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      Janey stares unseeing at the familiar landmarks as her tram rattles along Victoria Ave in Melbourne. When she’d taken the job in the cosmetics department at David Jones, she hadn’t anticipated how exhausting it would be. Standing around proving the efficacy of the products she’s flogging–thanks to her already flawless skin–is harder than she’d have thought possible.

      Deep in the vagaries of cleansing, toning and moisturising, it takes a while for her addled brain to register the tram has sailed past her stop.

      “Bugger!”

      She slaps her hand over her mouth. If her mother were here, she’d have received an even harder slap to the back of her head. Chewing on her lip, Janey adds it to the ever-growing list of things to confess next time she attends Mass; whenever that will be.

      Yanking hard on the leather cord above her head, she hears the bell ding faintly in the driver’s cab, signalling him to brake at the next stop. He doesn’t so much stop as slow ever so slightly. Janey jumps off the ancient vehicle and comes close to landing in a heap in the gutter.

      So. Very. Tired.

      Tired enough her eyes water, and the shimmering heat on the footpath gives the impression it’s coming up to meet her. She closes her eyes for a moment to clear them, swaying slightly in the process, before trudging her way home.

      Home for her and younger sister, Maria, is an outwardly genteel hostel for young ladies in South Melbourne. Inwardly it’s a bit of a dive, but this is better than being socially buried back in the country with their parents.

      No contest, really.

      Especially not with her mother dropping hints Perry Comb-Over–and her second cousin for goodness’ sake–is a good catch. Even though she’s not long turned twenty-four, her Italian-born mother, considers her well settled on the shelf, and Janey is in agreement. However, she doesn’t want to settle for any guy. To her, the Italian heritage is a starting point, not the be-all and end-all it is to her mother.

      It had taken full-on hysterics, nagging, and pleading to convince her parents her idea of six months in Melbourne was a good one. The way Janey had put it, the visit would give her some much-needed town polish, and the opportunity to look farther afield for a potential husband. Someone who isn’t related before the ceremony would be good.

      There was no way her parents would let her travel to Melbourne on her own and so Maria had been enlisted as a chaperone of sorts. Both Janey and Maria knew they’d dodged bullets on this front. Their standard chaperone is Aunt Fina, a woman guaranteed to kill any sexual energy on a date. If the guy so much as lifted a finger, their aunt was capable of killing him instead.

      Entering the boarding house through the back door next to the kitchen, Janey is revived by a cool breeze. This is the result of both this and the front door being thrown wide. She briefly greets the girls getting their evening meals ready, before trailing along the hallway. The sisterhood in the household is an unexpected but welcome bonus to living here, with Janey feeling as though she has twenty sisters, rather than one.

      Her foot is raised, ready to climb the stairs to her and Maria’s first-floor bedroom but she isn’t given the chance.

      “Janey, a word if you will?”

      What on earth does the landlady want with her now? Surely she isn’t putting the rent up, again? The woman runs the hostel with a firm hand, its heavy nature due to her overall weight. Saying she’s let herself go is an understatement.

      While Janey’s mother might be carrying a few extra pounds thanks to all that delicious Italian cuisine, she hasn’t given up. She never leaves the house without makeup, her hair is always immaculate, and her dresses firmly starched and in pristine condition.

      By comparison, the landlady, sloths around in housecoats ugly in both design and shape, reminding Janey of Demis Roussos, except he sports less chest hair. The overall look is awful, like the woman herself.

      Turning away from the stairs, she plasters on what she hopes is her professional ‘I’m going to sell you makeup’ face. “Yes, Mrs Wallace, how can I help you?”

      “Do you happen to know anything about the black BMW parked out front?”

      So random is this question, it takes a moment for Janey’s muddled brain to process it. “Ah, black BMW?”

      “Yes, it’s been parked out there for the past two hours. I asked the gentleman behind the wheel what he was doing, but he was vague in his responses.”

      Janey gives up trying to make sense of this, ambles along the hallway to the front door, looks outside and chokes. She hopes Mrs Williams hasn’t heard.

      Her shock under control, she turns, unable to stop herself from rushing her reply. “No! No, I can’t say I know him.” Technically this is true. She doesn’t know him, she only knows of him. Her assertion is correct enough that she won’t need to mention it in the confessional.

      Mrs Williams saying, “Can you send Maria down, please?” signifies the woman has swallowed her half-truth.

      “I can answer for Maria. We both know the same people and so if I don’t know him, neither will she.”

      Again, she trips over her words in an effort to propel them free of her mouth as rapidly as possible. She answers for her sister, because of the girl’s propensity to admit to any bad deed at the slightest provocation. Even their priest back home had become bored with the ‘sins’ she trolleyed out every Sunday.

      It isn’t that the girl is the saint she professes to be. It’s more her top ten sins get aired only after the priest has fallen into a catatonic state courtesy of a litany of mundane transgressions.

      Mrs Williams isn’t happy about being fobbed off. But short of accusing Janey of lying, there’s not much she can do about it. And her bulk decrees the first floor is out of bounds. Her scowl is dark as she lumbers back into her office at the rear of the property and shuts the door firmly,

      The main reason for closing the door being that her office is the sole room on the premises to benefit from air conditioning. None of the girls in the hostel complain. Anything that puts a hold on the woman’s sweat glands is a plus in their books.

      It takes all Janey’s effort to make her way up the stairs and along the hall to the large corner room she shares with her sister. Maria is sprawled across her bed, chin propped on the window sill that overlooks the front of the hostel. She’s peering through the lace curtains so intently that they’re stretched tight over her face, her yellow sundress is hiked enough to reveal her white lacy knickers.

      “We’ve got a problem!” They both say simultaneously.

      Janey drops her handbag on the end of her bed before absently rearranging her sister’s sundress. “You’ve seen him?”

      “I had to walk around the block and come in the back way to avoid him. I’m lucky I spotted him before he clocked me.” Maria’s response is muffled because her head is now hanging out the window.

      “For goodness’ sake, get back inside. If he looks up, he’ll see you.” Janey tugs on the girl’s shoulder until she’s back behind the lace curtains.

      Removing her shoes, Janey places them in the bottom of their shared wardrobe. Next she shrugs out of the regulation-issue baby-pink smock and black pencil skirt that are the uniform of all the girls in the cosmetics department. A quick sniff of the underarms indicates she’s got at least one more day out of the top. Better this than having to visit the grimy laundry, bolted onto the back of the boarding house as an after-thought.

      Not bothering to dress, she sits in her underwear on a small stool at the dressing table that’s jammed in the corner of the room. At least here it won’t collapse if asked to support anything heavier than a hanky. Janey expertly twists her hair into a messy knot on top of her head before slathering her face in baby oil. It takes this and dirtying half a dozen makeup remover pads, before she’s looking like herself again.

      It’s crazy she’s pedalling the stuff, when she hates wearing it. Thanks to her Italian heritage, her skin-tone is perfect without coating it in the latest from Shiseido or Elizabeth Arden. Likewise, her lashes do not need mascara and her lips are defined without the heavy application of lipstick.

      Free of gunk, she gives in to the temptation to lie back on her bed; her body flopping back into the mattress like an under-filled hot water bottle. In reality this has more to do with the mattress being knackered than true relaxation on her part. Even faked relaxation is out of reach these days, their time in Melbourne fast running out and nothing to show for it, yet.

      Maria turns away from the window. “What are going to do about him?”

      “I’m not sure. After what we did to him, I’m surprised he’d show his face here again.”

      “Maybe he’s as stupid as Sam and Brenda say?”

      “Must be. Give me a moment, will you? I’m so tired I can’t think straight. Just five minutes.”

      

      “Crap!”

      This gets Janey’s attention like nothing else. Sure enough, when she opens her eyes, Maria is counting her rosary beads in a futile attempt at damage control.

      “What?” Janey drags herself into a sitting position, aware that for her sister to swear, things are dire.

      “Cops!”

      Janey’s up, across the gap and onto her sister’s bed in seconds, collapsing in a heap before her head has stopped spinning.

      Looking at the scene below, her heart hammers. This is not good. Not good at all. The landlady must have called them because as far as Janey knows, there’s nothing illegal about sitting in a parked car for hours on end.

      Weird, but not illegal.

      Leaning over the car by the driver’s window, the two cops are menacing in their stance. The effect on the Greek guy behind the wheel is negligible. Throwing his door wide–and clipping one of the cops in the process–he drags himself out of the car. Standing next to them, everything about his body language speaks of anger. If she were closer, Janey suspects she’d be able to see spittle at the corners of his mouth. Swinging his arm wide, he gestures wildly toward the boarding house, accidentally smacking one of the cops on the shoulder hard enough to make the officer take a step back.

      Any hopes Janey has that this distraction will work in her and Maria’s favour, are dashed. Instead of reprimanding the guy for striking an officer, both cops look up.

      Jerking away from the window, she worries she’s been spotted. “Bloody hell!” Ripping the rosary beads out of Maria’s hands, she kisses them, mutters a plea for forgiveness, and hands them straight back.

      Common sense tells her the cops won’t have seen through the thick lace curtains. However, thoughts of being sent home with a police escort have rational notions flying out the window, a lot like the curtains are now. Risking another peek, she sucks in hard, while Maria hyperventilates next to her. Seeing the cops disappear under the front portico beneath them, they spring into action.

      Abandoning her usual careful consideration about her outfit, Janey grabs whatever is to hand and throws it on. She’s knotting the laces on her sneakers when they hear Mrs Williams yelling for all the girls to assemble downstairs in the side lounge that overlooks the courtyard. This is one roll call Janey and Maria will go AWOL for.

      Hearing the rooms around them emptying, they risk opening their door a crack, enough to see the last stragglers. Inching their door further open, they crawl on hands and knees along the landing to the fire escape at the back of the building.

      It’s not the first time they’ve exited the property this way, but if they get caught, it might well be the last. The rusty ladder squeaks as it takes their combined weight, forcing them to move with care. They keep their feet on the sides, where the corroded rungs are less likely to collapse.

      Unfortunately, they can’t take their time either, with the ladder ending a good few feet off the ground and visible through the window at the back of the hallway.

      While dropping to the ground, Janey gets a quick snapshot of all the girls milling around by the bottom of the stairs. It’s this human blockade that hides her and Maria from the cops standing next to Mrs Williams.

      Of more concern is Salami Boy, the moniker given to the creepy guy by Samantha and Brenda who’d thought he was Italian, standing right behind the officers. He’s bouncing on his feet in an effort to see over their shoulders. Fancy thinking that piece of human garbage could pass as Italian. It’s something that still annoys Janey.

      The jolt from landing on the concrete pad under the ladder slams up through Janey’s body, proving beyond a doubt five minutes’ rest was not enough. Maybe if she’d managed to sleep last night, she’d be okay. Her insomnia is rampant as she worries about being forced into a loveless marriage with Perry Comb-Over.

      Maria lands next to her with a grunt. “Now what?” the girl whispers, her lips close to Janey’s ear.

      “We need to get as far away from here as possible. Mrs Wallace knows we’re home and so if we don’t show up, she’s gonna be looking for us.”

      Maria chews on her lip. “She can’t manage the stairs.”

      “No, but she’ll send someone up to get us.”

      “Well, holy Mother of God!” explodes Maria, the words bouncing off the concrete surrounding them. A quick search of the pockets of her dress and then her purse and she comes up empty-handed. Without rosary beads, Maria might even insist they go to church this Sunday. Fortunately, Janey locates her own in time to avoid the possibility.

      In an effort to speed things up, Maria manages to get “I believe in God…” out, before she’s even in possession of the rosary.

      She’s not fast enough for Janey who’s been expecting a short prayer and not the full-on-real-deal. “We don’t have time for all of that. Do it later.”

      “Yes, yes, yes, you’re right,” says Maria, shoving the beads back into Janey’s hands before racing off, leaving her to follow as best she can.

      On reaching the footpath, Janey’s alarmed to see her sister sneaking around the front of the hostel. She waits to see what her hare-brained sibling is doing this time, with there being no point in both of them being arrested. It’s no wonder she spends as long as she does in the confessional. If she weren’t Catholic, the girl would be going straight to hell.

      With Janey hard on her heels.

      A moment later, the black BMW crawls around the corner. Janey’s system has over-dosed with adrenaline before she sees Maria at the wheel–not Salami Boy.

      They’ll need more rosary beads.
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      No other option open to her, Janey shoots around to the passenger side of the car, throws open the door, and climbs in. Before she can close it, Maria stomps on the accelerator and the car jumps forward. Seat belt buckled, Janey pulls her visor down and uses the mirror to see what’s happening behind them.

      Nothing so far.

      Maria throws the car around the first available corner, allowing Janey to look back. It’s to see the police car shoot out of the side road in pursuit.

      “We need to get away from here as fast and as far as possible.” Janey knows she’s stating the obvious, but this doesn’t stop her from saying it.

      “You think?”

      Maria’s face is grim with determination as she concentrates on driving. She needs to; their route is so convoluted, Janey’s on the edge of throwing up from a stomach-churning blend of worry and motion sickness.

      Her hand over her mouth to keep things where they are, she’s shocked when her sister stomps hard on the brakes. If Janey hadn’t thought to do her seat belt up earlier, she’d now be doubling as a hood ornament.

      “What are you doing?” Janey yells at Maria, who’s already opened her door and is standing next to the car.

      Maria leans forward and smiles at Janey. “Follow me!”

      Again, Janey’s left to tag along in Maria’s wake. As the elder, shouldn’t it be me leading the way? Maybe if she weren’t so tired, things would be clearer. Staggering out of the car, she also leaves her door hanging wide. She stumbles to catch up with her sister, who’s racing down an alley that cuts through the block in the direction of the beach.

      Catching her toe on the edge of the footpath, Janey comes close to tripping and a few large, ungainly steps are all that save her from smashing onto her knees. Shaky on her feet, she’s grateful when Maria retraces her steps to help her along. They’re not even halfway through the block when a squeal of tires comes from somewhere behind them.

      “Brilliant! I was hoping that’d happen.” The smile on Maria’s face speaks of amusement and relief, and she slows the pace.

      “What?” Janey has no idea what’s just happened.

      “Didn’t you see the deadbeats hanging around the front of the house where I stopped?”

      Janey shakes her head.

      “That’s why I stopped there.”

      Words fail Janey; her sister coming through for them, again. She’s not relaxing though, as her sister’s plans have also been known to fail, spectacularly at times. “Let’s go to the beach. I need to lie down before I fall down.”

      Breaking out onto the footpath on the other side of the block, they’re in time to see the BMW race past. It’s followed by a cop car with lights flashing and siren blaring. Lucky for them Salami Boy, sitting in the middle of the back seat, is too intent on keeping an eye on his precious car to take any notice of them.

      Another block of walking resolutely with heads bowed, they reach the relative safety of the beach. They drop to the sand in silent agreement, pretending like they’ve been there for hours. Even though still clothed, they look a lot less guilty this way than storming along the beach as though the hounds of hell are after them.

      Using her handbag as a headrest, Janey lies back and closes her eyes against the sunlight. Lucky for her, it’s late enough in the day she won’t risk sunburn and, if she’s extra lucky, she can catch up on some missing sleep.

      But her body is so full to the brim with adrenaline, this is impossible. Jeepers, any stiffer and someone could take her surfing.

      The sun is low in the sky before it dawns on them they’ve gotten away with it. It’s almost a let-down after being so hyped. Walking up the beach to the street, they risk a quick peek over the seawall. They’re in luck: the coast is clear for them to head for the nearest tram stop. There’ll be a bit of a wait now rush hour is over, but it’ll still be faster than walking home.

      A scan of the timetable posted in the rickety wooden shed that serves as a waiting room shows they’ve got an hour before the next tram. If it turns up on time.

      “We may as well get something to eat.” Janey’s suggestion is punctuated by her stomach growling, reminding her she hasn’t eaten since her lunch break at midday.

      “Good idea, there’s that Italian place around the corner that Simone was telling us about.”

      Knowing there’ll be no resistance to this suggestion, Maria is already on her way.

      Janey hurries to catch up, rounds the corner a second after her sister and slams straight into the back of her, sending both of them flying.

      Janey steadies herself against the front of a butcher’s shop, its window empty but for a slew of pristine white tiles interspersed with the occasional piece of plastic parsley. “What are you doing?”

      Maria doesn’t answer; instead, she steps backwards, something not possible with Janey where she is. Her sister twirls on the spot, bringing their faces within millimetres of each other.

      “The cops are here!”

      Pulling herself to her full height, Janey peeks over her sister’s shoulder and sure enough, there’s a black-and-white police car parked right outside the restaurant. Following a moment’s panic and some rational thought, Janey slows her response and examines the two cops. They’re not the same two who’d visited the hostel earlier. They’re also missing the optional Greek in the back seat.

      “Act natural.” Janey controls the movement of her lips enough that she’s sure they’re moving about as much as a Broadway ventriloquist’s. “We can do this.”

      Stepping to the side, she walks around her sister and along the footpath to the door of the Italian pizzeria, hoping Maria is following. It’s only when she steps inside the air-conditioned coolness of the restaurant that she’s sure Maria is still with her. One thing in their favour is there aren’t any cops in here. In fact, there’s no one else in the place. It’s so deserted, Janey wonders if it’s even open for the evening.

      That is until a small man pops up from behind the chest-high counter right beside the door.

      “Ah, table for two,” says Janey.

      “Si si, you sit anywhere you like.”

      Janey’s usual practice would be to sit near the window and watch the world go by.

      It’s not a choice she’ll make today. Instead she opts for a table at the back where they can watch the front door and the street beyond.

      They’re still settling in when glasses of water and menus are plonked down by a girl whose expression says she’d prefer to be anywhere but here. Reading the menu makes Janey’s mouth water. The immediate panic over, she’s hungry, perhaps even borderline ravenous.

      Maria taps the menu deep in thought.

      “I wonder if the lasagne is any good?”

      “Not as good as Mama’s, that’s for sure.”

      They decide on dishes their mother doesn’t make to avoid comparisons. One thing in the restaurant’s favour is the food arrives promptly. It’s also surprisingly good for such a small, local place. Janey’s Veal Parmigiana is possibly even better than her nonna’s, while Maria’s unwilling to share her Spiedini Siciliani.

      They’re halfway through their meals when the door to the restaurant opens and two men walk in. A forkful of food held forgotten in mid-air, Janey swallows. Maria looks at her with knitted brows; getting nothing in response, she looks over her shoulder before turning back, her face split with a huge grin.

      These two are the best-looking men they’ve seen since arriving in Melbourne. Add to this they’re chatting to the man at the front counter in Italian and–if Janey listens hard enough–she can hear her mother whistling the wedding march.

      The men move with confidence. They’re tall, but not freakishly so. After a quick check of ring fingers, Janey gives into the temptation to drool. While both of them are handsome, her gaze is drawn to the one with a buzz-cut vicious enough she can see his scalp. The day-old growth covering the bottom half of his face has a piratical air to it. But his eyes are his most arresting feature.

      These dark brown orbs spell out B-A-D B-O-Y in letters so big the message is clear. And with ‘lettering’ this attractive, she’d happily read it twice or even three times.

      What on earth are they supposed to do now? Picking up guys in restaurants isn’t something they’re practiced at, having always been introduced by a family friend or relation to potential suitors in the past.

      Even seeing these two at The Veneto Club would have made a proper introduction possible. The Italian social club has been given their mother’s stamp of approval, something that took place during their leave-taking at the train station. Up until then, Janey hadn’t known her parents were members. Certainly they’d never mentioned it prior to that.

      As it is, the most Janey can hope for is the guys look in their direction. She yanks the hair clip out of her hair, allowing it fall in waves around her shoulders, before pasting on a smile. Meanwhile, Maria nibbles at her lips to increase their colour and give them the appearance of fullness. Not that they need it.

      It’s pointless.

      The two gorgeous guys have just been seated at a table within spitting distance of theirs, when a uniformed cop puts his head in the door and coughs discreetly. There’s no doubt the two men know the cop by their reaction to his summons. With no discernible hesitation or regret, the men pull the napkins off their laps and toss them on the table. They walk out, taking Maria and Janey’s dreams with them. It’s not that the men have left the restaurant; it’s that the chances of them being cops are super high.

      The girls take their time finishing their meals, wanting the cops to be well on their way before they themselves leave with a promise to the old guy to return.

      Hopefully not in five to ten years.

      They’re in luck when it comes to catching a tram home. There’s no wait at all, the irony being the tram is running super late rather than on time.

      Janey examines her reflection in the tram window, made into a mirror by the gathering darkness beyond. “You realise we’ll have to move.”

      “I guess so. But I’m not going back home until we don’t have a choice.”

      “I’m with you on that front. Would Brian and Gary mind if we stayed with them above the pub in St Kilda? It wouldn’t be for long.” It wouldn’t be their mother’s first choice of accommodation for them either, but what she doesn’t know about won’t hurt her.

      The pub in question is where Maria had worked when they’d first arrived in Melbourne. The girl knew her wine, and spirits, and beer–anything alcoholic really–and so the job had been perfect for her. The hardest part had been Maria not confessing to their mother where she was working during their hour-long weekly phone call.

      It was, therefore, something of a relief for Janey when Maria’s shifts changed to evenings, putting the kibosh on what was a cruisy job. Without a car and the hostel being two suburbs away, her sister needed a taxi home, guaranteed to chew through most of her wages and tips.

      Leaving on good terms, the younger girl registered with a temp agency and hadn’t been out of work since. This is for the best. Their mother would have had a fit if she’d known her youngest daughter was working at the most notorious gay bar in Melbourne. And statistically one the safest places in the city for the girl to work.

      All’s quiet but for the simple clacking of the tram on its tracks, both girls lost in thought. Janey stews on whether they’ll be moving that very night or if they can hold out until the weekend, two days away. She hasn’t decided when Maria leans in front of her to pull the stop cord. They sneak in the back door of the hostel and have even made it halfway up the stairs, when they’re collared.

      On the plus side is that it’s by Mrs Williams, and not the police.

      “I requested everyone come downstairs earlier this evening. Where were you?”

      Janey thought this might happen. Looking over her shoulder and keeping her tone as casual as she can, she says, “We went straight out for dinner as soon as I got home. We must’ve missed it.”

      It’s a brazen lie, and a hopeless one. The evil–and lazy–eye the woman keeps on the place, the chances of them leaving without her knowledge are slim. Regrettably there isn’t another option. Better to question the woman’s sanity and hearing than admit to ignoring roll call.

      The landlady’s expression is dark–darker than usual. “You will join me, now!”

      Instead of disappearing back into her lair, she lurches along the hallway and in through the door of the side lounge. Much as she wants to run to their room, pack and get away, Janey’s years of being a good daughter compel her to turn and retrace her steps. Maria is right behind her. Entering the lounge, they wait for strips to be ripped off them.

      They’re therefore surprised when, rather than harangue them, the landlady throws herself into the nearest chair capable of coping with her bulk. The resulting fart is the icing on the cake of what is proving to be a stressful evening.

      “Guillerlmina Russo? Maria Russo?”

      This question comes from behind them and they spin on a cent.

      Sure Janey wanted to know more about the gorgeous guys from the restaurant. However, she didn’t want this to include their rank and force ID numbers as printed on the credentials they open to show the girls.

      It’s also not a good sign they know her birth name. It was something she’d changed on the second day of their time in Melbourne; it is easier to answer to Janey than have her name constantly mangled.

      What is the sentence for joy-riding these days?

      Janey suspects it will be trifling compared with the penalty for drugging, kidnapping and torturing someone.
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      The B-A-D B-O-Y takes Janey into the front room, calling in one of the other girls from the hostel as a witness. He’s also careful to leave the door open. His partner grills Maria in the side lounge with Mrs Williams as chaperone, but who in reality is simply being a nosy cow.

      Janey can’t decide whether she’s pleased or not to be with Anthony Bertolino. Sorry, make that Detective Inspector Bertolino. He’s the better looking of the two officers, at least in her opinion. Even his brutal haircut doesn’t detract from his movie-star good looks coupled with the physique of an Aussie Rules player. It’s a deadly combination, and she suspects her heart would be beating faster even if he wasn’t grilling her. Natalie, the girl roped in as witness, has a glazed expression as she hangs on his every word.

      “So, let me see if I’ve got this straight,” he looks at his pad of scribbled notes. “You’re saying you don’t know a gentleman by the name of Ricardo Manos?”

      Again, Janey gets off on a technicality. Until the Detective Inspector had said the Greek guy’s name, she’d had no idea what it was. Now, if he’d asked her if she knew someone called ‘Salami Boy’, she’d have been duty-bound to admit to it.

      There’s also the fact Ricardo Manos is no gentleman.

      “No, I can’t say I do.” Janey struggles to keep her response succinct and slow.

      His frown says he isn’t buying it. “That’s interesting, because you and your sister fit the description he’s given us. His allegations are serious.”

      Janey’s wondering where Salami Boy is in all of this, when the Detective Inspector speaks. “As soon as we can get back in touch with him, we’ll get you in for a formal identification.”

      Formal identification? Black spots flutter across Janey’s vision. She must look lousy too, because the Detective Inspector is on his feet in a flash, forcing her head between her knees.

      “Breathe deeply and slowly.” His hand rests gently on the back of her neck. Janey wishes she could have met him in any other way than this.

      “I’ve never even had a parking ticket,” she mumbles into her knees. “This can’t be happening.”

      She’s not aware Natalie’s left the room until a glass of water is thrust under her nose. “Lift your head slowly and sip this.”

      Janey does as instructed by the girl, although she’s not sure it makes much difference. A glass of water won’t take away the fact she’s about to be arrested. Heaven knows what Maria is admitting to next door. The haziness surrounding her doesn’t clear, and she watches the Detective Inspector, as though through a frosted window. He grabs his notepad off the table and slides it and his pen into the front pocket of his dark brown suit jacket.

      “We’ll be in touch.”

      

      Neither Janey nor Maria utter a word until they’re in their room. The fact they’re here and not in a holding cell tells Janey her sister must’ve been able to hold in every confession she’s ever wanted to make.

      It’s a miracle worthy of Lourdes or Fatima.

      The door to the bedroom shut, the floodgates open, even if at whisper level and in Italian.

      “I was hoping we’d have until the weekend, but we need to be out of here tonight.” Janey is already on her hands and knees, retrieving her suitcase from under the bed.

      Maria, on the other hand, is slumped on her bed, her face made ugly by a deep scowl.

      “What if they’re watching the place?”

      “It’s a risk we’ll have to take.”

      Her suitcase open in the middle of her bed, Janey stalks over to the windows and yanks the curtains closed. Hidden from view, she makes short work of emptying her side of the closet and the two bottom drawers of the dresser. She dumps everything in a heap on the bed next to her bag. Rummaging through it all, she selects clothing in dark colours. She doesn’t have anything in black; Italian tradition reserving this colour for widows. Still, even chocolate brown will blend better with the night than the all-white outfit she’s wearing.

      Changed out of the Capri pants and T-shirt and into her escape outfit, she stuffs everything into her suitcase. She forces the lid down to lock it.

      Resigned to moving this very night, Maria is likewise packing. Following visits to the bathroom by both of them, they’re as ready to go on the run as they’ll ever be.

      Janey flicks off the lights and, after a quarter of an hour, risks peeking through a small gap in the curtains. It’s enough to see a black-and-white police car parked down the road a short way. “Seriously!?”

      She walks across the room, making sure to avoid both suitcases, and eases their door open. She’s relieved to see there isn’t a guy tipped back on a kitchen chair out there. Instead, the hallway’s dark. Darker than it usually is, and it takes her a moment to see why. Some clever spark — or, in this case, daughter of a sparky, and the witness to Janey’s interrogation — has removed all the lightbulbs.

      Thank you, Natalie.

      Tiptoeing along the hallway to the back of the hostel she’s thrilled to see the window is wide open. The blasted thing always makes a hell of a racket no matter how carefully you ease it up. In the quiet of the night it would be deafening. Janey will miss the comradery of the girls in the hostel.

      A quick look through the window shows the backyard is deserted, unless someone is hiding in the laundry.

      At movement in the shadows, Janey jumps away from the window, but not so far that she doesn’t hear an urgent “Pssst!” from below. Doubting the Detective Inspector is responsible, she shoves her head out the window, the weak moonlight enough to show Gaylene smiling and waving below.

      Surely it can’t be this easy?

      Unfortunately, out of options, they have to take this lucky break at face value. They’re sneaking down the hall with bags in tow when a doorway on their right opens.

      The occupant of the room slouches against the door frame, belying the fact she’s naked. Simone is from Queensland, her parents are hippies, and from the sounds of things, aren’t too concerned about clothing around the house. It’s something Simone embraces wholeheartedly. “You’d better give those to me, in case you have to make a run for it. We can get them to you tomorrow.”

      “Thanks, you’re a star.” Janey’s careful to keep her gaze firmly locked on Simone’s face.

      Their suitcases stowed under the resident nudist’s bed, Janey scribbles the address of where they’ll be staying, goes to hug Simone but changes her mind. There’s nothing for it now but to leave. The squeaking fire escape as they clamber down shatters the night, Janey expecting arrest at any moment.

      She isn’t aware of holding her breath until she and Maria are hidden under an old army blanket on the back seat of Gaylene’s bile-coloured Corolla. Even when they’re on their way, Janey’s in constant dread of flashing lights and sirens.

      There’s no conversation on the drive to St Kilda. This has nothing to do with Janey and Maria being stuffed under a mountain of slightly mouldy wool. It’s more to do with the volume of the music, with the stereo having been cranked up as soon as they were away from the hostel.

      Peeking out from under the blankets, Janey knows the minute they arrive at their destination. The hot pink neon sign on the corner of the pub is distinctive. Gaylene hasn’t had time to pull on the handbrake when Maria and Janey inch their way out their respective doors. They push them quietly shut, before scurrying across the road to the side door leading to Brian and Gary’s flat. Gaylene is well on her way back to the hostel before someone responds to the sisters’ frantic knocking.

      The door swings wide, spilling light out onto the footpath and exposing Janey enough that she forgets her manners. She pushes past first Gary and then Brian to get inside. Maria isn’t far behind, even going so far as to prise Gary’s hand off the knob and shut the door, double locking it for good measure.

      “Well, good evening to you, too.” Gary’s eyebrows are raised and his manner imperious.

      Janey glances between Brian and Gary, knowing she must look as desperate as her sister. Maria even wrings her hands together in supplication.

      “We’re so sorry to barge in like this, but we had nowhere else to go.”

      Brian is the first to relent, enveloping Janey and Maria in a crushing hug. “You come tell your Auntie Brian all about it.” He ushers the girls upstairs and through into the large living room-cum-kitchen that spans the back of the property.

      Cups of tea are being drunk all round when Janey and Maria get ‘the look’.

      This won’t go down as well as the English Breakfast.

      Janey focuses on Brian, the more accepting of the two. “Do you remember the guy we got drunk?”

      Brian’s laughter is uproarious. “Which one?”

      “We’d need specifics.” Gary scoots to the edge of his seat.

      “You know the one. That, ah, friend of Sam’s, if you can call him that.” Maria sits back as though this scant information should be enough for them to understand who she’s talking about.

      At the blank looks they’re getting, Janey spells it out, even though she’s loath to do so. “He was stalking Sam. We got him hammered on Uncle Luca’s special brew. You guys covered him in whipped cream. We took photos.”

      “So?” Gary shrugs. “What of it? A bit of harmless fun, nothing else.”

      “He’s been talking to the cops. He may have embellished things a bit and we can’t say he’s lying without admitting our guilt.”

      Janey waits for all hell to break loose and Brian and Gary don’t disappoint with their theatrics, worthy of the trouble they’re all in.

      “And you came here?” Gary’s tone is as incredulous as his expression. Even Brian is now looking shocked at their presence.

      “We weren’t followed,” says Maria.

      Gary jumps to his feet, spilling his tea in the process. He slams his cup on a side table and minces over to the window that overlooks the side street. There’s no subterfuge about his next actions. He yanks the curtains wide, slams open the sash window, pokes his head out, and proceeds to look up and down the road.

      Brian is now hanging over his shoulder. “Can you see anything? Is there anyone there?”

      “I can’t see anyone, but it doesn’t mean to say they don’t know the girls are in here.”

      Maria jumps to her feet. “Maybe we should look out the front windows?”

      She’s at the door to the hallway when the other three yell, “No!”

      Gary steers her back to her seat, forcing her to sit. “You stay here. I’ll check.”

      “I’ll help.” Brian’s already on his way.

      While the two men check the front of the property, there’s nothing for Janey and Maria to do other than finish their tea. It’s something Janey finds difficult, busy as she is choking on her fear. Even the biscuits Brian has arranged on a small Queen Anne bread-and-butter plate taste like sawdust to her.

      The blend of wood shavings and her heart being stuck in her throat has Janey close to passing out by the time the men explode back into the room. Their expressions give nothing away, but surely the speed with which they’ve entered the room doesn’t bode well?

      “Oooh, you girls are soooo lucky,” says Brian. “This calls for a tipple.” He rummages around in the glass liquor cabinet until, a moment later, his cry of “Aha!” bounces round the room, much like the man himself.

      Seeing what it is he’s holding up in triumph, Janey isn’t surprised. They’d brought two bottles of Uncle Luca’s homemade grappa the day they set about getting Salami Boy as naked as the day he was born. Decorating him like a Christmas Pavlova had been all down to Brian and Gary.
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      Janey is up and dressed before anyone else in the building the following morning, early enough the cleaners haven’t even arrived. Considering the trouble they’re in, she can’t believe how well she slept. Maybe it’s sleeping in a bed with a decent mattress? Or maybe it’s that she allowed Brian to talk her into having three, or was it four, shots of Uncle Luca’s brew as a nightcap.

      Either way, she’s energised.

      That is until she faces the realities of the day, the biggest being that she needs to go into work. Her reasons for this are two-fold. Firstly, her work ethic means she can’t leave without notice. Secondly, and more importantly, there’s the fact today is payday, and she needs the money. Just how much does it cost to go on the run, anyway? Even discounting fake IDs, she and Maria need to pay for the small bedrooms they’re now occupying.

      Janey knocks on the door of Maria’s room at the front of the property, and not waiting for an answer, walks straight in, opening the curtains a moment later. She doesn’t dwell near the window, staggering backwards into the room as quickly as her numb limbs will allow.

      But they’d got away! How can this be?

      “Maria! You need to get up now!” Janey reinforces this request by shaking her sister, hard.

      “Just five more minutes.” The response is muffled by the pillow Maria holds over her face as a means of protection from the harsh light streaming into the room.

      “The cops are here!”

      This comment sends the pillow flying across the room, followed by a few choice words. That her sister doesn’t search for her missing rosary beads is a barometer of how upset she must be.

      “Look, we might be okay. Any luck, they might be here because Salami Boy might somehow have sussed out where we took him that day.”

      There are a lot of ‘mights’ in this statement. Janey knows she’s grasping at straws and other fragile items, given Salami Boy was blindfolded for the trips to and from the pub. But it might be the reason the cops have found the place? Mightn’t it? No matter why it is, they need to get away, and soon.

      Maybe hiding out at work for the day is the perfect solution? Their landlady doesn’t care where they work, just so long as they pay their rent on time. Janey removes her badge at the end of each day to avoid people she doesn’t know calling her by name. There’s nothing about her uniform to show who her employer is. The girls in the hostel will never let on, proving last night where their loyalties lie.

      Problem is their bags with all their clothes are still back at the hostel.

      “If the cops are here, will they still be watching the old place?”

      This question from Maria, points out the obvious. They’re up early enough they’ve got time to get over to the hostel, dress for work, and even clock in on time. What was it the hot cop had said to her at the end of their meeting yesterday? “We’ll be in touch.”.

      He didn’t say when. Surely he won’t be there before eight o’clock? Not if he was on duty at nine last night. It’s not like the investigation is life or death in nature.

      

      Shoulder bags slung cross-wise, they descend the rickety wooden stairs at the back of the pub, stepping into an alleyway not visible from the street. The narrow space backs a row of shops, forcing them to race along it for a good distance before they find a gap.

      It’s only just wide enough for them to squeeze through sideways. Sadly the space is perfectly suited to its role as a late-night urinal and receptacle for half-digested fast food. Gross.

      Janey’s glad she’s wearing sneakers, but Maria isn’t so lucky, shod as she is in delicate sandals. The girl’s lip curling speaks volumes on how disgusting the sensation of slime oozing between her toes must be.

      Stumbling out onto the footpath, Maria takes her sandals off, holding them by the straps to keep her fingers well clear of God-knows-what. Luckily for them, they’ve exited close to a tram stop, and it’s but a short scuttle across the footpath to the bench there.

      Dropping her sandals on the ground, Maria rummages through her large shoulder bag. “Blast!”

      “This help?” Janey holds a pristine white handkerchief she’s retrieved from the depths of her own bag.

      “Thank goodness. I didn’t fancy going without shoes and I sure as heck can’t put them back on like they are.” Maria makes short work of cleaning as much of the gunge off as possible. Finished, she holds the dark brown handkerchief up for inspection, an eyebrow raised in question.

      “Ick no, get rid of it!” Janey doesn’t want a bar of the thing now. Even letting their mother loose on it wouldn’t see it clean again.

      

      They choose to approach the hostel from the sea rather than from the city, allowing them to enter the back gate without being seen.

      It’s not yet eight o’clock, so their sedentary landlady will still be tucked up in bed. Even knowing this, the girls don’t race in without a care. A quiet tap on the kitchen window grabs the attention of one of the girls preparing their breakfast. Just as quietly, the window slides up a fraction and Janey stretches on tiptoe to get as close as she can to the small gap.

      “Is it safe to come in?”

      “Yes, but you’ll need to be quick about it. I can hear the ‘lardlady’ already crashing around in her room,” says Natalie.

      The girls don’t need any more encouragement than this, sliding in through the back door, tiptoeing along the hallway, and nipping up the stairs. They don’t bother going near their old room, instead tapping on Simone’s door. They’re peering over the banister when she opens the door behind them, beckoning wildly for them to get into her room.

      “What on earth are you doing back here?” She leans against the closed door, as though to stop anyone else from entering.

      Janey, who’s already on her hands and knees and rummaging through her suitcase for her uniform, stops what she’s doing. “We went to the pub in St Kilda, but the cops were outside there this morning. We weren’t sure when Gaylene would turn up with our bags but we sure didn’t want the police seeing her arriving with them. We need to hide out at work.”

      Maria is mid-scramble through her bag for something to wear, when she stops. “We don’t have time to get our bags to the pub this morning. Can you hang onto them for us?”

      She opens her mouth to say more but before she can, Janey slides her hand over her mouth, stopping her sister’s words where they are. On getting a small nod, Janey removes her hand. “Do you hear that?” Her voice is low, while her ears are set on high, listening for something in the hallway that’s out of place.

      Simone turns her head until her ear is pressed hard against the door. Her eyebrows shoot into her hairline: she too has heard something she shouldn’t have.

      Wasting no time, Janey stuffs everything back into her suitcase, jams the lid shut and slides it underneath the bed. Maria catches on and her suitcase joins her sister’s.

      But where on earth are they supposed to hide?

      There’s not enough room under the bed and the curtains are too miserable to hide behind. That leaves the wardrobe. It’s small, but not so small two desperate girls can’t cram themselves in there, sitting sideways across the bottom. It’s a tight fit, but they make it.

      They get themselves arranged as best they can, while Simone yanks the curtains closed. She then strips to her underwear and flies over and closes the door on them. Mere seconds after it clicks shut, they hear thumping on the bedroom door.

      Simone hasn’t even had time to get back into bed and pretend she’s been asleep.

      The wood veneer on the 1920s oak wardrobe is thin enough Janey can hear clearly the conversation in the room. It’s as though she and Maria are sitting on the end of the bed and not hiding out amongst enough crushed velvet to keep a hippy delirious.

      Janey would know that voice anywhere. If she closes her eyes, she can see his face. Question is, what on earth is Mrs Williams doing allowing a man onto the second floor? This breaks rules number one, three, five and seven, maybe more. The cops must have a search warrant? And if so, they’re screwed.

      “My, oh, my. Suddenly I’m not so sleepy after all,” says Simone.

      Even through ancient wood, the sultry tone of Simone’s voice is discernible. Janey can well imagine the girl standing there brazenly in her underwear. Here’s hoping it’s enough to make Detective Inspector Bertolino back off.

      Then they hear something even more out of place on the second floor than a guy’s voice.

      “Mrs Williams? What are you doing here?” Simone sounds as shocked as Janey is feeling. Pity the poor fireman who’s been roped in to help the woman achieve this level of altitude. Unless, of course, she convinced the cops to help. Janey covers her mouth to stop any wayward giggles. She’s not amused for long.

      “I… promised… these… fine… police officers… I’d help search… the rooms.” The woman doesn’t so much sound winded as dead on her feet. Maybe they didn’t help much after all?

      Janey thanks her lucky stars for a decent night’s sleep. Her brain working overtime, she goes through scenarios, deciding on the most likely. Even in the relative dark of the wardrobe, she’s able to locate her wallet, tucked as it is in the side pocket of her shoulder bag. She always puts it in the same place, too hard to find it otherwise. She empties it in readiness.

      The wardrobe door doesn’t open. Instead, she hears what sounds like a couple of bags of potatoes being dumped on the floor right in front of it. My goodness, has the woman keeled over? She hadn’t sounded healthy.

      A moment’s silence is followed by a high-decibel fart and a lot of choked coughing.

      By now Janey has tears streaking down her face, and the wardrobe vibrates to her suppressed laughter. Take that, Bertolino.

      “They’re not under here.” This comment from Mrs Williams is muffled, as though her head is still shoved under the bed.

      There follows a lot of scuffling, banging, crashing and grunting. Some of this is courtesy of the woman herself, the rest belongs to Simone who, it would appear, has been called on to help the landlady regain her feet. If this proves to be the case, Janey and Maria will be covering Simone’s visit to a chiropractor.

      Things have just settled again, when a deep baritone asks, “What about the wardrobe?”
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      That Bertolino has asked Mrs Williams to look inside the wardrobe doesn’t surprise Janey. It’s what she’d have done in his boots.

      She’s ready when her landlady opens the wardrobe door. Without a peep, she holds the crisp notes out. Thank God the three-foot-wide barrier of house-coat and human lard in front of them is enough to block them from the cops’ sight.

      Mrs Williams makes quite the show of flicking through the clothes hanging in the wardrobe. She snatches the notes out of Janey’s hand, shoving them in her greasy cleavage, and closing the door on them.

      They’re stuck inside the wardrobe until the cops, with Mrs Williams as their sniffer dog, have searched every bedroom on the floor. One thing’s for sure, Janey’s now late for work. It’s a first for her. Not until all is quiet do they open the wardrobe door. Well, they would, if it wasn’t locked from the outside.

      “No, no, this can’t be happening!” The panic in Maria’s whispered voice has an acrid quality to it, something Janey finds contagious.

      “Breathe through your nose.” It takes all of Janey’s resolve to keep her voice calm, when in reality all she wants to do is scream “Help!” at the top of her lungs.

      Her legs hooked around her sister’s waist, she’s able to tell when the younger girl calms, helping her to achieve her own Zen-like state. It must be her turn to save them, surely?

      Her grandmother had a wardrobe like this. If she remembers right, they should be able to turn the metal piece holding the door shut from inside.

      Both she and Maria break fingernails in the process, but they’re free. Never has fart-tinged air smelled so sweet! A quick look at her watch and Janey is on edge. She’s due at work in about the same amount of time as the tram journey takes on a good day. Wrenching her suitcase out from under the bed, she’s dressed in her uniform a matter of minutes later. Maria, likewise, is dressed for the day, even if her outfit isn’t to the usual high standard.

      All they need to do is get out of the hostel without the cops seeing them, or Mrs Williams, for that matter. Janey is fresh out of cash and the odious woman doesn’t take cheques. Getting into work and collecting her pay packet is now more important than ever.

      They’re inching their way down the stairs when Mrs Williams lumbers out into the hallway, blocking their escape. Much as they’d like to stay frozen, they walk in dread to the bottom of the steps, expecting the woman to kick them out. They’re plumb out of luck on that front.

      “As of today your rent will be fifty dollars a week,” Mrs Williams announces. They’re still reeling from the unfairness when she adds, “Each.” She doesn’t wait for an argument, instead turning and huffing and puffing her way back to her office.

      “Fifty dollars?” In lieu of rosary beads, Janey wrings her hands together. “That’s about what I make in a week!”

      “You and me both, sister.”

      Deep in thought, they walk to the front door. A quick peek through the side windows next to it confirms they’ll be going out the back way again. You’d think, given the place has been searched from top to bottom; the cops would have left for greener pastures, like the pub in St Kilda.

      After checking the coast is clear, they’re easing the back door open when a voice behind them says, “You two are running late. Want a ride?”

      Yet again, Janey and Maria find themselves hidden under a blanket on the back seat of Gaylene’s car.

      

      Keeping a close eye on where she is, Janey counts off the tram stops in readiness to pull the leather cord to stop the tram. It’s the first time she’s visited North Melbourne where her sister is currently working.

      What a horrible day she’s had.

      It had started with her being fifteen minutes late–a miracle considering how behind schedule they’d been running. While this earned her a stern lecture from her supervisor, Mrs Patterson, it was the sin of turning up with a fresh face that earned the biggest rebuke. She’d had to sit still while Mrs P trowelled on enough makeup for Janey to fight for supremacy with the store mannequins. Adding insult to injury, her pay was docked a full hour to cover the time this had taken.

      Janey pulls the cord signalling the tram to stop with plenty of time to spare. The coffee bar is exactly where Maria said it would be, its glass windows sparkling, the dark wood surrounding them glowing with fresh polish. The inside is cool and welcoming after the stickiness outside.

      A quick scan of the interior and Janey sees Maria, near the back at a small, marble-topped table, her sister hunched, contemplating the dregs of her drink. Janey hadn’t realised she was running so late. Instead of joining her sister, she heads for the counter and orders herself a Coca-Cola. She’s handed the shapely bottle and a glass half-full of ice, topped off with a pink-striped straw.

      Sitting opposite her sister, she doesn’t have a chance to pour her drink or even speak before Maria wails, “They gave me the sack!”

      “They what?” Suddenly, having her face caked in makeup isn’t so bad.

      “They said they needed reliable people. It’s the first time in three months I’ve been late by even a minute!”

      “How much have you got saved up?”

      Maria stares into space, her forehead scrunched in concentration. “With my final pay packet today, it will be somewhere around one hundred and forty-seven dollars and fifty-three cents.” Maria has always been good with numbers. Maybe it was all those hours spent on Catholicism’s answer to the abacus?

      “Up until today, I could have got you a job with me, but I’m no longer in Mrs Patterson’s good books.” And this on a day when she’d sold more makeup than ever before.

      Maria takes a proper look at her sister. “Oh, my goodness. She did a number on you, didn’t she?” Her sister tentatively touches Janey’s cheek, snatching her hand away and wiping it on the napkin her glass is sitting on to protect the table from condensation. The dark brown smear this leaves is in stark contrast to the pristine whiteness of the fabric.

      “One thing’s for sure, we definitely can’t keep living at the hostel.” Janey takes a couple of sips of her Coke, before continuing. “Even though the cops have searched the place, there’s the not so small issue of the rent hike.”

      “Greedy old cow.”

      “I’m wondering if Brian and Gary will let us stay on with them. They’ve got space.” It’s something Janey’s been stewing on all day, looking at their predicament from every angle without coming up with a solution. The hostel is now too expensive, and even though the cops are watching the pub, there aren’t any other options open to them. Well, nothing that isn’t miles from town or will leave them severely out-of-pocket. The budget doesn’t run to staying in a hotel.

      “We could use the back entrance to the pub until things die down.” Maria shudders. “We’ll need to buy gumboots, though.”

      “True. Any luck and the cops will get sick of waiting if they don’t see us around.”

      The more they discuss it, the more this solution appeals: they’ll visit the boys at the pub to see if staying with them is even possible.

      

      Janey snaps the last rubber band into place on her makeshift plastic bag gumboots. Until such time as they know they’ll be living above the pub for the rest of their time in Melbourne, they don’t want to invest in new footwear. “Are you ready?”

      Sitting next to her on the seat at the tram stop, Maria too is jerry-rigging makeshift gumboots in readiness to sidle through the melange in the breezeway. So what if there have been a few raised eyebrows from the people passing by?

      They’re therefore pleasantly surprised when they step into the skinny gap between the buildings. Instead of wading through a nausea-inducing mix of beer-based urine and day-old vomit like last time, it’s firm underfoot. Shame they didn’t check it out first.

      They don’t waste time removing their makeshift plastic footwear, hurrying along the alley behind the shops and climbing the wooden staircase to the living room window of the apartment.

      If they’re lucky, Brian or Gary or both will still be home and not already working in the bar downstairs for the evening. They’ve been knocking a good five minutes before Brian walks into the living room, wearing a towel, a very small towel. It’s something that would usually send Janey and Maria running for the hills. But with Brian’s heart belonging to Gary, they’re safe to stay where they are.

      “Where on earth did you girls get to?” Brian drags them into an awkward embrace, bringing them far closer to bits of his anatomy than they’re comfortable with. To add to the discomfort, his towel slips dangerously before he grabs the corner and re-tucks it. “We were so worried! We got up this morning, and you were gone. No note, no nothing!”

      This is weird. Janey thought she’d left this sort of chastisement at home with their mother. They’ve both been reprimanded before she manages to find the right words amongst the clutter in her head. “But, but… There was a cop car out front.”

      “Yes! It wasn’t there when you checked last night,” adds Maria.

      Brian looks at each of them in turn, confused. “Yes, it was. There’s one parked there all the time. We feed the officers and they keep an eye on things. That’s why I didn’t bother mentioning it.”

      What?! They could have waited here for Gaylene to bring their bags over this morning. She could have gone to work as usual and not had her pay docked. Maria would still have a job. And all because Brian failed to mention the makeshift outdoor security system. Janey doesn’t know whether to laugh or cry.

      Maria opts for throwing a fit. So loud are the histrionics, Janey almost misses the knock at the door downstairs. Brian doesn’t though, bounding off to answer it, still wearing nothing but a towel.

      “Shhhh, shhhh. You need to be quiet. We don’t want anyone knowing we’re here.”

      No sign of the rant abating and her sister beyond caring, Janey firmly puts her hand on the back of Maria’s head. She yanks the girl’s face hard against her shoulder to muffle the worst of the noise.

      Banging, crashing and the occasional oath carry up from the stairwell before Brian and Gaylene stumble into the living room, lugging a bag a piece. Only then does Janey release her stranglehold on Maria.

      “What a palaver!” says Gaylene, dumping Janey’s bag unceremoniously at the end of the couch. “We had to manhandle your bags out the back way and lug them for bloody miles to avoid the cops seeing us.”

      “What about Mrs Williams?”

      “You owe me twenty bucks.” Gaylene’s expression is grim.
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      The following morning, Janey drops into the couch next to Maria. “Are you sure you’ll be okay at home on your own today?”

      Maria scrunches the newspaper she’s reading into a heap in her lap. “Of course I will. Stop worrying. After breakfast, I’ll go and register with this temp agency.” She flattens the newspaper and taps an ad in the middle of the page before continuing. “All going well, I’ll get work for the next week.”

      Janey is pleased to see Maria getting over the disgrace of being sacked the day prior. Both of them have a strong work ethic and so to be pulled up about their behaviour, and worse, let go for it, cuts deep. There’s also the fact they need the money coming in to cover rent, allowing them to stay on for the full six months negotiated with their parents.

      The plan for the evening is to visit The Veneto Club in hopes of being introduced to some eligible guys. They hope that introductions made under the watchful eye of the senior ladies at the club will be agreeable to both sisters and parents.

      They haven’t had much luck on this front to date, their only introductions to blokes their mother would wholeheartedly approve of. Given the selections to date, they could end up lumbered with a Melbourne version of Perry Comb-Over.

      

      Janey grimaces at herself in the mirror that sits over the dresser in her room. She leans forward for a closer look and is horrified to see there are cracks in her foundation. All down to her letting Mrs Patterson apply ‘evening makeup’ at the end of her shift. The woman’s fondness for Shiseido products has Janey looking like a Geisha with a tan.

      It’s not all bad though; as well as stroking Mrs Patterson’s ego, Janey looks a lot more glamorous than if left to her own devices. She had also paid close attention and replicated the look for Maria, to a lesser degree.

      When Janey enters the lounge, Gary’s wolf-whistle is piercing. “Wow! Who’s hoping to get lucky tonight?”

      Taking her hand, Brian twirls her around the room. “Those boys at the club won’t know what’s hit them.”

      Janey’s not used to this much attention and isn’t sure she likes it. She’s in dread of what sort of reception they’ll receive at The Veneto. There’s a fine line between attracting a guy your mother approves of and earning the censure of the crones on the sidelines. It’s the middle ground she and Maria are aiming for.

      “Can you keep it down when Maria is finished getting ready? She’s a bit of a tomboy and if you make her too nervous about her outfit, she’ll bail on me. I don’t want to give up this close to the end.”

      The boys both pantomime locking their lips and throwing away the key, without a peep. It looks to be a struggle, but they both manage to keep their faces blank when Maria scuttles into the room. She’s done up to the nines and wearing more makeup than she has in the entirety of her life. She’s a knockout; one who’s oblivious of the fact. She won’t blend into the woodwork tonight and will be like catnip to the Italian boys at The Veneto.

      Maybe this isn’t such a good idea after all?

      “Taxi’s here!” Gary’s voice is faint, half hanging out of the side window of the living room. “Move it or lose it, ladies.”

      For once, Janey throws caution to the wind. If this is what it takes to avoid a loveless marriage to Perry Comb-Over, she’s all in, low-cut top and all.

      

      Twenty minutes later and their taxi sweeps under the concrete entrance arch above The Veneto Club’s front gates. It swings around the fountain with its column and winged lion, and up to the main building. This large concrete edifice is a mere seven years old and has a crispness the original clubhouse lacked.

      Janey’s pulse speeds up. Her usual style is a lot more subtle. Even alone at home she’d have more buttons done up than she has tonight. Seeing Maria trying to sneak another button closed on her shirt, she smacks the girl’s hand. For them to be successful, subtlety is the last thing they need.

      The taxi disappears down the drive and they pause to ready themselves, before making their way up the steps to the front doors. They’re not even halfway there when Maria stumbles to a stop.

      “What?”

      “It’s… it’s… it’s…” She stutters to a halt.

      Following the direction of her sister’s stunned gaze, Janey does some stuttering of her own. In all the times they’ve visited the club, they’ve never seen him here before. She’d have remembered; Bertolino’s partner is easily as good looking as the Detective Inspector himself. She swivels every which way, checking to see if he’s about, too.

      Talk about being careful what you pray for!

      Both girls wanted there to be some good-looking men on the premises tonight. Not like this, though. Janey swings away from the entrance and, seeing Maria is still frozen, manhandles her sister around to face the fountain.

      “We need to go.” She forces Maria down the front steps, adding an urgent, “Now!” when the girl doesn’t move fast enough. In the forecourt, she steers them off to the left and onto the grass before hiding behind one of the small trees dotted around the border of the soccer pitch. They stand side-on, in an attempt to make themselves as inconspicuous as possible. One day in the future the trees will provide shade, but for now they’re a hopeless hiding spot. The one thing in the favour is that thanks to a long, hot summer, the ground is concrete in all but colour. This stops their heels from sinking in and saves them from flailing their arms around to remain upright.

      Five minutes waiting gives the impression of being a lot longer, to the point Janey is thinking they may need to sneak inside and phone for a taxi. She’s close to despair when they’re blinded by the headlights of a car swinging in through the gates of the club. It zips up the driveway and swings around the forecourt, narrowly missing the fountain.

      On seeing who gets out of the taxi, Janey sucks in enough air that it brings on a coughing fit. She stuffs her face into the crook of her arm and pulls air in through her nose, stopping this. Maria’s so freaked out she doesn’t appear to be breathing at all.

      This is gonna be tight.

      It will be a toss-up between flagging the taxi down in the brief space between Detective Inspector Bertolino entering the club and the taxi driving past where they are. Kicking her shoes off, Janey scoops them off the ground and takes off, sprinting towards the front gate, keeping behind the trees as best she can. Thank goodness her outfit tonight is of subdued tones, perhaps to compensate for the fact it’s exposing more than she’d like.

      So fast is the taxi going when it travels under the archway at the entrance, its driver comes close to ploughing into Janey. Her heart threatening to claw its way out of her chest, she staggers around to the side, wrenches open the back door and climbs in. Maria isn’t with her.

      “Ah, can you swing back around to the entrance so we can collect my sister?”

      The driver gives her the eye in his rear-view mirror, because let’s face it, her request is weird. There isn’t room to turn around in the driveway. Something Janey appreciates when the driver throws the car into reverse and screams back to the bottom of the front steps.

      Oh hell! She didn’t want him backing up this far! After a nervous peek at the large glass doors of the club, she’s horrified to see Bertolino, still standing in the foyer, examining the contents of the visitor book. Janey slides over to the driver’s side until she’s as far away from the front doors as possible, but she can still see the Detective Inspector. Meaning he can still see her.

      “Not here,” she squeaks.

      “Then where, love?”

      Janey leans over the front seat, her head jammed in the small gap between the driver and the side of the car. Anything to hide from the gorgeous Italian in the club. “Down the driveway a bit, on the left.”

      “Fine!”

      Breathing down his neck in relief, she’s thrown back when he puts the car into first and stomps on the gas. Goodness, does he drive nowhere slowly? Lying in a heap on the back seat and struggling to get herself upright, she howls, “Stop!” Even as quickly as she’s yelled this, she knows he’ll have overshot Maria’s hiding spot.

      Rather than her sister climbing in, as expected, nothing happens. The driver twists around in his seat and looks at her with narrowed eyes.

      “Hang on a second. Don’t leave.” Janey pulls a fiver out of her wallet and hands it to him, hoping he won’t take it as the world’s largest tip and scarper.

      As a sort of insurance, she leaves the passenger door wide open before scooting across the open ground to the trees. She finds her sister thanks to the headlights of a newly arrived vehicle. She’s annoyed to find her sister dragging on a cigarette like her life depends on it.

      “What on earth?” Janey rips the glowing cigarette from her sister’s mouth, throws it to the ground and stomps on it. “If Mama gets so much as a whiff of smoke on your clothes, you’ll be checked into a convent faster than you can say Pall Mall Menthol!”

      Taking her sister by the hand, she drags her in the direction of the taxi, bundles her inside and climbs in after her. She’s closing the door when the driver plants his boot hard enough to do a Fred Flintstone. To compensate for this, he slams on the anchors when they reach the street.

      “Where to?”

      Janey rattles off the address and is thrown back into her seat a heartbeat later, their vehicle narrowly missing that of yet another new arrival. Maria sits mutinously on her side of the car playing with her pack of cigarettes and refusing to make eye contact with Janey. To say the journey is a quick one is an understatement, it’s faster than any trip to or from The Veneto Club in the past. If she didn’t know better, she’d think the driver was being pursued.

      Handing over the rest of the fare, Janey is conscious of her hand trembling. “Keep the change,” she stutters. It’s not that he deserves a tip for his driving, rather she worries she’ll drop any coins he hands back to her.

      She’s hurrying Maria out of the taxi when they’re illuminated by a car pulling to a stop farther up the road. Nervous about being out on the street, Janey slams the taxi door shut and hustles her sister across the footpath to the door at the side of the pub. While she locates the key Gary gave her earlier in the day, Maria dares to put another cigarette between her lips in a taunt. She doesn’t go so far as to light it.

      It takes a moment to get the door unlocked, during which time the lights on the car up the road remain stubbornly on. They ruin her night vision and make it all the harder to get the key in the lock. Even then, the lock is of the old variety and it takes a deal of perseverance and bloody-mindedness on her part to get the tumblers to move.

      Annoyed at the sight of the cigarette hanging from Maria’s bottom lip like she’s Rizzo from Grease, she snatches it from her sister’s mouth. She steers her sister through the open door and the headlights are switched off.

      Maria isn’t interested in tea or talking about their debacle of an evening. She’s cut her losses, shoved in earplugs and gone to bed. Janey, too, knows she’ll need to resort to earplugs again tonight, something the boys supplied them with early on.

      At first, Janey didn’t know what it was she was being handed, contained as they were in a small box. Now she wouldn’t be without them. The music isn’t loud enough you can hear the lyrics, but the bass beat and the general hubbub of conversation is hard to ignore. Add to this the occasional squeal of laughter and sleep isn’t made easy.

      Her sister tucked up in bed, makeup probably still on, Janey wonders what she’ll do with the rest of her evening. It isn’t late, just after nine o’clock. Still hyped up about the evening, and the adrenaline of the taxi ride home, sleep is the last thing on her mind. One thing she’s doing is take all the damned makeup off. Here’s hoping her half-full bottle of baby oil will be up to the task and she won’t need to resort to using a butter knife.

      

      Her face scrubbed clean and look-at-me-boys clothes hanging in the wardrobe, Janey is dressed in loose cotton pants and a T-shirt that double as sleepwear. She settles into the large couch in the living room, picking up the newspaper to see what’s on telly. Re-runs and documentaries? Do they want to force people out of the house? She tosses the paper on the coffee table in disgust before looking idly around the room. Her gaze lands on the bottle of Uncle Luca’s rocket fuel sitting on the sideboard; she knows exactly how she’ll get to sleep.

      

      Cosying back into the pillows propped against her headboard, she holds her small glass out and toasts her bedroom. “Here’s to the future Mrs Perry Comb-Over!”

      She gulps the entire glass in one go. It burns her throat before landing in an explosive heap in the bottom of her stomach.

      The second doesn’t hurt so much.

      The third doesn’t hurt at all.

      She turns the bedside lamp off and waits for sleep to claim her, then remembers her earplugs. She’s doing her best to scrunch them up enough to stay in her ears when she hears noises from downstairs. Bumps in the night in this building aren’t unusual although they tend to be of the bump-and-grind variety, except these noises aren’t from the bar. They’re from the door at the bottom of the stairs and they stand out amongst the laughing, squealing and bed-rattling base notes.

      It’s too early for it to be either Gary or Brian.

      Holy heck, did I lock the door?
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      Janey mentally retraces her steps from when they’d jumped out of the taxi, to propelling Maria through the door and up the stairs. There’s a blank when it comes to taking the key out of the lock. It’s a sobering thought. She throws the blankets to one side, the amount of swaying when she gains her feet suggests she’s sober in thought only.

      Zig-zagging to the bedroom door, she pauses long enough to take an antique bed-warmer off the wall. The thing is original to the building and already battered enough, she’s sure Gary and Brian won’t mind her adding a few more dings.

      Holding it in her right hand, she presses her ear against the solid wood door that’s all that separates her from the landing at the top of the stairs. The problem is, with her ear so firmly jammed against the wood, she can’t hear much at all.

      Janey’s never thought of herself as brave, but it won’t stop her from opening the door enough to see what’s going on. Leaning the bed-warmer against the dresser next to her, she uses both hands to open the door as slowly and quietly as she can.

      On her side in this endeavour is Gary’s obsessiveness when it comes to the maintenance of the old property. The hinges have been well cared for and oiled over the years. The door opens soundlessly.

      Opening it a sliver, Janey peers through the gap and over the balustrade into the darkness below. Leaning to the side, she fumbles around until she grips the handle of the bed-warmer. Her ears straining, she listens for anything out of place and is rewarded with the unmistakable sound of the stairs creaking.

      Janey has never understood the weird saying about your heart being in your mouth. Now, she’s close to choking on hers. Risking a peek through the gap by the hinges, she makes out an intruder in the gloom, the height and wide shoulders pointing to it being a male.

      He stops on the landing, as though to get his bearings, before disappearing into the living room without so much as a squeaky board giving away his location. Him sneaking back out onto the landing without the TV or stereo, tells Janey this isn’t a burglary. He’s now gliding along the dark landing in her direction.

      She suspects when he sees her bed is empty, he’ll move on. She stops, dead. Maria’s in the next bedroom!

      Her heart goes into overdrive when he sneaks into her room, a slab of wood all that separates them. Maria’s virtue might be at stake if she doesn’t intervene: a primordial part of Janey yammers to come out and play.

      After counting off what she hopes are the correct number of footsteps, she eases the door shut. She then introduces the bed-warmer to the back of the intruder’s head with a satisfying and very loud boing!

      This melodious note is followed by him groaning and collapsing in a heap half on the bed. Dropping the bed-warmer on the floor with a clatter, she puts her shoulder against his bulk, and shoves hard enough to have him rolling onto his back.

      Flicking on the lamp so she can tie him up before getting help, she’s horrified. He’s the last person in the world who should be sneaking in here. But is she wracked with guilt at knocking him out?

      No, she’s not!

      She’s experiencing something else altogether.

      On top of her worry about clobbering a police officer with an antique is the errant thought that Bertolino is even better looking when he’s not grilling her. His breaking-in like this, means she’s about to undertake some interrogation of her own. She’s watched the cop shows with her dad. She knows he’s supposed to knock and show a warrant.

      He groans again, and worrying he’s about to come to, she hurries over to the dresser to grab makeshift bindings. It’s while tying his feet to the railing at the bottom of the cast-iron bed with pantyhose, she notices the handcuffs clipped to his belt.

      How handy.

      Both feet securely, she moves onto his hands, pausing. What on earth is she meant to do now? There’s only one set of handcuffs, the aim of them being to lock up bad guys, not naughty ones. In the end, she handcuffs his right hand to the head of the bed, hoping he’s not left-handed.

      He’s trussed up like a Sunday roast before reality kicks in. She hasn’t thought this through. He didn’t give her the opportunity. And his being here on his own doesn’t make sense at all. Shouldn’t he be with his partner? Shouldn’t they have knocked on the door like regular policemen?

      She understands he saw her at the club and took the opportunity to follow her and Maria. It doesn’t make his actions legal, and if it’s okay for him to break the law, then it’s okay for her. Taking Polaroids of Salami Boy in compromising positions had worked a treat. At least until he’d tried to track them down.

      If she threatens to put the Polaroids of Bertolino on the bulletin board at the nearest cop shop, he won’t dare show his face again. Will he? She and Maria can continue their search for potential husbands. Even a date with someone halfway eligible might have her mother and the Perry Comb-Over attack dogs backing off.

      Her mind made up, Janey loosens Bertolino’s brown and orange tie enough to slip it over his head. Next, she undoes every button she can find, spreading the flared collar of his white silk shirt wide and sucking on the inside of her cheeks.

      Whoa!

      There’s not much else she can loosen without untying him and with the amount of groaning going on, it’s not a risk she’s prepared to take. Here’s hoping there are enough condiments in the kitchen for this to show up properly on camera. It’s got to look like he’s into kinky stuff and not simply basted and ready to barbeque.

      

      Loaded with the weirdest assortment of sauces and kitchen paraphernalia she could find, Janey’s brought up short in her bedroom. He’s conscious, making this a lot harder. Gritting her teeth, she walks jerkily to the bedside table and drops all her goodies in a heap before tidying them, conscious of being watched by a strangely silent Bertolino.

      Without warning, his delicious mouth transforms from a grim line into a broad grin and she drops the parcel tape like it’s hot. Forgetting the items, she stands rigid at the side of the bed.

      “You asked for this. I know my rights and you being here is illegal. My clobbering you was self-defence.” Janey pauses for breath, something she’s in desperate need of as she looks down at him.

      Bertolino doesn’t appear in the least worried by her accusations. “I don’t need a warrant if I think a member of the public is in imminent danger.” He stares past her and out into the gloom of the hallway.

      Janey swings away from the bed, following his gaze. Did he follow someone in here?

      “Danger? What danger?” Janey tip toes across the room and peers into the dark of the landing. She strains to hear movement. There’s nothing. She can’t pick up anything. Wait, what? First he sneaks in and now he’s telling lies? Is he serious?

      She stomps back over and stands next to the bed. “Why are you here? And where’s your warrant?”

      “Do I need a warrant?”

      He’s asked while scanning her body in a manner that has a flush spreading from her very core to every extremity, and then some. If this is all it takes to have her knees close to giving out, what’s she going to be like when she takes the next step?

      She’s about to find out.

      Scanning the items on her dressing table, she licks her lips in concentration. What’ll have the most impact? Does it even matter what she smears across his chest? Surely, the main damage will be for him to be seen as having been trussed up using his own handcuffs? It’s hardly a good look for a cop.

      Decision made, she grabs the squishy plastic tomato-shaped sauce bottle, and holding it above his chiselled, manly, gorgeous… Janey breathes raggedly before squeezing the bottle, hard.

      In a single, splattering squirt, he’s transformed from the hero on a romance novel cover, to a murder victim. In hindsight, mayonnaise might have been better. She remedies the issue, using a spatula to spread the gloop wide and mixing it with the sauce until it’s bright pink in hue. Seeing him opening his mouth to speak, she smears the remainder of the mix across his mouth, gluing his words in place.

      Catching her gaze, he flicks his tongue out and runs it first over his bottom lip and then his top, excruciatingly slowly, causing unfamiliar sensations to flood her body. Oh, my. He winks at her, and she wishes she’d hit him harder.

      Getting Salami Boy drunk and hog-tied was easy compared to this. All she and Maria needed to do was cheat at strip poker while forcing glass after glass of Uncle Luca’s rocket fuel down his willing throat.

      It does give Janey another idea, though. Marching around to the other bedside table, she pours Bertolino a glass of the high-octane brew.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” Bertolino’s words sound loud, even with the thump of music from downstairs.

      Pondering the question, Janey’s unable to think of a better option. “Yes. Yes, I am” Holding the small glass next to his lips, she hopes he’ll drink it without her having to force it on him. The last thing she needs is for him to choke and force her into mouth-to-mouth.

      Again, that damned tongue of his flicks out and tastes what she’s offering. Her body responds, leaving her well out of her depth. On the bright side, he likes the taste of the brew and lifts his head, allowing her to carefully pour it in. She gets six more glasses into him, before his eyes glaze over.

      Lightweight.

      Not until he’s snoring like a freight train does she gets up the nerve to undo his constraints. She then strips him down to a pair of startlingly white y-fronts. It’s not the first time she’s been this close to a good-as-naked man. It is, however, the first time she’s been this close to a good-as-naked man she’s attracted to. Seeing Salami Boy naked after they’d tricked him into stripping had done nothing for her.

      She’s clipping his right hand back to the bed with the handcuffs when he rolls over. He grabs her with his left hand and pulls her hard against his chest. The tomato sauce and mayonnaise squishes between them.

      “And what do you think you’re up to, miss?”

      His lips are close enough that his words tickle her face.

      “But… but… but you were out cold!” Janey struggles to get out of his grip, but other than spreading the mayonnaise and tomato sauce even farther, nothing else happens. Unless you count her heartbeat and body temperature both ratcheting up a notch.

      “Pfffft. I grew up sneaking Filuferru at family weddings and funerals. My grandmother could cope with this stuff.”

      “Then why did you drink it? Why did you pretend to be unconscious?” Janey has another go at escaping his iron grip, earning her a sharp smack on the bum that’s fast enough he doesn’t lose his hold of her.

      “I wanted to see where it was going,” he says, leaving his hand on her bum. “I’ve gotta say, I’m enjoying the direction of things so far.”

      He squeezes her bum, and it’s more than she can deal with. If her mother knew what she was up to, she’d throw a fit. If anyone else knew, even Perry Comb-Over wouldn’t go near her.

      She doubles her efforts to escape and is surprised when his cheeky grin flips to a grimace and the colour leaches out of his face, leaving him looking distinctly Scandinavian. As she clambers off his lap in a jumble of knees and elbows, he looks as though he’s concentrating on not throwing up. She ties his errant hand to the headboard and retrieves the parcel tape.

      “Why did you believe that horrible man? What he did to our friend was awful! He’s the one you should be chasing, not us!”

      Janey’s words catch on this last sentence and she wipes her eyes with the back of her hand to clear her vision.

      He doesn’t answer her question, simply saying, “I will find you.”

      She slaps a piece of tape she’s pulled from the roll over his mouth. This stops any further words right where they are. The room is now as quiet as it’ll ever get on a Saturday night. After this, the only sounds in the room are of the photos spitting out the front of the Polaroid camera and the zing of the flashbulb. Not until there are ten photos developing on the dresser does Janey stop.

      “If I find out you’re following us, these photos will be sent to your superior.” She has no idea who this is, but it can’t be that hard to find out. Can it?

      Packing in a flurry–but for her getaway outfit–Janey ignores the grumbling and near-naked Bertolino as best she can. Unfortunately, her eyes have other ideas, and she catches his gaze more often than she’d like. This leaves her in no doubt tied up is the best option for this Italian stallion.

      Her sister’s dead to the world with earplugs shoved deep inside her ears, allowing Janey to pack for Maria without waking her. Their departure is paused only long enough for the younger girl to stand at the end of Janey’s bed. She glares at the good-as-naked cop before screaming, “I hate you!”

      A taxi ride into the city takes them to a hotel they’d never consider if it wasn’t for the one night. Expensive is an understatement, making the minibar off-limits in a big way. They do however help themselves to all the toiletries and even the disposable shower caps. They’ve got to get their money’s worth somehow, although they balk at stealing the towels. Both sets of rosary beads now missing in action, courtesy of their various moves, it’s a step too far.

      

      Without a newspaper, they have no way of knowing the times of trains the following morning. They request a wake-up call for a disgustingly early hour, to ensure they’re on the first available train out of Melbourne.

      It’s not how Janey wants to depart the city. Truth be told, she doesn’t want to depart at all, and knowing what’s facing her at the other end of this journey, dread settles low in her abdomen.
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      The train journey home is completed in silence, each of them lost to their thoughts. Janey watches the passing landscape, noting the houses thinning out and the flora and fauna shrinking away from the harsh environment. After the green of Melbourne, home will be barren indeed.

      Their journey unplanned, there’s no one to meet them at the station. They haven’t discussed what they’ll say to their parents about why they’re home early, and on a Sunday morning, too. Still, maybe this is a good thing. Thanks to the hijinks they’ve gotten up to over the last week, Maria has a lot to get off her chest. The priest won’t know what’s hit him.

      Closing the door of the phone booth behind her, Janey unclips her wallet and selects a coin. She holds it up and looks at it before sliding it into the slot and dialling home. She’s still dithering over the many options she’s considered, when her mother answers, panicked. Anyone phoning on a Sunday morning must be in trouble.

      “Hi, Mama, it’s me.”

      She doesn’t have the chance to say anything further, with her mother going into a full-on panic as to what must be wrong. Listing calamity after calamity, her mother continues until they’ve escalated to the point of World War III. Her mother pauses to search for more horrors and Janey slides in a few more words.

      “Mama, stop, we’re fine! We’re at the station. Can someone come get us?”

      Her mother goes from panicked to suspicious. “Why are you home early? You weren’t due for another three weeks. I’ve written it on the calendar in the kitchen. What have you girls been up to?”

      Why, oh, why is Janey surprised? Maybe, deep down, she isn’t. Her mother isn’t stupid. For her and Maria to think they could turn up early like this and get away with is what’s stupid.

      Janey knows she’s rambling when she lists the reasons for them coming home early, but is unable to stop herself. She lists every one she’s thought of during the journey home, and in so doing, makes a lie of all of them. She runs out of words.

      “We’ll collect you on the way to Mass.” Her mother’s tone is cold enough for goose bumps to erupt up all over Janey’s body.

      Exiting the phone booth, she doesn’t say anything to Maria.

      Maria’s shoulders droop. “Oh, heck!”

      Sitting on the wooden bench at the front of the station, they discuss where they go to from here, apart from Mass. No decisions are made before their parents turn up. No jolly homecoming here. Their father gets out of the car without engulfing them in a bear hug as is his usual practice. He takes their suitcases and stows them in the boot, slamming it with a finality that’s telling. This is bad. Able to do no wrong in his eyes, they can usually count on him to side with them against their mother,.

      Much as they don’t want to, they climb into the back of the car and it’s every bit as awful as Janey thought it would be. Sitting behind her father, she tries to make herself as small as possible, not even attempting to say hello to her mother. As a tactic, it doesn’t work. Her mother twists around in her seat, spearing first Maria and then her with a look that makes her wish she was even smaller.

      

      The following week is hell. Even convincing their mother they’re still ‘intact’ does nothing to lessen the woman’s fury. If they hear it once, they hear it a million times, “I told your father your trip to Melbourne was a bad idea.”

      Adding to this misery is Perry Comb-Over being invited to dinner twice during the week. The first time is such an unmitigated disaster that Janey manages to fake a stomach bug for his second appearance. Instead, she spends the evening on her bed, flipping through the photos of Anthony Bertolino like a stop-motion movie.

      By Friday night, Janey is suffering from a severe case of cabin fever. Their mother hasn’t allowed them to leave the grounds since they got home from Mass on Sunday morning.

      Even around the house, she’s kept such a close eye on them. They haven’t even been allowed to phone any of their friends, or even their enemies.

      It is, therefore, a surprise when, on Saturday morning at breakfast, their mother announces they’ll be attending Bella Carrino’s wedding that afternoon. Perhaps the biggest surprise is the girl wasn’t even seeing anyone when they left for Melbourne a mere five months earlier. If Janey were to sniff hard enough, she suspects she’d be able to detect the faintest whiff of gunpowder.

      Maria stuffs her mouth with another piece of toast. “Who’s she marrying?”

      Her mother’s brow knots; Janey leans closer.

      “Sergeant Colaneri’s boy.” Their mother’s lips tighten with disapproval.

      Great! They escape house-arrest and it’s to an event bound to be crawling with cops. Janey senses another tummy bug coming on while Maria sits frozen, her piece of toast jammed in her mouth, but no chewing going on.

      They’re relieved when their parents leave them to finish their breakfast and do the washing up. Her hands deep in the soapy water, Janey turns to Maria, who’s ready with a tea towel. “I can’t believe Bella ended up with him! Talk about opposites attracting.”

      “It was only a matter of time until someone snagged him.”

      Janey understands the look of disappointment the girl is wearing. While the groom might not be the greatest catch, he’s the best on offer in their town. For him to be off the market, has any remaining produce looking well and truly shop-soiled. She’d like to tell her sister there will be other guys, but she can’t do so with conviction. The gene pool in their town is only suitable for paddling.

      

      Janey doesn’t bother arguing over the outfit selected by her mother for her to wear to the wedding. While her wardrobe might be full of beautiful dresses she’d bought in Melbourne, her mother has selected something that screams ‘Little House on the Prairie’. It’s the social equivalent of a chastity belt, ensuring she’s off-limits to anyone with a modicum of taste. Even Aunty Fina, the chaperone from hell, pales by comparison when it comes to suppressing libidos.

      The ceremony is beautiful, if strained, further adding to the impression this isn’t a match made in heaven but rather between the sheets.

      Janey and Maria’s parents bundle them off to the church early and they sit in the row right behind the immediate family. They’re well aware of being looked at and talked about by those behind. The girls in town will have labelled them ‘failures’ for coming home early without a man apiece, something they’d boasted they’d do before their departure.

      There’s no need to drive to the reception, it’s being held in the church hall next door, again smacking of a rushed affair. The speeches are interminable and as boring as it’s possible to get. Friends and family scramble for the right words to hide the fact the bride had no choice but to marry her groom.

      The atmosphere loosens after they cut the cake and the band strikes up for the married couple’s first dance. Never has Janey seen such a miserable pair. Although, if her mother has her way, she knows she’ll be fighting for supremacy with Perry.

      No sooner has the thought dropped to the pit of her stomach, than the man himself pops up next to her, asking her to dance. And this before the married couple has even finished their turn on the floor. What an idiot. There’s no avoiding him though, and it’s with reluctance she places her hand on his and takes to the floor before the opening bars of the second song.

      They’re dancing to the fifth song in a row before it dawns on her he won’t let her sit. He’s too scared she’ll be claimed by someone else. She has noticed there are a few out-of-towners amid the wedding guests and even a few who aren’t wearing wedding rings.

      Ouch! He’s trodden on her foot–again. Studying her scuffed shoes and doing her best to swallow another grimace of pain, she sees a guy walk up behind him.

      Perry stumbles to a stop, managing to step on her other foot in the process. She’ll be lucky not to lose most of her toenails at this rate.

      “I’ll cut in, if I may?”

      Perry yanks his hands off her like she’s diseased and Janey looks to see who’s saved her. No! She’d rather be trampled to a pulp by Comb-Over than dance with his replacement.

      Her would-be fiancé storms off the dance floor, leaving her alone, except that is, for Detective Inspector Bertolino. The surrounding noise dies in Janey’s ears to be replaced by buzzing. Her vision dances while she remains frozen.

      Why, oh why, didn’t she leave the photos with Gary or Brian in Melbourne? She can hardly send them to Bertolino’s superior when she’s locked up.

      He claims her nerveless fingers with his own and wraps his other arm tight behind her back, pulling her closer than her mother would approve of. But better this than collapsing in a heap at his feet as she was about to. This close to his chest, she sees it naked in her mind’s eye.

      Why is it so hot in here?

      Quickly, she twigs he doesn’t know a soul at the wedding. He’s here for one reason and one reason alone. They’ve been around the dance floor three times without him once standing on her feet, before he speaks to her, “I told you I’d find you. You didn’t think I’d let you walk out, leaving me like that, did you?”

      Janey leans close to him, ignoring as best she can the hammering of her heart. “Please don’t arrest me in here. My mother would never forgive me.”

      His response is to burst out laughing, drawing the attention of the surrounding couples. Janey’s struggling with what he finds so funny when he brings them to a stop next to the wide-open double doors. These lead to the small graveyard in the shadow of the church.

      Safely out of the hall and having followed the small path around to the side of the church, Janey hold her hands out. She’s got her palms up, in supplication, ready for him to apply the cuffs. Closing her eyes, she waits for the touch of the cold steel that will put an end to life as she knows it. Her mother will be distraught.

      Will Perry wait for five to ten years? She hopes not, although chances of him getting a date while she’s inside are slim at best.

      The detective takes one of her hands in his. Only when his lips press hotly against her palm does she dare open her eyes. What?

      “But, aren’t you arresting me?”

      Bertolino chuckles again. “What for?”

      Janey is about to list her and Maria’s many misdemeanours when she pauses. Not the brightest thing to admit your wrongdoings to a cop. “What about the accusations made by Salami… ” Janey chokes on her words, before continuing, “that Greek guy?”

      “Ah, yes, about him. He dropped the charges when he was arrested for dognapping and extortion.”

      Dognapping? Extortion? Janey dwells on this for a second before getting her mind back on track. “But what about, ah…” Janey waves at his chest to put into words what she’d done to him.

      “Hmmm. Now that you are going be punished for.” His chocolate brown eyes darken further, forcing her to close her own against the onslaught.

      His lips have claimed hers in a searing kiss when she hears a gasp from behind.

      “Guillerlmina Christina Russo, you stop what you’re doing this minute!”

      Janey may hear her mother, but she’s powerless to comply with the woman’s wishes. Her mother’s hand on her shoulder has Janey dragging her lips reluctantly away from the detective’s. It’s impossible to ignore the power of someone who’s spent years hand-washing underpants,

      “Ah, Mama, this is…” Janey’s words die before she can get his official title out.

      “Anthony,” says the detective.

      “Bertolino.” Finishes her mother, leaving both Janey and Anthony with their mouth’s hanging open. “You’re the spitting image of your father.”

      Seeing the faraway look in her mother’s eyes, Janey stares at her in disbelief. “Please tell me we’re not related!” She crosses every finger on both hands.

      He mother looks first at Janey and then Anthony. “Not yet!”

      As fast as she’s come upon them, she spins on her heel and hastens in the direction of the church–most likely to book it.

      Stepping behind her, Anthony runs a single finger down the back of Janey’s neck. “Now, where were we?”

      Unable to think, let alone speak, her whole being fills with lightning when he turns her and carries on from where he’d left off.
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      If you’d like to get straight on with reading others in the series, here are the links:

      Heels and a Tiara

      Friday Night Fever

      Brush With Fame

      Strapped for Cash
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      Standing next to Samantha, her life-long friend, Jennie rubs her finger where an engagement ring should sit. From what she’s seen of it so far, Steve would have loved London and while Sam’s a brilliant travelling companion, it isn’t the same without him.

      “Wow, it’s a nice looking place. We definitely got lucky here,” says Sam.

      Coming out of her reverie, Jennie realises she’s looking down at a ragged parting in Sam’s normally tidy hair. She’s looking down on everything and everyone. To avoid paying excess baggage when they’d left, she’s wearing her heaviest, calf-muscle-cramping platform shoes: a pair of wooden wedges, each weighing as much as a newborn. Sam calls them glorified firewood.

      Focussing on the house sitting at the end of a short, intricately tiled pathway, Jennie can see that Sam is right. They’re lucky. Damned lucky.

      Dark red brick is layered three stories high and topped with a roof so steep, it has to be a Santa-free zone. Bay windows either side of the glass front door gives the place a look of wide-eyed innocence. While the house is immaculate, the same can’t be said for the garden that’s sporting a spectacular showing of weeds. Any flowers brave enough to survive, peep warily from a profusion of yellow dandelions.

      “I guess Eadie can’t garden with arthritis.” Jennie flexes her fingers in sympathy. They’re still aching from hefting her suitcase from the back of the minicab. Their driver, after loading the huge bag at the station, wanted nothing more to do with it.

      Peering over the low wall, Sam says, “If the rent’s as cheap as your workmate was saying, then maybe we can do some weeding for her.”

      Sam’s long blonde hair is blinding in the reflected morning sunlight. Jennie would kill for hair like that instead of the short curly auburn locks she’s stuck with. Her height – and lack of action on the boob front – means that if it weren’t for a lot of hair product, people would think she was a bloke. “We can pitch in with the housework too.”

      A lace curtain twitches at the bay window to their right and Sam drags her two-wheeled suitcases up the tiled path, before helping Jennie manhandle the beast, as it’s been named, up to the front door. Jennie now hates her huge suitcase with a passion. It had seemed a good idea when she bought it and while she can fit everything in, it’s a nightmare to move.

      “Well, knock on the door then,” says Jennie.

      “No, you knock, you know her.”

      “I don’t know her.”

      Jennie had told Sam that Eadie is a workmate’s auntie. She’s actually Mark’s auntie; Mark is Chris’s best mate in Melbourne. Chris is Sam’s ex-boyfriend. It was so convoluted that Jennie had to think twice before speaking about it, in case she got it wrong. It was better Sam didn’t know. No point in getting her hopes up again after it had taken weeks and weeks for her to get over the worst of her break-up with Chris. Jennie doesn’t want to pick at that particular scab anytime soon.

      “Oh, for goodness sake, I need to get in and lie down.” Sam’s hand is poised to knock when she spots a doorbell.

      Jennie hears a loud brinnggg echoing around inside the house. When there isn’t an immediate response, she puts her ear to the door and is rewarded with faint sounds. Someone is moving, the increase in volume proving they’re getting closer, albeit incredibly slowly.

      The door opening at the speed of your average glacier, gives Jennie time to remove her sunglasses out of politeness before looking down at someone she assumes is Eadie. The description Mark gave most certainly matches the woman standing in front of them dressed in a flowery housecoat and fluffy slippers. She’s lacking in height and girth and her legs are dandelion stems in all but colour. The main thing about her of any substance is her hair. There’s at least double the requirement for such a small woman. Her face is surprisingly free of wrinkles.

      Mark said Eadie was tiny but Jennie assumed this was in relation to his six foot three. He even made Jennie feel petite and she’s five ten without her platforms.

      Ever confident, Sam puts her hand out to shake that of the little woman and they get confirmation that it is indeed Eadie, their new landlady.

      Seeing Eadie wince during her greeting with Sam, Jennie makes a mental note not to squeeze too hard when it’s her turn to shake.

      “And this is Jennie.”

      Sam deliberately keeps hold of Eadie’s hand, avoiding Jennie having to shake it too.

      Instead, Jennie waves her fingers in greeting. “Hi.”

      “I’ve so been looking forward to meeting you both,” says Eadie, her hands now held limply in front of her. “Come in, girls. Can I help you with anything?”

      Both Sam and Jennie refuse this well-mannered offer. Jennie suspects her bag is equal to four Eadies, so the chances of the diminutive woman being able to help move are laughable, if it weren’t so sad.

      “Why don’t you go and sit back down while we bring our stuff in,” says Jennie. “We can re-lock the front door and join you then if you like.”

      “That’d be lovely, but best you don’t lock the door. It’s stiff and if it’s locked, I can’t open it.” Jennie is further saddened by this no-nonsense approach to the crippling arthritis that has taken over this woman’s life, if what Mark said is right.

      Eadie moves unhurriedly into a room on the right of the hallway, leaving Jennie and Sam to drag their cases inside. Jennie’s relieved to see the hall is tiled. The beast has a tendency to munch on carpet as though it’s a giant moth.

      She’s leaning the beast carefully against the side of the staircase when she hears Sam say “Wow, what a monster!”

      Jennie follows the direction of Sam’s nod and spots a humungous black-and-white cat staring at them from the first landing.

      “Shoot, he’s bigger than some of your clients back in Aussie.”

      Sam had developed a successful business making clothes for small yappy lap dogs during their nine months of living in Melbourne. Doggs’ Toggs she’d called it. Sam is planning on setting up a similar business here in London, but it will all depend on whether the little old ladies of London are as batty as the little old ladies of Melbourne when it comes to their canine companions.

      The cat gives the girls a good eyeballing, stands, and then dismisses them by showing them his bum, flicking his tail and sashaying out of sight.

      Feeling the heat creeping out of the room Eadie had disappeared into, Jennie removes a couple of layers of sweaty ‘excess baggage’ and hangs the lot on the coat rack inside the front door. Even standing in the relatively cool hallway, she’s fighting the sleep that’s plotting an invasion of her body.

      Waiting while Sam does a similar strip, Jennie stares at the wall opposite until one of the beautiful paintings hanging there swims into focus out of the heavily textured wallpaper. Walking over, Jennie is surprised to see Eadie’s name in the bottom right-hand corner. The Eadie who signed this fantastic painting was without argument more capable of holding a brush than the shell sitting in the front room waiting for them. Walking along the hallway she sees that all of the paintings are by Eadie.

      “Her stuff’s amazing,” whispers Jennie, absently, while studying them. “So sad she can’t paint anymore.”

      Jennie already knows a lot about Eadie from Mark and while he’d said she was an amazing artist, Jennie is surprised at how good she was.

      Trailing behind Sam into the front room, Jennie’s sleep-deprived eyes try their hardest to implode: the room is lovely, but so bright. She wipes at her watering eyes until she can make out Eadie, sitting in a large, overstuffed armchair. Mahogany tables sit sentinel on either side, cluttered with the necessities of everyday life. Small lips around their edges are all that stop some items from tumbling to the plush carpet.

      The table to the right of Eadie is mostly taken up with an ornate silver tray that holds a large decanter full of some amber brew and a collection of wine glasses of varying sizes and styles. The table to her left holds a pair of glasses, a collection of precisely folded hankies, a small transistor radio and a hair brush. Most worrying of all is the large family-size tube of haemorrhoid cream. Jenny reminds herself never to walk in here unannounced.

      “Please sit down, girls, you must be exhausted.” Eadie’s grotesquely knuckled hand flutters in the direction of the couch.

      Backing up to it, Jennie drops fluidly into its upholstered bliss, sinking deep into its embrace.

      Eadie asks about their flight, their plans for London and a long list of other questions. Given the detail Eadie goes into, it’s obvious that Mark has briefed her fully on them too. They try their best to answer although Jennie finds it difficult as her brain now has the cognitive capabilities of overcooked cauliflower.

      When she’s slow to respond to a question about her art background, Eadie says, “You look like you could use a sherry.”

      Without waiting for a ‘yes’, Eadie leans over the wide, curved arm of her chair and attempts to pick up the decanter sitting on the table. She isn’t up to the task and the decanter wobbles backwards and forwards a couple of times before settling again. Jennie releases the lungful she’s been hanging onto.

      “Oh, for fu … goodness sake. Perhaps one of you would do the honours?”

      Jennie clambers out of the depths of the couch and pours two miniscule glasses of sherry. She’s replacing the decanter stopper when Eadie says, “I’ll have one, too.”

      Jennie’s stomach drops when she realises she’ll have to drink a glass to be polite. She reluctantly pours a third. She doesn’t even like sherry; the only stuff she’s ever tried has been sickly sweet and made her teeth go furry. Jennie hands the others their glasses and then picks up her own before slipping back down into the couch.

      She’s about to take what she hopes is her one sip of the sticky brew, when Eadie proposes a toast. “Here’s mud in your eye,” is so at odds with the gentility of their small hostess that both Jennie and Sam laugh loudly before adding their own “Mud in your eye” response. Jennie takes a small sip of the pale liquid and is surprised to find it isn’t so sweet after all. She takes a couple more sips, and then runs her tongue experimentally over her teeth. She’s relieved to find them furry, but only twenty-eight-hours-in-a-plane furry.

      Three glasses later and Jennie is no longer able to keep up with the conversation and leaves Eadie and Sam to carry on. Jennie notes that Sam’s slurring her words but doubts this is to do with alcohol consumption. Sam can put away a couple of bottles of wine when she’s on form, so three sherries wouldn’t come close to taking her out.

      “Oh dear, I’ve just realised you girls must be pooped and here I am chattering away.” Eadie’s face is creased with concern. “Would you like to have a lie-down?”

      “That’d be lovely,” say Jennie and Sam in unison.

      A small widening of Jennie’s eyes is prompt enough for the location of their beds to be forthcoming.

      “Oh, right. Samantha, you’re on the next floor up, the door to the left of the landing. The room at the back. Jennie you’re up on the top floor. Follow the stairs as far as they go and the door is at the end of the hall, off to the right.

      Before leaving, Jennie pours Eadie a fourth sherry. They leave her sipping this as they drag themselves off to bed.

      While Sam pulls the sitting room door closed behind them, Jennie stares at her suitcase, the mountain of clothes on the bamboo coat rack and then the stairs.

      She’s back staring blindly at her bag when Sam says, “Stuff it. I’m going to collect everything once I’ve had a sleep.”

      Jennie agrees wholeheartedly. Dragging the beast up to the top of the house in her current condition would be the end of her. Dragging herself up there is challenge enough.

      On reaching the Everest that is the first landing, Sam says, “Spot ya later,” before opening the door to her assigned bedroom.

      “Yeah, I think it’s going to be a few hours before I surface,” says Jennie, eyeing the second flight of stairs that turns back on itself. She’s about to add that she’ll knock on Sam’s door later, but the door in question has already closed.

      Jennie trudges over to the next flight and takes a deep breath in readiness for the climb. She’s about to start the ascent, when a nudge from her bladder stops her with a foot in mid-air. Scouting around for a bathroom, she’s relieved when she spies gleaming tiles through a door at the back of the landing.

      Hands washed and dried and bladder echoing, she finds herself back at the foot of the next flight. Once happy her oxygen levels are up to it, she lifts her left foot and places it on the first step, then hoists her body up to join it. The balustrade creaks alarmingly, so does the step.

      She achieves the next step in a similar fashion, conscious her legs are moving like Lady Penelope’s in Thunderbirds. She might well have spent the past twenty-eight hours sitting on a plane but Jennie feels as tired as if she’d walked all the way from Aussie to London. Any excitement she’d felt at heading toward England waned around the eighteen-hour mark.

      She and Sam lived in Melbourne for eight months and now her home back in Auckland feels like a lifetime away. Jennie has no regrets about moving on from Melbourne because, to her, it had always been a stopping-off point on the trip to London. Sam, on the other hand, had been sad to leave.

      Faced with the final flight, she keeps going, thanks to momentum and adrenalin. Up here the air thins at the same rate as the carpet until both are threadbare. After planting an imaginary flag on the summit, Jennie is faced with a short landing, the door at the end open a squeeze, an arrow of light darting toward her in greeting.

      She walks stiff-legged toward the door, feeling more Thunderbirds than ever, and pushes. It swings open to reveal a room as bright as heaven. It’s even brighter than the sitting room. The only things missing are angels and harp music. Her eyes close to slits in response, staying open only enough for her to take in a sliver of her surroundings. Seeing the sunshine streaming in through skylights on both sides of the pitched roof makes her long for her sunglasses, safely tucked in her handbag three floors below. As well as these portals to paradise there is a huge window at the end of the room, with smaller ones low down on the side walls.

      The room is overwhelmingly white. The furnishings, ceiling and even the wide, wooden floor boards are all painted this angelic hue. The furniture scattered around the room matches. The dark iron curtain rods atop each of the windows don’t. They sit like pissed-off eyebrows, crouching menacingly as though waiting to be even more annoyed. If there had been any curtains hanging from them, Jennie is sure these would have been white too.

      The unadorned nature of the bedroom is so at odds with what she has seen of the house, that Jennie believes she must be in the wrong room. She backtracks to the landing but the only other bedroom she can see on the top floor appears occupied.

      Back in the white room, it takes a second for her to spot the bed, tucked away as it is in an alcove under the large end window. Jennie staggers over to it, turns her back to the white bedspread and lets her legs collapse as they’ve wanted to since she started her ascent. Dropping into the middle of the mattress, she’s immediately enveloped by a large cloud of dust that puffs up around her, making her sneeze and her eyes water.

      Dusty or not, the mattress feels like a family of marshmallows, together for a reunion and even though she’s not related, they allow her to join in with festivities.
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      Jennie wakes up later confused about where she is but on seeing the room bathed in bright moonlight, memories beam back in. Holding her hand close to her face she tries focussing on the watch still strapped firmly around her wrist, but try as she might, she can’t make out the hands. She likes to know what time it is, day or night, but not enough on this occasion to get up and turn the light on. It’ll have to wait until morning.

      She unbuckles the practical stainless-steel Citizen and drops it to the floor beside the bed, wincing at the loud clunk it makes as it hits the wooden boards. Painted white as they are, her tired mind had thought they’d be softer.

      While massaging the watchstrap dents out of her wrist, Jennie stares at the room, with shapes revealing themselves only when she focuses hard on them. The thing standing in the corner reveals itself to be an artist’s easel. It’s big and old by the looks of things and the wooden pegs sticking out from the front support a large canvas, blank but for a couple of crooked sweeps of paint. As she focuses on them, the streaks blur and then disappear. “Well, that explains all the white,” mumbles Jennie.

      She’s closing her eyes again when she realises the bedroom door is still open and knows she’ll feel happier with it shut, even if it’s not locked. She’s sure she closed it the night before.

      She’s fighting to get to her feet when the door slowly shuts.
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      If you enjoyed this sneak peek of Brush With Fame, read on by clicking here
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      For choosing my book from all those fantastic Chick Lit stories out there! It’s readers like you who allow me to pursue my career as a writer.

      Lastly, don’t be a stranger. I’m mostly online at Twitter, but I’m also on Facebook, Instagram (so many sunset and cat photos) and Pinterest. You’ll find all the links either on my website or on the bit about me at the very end of this book.
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