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Chapter One
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Holly’s head was cobwebbed with sleep. Only the dream of coffee lured her from her sleeping bag. The barista-cum-chef in charge of the breakfast tent at the quaintly named Boorowa Music Festival had her double-shot, flat, white coffee in his hand when she reached the counter.

“You’re a life saver, Pedro.” Almost grazing her nose against the rim of the cup, she absorbed the scent of a fresh brew. “And a master of the bean.”

“Food?” A talented volunteer, Pedro grinned at her ritual, his wink a promise he’d reserved a warm bread roll and banana for her. At her nod, he handed them over.

“Thanks.” Senior medic at the three-day festival, Holly had been ministering to party-hardened fans at four forty-five this morning. She’d welcomed the security backup when the final patient, a boozy bruiser with a stubbed toe, had wanted to hang around.

“You’re the last crew in.” Pedro returned to tending the bubbling pot on his stove, the ingredients in the Thai pumpkin soup a delicate, spicy backbeat to his sweet Arabica bean brew. He flipped his sound system to maximum-decibel heavy metal band AC:DC.

Holly winced, whispering to herself. “You’ll be deaf by thirty.”

The distorted guitars were a shocking contrast to the cruisy folk that had headlined the regional festival. Ear-shattering, rather than loud, was Holly’s verdict, permissible only because the bulk of the five-thousand fans had broken camp overnight and not-so-silently departed. Dusty, desolate fields with blue portable toilets extending in forlorn lines testified to a near-empty campsite.

Taking a table at the side, she let the first sip of coffee work its magic on her body and brain. “Mmmm,” she moaned.

A caffeine dependency was borderline mandatory when sleep-deprivation topped the risk list in your job description. Holly offered thanks to all the gods in the universe, took another sip, and closed her eyes to savour the hum of wellbeing stretching to her toes. Humanity’s continuum of vice included infidelity and murder. Caffeine addiction was the smallest sin. A vice she’d keep. She dunked a hunk of bread in her coffee, watching as the dough absorbed the liquid. When it was close to disintegrating in her fingers, she popped it into her mouth. Maybe that counted as another vice?

My last shift for this festival. Her gut tightened. Eight months since her last nursing shift on emergency surgery. Ten years in nursing, the last two in emergency at Brisbane’s Princess Alexandra hospital. Drawing in a deep breath, she then exhaled on a count from eight to zero as she’d been taught, consciously blocking out the memory of Donna’s murder in a workplace dedicated to healing.

Here and now, here and now.

When her wandering gaze met the barista’s, he held up an empty cup in one hand while pointing at it with his other. She nodded. A few minutes later, he leaned over the table with her coffee, the deliberate stretch lifting his blinding white T-shirt, giving her an eyeful of toned, tanned abs.

“Thanks.” She pretended not to get his I’m available message, just as she had every morning, instead returning a friendly smile. Pedro was tasty, all solid muscle and lean length, and her pulse remained a disappointing rock steady. Her nostrils quivered as she inhaled her second coffee. “Are you shutting up shop soon?” she asked as he lingered.

“Some of the organisers and crew won’t finish ’til late today. I’ll go tomorrow.” He shrugged, and she guessed more than heard his words. “What about you?”

“A few hours stock-taking medical supplies, then I’ll be on my way.” Her best friend’s death, even the conviction of Donna’s killer, had left Holly untethered, seeking something she couldn’t define. Closure? Peace? She was managing, if running on the spot could be called managing. She took enough paid nursing shifts at the music festivals she followed down the Australian eastern seaboard to keep her bank account positive, socialised with other crew members, but she no longer had a sense of who or what she’d be for the rest of her life.

“It’s been a pleasure, Holly.” He blew her a kiss as he backed away. “Maybe next time.” He waggled his eyebrows suggestively.

She toasted him with her mug. A pathetic indictment of her state of mind when coffee held more appeal than sampling a warm, willing Pedro. Gorgeous hunks were a fixture at music festivals. And she’d originally planned to reject the caution of a lifetime; to celebrate the fact she was still alive with occasional quick tumbles with relative strangers. Donna’s go girl rang in her ears. Only Holly hadn’t been tempted. Not once in her six months on the road. Her heart was numb. Hell—her sex drive was numb. Not a single man had made her gonads go pitty-pat. Or eased her aching sense of failure.

Her phone, tucked in her overalls pocket, vibrated against her leg. An unknown number.

“Hello, Holly here.” Unable to hear above the music, she raised her voice. “Hold on.” Lifting the phone high enough for Pedro to see, she pointed at it, then gave him a thumbs up when he hit the volume button.

Her ears still ringing, she tried again. “Holly here.”

“Holly Cooper?” The husky emphasis revealed the man’s frustration at the delay.

“Can I help you?”

“Your grandmother Mona Cooper’s in hospital.”

“Heart?” she croaked, pressing a hand to her own. Had Mona lied about the seriousness of her heart condition? Holly blinked. The tent still held a scatter of people. She read normality, decency, co-operation. Values her grandmother had taught her to appreciate. The independent old matriarch hated admitting to physical weakness—any weakness! Please tell me she’s okay, Holly offered a silent prayer.

“Damage to soft tissue and exposure.”

“Exposure?” Holly fastened on the impossible word, her mind reeling. He wasn’t making sense. They’d screen-timed last week. Mona had been buzzing with news about her gardening-as-healing project for eight primary school kids. An earthquake wouldn’t have budged Mona from her five-acre property in temperate Maldon, rural Victoria. “How the hell—”

“A fall in her garden. Spent the night there.” The man cut short her mental speculation.

“Which hospital?” I need to be there.

“Bendigo.”

You’re a nurse, dammit, Holly! Pull yourself together. Images of the Brisbane emergency ward, of a knife-wielding assailant, and of Donna dying at her feet hit like a tsunami, tumbling her into a rolling swell. Fear for her grandmother paralysed her.

“Emergency admission about nine this morning,” the man added, as if she should have asked him for details.

And she would have asked, but he was talking about Mona. Mona was supposed to live forever. Mona the Invincible—the name Holly had coined for her as a child. Seventy-five wasn’t old, but old enough with a heart condition to make being exposed to an early-spring Victorian night potentially deadly. She swallowed, her throat parched. “Did she ask for me?” Helplessness, a constant companion since Donna’s death, shredded Holly’s confidence her intervention could make a difference in an emergency.

“I haven’t been able to speak to her since I found her.” He wasn’t a doctor then. A neighbour perhaps? Holly didn’t know all the neighbours, but learning Mona wasn’t completely alone settled her deepest fears.

“Why?” She massaged her left temple, where a throbbing headache threatened.

“At first, she was drifting in and out of consciousness. Now she’s sleeping.”

The image of an unconscious Mona stopped Holly’s heart.

“I rang your father. He said you were closer.” His growl was a grating mixture of impatience and disgust.

Holly shared his impatience. I have to be there, now! Maybe he’d misunderstood her father’s deferral to her. She was closer in distance, closer in spirit. Her father trusted her to get there as fast as she could, faster than he could.

“I’m on my way.” She started a mental list; apologise to the organisers, hand over the medical inventory to a colleague, pack her gear, then retrace the twenty kilometres of dirt road to the highway before tackling the five-hundred-odd kilometre drive to Bendigo. “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

“I wouldn’t want you to put yourself out.”

Flint hitting cold steel couldn’t have been sharper. The man was seriously irked, and her failure to estimate an arrival time probably pissed him off further. She shuffled names in her head. She had a contact at the hospital, could get a professional update as soon as she got this grumpy Samaritan off the phone. “What’s your name?”

“Christopher Silverton.”

“Thanks for letting me know about Mona, Mr. Silverton.”
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Holly approached the hospital entrance, her chokehold on her bag bringing an unwelcome insight. Six months away, and the sense she was no longer safe in a hospital lingered. She wasn’t ready to return to emergency work. Still, she hadn’t known her stomach would heave like the deck of the Titanic at the thought of entering any hospital.

Flashing lights and a siren signalled the imminent arrival of an ambulance. Sweat trickled down her spine. Baulking at the hospital doors, she glanced around to check for witnesses to her mini panic attack. “Eight, seven, six, five...” She counted backward to zero, then did it again—and again—before she was steady enough to cross the threshold.

She’d also thought she was prepared for how frail Mona would look, but her heart stumbled at the stillness of the tiny body tucked beneath the blindingly white hospital sheets in the private room. The corners of the bed were neatly tucked. A trivial detail for her to notice, but attention to detail showed someone cared. After brushing away her tears, she donned a hospital gown over her grubby clothes before approaching the bed.

“You’re here,” Mona whispered, her hand turning in Holly’s.

Mona conscious, and aware, banished some of the scariest scenarios her mind had conjured while counting down the kilometres on the endless, punishing drive. “For as long as you need me.”

“I’m sorry I scared you.”

“I don’t scare that easily.” Holly flashed her brightest smile. But fear of what she’d find had kept her mind sharp and her muscles tense. Lives could be changed forever in an instant.

“It can’t stop now.”

“What can’t stop?”

“The project. I was right.” Mona’s whisper was part plea. “Creating a garden can help children heal. The project can’t stop because I’m in hospital.”

“It won’t stop.” Holly’s promise was a solemn vow.

Holly couldn’t remember a time when Mona hadn’t plotted for this project. From a distance, Holly had been party to every application, every knockback, every painstaking effort over years to get the education, health, and juvenile justice authorities on side for her gardening-as-healing pilot project for children who’d witnessed or been victims of domestic violence. Mona’s delight had reverberated down the phone line when she won the six-month grant to fund it.

Any threat to the project was a threat to Mona’s recovery.

“Go home now, darling. I knew you’d come.” Mona closed her eyes on a sigh.

Holly’s contact at the hospital had finished for the day, but the duty intern and her own check of the charts confirmed Mona was stable, medicated, and under observation. She updated her father before leaving the hospital.

Drawing to a halt in Mona’s driveway, she rested her head on the steering wheel. She was beyond tired, and with the adrenalin draining from her body, every muscle and bone ached.

She hauled her rucksack from the back of the van she’d named Norman. Expecting to detour to Mona’s on her journey south, she’d packed her own keys, a mis-matched set of six. Her fingers moved over the metal surfaces in the half-dark of a star-filled night, finding the right one for the front door.

The door gave as easily as ever, and the old-fashioned lightshade bathed the hallway with a warm glow. She inhaled comfort and reassurance along with the heady scent of the yellow roses spilling over the sides of the crystal vase on the hall table. And breathed out some of her body’s stiffness. The smell of beeswax sat behind the delicate perfume of the roses, Mona’s preferred polish for the wide, cypress-pine boards. Roses, beeswax, and a hint of lavender. Holly’s first lesson in natural remedies; a few drops of lavender oil in floor or furniture polish helped keep fleas under control.

There was always the risk of fleas because there were always animals.

“Bella!” Mona’s golden Labrador should have barrelled down the hall to greet her, desperate for food as well as affection at this hour. Holly walked through rooms flicking on lights. Finding them empty, she quickened her steps.

“Bella,” she called again. “Max.” She pushed open the back door. The old cat had still been alive when she’d chatted to Mona, although the vet didn’t give the ancient feline more than a few more weeks to live. Mona’s voice had wobbled in the telling. Holly was a few steps into the garden, her gaze straining against new and unfamiliar shapes when the doorbell rang.

Small country town. A neighbour must have seen the lights. She laughed at her jumpiness. But her steps slowed as she headed down the hall. The shadowy figure on the other side of the half-glass door filled the space. Over six feet and broad didn’t match any of the neighbours Holly remembered.

A flicker of alarm blindsided her. Donna’s killer had been big.

The Westminster chimes rang through the house again, and Bella barked. Whoever was on the other side of the door had Mona’s animals. Holly flung it open and was knocked off her feet by the enthusiastic dog. She sprawled on the floor, the dog straddling her, her long tongue lapping at Holly’s chin.

“Down. Bella. Darling,” she crooned, her fingers finding the magic spot on Bella’s stomach. The dog rolled over in delight.

“You know the dog.”

Holly recognised the voice of her caller from earlier in the day. Her gaze travelled up long legs and paused at the work-roughened hand holding the large cat basket where Max peered regally through the mesh. Continuing up, she found a broad chest, covered in a navy sweater knitted in an intricate pattern Mona reserved for those she was fond of. Holly’s stare landed on a craggy, square-jawed face scowling at her. His frosty grey gaze suggested his mood hadn’t improved. How come Mona didn’t mention her ripped, mid-thirties friend?

“Christopher Silverton.” She scrambled to her feet and offered a hand. “I’m guessing you looked after Bella and Max, as well as Mona.”

He refused her offer of a hand, instead doing his own slow survey. She failed whatever test he’d set her. “I’ve driven past the house a few times today,” he said. “But you weren’t here.”

“Just got here,” she replied. The guy needed a personality bypass, but he’d done his second good deed for the day.

“It’s after nine.”

“Is it?” It could be a hair past a freckle for all Holly cared. She held out her hand. “Max.”

“I fed them.” He handed her the carrier. “I’ll take you to the hospital.”

Her eyebrows rose at the masterful tone. “That’s not necessary.”

“The least you can do is go and see your grandmother. Or”—he leaned closer and his nostrils twitched—“maybe you need a bath first.”

“Advice noted.” She set the carrier on the floor, then closed the door in his face, deliberately locking it. She braced herself—body and mind—for a pushback, expecting his pent-up irritation to explode in loud knocking or shouted instructions. Nursing had taught her a lot of men didn’t take no for an answer. Her heart skittered against her chest. A lot of people didn’t take no for an answer.

Endless micro-seconds later, he turned on his heel and walked away. At the sound of his vehicle backing out of the driveway, she released her breath to the count of eight. “Whew!”

A gentle giant.

* * *
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Christopher—Kit—Silverton spotted Holly’s van in the hospital carpark the next morning. He’d have picked the battered vehicle as hers even without the interstate plates. The profusion of what looked like opium poppies spray-painted across one side made its own self-indulgent statement. He grunted, frustration leaving an itch between his shoulder blades.

He’d driven past the house this morning, prepared to offer her another lift because whatever his opinion, Mona loved her. And he’d fallen hook, line, and sinker for the feisty old lady since she’d invited him to co-manage her gardening-as-healing project six months ago.

“Shi–shoot!” he corrected himself. To his mind, Holly ranked lower than a stink beetle for using her grandmother as her bank. “For fuck’s sake, she’s still following a hippie lifestyle at twenty-something.” And that’s two gold coins in the swearing jar.

To a disinterested observer, hiring Kit made sense. He owned and operated the town’s only gardening supplies and landscaping business. But Mona had known his foster father, known his real father was a murderer, and known he’d come from the same desolate place as the kids on her project.

Had probably also known she was throwing him a lifeline. Mona seemed to make a habit of rescuing people.

He stomped through the front doors of the hospital, annoyed with himself and Holly. He didn’t know for a fact she’d never worked. But hell, in the six months he’d worked closely with Mona, her granddaughter had crisscrossed the country, a camp follower for musos.

Except the camp follower beat me here this morning.

Kit had been ungracious when he’d met her, but he hated being helpless. Mona had slipped into unconsciousness shortly after he’d found her. The duty doctor had taken charge while Kit had started tracking down her next of kin. By the time Holly had picked up the call, his patience with a slow-to-respond family was exhausted.

“I’ll be there,” she’d said.

The hours had dragged on, dappled sunlight had faded into night, and those three imprecise words were all he’d had. He’d driven himself crazy second-guessing her arrival time and had tried, without luck, to reach her again. Then he’d paced, trying to outdistance the guilt of not leaving Mona’s garden secure. He’d only left Mona’s bedside when the doctor had advised she was stable, and because he’d known her first question would be about her animals.

Finding no one in sight at the second-floor reception desk, Kit headed down the corridor to Mona’s room. A musical laugh floated through her open door.

“I’m surprised some of my campsite aroma doesn’t still linger. I gowned up last night to prevent contamination,” Holly gurgled.

She’d visited last night!

Presumably before I met her. She’d let him make a fool of himself. Irritation flared again. She’d also shut the door in his face. He pushed this one wide in time to see Holly’s Junoesque form bent over Mona, her fingers combing gently through the grey hair, her ginger-brown eyes filled with tenderness. No one had looked at Kit with such open adoration since his eighth birthday. The sense he was trespassing on an intensely private moment hit like a belly punch.

She glanced up. “Mr. Silverton.”

Her gaze danced mockingly, her pink-and-green cropped hair a neat, glossy cap on her skull where last night it had stuck up as if she’d been trying to pull it out by the roots. The clothes were an improvement as well. The paint-spattered shirt and scruffy jeans were clean, unlike last night’s overalls and purple sweatshirt.

“Ms. Cooper.” He looked from her to Mona, moving to the side of the bed with his hand outstretched. “I’m sorry.”

Mona took his hand, the light squeeze a poor substitute for her usual robust handshake, and guilt jabbed at him again. “Not your fault,” she whispered.

“I found you on the ground near a new ditch.” The memory of her crumpled, motionless body brought Kit out in a cold sweat. “There was a mattock nearby, and no fencing to show the hole.”

“I remember I tripped,” Mona said slowly. “Then I couldn’t get up.”

“You fell heavily, bumped your head on the mattock, and passed out,” he stated grimly. A mattock was a dangerous tool at any time, a mighty double-headed implement with its axe blade and cutting edge. Leaving it outside overnight was dangerously negligent. “My fault the gear wasn’t put away.”

“Why’s it your fault?” Holly’s brow puckered.

“I’m Mona’s gardener on the project.” Although her passion for the kids had infected him until finishing the project had become his goal as well.

“More than a gardener, Kit,” Mona protested.

“Christopher! Kit! Mona’s talked about you. Now I know who you are.” Holly’s brow cleared. She cocked her head to one side, and her eyes lit with interest.

Darkness threatened to swallow him. She couldn’t know his father had killed his mother when Kit was eight years old. Mona wouldn’t have shared his past without his permission.

He threaded his fingers through Mona’s. “What were you doing in the yard after dark?” Holding her hand soothed him.

“Looking for Max,” Mona replied.

“Damn cat!” Holly uttered the expletive.

He waited for Mona’s usual ferocious set-down to anyone criticising her beloved companion of twenty years. When no defence came, he gave his own. “She and Bella were standing guard when I found Mona.” The warmth from Bella stretched full length had prevented hypothermia, if you believed the duty doctor. Kit planned to supply top-of-the-range crunchies for both animals for the rest of their lives.

“Cupboard love,” Holly said matter-of-factly. “Probably wanted breakfast.”

About to protest again, he saw the smile curving Mona’s mouth. Mona was lapping up her granddaughter’s silliness. Holly Golightly, Mona called her. Audrey Hepburn might have made the character glamorous on the movie screen, but the Golightly girl hadn’t been a stayer. Postcards arrived irregularly from this Holly, stamped from different towns.

Great scones in Scone.

Tempted by a saddle in Tenterfield.

All of them signed HG. She wore the Golightly nickname as a badge of honour. A charming, careless ne’er-do-well, heedless of responsibility and prepared to let her grandmother subsidise her lifestyle. For Mona, he swallowed his disapproval.

“Speaking of which,” Holly said. “I’d best get some breakfast myself. Let you two discuss business.” The vagabond blew a kiss on her way through the door.

She had Mona’s eyes. He’d seen photos of her around the house. Easy on the eye. Appealing rather than beautiful until you learned enough to make you wary. Her eyes were a surprise. The same shape, the same colour as Mona’s. Finding she had Mona’s clear, direct gaze was an unwelcome distraction. And she smelled of honeysuckle.

* * *
[image: ]


Spotting a minibus in Mona’s driveway, Holly parked Norman in the empty street, folded her hands on the steering wheel, and rested her chin on them.

“Game on.” The minibus testified to kids in Mona’s backyard. Holly had coaxed names and physical descriptions of the eight kids in Mona’s care from her before Kit’s arrival.

Staying until Mona was completely fit was a no-brainer. She’d promised. Negotiating with the censorious Mr. Silverton might be trickier.

The man didn’t like her. His problem, and she wasn’t looking for a friend. But she’d have to learn enough about the project so she didn’t step on anyone’s toes in the short time she’d be here. Given he was now the boss, she’d have to deal with Kit Silverton. She pushed herself out of the van. Her first task was making the calls to cancel her music festival jobs for the next fortnight.

The noise of an argument hit Holly first. She rounded the back of the house. Bedlam ruled. Eight children between the ages of eight and twelve—although the blonde-haired, girl fairy sitting in the mud looked younger—and two adult women, all talking at once and waving their arms in all directions.

“Stay the fuck away from me,” a scrawny boy, knee-deep in mud, shouted.

Silence fell.
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“I want the rest of you to go and stand under that tree.” Anger vibrated from the younger adult; a flaming redhead dressed in work gear. She pointed in the direction of an old gum tree, her outstretched arm shaking, although she didn’t raise her voice.

A few of the children shuffled toward the tree, following the older woman who seemed to accept the redhead was in charge. “Let’s sit on the grass,” she said. “Is anyone else wet?”

The boy in the mud clenched his fists, his body taut as a pulled rope. The fairy sat in the mud beside him with—Holly took a closer look—Bella between them.

“Did Bella make that mess?” Holly wandered toward the mud pack. Bella’s tail thumped, churning up more mud, which spattered the boy’s shirt.

The redhead, Holly christened her Rusty, looked her up and down dismissively. “Who are you?”

“Mona’s granddaughter, Holly.” With her vow to make this work front of mind, Holly held her hands up in the universal sign of peace. “And currently in charge of the monster, marauding dog.”

The children under the tree eyed her with interest, while the two in the mud watched her warily. Each had placed a hand on Bella when Holly badmouthed the dog.

“How’s Mona?” asked one of the bigger girls.

“Mrs. Cooper,” Rusty corrected in a long-suffering voice.

“She said to call her Mona,” the girl insisted.

“I call her Mona.” Holly took a few steps closer, her movements relaxed and her smile easy. “She hates me calling her Gran. Says it makes her feel like Methuselah. She was sitting up and talking this morning. She can’t come home yet because the doctor wants a few days to make sure she’s fully fit.”

“It was my mattock.” The muddy boy stuck out a pugnacious chin, but the shadows under his eyes told of a sleepless night.

Holly ached to wrap her arms around him. “It was Max’s fault.” She took another step closer. “He escaped, and she went out to look for him. Damn cat.”

“Damn cat!” the fairy repeated.

Holly waded into the mud and caught Bella’s collar. “Let’s get you out of here, girl.” She could have sworn the dog grinned but allowed herself to be dragged toward dry land. Holly glanced over her shoulder. “Are you two coming?”

The boy put an arm around the fairy and helped her to her feet before they staggered after Holly.

“We can do this two way—” Holly began.

Bella shook herself and mud flew in all directions. The children under the tree giggled. Even the older woman’s lips wobbled, while Rusty backed out of reach, her face screwed in revulsion. Her quick retreat protected her from the worst of the airborne muck.

Holly, with her hand still linked in Bella’s collar, mentally consigned her last set of clean clothes to the washing machine. “As I was saying”—she winked at the fairy who stared at her out of wide eyes—“I can hose us down out here, or we can use the shower inside.”

“I don’t like cold water.”

“Just cold mud.” Holly reached to touch the girl’s shoulder, but she shrank back against the boy. Holly let her hand fall and glanced from one face to the other. “Let me guess. He’s your brother?”

The girl-child nodded.

“I’ll call for a taxi to take them home.” Rusty pulled out a phone.

She was about Holly’s age, thirtyish. Old enough to know sending them home early and mud-covered counted as punishment. Life had punished them enough. Mona’s gardening project was supposed to be a joyful experience for them, not more grinding down of their spirits.

Holly studied the two children. The boy’s fists were clenched again, and he stood slightly in front of his sister. She offered a compromise. “A taxi might refuse to carry them. Let’s clean up first.”

Rusty bristled. “You have no authority here.” 

Holly clamped her jaw shut on the words, I know what the hell Mona would do. The woman was right. Holly had no authority and planned on leaving as soon as Mona was on her feet. By Mona’s account, the project had been chugging along nicely for two months, and it wasn’t her role to upset established routines and hierarchies. Although the fairy looked at her expectantly.

“I should have locked Bella in the house when I left this morning. I wasn’t thinking straight.” Holly smiled an apology, willing the woman to accept the compromise. “She can’t resist water and dirt.”

“Billy left the hose on.” Rusty planted her hands on her hips, determined to sheet home responsibility to the boy.

“Okaaay.” Holly gripped Bella more tightly. Rusty, or maybe the Rottweiler was a better name, wouldn’t let this go. Insisting on making a damaged boy the culprit of a harmless game stirred Holly’s usually placid temper. “Billy and I will both stand in the naughty corner after we’ve cleaned up.”

The older woman stepped forward with a placating gesture. At least she had the wits to sense the situation was escalating from slapstick to bad farce. Holly tried to recall the details of the crew Mona had on this project. Kit, a gardening teacher, a psychologist, and Mona. From the clothes and the attitude, Rusty was the teacher, and in the absence of Mona and Kit, the older woman, the psychologist, was letting Rusty take the lead on mud and dirt.

Holly had arrived to anger, but she’d bet there’d been laughter a few minutes before. Hard not to laugh when you had children, water, dirt, a dog, and mud flying in all directions. Billy and his sister stepped up to flank her and the dog. Mona would have laughed herself to stitches at this scene and probably joined the kids in the mud.

“Here’s Kit,” the psychologist announced, as though the cavalry had arrived.

Maybe it had. Mona trusted this man enough to make him her partner on her precious project.

“What’s up?” he asked, all guileless wonder.

Holly hid a grin. He had brains inside the body of a Hemsworth brother.

“A silly game.” Rusty placed her hand on his arm in a blatant claim for support. “Billy turned the ditch into a mud bath.”

The ditch and my mattock. Holly looked at the boy and his fairy sister. Mona had fallen here. Billy hadn’t started this. His sister had, and he was covering up for her. Protecting each other would give them a place to start healing from whatever atrocities they’d witnessed in their short lives.

“Why don’t you tell Kit all about it”—she suggested to Rusty—“while I get Billy and...?” Her eyes asked the question.

The girl stroked Bella’s head, leaving Billy to answer. “Sophie.”

“From the Greek Sophia.” Holly smiled at the fairy. “It means wise.” She looked across at Rusty, the Rottweiler. “I didn’t catch your name.”

“Rachel,” the woman muttered.

Meaning female sheep. A follower, not a leader. Holly would choose Sophie as a name any day.

“Sorry again that I left Bella out,” Holly said. “I’ll make sure she’s tied up or inside in future.” She glanced at Kit. “We’ll be in the kitchen in about forty-five minutes if you want to chat.”

* * *
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Kit walked into the kitchen to find the kids sitting on the floor rubbing Bella dry with old towels. The kettle was whistling, biscuits were on the table, and the kids were dressed in what must be Mona’s old pullovers. Sophie’s sagged baggily around her knees. Although the sleeves were rolled up and fixed in place with the kind of elastic bands he’d seen old men use to hold their shirt-sleeves up. Billy had added a pair of rolled up tracksuit pants. On closer inspection, Holly wore a matching pair. Hers were stretched across her backside to accentuate curves previously camouflaged by her loose trousers. Very appealing curves. And it hurt to admit that a selfish, bubbly airhead stirred his libido.

“That was my last clean outfit.” She shrugged, and her serenity was appealing too. “I had to raid Mona’s wardrobe as well.” She held up the kettle. “Want a cup?”

“Please.” He sat and watched the kids for a few minutes. They’d been making overtures to the animals from the first, Billy especially. Today had probably been too good a chance to lose. Bella unexpectedly in the garden, two adults instead of three or four. He’d have to fix that. “You achieved a lot in an hour.”

“Sophie and I took the upstairs bathroom. I put Billy and Bella in the downstairs shower together and told him not to come out until they were both clean.” She outlined her solution.

He winced. “How’s the shower now?”

She grinned as if she didn’t give a damn, and some of the guilt-by-association tension he’d absorbed as Rachel listed Billy’s transgressions shifted.

“I’ll check later.” She set four mugs on the table with milk and sugar nearby. “Tea’s up.”

The children climbed onto chairs. Billy poured milk into Sophie’s cup then his own and gave them each three spoons of sugar. He offered the sugar bowl to Holly, who shook her head.

“No thanks,” Kit said when Billy held it toward him.

A buzzer sounded. “The washing machine has worked its magic.” Holly stood. “Time for the dryer.”

Kit waited until she’d left the room. “Mona said she went out to find Max.” Kit cursed his size when the boy cringed. Kit always moved slowly and kept his voice low, but size alone was a powerful threat to a child. Especially when their primary male role model was a big bastard who used his fists without warning. He also cursed Rachel’s easy blaming of the boy. Billy had been digging the ditch, but in Kit’s absence, it was her responsibility to check all tools were returned to the shed at the end of the day. He pushed his hand through his hair. He should have made it his business to come back. “I didn’t do last rounds on Monday night.”

“It was my mattock,” the boy insisted.

“You always return your tools to the shed before you go home, Billy. Without fail. What happened on Monday?” He took an unhurried sip of his tea and leaned back in the chair.

“Tim climbed a tree,” Sophie whispered before Billy nudged her in the ribs, shutting her down.

“Mona told me.” Kit nodded as Holly resumed her seat. “Tim got scared, didn’t know how to come down.”

Both children stayed silent. Holly exchanged a glance with Kit and held out the plate. “Orange cream?”

Billy grabbed two and shoved one in his mouth. Sophie slid one off the plate and took a delicate bite.

“Mona also said you climbed up and helped him down.” Kit reached for a biscuit, took a bite, and let the silence stretch. “Tim was embarrassed, Mona said. So, Rachel took everyone else to the back of the yard. You stayed with Tim until the home bus came.”

“Did you see Mona?” Billy sent Kit a sideways look.

“Yesterday and again this morning. She looked better this morning.” He glanced at Billy. “I was worried last night.”

“You called her.” Billy pointed at Holly.

Billy’s pain was the perfect match to his. A father’s violence tainted a son. You feared it in yourself. You blamed yourself for not saving your mother or your sister or your dog. He shrugged. “I didn’t think Mona was going to die. But when you feel like crap, it’s good to have your family around.”

Billy and Sophie’s maternal grandparents had taken them in after their mother’s murder. The children also had uncles and aunts and cousins, and although none of them had been able to break through the kids’ barriers yet, they were working on it. Years ago, no one had taken Kit, the offspring of a murderer, into their house. Just like your father. But if Billy blamed himself for Mona’s fall, they were back at the beginning.

“Did you know Mona used to be a nurse, Billy?” Holly drew the boy’s attention to her.

“That’s why she handles First Aid on site.”

“Exactly. So, she knows all about accidents. It was her job.”

The boy stared at her as if wanting to believe Mona’s fall was an accident. Kit willed Holly to find words to erase the raw agony on Billy’s face.

“It wasn’t your fault,” Holly explained. “No one expects an accident to happen. No one means for it to happen. No one’s to blame. It’s just an accident.”

“I didn’t mean it,” he whispered. Sophie slipped her hand into her brother’s.

“Mona knows that,” Holly said matter-of-factly. “She told me to tell you it wasn’t your fault. Do you want to play with Bella until your clothes are dry?”

Kit envied the ease with which she’d lifted the burden from the boy’s shoulders. 

“Can I see Max?” Billy asked.

“Sure.” Holly waved toward the next room. “Last time I looked, he was curled up like Rocky from The Magnificats in the corner of the couch. Take Bella with you.”

The children scrambled out of the room, Bella on their heels.

“Did Mona ask you to tell Billy it wasn’t his fault?” Kit asked.

Her more-pink-than-green fringe lifted with the breath she expelled. “Not yet.”

“Thank you.” Simple kindness was Kit’s lodestar. The unexpectedness of it hit with a sucker-punch every time. He’d arrived wondering what the hell he was supposed to do with Holly, but clear he’d set ground rules for how she acted around the kids. On the drive over, he’d even run through half a dozen points starting with Keep away. She’d blown his assumptions out of the water for the second time today.

“You weren’t there,” Holly said coolly. “You didn’t close the site Monday night.”

“I was consulting on a job,” he replied. She was about to accuse him of negligence.

“That’s why you hired a gardening teacher.” She took another sip of tea, pulled a face, then crossed to dump the remainder in the sink. “Yuck! Remind me to get some coffee. Mona explained the setup before the project started. You need to keep your own business running.”

“It’s my responsibility to ensure the gardening side of things are safe.” That was Kit’s bottom line. Although Mona had pushed him to drop in on Tim’s foster parents after his business meeting. He had no definitive answers, but the niggle remained. Something was troubling Tim, and climbing the tree seemed to be part of the boy’s new pattern of passive aggression.

“Accident! Don’t make me explain it a second time. You’re a big boy. Work it out for yourself. What idiot told Billy Mona fell over the mattock?”

“I can’t be sure.” Although he’d given Rachel a basic outline.

She sat down and snagged a biscuit. “Tell me about the kids.”

“Didn’t Mona?”

“I know they’re all children where one parent, usually the father, attacked or killed the mother.” She sounded as unmoved as a court official reading out a charge sheet.

Did she have the faintest idea what violent death involved? Before he’d escaped his bad-boy reputation, he’d seen a knife slicing into the soft flesh of a gang member. Seen it sliding along a bone, easy as filleting a fish. Watched blood spurting like a geezer and listened to screams die to a whimper. An obscene death. Bile scorched the back of his throat at her bohemian complacency.

“They are,” he said. “Sometimes they were present, other times not.” Kit remembered afternoons when he’d dragged his feet on the way home from school, afraid of what he’d find, and other days where he’d sped home, driven by an urgency he couldn’t explain to do something—anything. Some kids never got the chance to be free spirits. “Billy and Sophie were in the house. They had a secret place, in case their father broke the restraining order. In case help didn’t arrive in time. Their mother told them to hide when her ex-husband arrived.”

She nodded. “Billy gets his bravery from her. Strong protective instincts.”

Kit hadn’t anticipated perception from the vagabond. “Billy blocked Sophie’s ears as best he could. Waited until he was sure his father was gone. Then went downstairs. It wasn’t pretty. Billy let the cops in.”

“She died without revealing they were in the house.” Holly’s fists clenched, her voice stretched tight with suppressed rage. “They know that, and have to live with it every day of their lives. Does Sophie talk much?”

“She’s pretty withdrawn,” he admitted.

Holly had noticed, and her anger eased Kit’s. She kept shooting holes in his assumptions about her. Not an airhead. Not completely irresponsible. Not insensitive. And her low-pitched voice had a rhythm that soothed—the kids and him.

“Billy’s angry most of the time,” he acknowledged.

“Poor baby. He’s carrying a big burden.”

“I think he’d die for her.” Kit would have given his life for his mother. If he’d had a sister, he hoped he’d have acted like Billy.

“He did the ordinary equivalent today.” She put her uneaten biscuit back on the plate.

“What do you mean?”

“I think Sophie made the mud bath, might even have lured Bella into it. But Billy took the rap.”

“Then he still feels responsible for anything that goes wrong around him.” Kit had thought they were making progress in the last two months, although Barbara Bee was their psych expert.

“His mother dead. Mona hurt. He was unable to help either of them. Everything probably got mixed up over the last few days. But he’s one of the good guys, Mr. Silverton, so keep up the fine work on the project.” Her simple summation was another gut punch.

“What about you?”

“I promised Mona I’d stay until she comes out of hospital.”

“What do you plan to do?”

She shrugged. “A bit of this, a bit of that.”

“You’ll visit Mona.” He cursed himself for the peremptory tone and pictured her closing the door in his face last night. She’d wrong-footed him again. “Sorry, that was out of line.”

She cocked her head to one side, considering him and his ham-fisted apology. The sweetness of her scent tantalised. “It’s on the list.” Another buzzer sounded. “That’s the half-way point on the dryer. I’ll keep them in here until their clothes are dry. Then send them back outside if you’ll call the Rottweiler off.”

“Rachel takes her responsibilities seriously. To keep them safe and provide them with gardening skills,” he replied. Although his gardening teacher seemed to be developing a problem with Billy.

“Mm. What are her quals?”

“She’s a horticulture teacher and has done a few semesters in juvenile detention centres,” he said. Her father was an army general, a potential negative, but her references had been rock-solid and, with Mona always onsite, over-discipline hadn’t been an issue. Until today.

“This isn’t a detention centre.” Holly threw the words over her shoulder as she disappeared into the next room.

––––––––
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Mona’s kitchen window was the perfect vantage point for a would-be spy. Holly had hunkered down after her skirmish with Rachel on Tuesday. Keeping out of Kit’s way as well, truth be told. He’d treated Billy and Sophie with the respect she expected from Mona’s partner. But his underlying humaneness gave her an itchy feeling. Endless patience in a sexy body packaged in worn boots, drill trousers, and a pale-blue shirt. Ironic, really, to discover the first man who’d attracted her in forever wasn’t interested.

More than that. Mr. Silverton was borderline antagonistic. Probably for the best given he was clearly a deep-roots kind of guy when she needed to be footloose.

“Time’s up,” she muttered. “Two days is long enough for anyone to sulk.”

The morning tea bell rang, and she jumped. The pure sound was eerily similar to her old school bell. The first peal always had her on her feet and back in her classroom. She’d been obsessively punctual. Being good—her defence against being banished for a second time.

None of these kids looked in an especial hurry. They wandered toward the back veranda alone or in
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