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In memory of Fay, an exceptional Aussie battler, whose imprint remains on kindred hearts.

Miss me, but let me go.
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Chapter 1

Her brown combat boots pounded the bike track as her eyes searched the shadows on either side. Mya had made the same short journey five days a week for eleven years, but at night it still made the back of her neck prickle. She could buy a car and live in fear. Not a chance. Fear could go to hell.

Intermittent puddles of lamplight dripped onto the tarmac. Laughter and evening TV programs carried through the open windows of weatherboard houses along the railway track, and she inhaled a waft of grilled chops with the rail grease. She pushed her chef’s skull-cap into the back pocket of her jeans and wrapped an elastic band around her long hair. On the other side of the tracks, the Croydon Hotel emitted a bass beat that vibrated in the viscous humidity.

She glanced at her watch and picked up the pace. It was supposed to be her night off work, but the sous-chef wanted to leave early for a party, and it was Mya’s responsibility to make sure the kitchen ran smoothly. It wasn’t like she had a social life anyway.

An androgynous shadow ambled from the bushes ahead, hands shoved deep into the pockets of a hooded jacket. She moved to the opposite side of the track. As the shadow solidified it looked taller, broader, with a hairy chin protruding from the obscurity of the hood. A flickering fluorescent streetlight alternated the image of a man and an ominous silhouette.

They passed one another and he looked up. Red, glassy eyes devoured her from head to toe. A shiver ran up the back of Mya’s legs to her scalp. One side of his mouth lifted in a half-smile, so she nodded a greeting but kept walking.

With her eyes ahead and ears trained on his retreating footsteps, she breathed easier as each second passed. Walking the bike track at night certainly had its hazards, but it just wasn’t worth getting the motorbike out of the shed and donning all the gear to go a few hundred metres. Besides, she had as much right as anyone to be there, and she’d made herself a promise a long time ago to never let anything or anyone stop her from doing what she wanted. Fear was just an emotion and she could overcome those with steely resolve.

The footsteps behind her ceased and her heart flip-flopped into her throat.

Mya turned around slowly. The hood guy had turned around too, and his left hand held a beer stubby, but not at the base like he was about to take a swig. His long fingers were wrapped around the neck of the bottle, making it look more like a weapon.

A lump of panic stuck in her throat. Best to get the hell out of there, but it went against her training to leave her back unprotected. Her kick-boxing mentor, Ned, would clip her around the ear if she let anyone get the upper hand on her. When the thug finally took a long draught from the stubby, she hurried in the direction of the Croydon Hotel again.

“Whocha doin’ out ’ere in the dark, Mya?” he slurred.

She spun around and narrowed her eyes at the blackness beneath his hood. “Do I know you?”

He swayed closer. “Nah, but I know you.”

“Look, I’m going to work. I don’t want any trouble.”

“Oh, you’re in a lotta trouble, love.”

Something glinted in the faltering light; his other hand strangled the hilt of a long blade. Her pulse thundered in her ears, drowning out the crickets in the grass. The hood slid back as they sized each other up. He looked a bit older than her, maybe mid-thirties, half a foot taller and beefy—although height and weight didn’t always mean much in a fight.

After a deep, calming breath, she drew on the long hours spent in the gym facing her demons. She wasn’t the angry teenager Ned had taken under his wing all those years ago. Learning how to kickbox had given her courage. No longer a victim, but in control. Another deep breath. Her pulse slowed fractionally. She was in control.

The thug leered with a mouthful of mangled teeth. She’d seen that look before, and it meant trouble. Whether it was trouble for him or her remained to be seen.

“I’ve gotta deliver a message.” He tapped the corner of a white envelope that protruded from his pocket, sloshing beer down the side of his jeans. “She says it doesn’t matter if I mess you up a bit, s’long as you’re alive enough to read it.”

“What? Who says?” Maybe he was hallucinating from drugs. Unpredictable, but she’d been taught to deal with that. A long time ago she decided no man was going to beat her the way she’d watched her mother get beaten. She summoned an inner calm, relaxed her stance, and held his gaze. “You know, alcohol slows your reflexes. Be careful with that knife.”

A crease formed between his brows, but any doubts he had appeared to pass because he clenched the knife tighter and took a step toward her. She took a step backward and waited with feet shoulder-width apart, knees soft. The rumble of a train built in the distance.

Hood-man lunged, but his depth perception must have been distorted, because the blade was half a metre shy. He looked at it with a confused expression.

It was probably a waste of breath, but… “You could just give me the letter.”

“And leave a fine piece of tail like you alone?” He lunged again.

This time she lifted onto her toes, raised a knee, and snapped the ball of her foot into his gut. He grunted and dropped the stubby in preference of clutching his stomach. Brown glass shattered and latte-looking foam pooled on the tarmac, circulating a yeasty smell. She was relieved to see the knife had slumped downward with his shoulders.

“I told you it was hard to concentrate when you’re under the influence.” With one finger she hooked her undie elastic out of her arse. Jeans weren’t ideal for kickboxing, but her boots were solid. Old faithfuls, with years of stains slopped over them and frayed stitching.

“You’re gonna be sorry for that, bitch.”

“I doubt it,” she muttered.

She’d spent too many years living in fear as a child. Now she was in charge of her own destiny, and no man was going to dictate to her. His eyes were wider now, and the whites were yellow with red capillaries tangled like a mess of string around the irises. Definitely drugs. Dark hair flopped across his face, and he pushed it back with a twitch. His weight shifted left and he feinted right.

Mya stood her ground.

“Why don’t you give me the letter and we can call it a night?”

The sounds of crickets and a baby crying were swallowed by the rumble of the passing train. As he thrust the knife again, she pinned his wrist in her armpit, and elbowed him in the gut. He hunched over, and she snapped her arm back. Knuckles connected with his nose. Crunch.

He yowled and stumbled back, dropped the blade to better clutch his bleeding nose. Quickly, she snatched up the knife—cheap army disposals crap—and tucked it through a belt loop.

“Message delivered,” she told him as she grabbed the envelope from his pocket.

He remained bent over, nursing his nose, as she jogged along a strip of moonlit track to the footpath. The envelope felt like a hot coal in her hand. She glanced over her shoulder. No hood-man, so she slid the blade up her sleeve, cupping the hilt in her palm, and crossed the railway track.

It looked like local band Shamrock had pulled a big Saturday-night crowd. Windows vibrated in time with the thud of the bass. Party-goers leaned against the faded blue pub front, and she held her breath to pass through the haze of smoke drifting in the warm air. She stepped through the back door of the pub and … breathed. It felt safe here, almost like home. She’d worked her way from apprentice to head chef at the Croydon and was practically part of the furniture.

At the back of the store room, she stashed the knife behind a sack of rice, then wiggled a finger into the back of the envelope and split it open. Inside there was a lined page with a jagged edge, like it had been torn from a spiral-bound pad. The handwriting had a backward slant, but the note wasn’t signed.

She could just throw the letter in the bin and pretend she’d never seen it, but whoever this woman was, she had gone to the trouble of paying off a druggie to deliver it, maybe hoping Mya would get roughed up some. The guy had said “she,” and he didn’t look in any position to improvise, so the author must be a woman.

More worrying, the woman knew her by name. That took motivation, and Mya needed to know what kind of person would go to those lengths. Sure, she’d pissed off a few people over the years—especially in the boxing ring—but an enemy? She couldn’t think of anyone who hated her enough to bother.

After a fortifying breath, she read the letter.


You’re good at running and hiding, aren’t you, Mya? But I know who you are. I bet you thought I’d forgotten about you and your retarded mother. Thought you could hide from me, but I’m coming for you, bitch.

I’ll be watching … sleep well.



Something slimy slid down her throat and into her gut: familiarity. There was no way it could be who she thought it was, but the note gave her a sense of panic from a long time ago. It felt like when she was eighteen, standing in front of her government-appointed housing with a thirty-something redhead yelling at her.

The conversation had started civilly. The woman wanted to know about Jack Roach, but Mya’s father had been dead a year by then, and good riddance to him. But carrot-top wouldn’t leave her alone, insisting Jack had another family, and wanting to know things about Mya. Things she wasn’t ready to share.

Bloody Jack had been the one who tore apart everything she knew and devastated the only person she cared about, her mum. There were only tatters of her life left, but they were hers and no sham relative was going to turn up for a hand-out and stop her from taking care of her mum.

It couldn’t be possible for Rhonda to have tracked her down. Mya had changed her name and moved. It wasn’t feasible. She forced short breaths out of her tight lungs. A shudder started at the crown of her head and made its way down her spine. She glanced at the darkness beyond the hotel’s back door and then hurried to the bright kitchen. Service was in full swing and the din of the exhaust fan, crockery, and sizzling food soothed her raw nerves.

She’d left Jack behind, but the prick was still tormenting her a decade after he died.

“Hey, Mya, you look like you saw a ghost.” Jilly tucked a pen behind her ear and dropped an order pad into the pocket on the front of her apron.

“You okay?” Marion, the sous-chef, stepped away from the grill.

Even the dish pig had stopped feeding greasy plates into the commercial dishwasher to stare.

“I-I’m fine. Just had a run in with a punk on the bike track, that’s all.”

Marion nodded knowingly. “Why you insist on walking along there in the dark is beyond me. It’s not safe for a woman.”

“I’m not scared of any man,” Mya snapped a little too forcefully to be convincing.

Marion shrugged. “Well, thanks for covering for me tonight. I just put a medium-well rump on the grill and a salmon in the oven.”

“Sure. You’re still okay to work tomorrow?”

“Don’t worry, I won’t get smashed at the party. I’ll be here at ten a.m. Enjoy your day off.” Marion tossed her tea towel at Mya and circled her hand at the kitchen. “Have fun, peeps.”

“Enjoy the party,” everyone called.

With a shake to clear her head, Mya tucked the tea towel into the front pocket of her jeans, slid the white skull-cap onto her head, and familiarised herself with the dockets clipped beside the grill.

Worrying about the letter would have to wait until after service. God knew she’d lived through enough bad news to last a life time, but she wasn’t the same girl now. Whoever sent the threat would have to wait their turn and, when the time came, she’d face them head on.


Chapter 2

Mya sat on an upside-down milk crate by the back door of the pub. Jilly sat beside her, waving a hand in front of her face to fend off the cloud of flying bugs. She used both hands to readjust her bosoms in the tight white shirt whose buttons strained dangerously in the middle.

“Damn, there’s something swimming in my drink,” she complained, using a long pink nail to retrieve the winged intruder.

Mya swigged orange juice and shifted on the milk crate so it wouldn’t leave a pattern on her butt.

“I don’t suppose there’s vodka in that?” Jilly motioned toward the juice.

“You know there isn’t.”

Jilly made a distasteful face. “Need a good, stiff drink after a Saturday night shift.” Ice swirled around the tumbler of dark amber liquid in her hand. “Got any plans?”

“Nah, it’s late.”

Jilly glanced at her watch. “Five past midnight is not late on a Saturday.”

They turned to the sound of footsteps, and Flynn Murphy’s sun-beaten face appeared in the doorway, lips grinning around a mouthful of yellowed teeth. Flynn was the hotel’s publican and one of only three men Mya had ever trusted.

“Mya, love, I heard you had some trouble on the way here.” He smoothed the gray hair at his temples and scanned the car park. His Gaelic accent was so slight most people wouldn’t pick it. “Would you like a lift home?”

It was nice of him to offer, and it would be nice to avoid a repeat performance on the bike track. Then again, she’d set the creep straight. Face my fears. It was a mantra that had got her this far. “Nah, it’s nothing I can’t handle. Thanks, Flynn.”

“I know.” He sighed. “At least Daylight Savings starts tomorrow. See you in a couple of days.”

“Good night,” the girls chorused.

“Flynn’s a good bloke,” Jilly declared. “Speaking of which, you oughta find yourself one.”

Mya clenched her teeth. “Not this again. I told you, I don’t need a man in my life.”

“It’s not a matter of need. It’s nice to have someone take care of you.”

“I take care of myself.”

“There are plenty of other reasons: someone to come home to at night, to take out the garbage, sex on tap. Take your pick. Don’t you get sick of one-night stands?”

Mya took a deliberately long drink of juice. Jilly knew her stance: her house, her life, no sharing.

Jilly shrugged. “Anyway, you should come shopping with me tomorrow. Dave and I are going to a friend’s wedding in a couple of weeks, so I need to get a new dress, maybe shoes.”

“As fun as that sounds”—she grimaced—“I don’t need anything.”

“You don’t actually have to buy anything. It’s a girl’s day out. Besides, I bet you don’t even own a dress.” Mya shook her head and Jilly grunted in disgust. “All you do is cook and work out in that grimy gym.” She drained her brandy and went back inside.

Mya wasn’t about to tell her friend it was the gym that had given her power over her own life for the first time, or that she owed Ned the world. Without him she didn’t like to think where she’d have ended up. She stacked the crates by the wall and retrieved the knife from the back of the store room.

“See ya,” she called to the dish pig as he waved a mop back and forth over the tiles.

She walked home along the bike track, shoulders tense and eyes scanning for trouble. It might have been a good idea to take Flynn up on that lift. Then again, she never was one to back down from anything that scared her. It was the only way she’d survived a childhood with Jack.

Most of the streetlights had been stoned, leaving long, sinister shadows across the track. She clenched the knife tighter when she saw the dark stain of drying blood under the flickering light. A trail of spatter went in the opposite direction, but there was no sign of hood-man.

Railway Terrace followed the train track, and century-old terraced houses lined one side. Mya had bought number twenty-one cheap, because apparently the fumes and noise from the trains put a lot of people off. It wasn’t one of Adelaide’s sought-after suburbs, but it held a certain appeal for her. When she was a kid she had spent plenty of time riding trains. The click-clack sound and rocking motion was soothing, and it kept her out of the house for hours at a time. Besides, she had more important things to spend her money on than herself.

The houses shared common walls and picket fences. Most of them had paved paths to heritage-green front doors, rust-red bricks, and fruit trees sheltering rows of petunias. Someone with more money than sense had built a second story on the house at the end, and it now loftily surveyed the street from frosted windows. A real-estate sign in the front yard had a red SOLD sticker slapped on it at an angle.

Mya sidled through her front gate as it drooped on broken hinges. Hers was the only yard with wild alyssum rambling through knee-high grass. She smiled at the thought of old Bert next door complaining it was high enough to hide snakes. He invariably waited until she went out before trimming it.

A fistful of envelopes were jammed into the letterbox. She held her breath and turned each one over, scanning for a backward slanting script, and then puffed it out when she realized they were all regular mail.

The front door stuck in the warm weather, so she pushed with her shoulder. Once inside, she flicked on lights and pushed two slide bolts into place. She tossed the knife into a bowl half full of confiscated weapons. If the police raided the place, they’d think they’d hit the jackpot and hooked themselves a serial killer.

Reclining in her favourite red-leather chair, she re-read the threatening note. It didn’t make sense for Rhonda to have tracked her down after all these years, but who else could it be?

After Cockroach—that was what she called Jack Roach—died, Mya had applied to Deed Poll to change both her and her mum’s names. She needed a fresh start—something she couldn’t do traversing the streets of her childhood or being recognised as a drunk’s daughter. Until tonight, she was sure moving to the opposite side of Adelaide had been far enough to leave her previous life as Lara Roach behind.

Lara. The name sounded alien now. There was only one thing she missed about Lara the victim, and that was having her mum whole.

But the likelihood of a regular person tracking a name change was too slim to consider. So that meant the author must be someone from her present life. After all, they had used her new name.

The real question was, what did this person want? Whoever was gunning for her obviously wanted to toy with her, make her sweat. Which left only one motivation.

Revenge.


Chapter 3

Mya buried her face deeper in the pillow and ignored the alarm. The threat from the note had leaked into the recesses of her mind, like oil into the cracks of wet cement. She’d tossed all night, but no amount of calming breaths could stop her worrying about her mum. She needed to see and touch her. Know she was safe.

After a quick shower and toast, Mya pushed her Triumph Speed Triple motorcycle out of the backyard shed and into the access alley—Railway Lane, some bright spark had named it. The bike was her one luxury with its red tank, silver pipe, and hulking black 1050cc engine. She swung a leg over and turned the key in the ignition. Hopefully none of the neighbours were trying to sleep in this morning. The three cylinders growled as she twisted the throttle and then gurgled and spluttered as she coasted away from her house.

A moving van almost blocked the end of the lane, behind number twenty-five—the two-story monstrosity—but there was just enough space to squeeze the bike between it and the fence without taking off a mirror. She nearly lost her balance when a tall bloke with shoulder-length blond hair appeared in front of her.

His smile pulled the left side of his mouth up crookedly around a thin scar on his top lip, but it didn’t detract from his rugged good looks. In fact, it added character and maybe made him look older—she guessed he was a few years older than her, which would make him about thirty. A white tank top clung to his chest and his tracksuit pants hung low on his hips.

“Sorry. Do you want me to move the van?” he asked.

She dragged her gaze up to meet his powder-blue one. “Nah, you’re ’right.” She knocked the bike’s gear pedal into neutral and flipped up her visor.

“I’m Luca, by the way. Just bought this place.” He held out a hand.

She pressed her palm against it and watched long fingers wrap around her leather glove, mesmerised by the way his tanned bicep contracted as he shook her hand.

Won’t mind having him for a neighbour at all. “Mya from number twenty-one. Are you moving in with your family?” She cringed internally, not really interested in hearing about Mrs. Luca.

“Nah, just me.” He flashed another crooked smile and disappeared inside the van. With a box in hand he said, “Come by for a housewarming drink later if you’re free.”

“Sure.”

She nodded a farewell and coasted the bike down the alley. What a shame she had no intention of having that drink with him. No sense getting chummy with a bloke who knew where she lived.

Sunday morning traffic was light as she wound back and forth through the side streets, dodging morning joggers and a couple of drunks sprawled half on the road. Even the throaty reverberation of the engine and warm summer air couldn’t diminish her desperate need to lay eyes on her mum. With a brief glance around to make sure no cops were nearby, she took the sweeping right-hand intersection on Port Road at 120 kilometres an hour.

Richmond Hill was on the other side of Adelaide city, where the houses all had an attic or second story, manicured gardens with topiary pittosporum and pastel roses in neat lines. Huge jacarandas sprinkled wide streets with purple petals. A mother wearing a designer pantsuit, full makeup, and immaculate hairstyle pushed a Rolls Royce pram. A pot-bellied man buffed a silver BMW on a paved driveway. A gang of children on shiny bikes waved, tassels streaming from their handlebars.

Hard to believe she was only a few kilometres from Croydon, where the soup kitchen regularly turned people away.

The Speed Triple pulled up the incline at the back of the suburb to Rich Haven—Mya loved the play on words—Aged Care Facility, for the rich. There were annoyingly spaced speed humps along the kilometre of driveway, so she stood on the foot pegs to ease over them. Lawns sprawled on either side, dotted with park benches and rose gardens, shaded by vast gums, ash, and beech. The groundsman made deliberate arcs on a ride-on mower, throwing up the crisp scent of cut grass.

The grand Victorian building looked a lot like a castle with three stories of weathered stone and arched verandas with filigree rails and spires. On either side of the central building were large wings. With a see-saw motion, she walked the motorbike back into a parking space and left her helmet on the ground. No need to lock anything at Rich Haven. The mental image of a primped old lady taking off on the Triumph like a Hells Angel cracked her up.

She was still giggling as she climbed the wide slate staircase and passed through half-metre-thick walls into the reception.

“Hi, Mya.” Beverly Aldridge had been the bubbly receptionist for all of the nine years Mya’s mum had been there.

“G’day, Bev.”

Beverly pushed the guest register across the counter for her to sign. She tested the pen, secured to a silver chain, and signed Mya Jensen, visiting Rosalie Jensen.

Neither of them had used Jack’s surname after that day. The day their lives changed for the better and worse.

It had been SWOT Vac week at school, so Mya had been studying at home when Jack Roach—now Cockroach to her—returned from the pub. He swaggered through the front door and clipped her across the head by way of a greeting. She ignored him, like she always did when he was tanked.

Her mum was in the kitchen, rushing to heat a plate of food, but she wasn’t fast enough and there was a slap, followed by crockery clattering to the floor. Her mum didn’t cry right away, but as each blow landed, Mya’s intestines knotted tighter and tighter. She closed her books with a wallop and shoved them into a backpack. It was time to ride the trains.

That was more than a decade ago. She shook her head to clear the acidic thoughts on her way down the cream-coloured hallway. At door number thirty-two, she knocked gently and let herself in. A petite brunette nurse was writing on a clipboard.

“Hi, Anne.”

Anne flashed a brilliant-white smile. “Good morning, Mya. It’s a beautiful day today.”

“Yeah, I think we’ll go for a walk.”

“Give me a minute and I’ll help you move her into the wheelchair.”

“How is she?” Mya held her breath, the way she did every time she asked. Her mum was the only person left in the world that she cared about, and the thought of losing her was unimaginable.

“No change. I’ll let you know if the doctor finds anything at her weekly check-up tomorrow.”

“Thanks.”

Anne pulled a flat-folded wheelchair from a nook beside the wardrobe. “What are you reading at the moment?”

“Oh, I just finished a wicked suspense by Helene Young, but I’m into The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo now and can’t put it down. You’ll have to borrow it afterward.”

“I’d like that. A couple of friends said it’s a good story.”

Rosalie Jensen looked small in her floral-print recliner. She didn’t turn to the sound of Mya’s voice, but stared peacefully through multi-paned French doors to the garden. The natural light made her soft skin glow. Mya had paid an exorbitant amount of money to get a room on the ground floor in the high-dependency wing, and it was worth every penny. Of course, she wouldn’t be able to afford Rich Haven if it weren’t for Cockroach. Irony was a bitch.

“Hi, Mum.”

Rosalie moved her head slightly and her brown eyes flickered sideways, but her face remained blank, gaze vacant. Deep down Mya believed her mum was still in there, somewhere. Believed she recognised her only daughter.

Anne unfolded a wheelchair beside Rosalie and Mya bent to lock the wheels in place and swing the footrests out of the way. They slid her mum to the edge of her armchair, and she put her arms around Mya’s neck.

“Hold tight, Mum.”

Rosalie was cooperative, but still a dead weight as Mya lifted from under her armpits and Anne supported her thighs. They stepped sideways and lowered her into the wheelchair. Rosalie’s left arm spasmed and her hand automatically tucked under her chin. Mya straightened it.

There wasn’t a lot she could do for her mum these days, but she took pleasure in the little things. She’d failed to protect Rosalie all those years ago, but she wouldn’t fail her again. Tender care was the best she could do now. This was all she had left.

“Thanks, Anne.”

“You’re welcome. Enjoy the walk.” She flicked dark hair over her shoulder and picked up a tray of tiny plastic cups holding multi-coloured pills.

Mya flung open the French doors and wheeled her mum onto the patio. Rosalie’s head tilted toward the sky and she closed her eyes. Maybe it was because of the dazzling light, but Mya preferred to believe her mum enjoyed the warmth on her face.

Footpaths criss-crossed the fourteen-hectare property, and today there were lots of people pushing wheelchairs or sitting on benches and watching grandchildren scamper across lawns. Mya made a loop around the lake and paused on a PermaPine boardwalk. She liked to keep her mum up to date with her life, even if it was a monologue.

“Can you believe the corner store got an ATM? I guess it was too far for people to walk another 200 metres to the supermarket.”

She reached into a plastic bread bag and tossed crumbs in an arc across the water. A raft of speckled-brown native ducks glided from the bank to squabble over the tidbits.

A raised voice—male, of course—disturbed the tranquility. Mya grabbed the handles of the wheelchair in an automatic flight reflex, and her limbs tingled with a surge of adrenaline.

I’m safe. Mum is safe.

“Sorry, Mum. Now where was I? Oh, yes, we were flat-chat at the hotel last night, which is why I slept in a bit today. Met my new neighbour this morning, too. Mighty fine,” she added under her breath.

Rosalie stared across the lake, not even flinching when an overzealous duck took flight and flicked water onto her face. Mya used her sleeve to wipe it off, and her mum held eye contact for a few seconds longer than usual—a fleeting glimpse of lucidity.

“I know you’re in there, Mum,” Mya whispered. She pressed her lips to Rosalie’s velvet-soft cheek. “You’re too young to be in this place.” Her mum was only forty-nine and surrounded by the elderly, but there wasn’t any other option. “Nothing but the best for you.”

Shoes clip-clopped along the path and she heard the angry male voice again, followed by the hushed disagreement of a female. A man and woman rounded a violet honey-myrtle bush and glanced in her direction. The woman wore the Rich Haven uniform: navy skirt and pale blue pin-striped shirt. Mya didn’t recognise her, so she wasn’t from the high-dependency wing, but there was something familiar about her walk, the way she dragged the toes of her left foot with each step. She couldn’t place it.

A tall blond man in an orderly’s outfit had thick fingers wrapped tightly around the woman’s bicep and was propelling her forward. His gaze flicked in Mya’s direction, and he released the arm. Mya’s instincts told her the woman needed help, but the couple kept their eyes on the footpath and disappeared around the next bend. What people needed and wanted weren’t always the same.

Mya wheeled Rosalie back to her room, settled her in the recliner chair, and left the doors open to let the breeze in. She tossed a tartan blanket over her mum’s knees and retrieved a glossy, black jewelry box from the bedside drawer. It had been a birthday present for her mum, bought in a secondhand shop when Mya was in primary school. The menagerie of African animals painted on the lid had attracted her. Rosalie had often talked about taking Mya to Africa one day, to stand so close to a lion that the hairs on the back of their necks would stand up, or look at a strange giraffe with its long lips, doe eyes, and not-quite horns.

There was an assortment of trinkets inside the box, but only two were valuable to Mya. The first was a wedding ring with a small diamond caught inside a golden web, handed down from her grandma to her mum. Pity Mya would never use it, because she had no intention of ever letting a man control her.

Nestled beside the ring was a long silver chain with a tiny cylinder pendant and a crystal bauble on the lid. She lifted it out, surprised that it didn’t feel as cool or heavy as usual, but that was probably because of the warm weather.

It might just be her memory playing tricks, but she could swear the jewelry still smelt like her Grandma’s floral perfume, intermingled with the mothballs from her clothes.

She sat on the arm of her mum’s chair and dangled the necklace high, so the crystal caught the light and sent a rainbow of refracted light across the room.

“Do you remember the story Grandma used to tell us? She said Grandpa scrimped and saved for weeks to get enough silver to make the necklace. Then he drew the metal over a stake to form the cylinder and embossed the pattern on the outside. When he made the secret chamber, even the master silversmith was impressed.

“Grandpa was so nervous when he proposed that his voice shook, but Grandma already knew he was a special man and said yes right away.” She sighed deeply at the memory. “I wonder if he was the last decent man on the planet.”

Rosalie’s eyes swayed back and forth in time with the pendulum motion of the suspended necklace. Mya twisted the crystal bauble between thumb and forefinger, to pop the hidden chamber. It was stiff, so she tried again. The necklace was old, but it usually turned easily, so she wiped her hands down the front of her jeans and tried again. It would not twist.

With her cheeks suddenly hot, she hurried to the jewelry box, snatched the gold ring out, and flicked on the bedside lamp. She tilted the ring.

“No!” There was no inscription inside. She’d seen it a hundred times before. Ádh na nÉireannach: luck of the Irish. Her gaze tracked from the necklace to the ring and back again. A fist of dread sat heavily in her gut, and she toppled onto the bed as her legs gave way.

She picked up the bedside phone. “Beverly, someone’s stolen Mum’s jewelry.”


Chapter 4

Luca Patterson lay on his brown three-seater lounge with bare feet hanging over one end and surveyed his new house. It looked pretty good, despite the boxes stacked in corners. Sure, you had to stop talking when a train passed every half hour, but it was far enough away from his old home to start anew.

“Well, you finally did it,” Quinton said.

His big brother had been harping on for ages about Luca moving house. It wasn’t the only “moving on” his family had encouraged either. Apparently seven years was long enough to mourn a wife.

It wasn’t really about mourning though. Luca had given Olivia his heart, and it wasn’t his to re-gift. Selling the house they’d shared had seemed like a betrayal, but the real clincher had been when his younger brother, Gabe, proposed to Bree. They looked so damned happy. It reminded him of what he used to have, and he wanted it again—even if he didn’t deserve it. Not that Olivia had blamed him for spending time at work instead of with her, not ever.

Too late to dwell on the past though, because there were no do-overs in life.

Quinton tossed a beer stubby to him and flopped onto the chair opposite.

“Thanks for helping.” Luca raised the cold bottle in appreciation.

“Anything for a beer, but I don’t know why you need such a big house.”

Luca shrugged and stared down the amber neck of his stubby. Although his optimism was low, he’d bought the house to someday accommodate a family.

“Hey, who was the chick on the motorbike earlier?” Quinton grinned teasingly.

Luca raised an eyebrow in response.

“Oh, you thought I didn’t see. There are windows on the top floor, you know. Did you invite her over?”

“Yeah, but only to be neighbourly.” Although he wouldn’t admit it to Quinton, Luca hadn’t stopped thinking about his neighbour all afternoon. She had long, slender legs and a cute face—even squished into a helmet. Gleaming hair the colour of liquid caramel spilled down her back and, although he couldn’t see the rest of her under the leather jacket and gloves, there was something seriously hot about a chick on a motorbike.

“Well, send her my way,” Quinton said.

“Geez, arrogant much? You’re supposed to be a pillar of society.”

“I’m a lawyer, not a saint.”

Luca grabbed a cleaning cloth and tossed it at his brother, who ducked, tipping the characteristic Patterson hair over his eyes. All three of the brothers had the same blond hair, blue eyes, and tanned skin, but the similarities were only skin deep. Luca was a typical middle child. He didn’t have the leadership drive of Quinton, and he wasn’t quite as laid-back as Gabe. No, Luca had to find a way to stand out in a family of academics. What better way to capture his parents’ attention than to follow a dangerous and dirty career in law enforcement?

A song about being on the edge, screamed from Luca’s top pocket, indicating a work call—his idea of a joke.

“Detective Patterson.” He shrugged an apology at Quinton, who waved his indifference and headed to the kitchen, opening and shutting cupboards.

“Luca, it’s Kate. Sorry to phone during your holiday, but I’ve got a lead on the nursing home case.”

“You have? I could do with some good news on that front.”

“Well, I cross-referenced the staff from Happy Vale Nursing Home with all the other aged-care facilities in the metro area and I got a hit. Two hits, in fact.”

“Two coincidences?” He put his beer on the dining table and pulled a pad of paper and pen closer.

“It gets better. Both staff members left Happy Vale at the same time, nine months ago.”

He chewed the end of the pen. Nine months ago he’d investigated reports of jewelry thefts at the nursing home and overheard staff discussing the sudden increase in deaths. He dug a little deeper and confirmed an increase compared to previous years, but the deaths weren’t suspicious enough to warrant autopsies.

The same resident doctor had signed each death certificate, so Luca had investigated him. No evidence of anything untoward, but something didn’t sit right in his gut. There was a pattern of ladies without relatives dying, which meant no one to ask questions. Of course, once Luca started snooping around, it all went quiet.

Quinton reappeared, put an unopened stubby on the table in front of him, and dropped onto a chair with a bag of chips.

“They’re both working across town now, at Rich Haven Aged Care Facility,” Kate said.

“Hell. That place is the Ritz of nursing homes. Sounds like they’re moving on to bigger and better things. See if their contact details are current and speak to the director at Rich Haven. Find out how they got their jobs. Were the staff they replaced sacked, pushed, or did they quit?”

“I’m onto it, but I can tell you both phones are disconnected. I’m on my way to check out the addresses now.”

“You’re a gem, Kate, but be careful. You’re just looking, okay? And keep me updated.” He balanced the phone between his ear and shoulder to use both hands to crack the seal on the new beer. Kssst. “You know what happened last time.”

“Yeah, the boss told you to leave it the hell alone.”

“Right. Without evidence we haven’t got a case, so tread lightly.”

“Talk to you tomorrow.”

“Thanks, Kate.” He snapped the mobile shut and dropped it back into his pocket.

“Good news?” Quinton sat sideways on an armchair, drawing a moisture trail on his forearm with the bottom of his stubby.

Luca nodded. “Yeah, real good. Shall we order pizza?”

“I could kill a pizza right now.” Quinton grinned. “We should see if the biker chick wants in.”

The thought of him ogling Mya created a strange, tight feeling in Luca’s chest. “If she turns up for a drink, then she’s all yours, but I’m not chasing her so you can disgrace yourself.” He punched Quinton on the shoulder and flipped his phone open again to Google a local pizza delivery joint.

• • •

Mya sat in the wicker chair on her front porch, enjoying the evening breeze across her face. The porch light was off—not because she enjoyed sitting in the dark, but because she believed in facing her fears. Besides, it deterred the bugs. She had one of those blue zapper lights once, but the sound of frying insects put her on edge, so she gave it to Jilly at the Croydon Hotel.

This morning she had gone to the police station to make a statement about her mum’s jewelry. They took the fakes as evidence, but the young constable with cropped hair, had a dull look in his eyes that told her he’d already taken too many statements without fruitful outcomes.

The smell of warm tarmac wafted on the breeze, along with the delicate perfume from the jasmine on Mr. Reiner’s porch next door. Some of the nails holding together the rain-stained wicker chair she was sitting on had worked loose. She pushed one down with the bottom of her tea mug.

A pizza delivery car stopped at Luca’s house. Maybe she should take him up on his offer of a drink. But that wouldn’t be a good idea; she preferred her men random, so they couldn’t find her afterward. Besides, there was laughter coming through his open windows, so he obviously had company and didn’t need an awkward neighbour hanging around.

Pity, because he was mighty fine to look at. Not department store brochure good-looking, but he had a jovial face that promised entertainment. There was something special in his eyes too. They were guarded by feathered lines, as though they’d seen things they didn’t want to, but when she looked deeper still, they were open and honest. Eyes she wouldn’t mind staring into again sometime.

The three-quarters moon provided enough light for Mya to see four shadows skulk along the footpath. There had been a lot of late-night skulking since the Mason family took a six-month rental at number eleven. The elderly residents living on Railway Terrace had been complaining about rubbish tossed in their yards, drunken parties, and revving cars. Mya sat still and watched.

Mrs. Mason wandered into the middle of the road. She had an unnatural-looking potbelly, like there was a tumour under her belt. The face of Paula, her teenage daughter, was half-hidden by a long fringe, the glow of a cigarette swinging at her side. Padding barefoot behind them was Paula’s little sister—almost as wide as she was high. An unfortunate-looking lot.

Where’s the fourth shadow? Mya leaned forward and the wicker squeaked. There was movement in the front yard of number seventeen. Paula’s boyfriend waddled out with his pants down around his ankles. Classy.

The Masons laughed and jostled one another on their way past. They didn’t see Mya sitting in the dark, but she watched them until they were out of sight.

Seeing ferals stroll the streets got Mya’s back up, but there was no point calling the cops, because they wouldn’t bother chasing after petty criminals, just like they didn’t bother doing anything about Cockroach all those years ago. Her neighbours back then had called the cops plenty of times when he went on a bender, and sometimes the cops held him overnight to sober up, but never long enough. He always came home.

Yep, the cops were unreliable, so tomorrow she’d start scouring the pawnshops for her mum’s jewelry. Whoever stole it went to the trouble of making replicas, so they wanted to sell it somewhere and she was going to find it, and them.


Chapter 5

Bright and early Monday morning, Luca perched on the edge of his wood-laminate desk and read Melanie Lane’s and Kevin Barnes’s résumés. Constable Kate Derman sat with her pen poised.

“So,” she began, “the director assured me the staff Melanie and Kevin replaced at Rich Haven resigned of their own accord. Um … I haven’t told the inspector I’m working on this yet.” Kate doodled arrows along the top of her paper.

The last time Luca had been on the trail of suspicious deaths in a nursing home, the inspector had told him that no evidence meant no case. Luca sighed and smoothed his hair into the rubber band at the nape of his neck.

Kate’s mouse-brown hair was cut into a utilitarian bob and her face was makeup free. Her pale blue shirt had a crease pressed into each sleeve, likewise down the front of her navy slacks, finishing with polished black lace-ups. She was the picture of enthusiasm and diligence. He shouldn’t involve her in his obsession, but he couldn’t do it without her. “Thanks, constable. Leave the inspector to me. What happened after I spoke to you yesterday?”

Kate flicked through a spiral-bound book. “The address for Melanie was vacated around the time she left Happy Vale Nursing Home. Kevin’s turned out to be bogus.”
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