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Kelly Steele—16 years old

Buttoning her thick flannel shirt, Kelly alighted from the inter-city express bus, a crowd of one. With shadows encroaching, and an orangey-pink sky fast fading to pewter, she’d need to get across the river and into Hay proper fast if she wanted to beat the dark. Hay, New South Wales, Australia, population just shy of three and a half thousand. An entire world away from big city Sydney.

“Got somewhere to stay?” The driver looked like a concerned grandfather, not that Kelly had one.

“Yes, thanks.” She took her backpack from him and slung it over one shoulder.

“To new beginnings,” she whispered to no one, the bus having made a quick getaway. “Thank you, Lahn Nguyen.” The wind carried Kelly’s words away.

She’d found the social worker—or Lahn had found her—just when Kelly had hit the point past desperate. Her mother’s latest boyfriend had complained loudly and often about the cost of keeping Kelly, about the hassle of having her around, about her watching him. Her mother had said she’d deal with it. Apparently, her mother had taken too long, because one night Kelly woke to the guy in her bed. Her mother blamed Kelly, claimed she’d invited him.

Gross, disgusting, just yuck.

Kelly ran from the far south western suburbs to Sydney’s centre.

A few months seesawing between living on the street, couch surfing and dodging cops had cured her of any romantic imaginings about life being easier away from a home where she wasn’t welcome.

Her new friends’ stories spooked her. One pressed into domestic labour in return for a bed, a second who’d had her drink spiked and woken to find her few meagre possessions stolen, and a third who’d found a naked man on top of her in the middle of the night. “You knew fucking was the price,” he’d grunted before rolling off her.

Being fast on her feet was essential, being on permanent guard exhausting, and trying to make herself invisible a constant slap at her desire to learn.

One night she hadn’t been fast enough. Picked up by the police, paraded in court, she’d had her first stroke of luck in years. The judge had referred her to social services and Lahn Nguyen.

“You’re smarter than this, Kelly,” Lahn had said. “This is a chance to make something of yourself.”

I want the chance.

The icy whip of the wind whistling viciously to sneak under her shirt made the regional town on the other side of the Murrumbidgee River seem more forsaken than it was. Wanting to push back against the cold and the anxiety crowding her, she started counting blessings, like the fact that Lahn had filled Kelly’s backpack with clean second-hand clothes and arranged accommodation for her in a decent, if plain, boarding house. While Kelly’s government allowance was meagre, rather than generous, it was regular and would cover essential costs. The greatest gift was enrolment at the local high school.

A few people glanced her way when she hit midtown. Kelly didn’t meet their stares, instead choosing to follow the map she had in her head. She double-checked the number on the two-storey red brick building before pushing through the front door. The woman on the boarding house desk was efficiently friendly, echoing the manner of overworked front-office staff everywhere.

One flight of stairs, a dimly lit hallway, the place was reminiscent of black-and-white movies on late-night TV, and Kelly giggled. Her smile died when she opened her door; a dingy room she guessed hadn’t seen new paint since its initial whitewash fifty years ago. Antiseptic clean, and the acrid disinfectant smell burned her nostrils. She fought the window to get a few inches of fresh air. Clean sheets on the single bed, a wardrobe and a desk with a battered work lamp—fifth-hand or salvaged from a dumpster. The circle of light it cast on the pock-marked wood was small and faint. Decent and spartan rather than plain. Placing her bag beside the bed, Kelly decided she could make something of it. Just not now.

Unable to settle in the sterile space, she went with the nervous-itchy feeling inching up her spine. It didn’t pay to get soft. You never knew when you’d be back on the streets. New place. It’d be better to check out the school before presenting herself there in the morning. Just to track the exits, get a sense of the layout. Education was the promise she’d come for.

Ignoring the creeping cold, she navigated the few blocks to the school. First, she walked the perimeter, then circled the main building, irresistibly drawn to a partly lit room at the back. Like a magnet, the library pulled her in. Pastel colours on the walls, rows of books, and banks of computer desks. She smiled, the tension she carried easing when she imagined herself in that room. Quiet, secure—a place to dream in as well as study. Knowledge was the fire in her belly. The lure of it kept her strong. With a law degree, she’d screw all those cop bastards who thought a badge gave them the right to do what they pleased.

“Hey you.” An overweight security guard was plodding her way. “What’re you doing?”

The voice out of nowhere kickstarted her heart. Her flight response was tempered knowing she had youth and a fast, out-of-the-blocks sprint on her side. Plus the benefit of her earlier reconnoitre. She’d run, because being caught in the wrong place at the wrong time was no way to start a new life.

“Stop.” He lumbered after her.

Zipping out the nearest gate, she bolted for a block. She turned right, jogged another few blocks before taking a sharp left into a narrow laneway. Leaning against a wall, she sucked in air. Hell—a month off the streets, and she was out of practice.

“Hey, babe.” A kid, half his face obscured by a hoodie, stepped in front of her. “You looking for me?” The first flicker of fear trickled through her.

“Nah, dude. It’s me she wants.” His friend sounded meaner.

A wave of alcohol and stale sweat threatened to gag her. Heart pumping, she scanned the area. A third boy joined them. The hoodie and jeans made them indistinguishable from each other. Lean, which might make them fast, depending on what they’d consumed. Her odds weren’t good. If a single backhander connected she’d be on her knees. And the lecherous smirks twisting their lips told her what was in store if they caught her.

No way in hell will you catch me.

“You lot smell too pissed to keep it up.”

They’d pay Kelly back for the taunt, but it gave her a split-second’s advantage. She grabbed the handle of a nearby garbage bin, flinging it into their legs. Spinning on her heel, she picked up speed, her gaze sweeping her surroundings for a hiding place.

Damn! Stupid to explore any new place after dark.

But she’d wanted to see the school, to see what hope looked like.

A three-story apartment block loomed on her left. She turned a corner searching for an entrance, the laboured breathing of the hoodies following her. She spotted a row of garages lining the back fence. Squeezing around a broken roller door, she flattened herself against the corrugations of the metal wall. Ragged breaths dragged at her lungs; she sucked them in, listening with her whole body. The teens ran a few metres past, then their steps slowed, their boots dancing on the cement yard, far enough away to hear them yelling, although she couldn’t make out the words. Then the words became a string of obscenities—they’d turned back.

Sweat poured down Kelly’s back. A few stars shone through the missing sheet metal in the roof. The space was large, open, able to house at least four cars. She clambered onto a high bench at the back, curled her fingers around a wooden roof strut, and swung her legs up to lock around the beam.

“You can do it.” Adrenalin pumped fire through her system. With a final burst, she hauled herself into a sitting position, inched her way along the post until she reached a crossbeam. She pressed herself into the wood, trying to become invisible.

“I’ve called the cops.” A guy yelled from the direction of the apartments. “I’ve had it with you trashing the place and stealing my gear.”

Shit!

Furious with herself, Kelly assessed the situation. The guy was probably yelling at the hoodies. Had he seen her? Could she sit it out?

The boys scrambled out of the yard, the smash of upturned bins and broken bottles marking their escape. A siren sounded nearby, brakes squealed, then car doors slammed.

Don’t open the door.

Kelly tightened her hold on the post.

The guy who’d called the cops yelled out, “I reckon someone’s in the garage.”

Damn!

Her skin iced. Someone dragged a door open, the sound scraping against her nerves. A large torch flicked on, flooding the front of the garage with light. The holder used high beam to scan the four corners, then slowly played the light up the walls, along the roof joists. The beam skated over her, then backtracked to spotlight her. She froze, her muscles stretched painfully tight. Her mind played out the scene to come.

“Come on down, girlie.” Impossible to make out the face behind the voice, but the tone and the emphasis on “girlie” were familiar tells. Tried, judged and found guilty. This burly cop was keen on punishment.

His offsider hoisted a ladder she’d missed against the side wall, slapping it against the beam next to her. It bounced, the echo shuddering through her.

“You’re under arrest,” top cop roared. “Come down by yourself, or I might have to tell my boy to come up and get you.”

“What’s the charge?” Kelly’s mouth went dry.

She knew her rights. She also knew they were worth zilch in a small town where rogue police could make their own rules. Lack of official oversight was explicit permission for some tin-pot dictators. Her caramel skin tones, dark hair and eyes complicated the equation.

“Trespassing on private property. Vandalism and intent to injure.”

She started down the ladder, the unsteadiness in her legs pissing her off. She faced him, head high. “Can I ask you your name, Officer?”

“Senior Sergeant George Hogan.” He loomed over her. “What’s yours?”

Welcome to bumfuck, as they say in the classics.

“Kelly Manners.”

“Don’t think I’ve come across that name before?” he mused, keeping the flashlight on her.

“I’m new in town.” Kelly pulled her shoulders back. She’d done nothing wrong, and despite living independently, in New South Wales at sixteen, she was entitled to the presence of a non-partisan adult at any interview.

He tut-tutted, and something nasty slithered down her spine. “And already in with a bad crowd.”

“I haven’t done anything wrong. Those boys chased me. They’re the ones you want.” She pretended a calm she didn’t feel.

“Looks like your mama named you wrongly. Maybe we should teach you a few manners.” Hogan looked her up and down, his gaze lingering on her breasts.

Junior officer’s body twitched, drawing Kelly’s attention. Younger, his tight-lipped expression made her mouth go dry.

“Those boys threatened me. They chased me. I came in here to hide from them.”

I’ve done nothing wrong.

“We only have your word for that.”

“I’d like to speak to the Legal Aid Youth Hotline, please, Senior Sergeant.” Kelly was proud her voice didn’t crack, despite the nausea swirling in her belly.

“We’ll get to that. You young vandals are getting a bit too cocky—carrying knives and other weapons.” Hogan turned to the younger cop. “Search her.”

The junior officer stepped closer. He hadn’t said a word, his face grim in the light that spilled from the security lights outside the open door. “At the station?”

“Shift’s almost done. Why bother with the paperwork when we can do it here and now?” Hogan smirked.

The younger cop turned his back on Kelly, his head tilted at a slight angle. “We don’t have a good enough reason.” He’d dropped his voice. Still, Kelly caught his words.

“You’ll follow orders.” Hogan drawled his answer before returning to slam the garage door shut.

Fear closed her throat, but she’d be damned if she let them see it.

Hogan trained the torch on Kelly. “Better be thorough. Who knows what she’s carrying?”

Kelly held out her arms at shoulder height. “You can see I’m carrying nothing.”

“Strip her.”

“That’s ... against the law.” To her shame, she stuttered.

This is Australia, Kelly, not the U S of A.

But she’d heard the stories of illegal strip-searching, mostly at music festivals, hands that wandered—nothing more reported.

You’re trying to scare me. And it’s working.

“Go on, boy. I’m waiting.” Hogan waved the torch around, then steadied his arm.

Kelly wrapped her arms around herself, a primal terror rooting her to the spot. She stared at the younger cop’s face, all shadows and angles in the outer circle of light cast by the torch. His steady gaze held hers.

Kelly swallowed her scream.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER ONE



[image: image]


17 years later

Kelly stood, waiting for her two friends to finish weaving their way through packed tables to the one she’d reserved. A celebration called for their favourite bistro.

“I’ve ordered champagne. Bella’s sprung for it.” Bella was Arabella Steele, adoptive parent and fairy godmother to Kelly Steele, previously Kelly Manners.

Although Kelly was also prepared to award sainthood to Lahn Nguyen, the social worker who hadn’t turned her back when Kelly had slunk back into Sydney after her nightmare in Hay almost two decades ago. Lahn had taken her to a care home and a bedroom, which she’d shared with two other “unattached” kids. Lucy—Liùsaidh—McTavish and Clem—Clementine—Delgado had become her closest friends.

“You got the job.” Lucy tightened her hold before stepping back. Lucy’s mother had died, and the ten-year-old had been parked at the home while authorities searched for any family who might take her. Her grandparents had stepped in. “Congratulations.”

“I’ve been ‘acting’ in the job a few months.” Kelly smiled. “But, yeah, it’s been confirmed.”

“Move aside, Lucy.” Clem nudged Lucy out of the way with her hip and took her place, dancing a little on the spot. Clem had landed foster parents who’d stuck. “Go, girl. I knew you’d get it.”

“You’re both way more confident than I was.” Kelly sank into her seat.

“But you’re pleased?” Lucy dropped beside her.

“Over the moon.” Kelly grinned. “I love the idea of combining school and community libraries. They make sense in small country towns. Plus, they’re a better use of public resources.”

“But the job’s based in Sydney. You’re the NSW Education Department’s state-wide coordinator for school community libraries. You advise, you suggest, you research models to improve school library services across NSW, right? You just visit sites occasionally?” An edge of concern entered Clem’s voice.

“Mostly.”

A waiter appeared at Kelly’s elbow, champagne bottle in hand, momentarily pausing their conversation. The cork popped, and he filled three glass flutes. Kelly saw Lucy signal Clem to zip it while the waiter hovered and prepared herself for the cross-examination. They loved her, so were entitled.

“Don’t you just love champagne?” Kelly searched for the right words in her glass. “The pop of the cork, the bubbles tumbling into the crystal flute, the scent of the effervescence.”

“You can smell the effervescence?” Clem drawled.

“Can’t you?” Kelly offered a question for a question, a time-honoured way of avoiding difficult subjects. “Thank you.” She smiled, and the waiter retreated.

“What does ‘mostly’ mean?” Lucy barely waited until he was out of earshot.

“Here’s to new opportunities.” Kelly raised her glass. Her friends did the same.

“New opportunities.” Lucy clinked her glass against Kelly’s.

“Add ‘new’ to ‘mostly,’ and I want to know what this opportunity is.” Clem wouldn’t be distracted.

“The department supervises a few school community libraries, but it’s a growing trend. One of our most ambitious ventures is in Tullamore.”

“Tullamore. Brand new building. Ayesha Patel. Your equivalent of a guru.” Lucy rolled her eyes. “You were present for the handover of the completed but empty building to the school just before Christmas. Ayesha is deputy principal and has carriage of the project.”

“You’re a broken record on the subject,” Clem agreed.

“Am not.”

“Are too,” Lucy shot back.

“Ayesha has taken emergency leave. Someone else will take over the deputy principal role, but the library isn’t fully stocked or set up, and it needs someone who understands the way school community libraries work. The summer school holidays end in late January. That’s two weeks. I’ve been asked to go to Tullamore to make sure it opens for the new school year. Get hands-on experience of doing this from scratch,” Kelly blurted it out in one go, and hoped they didn’t ask for details on Ayesha’s emergency. Kelly didn’t know but had a gut feeling something at the school, not something in Ayesha’s private life, had precipitated the deputy principal’s sudden departure.

“Are you sure, Kel?” Lucy exchanged a worried glance with Clem.

“Stop with the loaded looks. I’m right here. It’s a short-term placement.”

“School starts the week after next. When did Ayesha disappear?”

“She didn’t disappear,” Kelly insisted, crossing her fingers under the table. “She’s taken leave. She hasn’t resigned.”

“When’s she due back?” Clem held up a hand. “Where will you stay? Will you take Boo? You don’t have a car. Define short term. You hate the country.”

Kelly answered the last accusation. “I had one bad experience—"

“Bad!” Her two friends cried in unison.

“Okay—shitty, sexist, demeaning—”

“Try criminal,” Clem said drily.

“But I’m over it.” A mantra Kelly still repeated to herself at regular intervals. “And I can’t blame every small town in the state for one with a twisted cop shop.”

“You were violated,” Lucy said.

“I can say the words aloud now without going to pieces.” Kelly closed her eyes briefly. “I was illegally strip-searched.”

“Based on current reports, sexist, misogynistic cops litter the state, despite various attempts to re-educate them.” As a social worker, Clem had first-hand experience. “Some cops still carry out illegal strip searches of young women and girls.”

“Cops break the law because they can get away with it, but I’ll be working between the high school and the community library.”

“I remember seeing you the day you came back.” Anger was the backbeat to Lucy’s quiet words. “You couldn’t settle, couldn’t sleep, and when you did, you had nightmares.”

“And now I’m okay,” Kelly insisted, because her friends were worrywarts. “Hell, it’s been seventeen years.”

“I bet you can still smell that hell hole they held you in when you close your eyes. You can see the smirks on their faces. Hear the fear buzzing within you. Feel the sweat slithering down your back. Taste the helplessness.” Clem’s voice throbbed with remembered pain, and Kelly reached across the table to take her hand. All three of them had childhood memories they’d fought to forget, and Clem’s description roiled in Kelly’s belly.

“Geez, are you this sensitive with your clients?” Kelly squeezed her friend’s fingers.

“You’re my friend. I love you.”

“I love you both, which is why I’m telling you first. After Bella. She said you’d need the champagne.”

As if on cue, the waiter reappeared. “Your usual order?”

“Please,” Lucy replied for them.

The eggplant parmigiana was authentically Italian, the salad with its secret dressing the perfect accompaniment. Crisp bread rolls completed the dish.

“Although we won’t need the wine tonight,” Kelly added.

“What did Bella say?” Lucy respected Bella’s opinion. That didn’t mean she always agreed. Kelly wasn’t fooled.

“That it was my decision. That I had her support. It was Bella who renamed Hay Abbadon Central, the place of lost souls. Part of our exorcism.”

After Kelly’s flight back to Sydney, Lahn had cared enough to find her a foster placement. One of the worst experiences of her life had delivered the best experience of her life. Fate had handed her Arabella Steele.

Kelly continued, “I won’t need a car in Tullamore. I’m taking the bicycle. I’m also taking Boo.”

“You’d better be taking that dog.”

“I just said I was. Remember, you met Star?” Kelly didn’t wait for agreement. "Her brother Dean’s driving me up in his van on Monday. Ten weeks, one term tops. I’ll be staying in a government house—”

“This Monday?” Clem set her flute on the table with a snap. “Three days from now.”

“Once upon a time I dreamed of living in a small country town. Maybe it’s time I tested that dream.”

“I could have driven you up in the McTavish van.” Lucy glanced at Clem before she made the offer, but Kelly recognised the signs. Her friends were making a silent pact to protect Kelly from herself.

“That’s a generous offer I couldn’t accept,” said Kelly. Especially since the van was in constant use these days, not just with Lucy’s family antiques centre, but her new husband, Niall Quinn, used it for his bespoke woodworking business—Quinn, by design.

“If you want out at any time, Lucy and I can be there before you finish packing.” Clem made her words a vow.

“You’re the best.” Kelly smiled, blinking back tears. “I’ve been asked to help, and it’ll deepen my experience. I need to do this. To be blunt, it’s time I check whether demons still lurk beyond the city limits. Think of this as a controlled experiment—time-limited, part of a team, with Boo at my side.”

“Boo’s the only reason I’m not shouting like a banshee,” Clem muttered. “Daily updates. That’s non-negotiable.”

“Deal. Although you’re worse than Bella.”

“What did she ask for?” Lucy leaned back to allow the waiter to slide her meal onto the table.

“Regular updates.” Kelly grinned. “And we checked the Tullamore cop shop before I agreed. Senior Sergeant George Hogan didn’t transfer there.”

“Just as well.” Clem nodded her thanks to the waiter. “Did you ever find out the name of the second cop?”

“I didn’t ask.” Kelly had never been fully able to answer why she’d never searched, although psychologists had offered reasons. “He was an automaton following orders.”

“That wasn’t what you said at the time.” Clem was gently tenacious. “I learned a few new cusses that night.”

“I shouted every obscenity I knew. Maybe that was enough,” Kelly lied. Her friends didn’t challenge her lie, instead opening their eyes wide to let her know they didn’t believe her.

Kelly saw the junior cop in her nightmares. Panic blurred the edges of the image, so she couldn’t recall each detail just the overwhelming sense that she was stranded and powerless. When he’d dropped her back at the boarding house, she’d run.

* * *
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“We agreed Condobolin would be my last troubleshooting assignment.” Mick Jamieson settled more comfortably into the deep leather armchair in front of the fireplace, currently filled with iconic Australian red waratahs in a vintage jug.

“I’m only the regional director of schools.” Roslyn Morales toasted him over a glass of fine Riverland merlot. She occupied a second armchair, part mentor, part friend, and all boss.

Mick snorted.

She continued, "I’ve been overruled. You’ll keep your Head of Maths position at Appin, but right now, the department needs someone discreet and trustworthy at Tullamore. We’ve identified some odd patterns involving appointments to senior school positions, an unusually large turnover of young, inexperienced female staff, and a nosedive in science and maths performance of female students.”

“I’ve done a few of these troubleshooting jobs now.” Mick held his glass up to the light, the rich plum colour of the wine reflecting its red fruit flavours and a fraction of his frustration. Did it always have to be men refusing to treat women as equals? What planet were they on? “Are you sure no one’s worked out what I’m doing?”

I’m tired of fixing up other people’s messes. I want more.

“Pretty confident. You’re a late starter to teaching, late-twenties before you took your degree, and you’re greedy for promotion. You’re prepared to do short stints at different schools to build experience. This school’s large enough for both a principal and a deputy principal. You split responsibilities, although the principal is the final decision maker. He also had no teaching responsibilities. You’ll be expected to take a few maths classes on top of your administrative load.”

“I like teaching.”

“Deputy is a good move for you. The old days when time served was a stepping stone to becoming a principal are long gone.”

His boss had been delighted to discover Mick was an ex-cop.

“Coppers or teachers, makes no difference. My whistleblowing at the last two schools I was assigned to got people sacked. People hold grudges.”

“Your name hasn’t been used in any official or unofficial documents.”

“What about text messages, messaging apps or other sites?”

“Last time, Mick. I promise. Then you can apply for whatever promotion position you want.”

Mick sighed inwardly. He’d done enough penance for his sin as a rookie cop. He’d taken on these informal investigative roles in schools because the abuse of power by public officials shot him back to a poorly lit garage and a vulnerable young woman.

“Can I refuse?”

It was time to move on with his life. To follow his dream of running his own school, helping kids to be their best selves, and proving that treating both staff and students with respect paid dividends.

“I want you to accept.” She held his gaze.

“What aren’t you telling me?” He liked Roslyn, and she’d never made a job personal before.

“Ayesha’s request is sudden. Plausible”—Roslyn placed her drink carefully on the coffee table—"but I have a bad feeling about it. I approved her request and told her I’ll hold her job open until she’s ready to return. I also said I was available for a chat at any time. I haven’t heard another word.”

“Compassionate leave is to cope with sudden changes in fortune.”

“I’ve known Ayesha for years”—Roslyn paused—“there’s something off about this.”

“Schools open in less than two weeks. Executive staff have already been assigned. Long-term staff at Tullamore might be pissed off not to be offered the opportunity. I’ll need enough information to know what I’m looking for and to cover my back.” Mick let a little of his frustration show. “What’s the deal?”

“Ayesha’s request gives us an opportunity to move someone into the school and get an objective assessment of what’s happening.”

“Did Ayesha give you anything?”

“The library might be the key. Ayesha’s the brains and drive behind a new school-community library. I’m worried about progress.”

“Could Ayesha be the problem and have decided to do a runner?” The cop in Mick was already considering angles.

“That’s part of what I want you to find out. Although Ayesha was being white-anted—deliberately undermined—by the school’s principal. And Ayesha didn’t share that.”

“Who did?”

“There was an official handover at the end of last year, a walk-through of the empty building to take possession.” Roslyn sat back in her chair. “I invited the new state-wide coordinator of community school libraries to represent the department—a flying visit.”

“She’s your informant?”

“At this stage, I don’t have an informant, just a gut feeling, and some disconnected pieces of information. Kelly reported the white-anting on her return. It apparently formed part of the principal’s short speech at the handover.”

“Who’s the principal?”

“Dom Ellis. Been there a few years.” Roslyn winced. “Another thing. Kelly didn’t take kindly to having her butt fondled at the celebratory party afterwards.”

“Did she lodge a complaint against anyone?”

“Apparently it was a bit of a scrum. It was also at the local pub, ostensibly not school business. Hard to identify an individual, but she provided a list of names.” Roslyn handed him a slip of paper. “Burn that after you memorise it.”

“Part of my plan, then I bury the ashes at midnight under a new moon in a dense forest.”

Ros giggled, a most un-Ros action. “Kelly considered a police complaint. That would have involved CCTV. Kelly said no woman got much joy from making a complaint in a situation like that.”

“Ouch. Am I in charge of the library too?”

“You’re job-sharing. I spoke to my boss, who spoke to Kelly’s boss. I rang Kelly after I got Ayesha’s application. Kelly’s agreed to return for first term to ensure the successful opening. She’s got no history, no connections to the place, no pre-conceptions.”

“Apart from thinking someone on the executive is a sleazebag.” Mick raised an eyebrow. “Why did she agree?”

“She’s an admirer of Ayesha and wants the library to succeed.”

“What’s my role?”

“As deputy principal, you’ll replace Ayesha as the school representative on the Library Board of Management. Kelly reports to you. You’ll need to be hands-on enough to take over from Kelly when she leaves, although by that time you should have clarified whether a teacher librarian or a council librarian will take the senior role.”

“What’s Kelly’s last name?” Mick didn’t know many of the state office staff. He’d never forget the one Kelly he’d met in his life.

“Kelly Steele.”

“Don’t know the name. What’s Kelly Steele been told about why Ayesha needs to be replaced?”

“Compassionate leave, same story you got.” Roslyn reached for the bowl of cashews.

“Bet she’ll have lots of questions.”

“You’ll like her. She’s a straight shooter, smart, loves her job.”

“That’s it?”

“You’re single, able to go anywhere at short notice. More logical than uprooting a family. You jumped at the chance of being a deputy principal—your first job at that level.” She held up the bottle of wine.

“No more for me. I’m driving.” He stood.

“To be honest I’m hoping Kelly asks questions.”

“If she’s as smart as you say, she might not take kindly to being used as a Trojan horse.”

“I’ll keep in touch”—Roslyn rose and led the way to the door—“pass on anything else I learn.”

You’ve given me stuff all, Mick reflected, unlocking his car ten minutes later. Less than usual.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Kelly didn’t regret a cent of the van rental to Tullamore. Bella, adoptive parent—grandparent–inspiration—had supervised loading and waved her off. A sparkling summer Monday morning in Sydney had soared into scorching temperatures this far from the sea.

“Boo.” She opened the van door.

“Woof.” The dog’s response showed deep offense. Six hours in the back of a locked van with only one short break was enough to disturb anyone’s equilibrium.

“I’m sorry, darling.” Kelly unclipped the safety harness from the seat belt restraint. The chocolate Labrador placed her paws on Kelly’s shoulders to nuzzle her throat, then stepped onto the ground beside her.

“All good?” Dean, the driver, and brother of a colleague, came up alongside her. He glanced toward the house and whistled. “Fancy digs.”

Kelly tried to imagine what he saw. A well-kept yard, a rambling old house painted a crisp white with a dark green trim and verandas on three sides. The front veranda sported a cane table and chair setting. Solidly middle-class. That definition probably fit Kelly these days. Kelly had stayed overnight on her whirlwind visit for the official handover in December. For this stay, she’d claimed the bedroom with double doors opening to the secure yard, knowing she could keep Boo and any housemate apart if needed.

“Looks comfortable,” Dean added.

“It’s government-owned,” she said. “Available for government employees in town for short work appointments.”

“How long did you say you were staying?”

“One term, maximum. That takes us to Easter. I’m hoping you’ll come back to get us.” She patted his arm. “In the meantime, I’ve got tea in my hamper before you head back.”

“Let’s unload first.” He hauled out Boo’s mattress, then reached for her bicycle. “Where do you want these?”

“Side veranda near the double full-length windows. Room one’s mine.”

“How do you know? Have they scratched your name on it?”

“Is that what you did?” Kelly registered his guilty look. “Bedrooms are allocated in strict order of arrival, but I got first dibs because I was appointed before any other transfers were processed.”

“Keys?”

“Should be under the mat. I texted the neighbour at our last pit stop. Front door, front and back security doors, and the key to bedroom number one.”

“You open up. I’ll start unloading.” Dean headed for the side veranda with the dog mattress and bicycle.

Kelly found the keys where promised and unlocked the front door. Dean came up behind her with two more boxes.

“In here.”

She nudged the bedroom door open with her hip, then spotted a deep red rose through the window. She pushed the window high. Bella loved roses, especially heavily scented heritage roses like these. The scent grounded Kelly. For a moment, when she’d opened the door, fear had washed through her. A frisson of a memory from Abbadon, but this bedroom was nothing like the one she’d fled seventeen years before. She shook her head to free herself of unwanted memories.

Her world was different now. Boo at her heels was testimony to that.

“Boo,” she called him to her side. “Home. This is home for now.” She planted a kiss on his head. “Let’s get this show on the road.”

Boo trotted backward and forward with her while Dean shifted the heavier gear until the van was unloaded.

“Time for a cup of tea?” she asked.

“Just. I’ve got an early start tomorrow, so won’t hang about.”

“Kitchen’s this way.” Kelly headed down the hall, then halted. “Looks like I might already have a housemate.”

Dean opened the fridge. “I’m guessing male from the six pack of beer.”

“That’s sexist. Women drink beer.” She peered around him. “And that’s a bottle of white wine.”

Dean lifted the lid of a large casserole on the top shelf. “Whoever it is, cooks. And likes Tim Tams.” He grinned and reached for the packet. “A couple?”

“Men cook.”

“Not this one.” He puffed up his chest.

“That’s not something to boast about.” She filled the kettle. “And I don’t believe you. Your sister is an equal-opportunity kind of gal, and she’d have kicked you out of her apartment if you didn’t pull your weight.”

“I’m a whiz at laundry and cleaning. She cooks. We call it fair.” Dean shrugged. “So, do we snoop around the laundry here for clues to gender?”

“We do not. I wait until my new housemate gets home and I politely introduce myself.”

“And Boo?” He raised an eyebrow.

“Boo’s the reason I chose that bedroom. If I have a housemate who doesn’t like dogs, Boo can use the veranda to enter and exit and stay out of the rest of the house.” But she’d leave all the doors ajar when she was home, so Boo could reach her if needed.

Dean drained his cup in a final swallow and pushed to his feet. “I’d best make a move.”

Kelly followed Dean up the hall and was still at the front door when his van disappeared around the corner.

“I know, I know.” Kelly bent to stroke Boo’s ears. “Unpacking can wait. But first things first.” She opened the chat she’d set up for Bella, Lucy and Clem, speaking as she typed.

“Arrived safely. Housemate already in residence. Not yet sighted. Early evidence suggests housetrained.”

Then she surrendered to her need to explore. The compulsion to know the lay of the land, the exits from every building and cul-de-sac hadn’t left her. Although it was more muted now Boo walked at her side. The centre of town was a simple grid pattern. The main shopping street was two blocks over from the house, the school a block beyond that. A park sat diagonally opposite the school, stretching through to the main street. The library was perched on the edge of a park. Two stories of high energy efficiency design—functional, elegant, and in command of the government-owned land. The perfect location for both the school and community to access.

Kelly’s current plan was to check out the shops, replace the packet of Tim Tams she’d tucked in Dean’s bag, and get access to the library. She didn’t spot any workers in a library scheduled to open with the start of the new term seven days from now. More ominously, piles of unopened boxes and empty shelves were clearly visible. The timeline Ayesha had outlined during Kelly’s visit to Tullamore last year meant the books should all be shelved by now.

Holy hell. What’s going on?

A prickle of unease skated across her shoulders. She wasn’t afraid of hard work, but she also hadn’t expected to start from scratch. With few options, she rang Ayesha’s old office landline.

* * *
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Mick scrubbed his hands across his face. Still locked out of the school IT system, despite Dom Ellis’s promises. An oversight or a pattern? Patterns fascinated Mick; one reason he’d found himself enrolled in a teaching degree majoring in maths after his exit from the police force and a year spent wandering Australia trying to get his head straight.

When the landline rang, he automatically reached for it. “Tullamore High School.”

“Who are you?” Low-pitched and husky, her voice was better suited to a smoky bar, bluegrass and heads tilted
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