out back there.”

“Don’t apologise, Mum,” Jane replied, removing a tissue from under the sleeve of her dress and wiping at her eyes with it. “I think Grandma would have loved the roses you picked.”

Wendy nodded.

“Who were you looking for?” Jane asked.

“What do you mean?”

“You were looking over your shoulder at one point like you were looking for someone. Then again before we got in the car.”

“Oh, that was nothing. I thought I saw someone, but I was mistaken.” She stared straight out through the front windshield, not leaving room for further questions.

The house came alive as people filed in for the wake, as though relishing in the bustling noise of a social engagement. Wendy, however, felt her energy drain away with each commiseration and recalled memories their guests felt compelled to share. She watched with envy as Carole wheeled Nanna away for a rest, wanting nothing more than to go with her. 

Instead, she found herself an empty chair in a corner and sat down. She leaned her head against the wall and folded her hands limply in her lap. There she stayed lost in her own grieving thoughts until she watched Michael say farewell to the last of the guests. 

“I’m assuming you feel as exhausted as you look,” Lilly stated as she approached and crouched down beside the chair. Wendy gave her a tired smile. “It’s been a long day. Week. Month. What time is it?”

Lilly glanced at her watch. “It’s just past five. I guess everyone stayed longer than we thought they would.”

Wendy forced herself off the chair and looked around the room while stretching out her stiff arms and legs. “This place has that effect on people.” She covered her mouth as a yawn took over. Lilly stood and held her hand out. Wendy took it without question, allowing Lilly to lead her to the stairs. “Where are we going? I need to start cleaning up.”

“No, you don’t. I’m going to run you a hot bath, and you are going to have some time to yourself. I don’t care if you only stay in there fifteen minutes or a couple of hours, but you’re going to do it.”

“But...”

“No buts. The caterers have already started the clean-up, and I’ll rally Jane and your brothers to help with whatever’s left.” Lilly placed her hand on Wendy’s shoulder and turned her to face her. “I’ve given you the space you’ve needed this past month, but I can see you’ve spent so much energy on looking after everyone else that you haven’t taken care of yourself. I know your love/hate relationship with this place and how you get when you spend any length of time here—and I’m not sure what possessed you to want to sleep in your old room—but I don’t think it’s good for you.” 

Wendy opened her mouth to protest, but Lilly held up her hand to stop her. “I promised I would never question you about your past, but that doesn’t mean I’m blind. Between your mother, your memories, and your guilt over not working that missing girl case, I don’t imagine you’ve slept more than a couple of hours at a time in weeks.”

Wendy smiled sheepishly, looking down at her feet. “You’re far too perceptive.”

Lilly chuckled. “No, I just know you better than you know yourself sometimes. Does it still intimidate you?”

Wendy shrugged. “A little. But it’s also nice.”

“Good. On that note, let’s get your cute butt upstairs.”

Wendy admitted the hot water felt amazing against her exhausted body, encapsulating her like a warm blanket on a cold winter’s evening. She didn’t know if it was her fatigue, or the effects of the oils Lilly had poured into the bath, or both, but the combination was intoxicating. Wendy felt herself relaxing against her will, and as she found herself starting to nod off, she reluctantly pulled the plug and stood, watching the water circle down the drain, taking what it could of her stress with it. 

Naked, she strolled into the bedroom and found her favourite pair of comfy leggings and a t-shirt laid out on the bed for her. 

“Feeling better?” Lilly asked, back in the chair by the window with her feet up on the windowsill, a book in her hand.

Wendy gave a small smile, pulling on her clothes. “Absolutely. Thanks so much for taking care of everything downstairs. I hope it wasn’t too much work.”

“Are you kidding me? We hardly got a look in—the staff your brother hired was crazy-efficient. In fact, he seemed pretty keen to hire them on a permanent basis.”

Wendy chuckled, pulling her wet hair up into a messy bun. “That probably isn’t a bad idea. My brothers will be so busy with work, and this place needs some attention.”

She walked over and gave Lilly a long, thankful kiss. As she straightened, she reached her arms up above her head and stretched, smiling to herself as Lilly watched in appreciation. Wendy’s smile fell away as she noticed Lilly’s overnight bag beneath her legs. 

“You’re not staying?”

Lilly lowered her feet and sat up straight. “Of course I can if you want me to, but I know you too well. You need to be alone. Well, as alone as you can be here with your family...”

“You are my family, too...”

“I know, sweetheart. You know what I mean. If you would like me to stay, I will—but don’t ask me to stay because you think it will make me happy. You need to do what you need to do—I’ll wait.”

Wendy picked up Lilly’s hands in her own, admiring her girlfriend’s smooth olive skin. “It’s ridiculous how well you know me—it’s even more ridiculous you’re still with me.”

Lilly laughed. “It’s true—you’re incredibly lucky to have me, but I’m glad you acknowledge it.” She squeezed Wendy’s hands, and Wendy leaned in to kiss her, suddenly overwhelmed with gratitude.

Lilly pulled away. “I’d better leave before I end up in your bed again, and you’re stuck with me for the evening.”

“Would that be so bad?” Wendy smiled.

“Not at all. But having something to look forward to when you come home sure won’t hurt.” She gave Wendy a quick kiss and released her hands before picking up her bag off the floor.

“I’ll walk you out,” Wendy offered, and with her arm around Lilly’s waist, she left the room.
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Chapter Three
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itting on the back veranda, Wendy watched the remnants of the sunset, admiring the changing colours of the sky over the sprawling vineyard and reflected on what was one of the hardest days of her life. Like she periodically did, Wendy pondered the possibility of asking Lilly to finally move in with her, knowing that she wouldn’t. It amazed her that Lilly understood her need for her own space when Wendy found it hard to explain, even to herself. Yet losing her mother made her reconsider the prospect, at least to some extent—she wondered if she would regret it in the future, should something happen to either of them if she hadn’t taken the next step. 

As she took a sip of wine, she tried to recapture the relaxing calm she’d experienced in the bath, willing the sunset to take the heaviness of the day with it as it traversed towards the horizon. Wendy had no idea where her brothers were but had no desire to seek them out. It was one of the benefits of her family home—there was more than enough room should anyone want their own space, which she did, more often than not.

Forcing all thoughts from her mind, she focused on the changing colours of the sky—the peach and tangerine weaving in amongst the amethyst, and she tried to recall the last time she’d actually stopped and appreciated a sunset—at least one not punctured by a skyline of high-rise buildings.

“Mind if I join you?”

Wendy looked up as Jane stepped out onto the porch.

“Of course not.” Wendy smiled at her daughter and gestured to the spare seat on the other side of the round glass table between them.

“I’m having a chocolate fix if you want some,” Jane offered, placing a bag of M & M’s on the table. Wendy glanced at them quickly before looking away. Unable to convince herself of a good enough reason not to indulge, she turned back to the packet and gave it a shake, emptying half the contents onto the glass. She sifted through the colours casting the green ones aside before scooping up the remaining chocolates and nursing them in her hand.

“I’d totally forgotten you do that. Why is it always the green ones?” Jane asked.

“You know I hate the colour green,” Wendy replied, enjoying the crunch of the candy shell in her mouth.

“You’re a weirdo, Mum. Has Lilly left?”

“Yeah, she left about half an hour ago.” 

Jane nodded, needing no further explanation. “How are you after today?”

“Okay, I think. It’s strange. I feel both guilty and relieved. I feel guilty because I should have made more of an effort to spend time with Mum and Dad. Especially with Mum, once Dad passed away. Instead, I let myself get caught up in my work, and time just sped by. It feels shit knowing they’re both gone, yet I feel relieved that it’s done with. The weeks of waiting, not knowing how much longer Mum had, watching that vibrancy she was always known for seeping out of her. It was so emotionally stressful. Wanting her to stay with us, not wanting her to linger on in pain...does that sound cold? Selfish?”

She turned to Jane, the frown heavy across her brow.

“Of course it doesn’t, Mum. It sounds perfectly human.”

Wendy sighed and turned back towards the depleting sunset and sipped on her wine. She could hear the soft clatter of the candy-coated chocolates as Jane tossed them about in her hand.

“You’ve never really told me why you hated being here so much...”

“I don’t hate being here...” Wendy replied in defence.

“Well, hate might be too strong a word. You have a complicated relationship with this place, yet I know you loved Grandma and Grandpa, and you love Uncle Mike and Uncle John...and Nanna.”

Wendy took another sip of wine before answering, “It’s just complicated.” She could feel her daughter’s sideways glances. “One day, Jane. One day I will tell you everything, but...”

“It’s fine, Mum, really. I just want you to be happy.”

“Thank you, sweetheart. I appreciate it.”

“I’m finding myself really enjoying staying here, despite the circumstances. It’s so beautiful. I mean, I already knew that, but it’s like every time I leave here, I seem to forget.”

Wendy nodded, wondering where Jane was heading. Still, Jane said nothing further, and the two continued to nibble on their chocolates in silence as they looked out over the peaceful estate, each lost in their own thoughts while being content in each other’s company.

“Have you caught any of the news today?” Jane asked.

Wendy snuck a side-long glance at her daughter, trying to get a read on her before answering, but she got nothing, “Honestly, I haven’t had the chance, but I think I’ll head in and see if I can catch some now. Do you mind?”

Jane turned to her. “Of course not, Mum. You forget—news is a journalist’s bread and butter.” Wendy smiled at her daughter, and they got up and walked inside.

Wendy and Jane walked into the lounge room, and John greeted them from where he already sat on the couch with his feet up on the coffee table. 

“You know Mum always hated it when you put your feet up on the table,” Wendy joked, and John sheepishly lowered them to the floor as she sat beside him.

“I’m guessing it’s news o’clock?” John chuckled as he grabbed the remote, flicking through the channels as Michael walked in from the other side of the room.

“Hey.” Was all he said as he joined them.

“Do we want local or national news?” John asked.

“National, please,” Wendy replied. She knew her mother’s funeral would feature in the local news, and it was enough for her to replay the day in her mind, let alone having to see it on the news. Besides, it was the national news she longed to see.

Breaking news this evening on the Rosalie Fryair case after Allison Fryair, mother of missing teen and wife of Lord Mayor Donald Fryair, collapsed outside the Melbourne Central Police Station this afternoon. Mrs. Fryair has frequented the station since the disappearance of her daughter three weeks ago, despite little progress on the case. Mrs. Fryair was taken to St. Vincent’s Hospital and is presently being treated for exhaustion. The office of Mayor Fryair declined to comment.

When asked for an update on the investigation, Detective Chief Inspector Jared Helfer stated they were actively pursuing all avenues. Despite the efforts of local law enforcement canvassing the neighbourhood and conducting interviews with the Fryer’s friends and family, they remain tight-lipped on significant leads.

Fifteen-year-old Rosalie Fryair was last seen by her parents around nine-thirty pm on the night of the 20th of February. Little information has been released surrounding the circumstances of her disappearance, though sources close to the family have advised the girl's bed appeared to have been slept in.  The bedroom door remained closed, yet the bedroom window was found open, despite the cold night temperatures. We also have reason to believe that Rosalie’s phone and identification were left behind. 

It would be irresponsible not to consider the likelihood that an abduction has taken place—and if that is the case, with the rapid rise and controversial election of Lord Mayor Fryer just a few short months ago, a political motive needs consideration.

If anyone has seen Rosalie Fryair or knows of her whereabouts, please contact the police department via the Rosalie Fryer hotline...

“For shit’s sake, do reporters even report the actual news anymore?” Michael scowled. “No offence, Jane.” 

“None taken.” She winked. 

“But seriously, why do they always have to go for sensationalism? And why are they pretending like it’s not an abduction? It doesn’t make any sense.”

“I’m sure they’re investigating all avenues, regardless of what they’re telling the media,” said Wendy, quickly defending her profession.

“My guess is they’re being dictated to by the Lord Mayor. I would put money on that everything has to go through him first,” Jane stated.

“I wouldn’t be surprised. He seems like a piece of work,” Michael scoffed. 

“But why would the Lord Mayor prefer people to think his daughter ran away, rather than abducted? Shouldn’t it be the other way around?” Wendy said.

“Unless he knows what happened...” Jane said, only half-jokingly.

“The plot thickens...” Michael replied.

“Or maybe there’s a third possibility,” Jane said.

“What would that be?” John asked.

“Perhaps she simply vanished into thin air, right from her very own bedroom.” Jane laughed, not noticing the sudden stillness that fell over her family.

“I’m sure the police are on top of it,” Wendy stated, her voice coming out in a long croak, and she swallowed thickly, feeling as though she would choke on the very air she breathed.

Without turning away from the television screen, John slid his hand across the couch and grasped his sister’s hand.

“Mum? What is it?” Jane asked, “You’ve gone pale.” Wendy half-turned, a terse smile on her face, wishing she had a better poker face. 

“I’m fine, sweetheart. I just feel awful for the girl’s family; it’s a horrifying time for them.”

“I know. It was a huge opportunity to land the coverage for the newspaper, but I’ll admit it’s hard not to get emotionally invested. Her family is just so distraught—and understandably so. I get why you want to be on the case so badly.” 
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