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To my amazing god-daughter Courtney for her inspiration.
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Courtney squeezed her eyes together, peering through the rain beating against the car window. ‘What a dog box,’ she moaned, staring at the cottage with its rusted tin roof and paint-peeling walls. ‘No, I take that back. That house is so ugly not even a dog would live there.’


Dad twisted around to glare at Courtney. ‘I know this isn’t your idea of fun, Court.’


‘You’re right about that,’ Courtney said. ‘This place is more like my idea of torture.’


Mum stared at the dilapidated house slumped within the grass jungle, tapping her finger against her lip. ‘Give it a chance, love,’ she said brightly. ‘It’s only six weeks then we can go home.’


Six weeks!


It seemed like forever to Courtney.


She opened her mouth to speak then stopped. In the silence, she heard the rain pattering against the car roof. 


Courtney studied the dusting of grey in Dad’s hair and the lines of worry creasing his eyes and mouth. She felt sorry for him. He clearly didn’t want to be here either. None of them did. 


‘All right.’ Courtney pasted on her I’ll-be-brave smile. ‘I guess I can manage. Somehow.’


‘And you never know, you might enjoy yourself,’ Dad said, pointing to a blurred line behind the overgrown garden. ‘The beach is over there. If this rain ever stops you’ll be able to go swimming.’


‘Dad,’ Courtney said. ‘I hate the beach. Remember?’


‘Ah, yes. How could I forget?’


‘I burn easily and I’m not a strong swimmer.’


‘Now might be a good time to learn.’


‘No thanks.’ Courtney’s volume control cranked up. ‘Not after what happened at the water park. I’m never going swimming ever again.’


‘Relax, Court.’ Mum touched Dad’s shoulder. ‘Let’s not get her started, okay, Max? Not again.’


Dad held his hands up in defeat. ‘Fine. I’m sorry. Forget I said anything.’


Mum smiled. ‘Good. Now, look, I think I see a break in the rain. Shall we hop out?’ 


Dad winced. ‘Do we have to?’


‘Yes.’ Mum laughed. ‘We’ve driven all this way. We may as well go inside. Come on. Be brave.’ She threw her door open. A blast of icy wind and a torrent of raindrops burst into the car, drenching Mum instantly. She quickly slammed the door shut. ‘Maybe we’ll wait till it eases off a bit more.’ She shivered as she tried to brush her clothes dry.


Courtney rolled her eyes. This could take a while. Dratted rain.


She slumped lower and began jabbing her foot at the back of Mum’s seat. She thought about all the things she would rather be doing. The list was incredibly long.


A week ago, she’d been planning her school holidays back home with her friend, Mia. Then the phone call had come. Dad’s mother, Courtney’s gran, had died. Dad hadn’t spoken to his mum in ages. Courtney had never even met her. But she’d still left everything she owned to Dad. The only catch was he had to come down to Mixton Bay – on the tip of nowhere – to pack up her belongings and tidy the house before selling it.


It was too far to drive back and forth from the city where they lived down the coast to Mixton Bay so the whole family had to stay here for the summer holidays. Even over Christmas.


This is so unfair, Courtney thought.


‘Courtney!’ Mum snapped. ‘Stop kicking my seat.’


Courtney crossed her arms. Mixton Bay looked like the sleepiest, most boring place ever to spend the holidays. When they’d driven down the main street on the way to the beach cottage, Courtney had counted only five shops. Five shops! A grocery store, florist, hairdresser, chemist and a fish-and-chip shop. That was it. Not even a pizza shop.


Boring.


Summer holidays at Mixton Bay without a friend in sight. Or a pizza.


Boring. Boring. Boring.


‘Okay, it looks like the rain really is slowing this time.’ Mum’s voice broke through Courtney’s thoughts. ‘Let’s make a run for it.’


Courtney clambered reluctantly out of the car after Mum and Dad. She dragged her purple-and-pink glitter suitcase from the boot but it was so heavy she couldn’t carry it properly and it dropped to the ground with a thud. Mud splashed all over Courtney’s new pink ugg boots. ‘Grrr!’ she growled.


‘Need a hand?’ Dad offered.


‘No. I’m all right,’ she mumbled.


‘What have you got in there, Court?’ Mum asked suspiciously as Courtney wrestled her now purple-and-pink-and-brown suitcase onto the front porch.


Courtney deposited the bag beside the door. She was certain the sagging timber floorboards shuddered under the weight. ‘Nothing much.’ She swept a strand of soggy hair out of her eyes and pretended to study the cobweb clinging to the screen door. ‘Clothes, mostly.’


Dad sat his and Mum’s suitcases on the porch. As he slipped the front door key the lawyer had sent him into the lock, a noise sounded behind them.


‘Rrrrrooowww.’


Courtney inched closer to Dad. ‘What the heck was that?’


Thunder rolled in the distance. The rain came down hard again, hammering the cottage roof. A huge black cat strolled onto the porch looking completely dry despite the rain. It leapt onto the railing and padded lightly along it, winding its tail around the column near the step.


Dad’s forehead crinkled. ‘Ink? Is that you?’


The cat meowed.


Dad shook his head. ‘Can’t be.’


‘What?’ Courtney said.


‘We used to have a cat called Ink when I was a kid. Exactly like this one. All black except for the dollop of white on his left ear.’ Dad pointed. ‘See?’


The cat studied Dad for a moment then licked its paws.


‘He’d be a hundred by now,’ Dad said.


Courtney tilted her head to the side. ‘So, that would make you ... ’ 


‘All right.’ Dad grinned. ‘Maybe not a hundred, but he’d be pretty old.’


‘He looks sprightly to me,’ Mum said. ‘Maybe it’s one of Ink’s great-great-grandchildren.’


Dad shrugged. ‘Maybe.’


Courtney held her hand out to the cat. ‘Inky.’ The cat rubbed its head against Courtney’s hand. ‘Ooh, he’s so soft.’ 


‘Ink?’ Dad reached out.


The cat drew its ears back and hissed as it took a swipe at Dad’s outstretched hand. Then it stuck its nose in the air, leapt boldly off the railing and disappeared into the bushes.


‘That cat never did like me,’ Dad said. He turned back to the front door. ‘Let’s see what’s waiting for us inside, shall we?’


‘Whatever it is, I sure hope it’s friendlier than that cat,’ Courtney said.
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Courtney gazed all around, taking in every detail. After the grass jungle and the flaky exterior, she’d expected the inside of the house to be messy and ugly too. 


At the very least, she’d expected the scent of mothballs, or dust, or lavender. She’d expected lace doilies, dried flowers, crocheted cushion covers and diamond-patterned knitted throw rugs. All the usual stuff grandmothers had in their houses. Like Mum’s mum, Grandma Louise. 


But this house was different.


Not only was it neat and tidy and ordered, it smelt deliciously of vanilla and cinnamon. The furniture was freshly dusted, the floorboards polished so they shone. In the lounge room sat an open fireplace with paper and kindling laid out ready to be lit. Above the fireplace, the mantelpiece was covered with candles of all shapes and sizes and colours. All new and intact. 


A funky red leather sofa and two matching armchairs faced sliding glass doors looking out over the ocean. Well, they would have looked out over the ocean if the grass and bushes hadn’t been so tall they blocked the view. One of the lounge room walls was lined with a white timber bookcase overflowing with books. Courtney looked everywhere for a TV but couldn’t see one.


‘It’s very ... eclectic,’ Mum said.


‘Whatever that means,’ Courtney replied. She followed Mum and Dad into the kitchen, dragging her suitcase behind her.


The kitchen was small and square with a narrow breakfast bar overlooking the dining room. There was no microwave, but the stove was so clean and white. Courtney tugged the fridge door open. ‘Hey, check this out.’


The fridge was filled with food, all displayed neatly on the shelves like a supermarket. Fresh ham, cheese, milk, orange juice, strawberries, apples, yoghurt, and plenty of other delicacies sat waiting to be devoured. 


Courtney opened the freezer. It was packed too. So was the pantry.


‘Who did all this?’ Mum asked.


‘Suzanne, I guess,’ Dad said.


Suzanne was the lawyer for Courtney’s grandmother’s estate.


‘She’s got a nice touch,’ Mum said.


‘And she knows what I like.’ Courtney held up a block of peppermint chocolate. ‘I bags this.’


They all laughed and headed down the narrow hallway. They came to the bathroom. It was completely green. Green tiles. Green bathtub. Green vanity. Even the toilet was green, except for the lid, which was bright blue and had sea stars and seashells set into it. 


Mum shuddered. ‘Blue and green should never be seen.’


Courtney’s bad mood started to dissolve ever so slightly and she giggled.


The taps in the bathtub and the vanity were heavy gold, carved in the shape of dolphins. Paintings of Greek gods and goddesses covered the walls. Barely a centimetre of green paint showed between them.


‘It’s certainly busy.’ Mum started giggling too as she eyed the green walls.


‘Just like a hotel.’ Courtney spotted the dolphin-shaped soap and the three green bath towels embroidered with dolphins. ‘Everything has been laid out like we’re guests.’


Dad’s lips twitched. He looked like he was about to say something. Then he seemed to change his mind. He scratched his forehead, glanced over his shoulder and shook his head. Courtney thought he was acting very strange.


It must be harder for him than he’s letting on, she realised. Maybe it’s all the memories.


They came to the first bedroom. A single bed sat under the window. Along the opposite wall stood a bookcase and a wardrobe. The bedside table had a bright red aeroplane lamp on it. 


Definitely a boy’s room, Courtney thought.


‘I can’t believe she kept that.’ Dad pointed to the lamp. ‘It used to be mine.’


Courtney shot Dad a cheeky grin. ‘Is that a hundred years old too?’ 


Dad smiled. ‘Just about.’ He stepped into the room, studying the walls. They were covered from ceiling to floor in photos. Courtney recognised Dad in some of the shots, but she didn’t know any of the other people.


‘It’s like a shrine,’ Mum whispered.


Dad touched a photo of a toddler playing in a park with a man and a woman. ‘It wasn’t like this when I lived here. She must have put these up after I left. That’s me when I was a kid.’


Courtney peered at the photo. ‘Is that your mum?’


Dad nodded. ‘You look a bit like her actually.’


Mum moved in for a closer look. She touched Dad’s arm. ‘She must have missed you. To do this, I mean.’ She waved at the photo-covered walls.


Dad frowned and stepped away from the photo, away from Courtney and Mum. ‘Maybe, but that’s her own fault, Kris.’


‘Perhaps,’ Mum agreed gently.


Courtney wanted to ask Dad more about his mum, but she sensed now wasn’t the right time. Instead, she said, ‘Is this going to be my room?’


‘Yes,’ Dad replied. His voice sounded a million miles away. ‘I hope you’ll like it.’


‘Me too.’ Courtney plonked her suitcase on the floor and rubbed her palm where the handle had been biting into it. ‘That thing was killing me.’


Mum eyed her bag. ‘What have you got in there, Court?’


‘Nothing.’ She shuffled out the door and into the last room at the end of the hallway. She’d never seen a bedroom quite like it before. ‘Hey, check this out.’


‘Oh. My. Goodness.’ Mum gaped. ‘What on earth ... ?’


The bedroom walls were painted a bright, bold crimson colour. The bedspread and pillowcases were black silk with crimson and orange dragons embroidered on them. The bed was a futon, low to the ground, with Japanese characters carved into the bedhead. The vase beside the bed held long stems of pink cherry blossom. 


Courtney touched them. They were real. ‘How come?’


Mum felt the flowers too. She turned to Dad with a curious look on her face.


‘Suzanne, I guess,’ he said. ‘She probably thought it added a nice touch.’


‘But these flowers are out of season, aren’t they?’ Mum said. ‘And you certainly don’t see lawyers doing things like this.’


‘Maybe business has been slow lately,’ Dad said.


‘Well, it’s certainly interesting.’ Mum stared at the crimson walls. 


Dad groaned and scratched his head. ‘And impossible to sell.’


‘Did she have an interest,’ Mum coughed, ‘in Japanese culture?’


‘She was always into something,’ Dad said with a shrug. ‘I guess this was the latest fad.’


‘Not what you’d expect from an elderly woman.’


‘That was Delia all over. She liked being different.’


‘Delia?’ Courtney said.


‘That was my mother’s name, Court. I told you before.’


‘Yes, I know,’ Courtney said impatiently, ‘but why do you call her Delia?’


‘That’s what she liked being called. She didn’t like “Mum” and she certainly wouldn’t have liked “Grandma” or “Nan”. She thought it made her sound old.’


‘Why?’


Dad shook his head. ‘I’ll go into it later. Right now we’ve got things to do.’


‘What like?’


‘Unpacking.’


‘And I need to make some lunch,’ Mum said. ‘I don’t know about you two, but I’m starving.’


‘But–’


‘No buts, Court.’ Dad’s voice was firm. Courtney was itching to find out more about her grandmother, but she knew she wouldn’t get any more out of him at the moment. 


‘Humph,’ she grumbled quietly as she wandered back to her room. ‘I will get to the bottom of this.’


[image: image]




[image: image]


Courtney sat with her parents at the dining table eating chicken and cheese toasted sandwiches and sipping hot chocolate. It felt strange sitting in her dead grandmother’s house, a grandmother she’d never met. She supposed Dad felt weird too. He’d never spoken about his mum. All she knew was that they’d had a disagreement, a falling out, years ago. And that Dad left home and never came back. 


Courtney thought that whatever happened between them must have been bad for Dad to never talk to his mother again. Now, as she munched on her sandwich and watched her mum, she couldn’t imagine never speaking to her. The very idea was too horrible to consider.


Courtney shook her thoughts from her mind and tuned into what Mum and Dad were saying. Not surprisingly, they were talking about getting the cottage ready for sale. 


Dad was an architect and Mum was an interior designer. They both loved houses and were always talking about building or renovating or house prices or house designs. They loved their work so much they went to open houses and auctions just for fun. Almost every Saturday. And they always dragged Courtney along, even though she hated it.


Just before the Mixton Bay turnoff on the highway, they’d discovered a new housing estate. Dad had been unable to resist driving through it, just to see how many houses were going up and what they looked like. 


Then, when they’d driven through Mixton Bay, Dad had struggled to keep the car on the road. He’d been too busy ogling the houses, calculating their value and working out what renovations they might need. 


‘Undercapitalised. Undercapitalised. Undercapitalised,’ he’d said as they passed each house in turn. ‘This place would keep me in business for years.’


Mum had nodded eagerly. ‘I’d love to see inside them,’ she’d said. ‘So much potential. I bet I could transform them in no time at all.’


It was always the same. The problem with Mum and Dad was that they were never happy with how houses were. They always wanted to change them. It was more than a job for them. It was their life. In the last four years, they’d moved house six times, doing each one up then selling it before moving on to the next one.


I’m so over house-talk, Courtney thought.


‘Structurally, the cottage is sound,’ Dad was saying now. ‘Old, yes, but sturdy. By the looks of it, only minor repairs need doing. You know, cosmetic stuff.’


Courtney wondered when he was going to use his favourite word.


‘Obviously, the yard is a mess,’ Dad continued. ‘And given its location the place is considerably undercapitalised.’ 


There it was.


‘But we don’t have time to stay and make it what it could be.’ Courtney noticed Dad glance over his shoulder again.


That’s the third time he’s done that, she thought. It’s like he’s afraid someone is listening in or watching him.


‘The sooner we sell this place and get back to the city, the better.’


Courtney held her breath. She was sure Mum’s Favourite Saying Number 22 was coming up. It was only a matter of time.


‘Well, the colour scheme is obviously hideous,’ Mum said. ‘My eyeballs are aching just looking at these walls.’ She shook her head at the pink-and-white striped kitchen. ‘But with a coat of paint and a dash of inspiration from yours truly, this bygone beauty will breathe again with new life.’


There it was. Good old Number 22.


Courtney groaned. Sometimes she felt like she was living in a real estate brochure.


‘You all right, love?’ Mum said. ‘Got a pain in your tummy? Too many lollies on the drive down, probably.’


‘No, it’s not that,’ Courtney said. ‘I think I’ll go and finish unpacking.’


‘Don’t go wandering off anywhere,’ Dad warned.


Courtney tilted her head to the side. ‘Dad, it’s pouring outside. Where am I going to go?’


‘Ah, good question.’


‘Don’t make a mess and don’t break anything,’ Mum said.
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