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  Chapter 1
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Melita Van Der Meeliko had to get her act together. Take a deep breath, girl. 
Three years after that last kiss should have cured her of the crush she had on Luke Harvey, but his arrival only caused the swirling in her stomach to intensify. Nothing had changed.
The intersection on the Bruce Highway, which linked Brisbane to Cairns, looked no different to when she’d limped off the road with a flat tyre two months ago. To South Johnstone, read the lichen-encrusted sign on the side of the road, with cane fields stretching as far as the eye could see in one direction and banana farms in the other. 
Melita got out of her car and waited for Luke to do the same. They’d driven from opposite directions, she forty kilometres from the Tully township, and Luke eighty kilometres from the Cairns airport.
When he got out and stretched his arms above his head, she held in a groan. His navy cotton shirt, pulling taut over his chest and shoulders, couldn’t hide the result of hard physical work as a tradesman. His body was a work of art. His messy sandy-blond hair hadn’t changed, but the smattering of stubble on his face had her licking her dry lips. She swallowed, hoping to calm her racing pulse.
Was he nervous about this meeting too? It had only been one kiss. One that she remembered whenever she closed her eyes at the end of a long day. 
“Melita, wow, this is out in the sticks.” He gave her a quick hug.
Taking a step back, she gulped in a lungful of air. If he agreed to do the renovations, how would being together work? 
Her mouth opened and closed soundlessly until she ground her jaw and clenched her hands. Get a grip. “Hi, Luke, thanks for agreeing to come.”
“Hey, you did all the organising. I just hopped on the plane.”
Did she detect resentment in his voice? Was he annoyed that she’d paid for his flight and hire car? But since this was her project and she didn’t want anyone else doing the renovations, of course his travel costs were hers to cover. 
“Come and take a look inside,” she said. “The settlement came through last week.”
Luke raked a hand through his hair and glanced at the house. “Any idea how long it’s been sitting empty?”
Melita walked towards the forlorn-looking building she’d stumbled across two months ago. “It was built during the 1930s and has been vacant for most of that time. That’s all I know.”
“Mmm.” 
Uncertainty assailed her, the same as it had when she’d first seen the house. It was old, really old, and Melita couldn’t shake the feeling that there was a good reason it had been abandoned. But she came from money, so she understood that whoever built this house had clearly done so with a sense of design and an unrestricted budget.
The front door opened on a squeaky hinge. There’d been no keys to hand over; the real estate agent had apologised.
“What a waste for it to sit vacant for so long.” 
Melita shrugged. “It’s perfect for what I want.” 
Luke’s gaze met hers and held. “You think?”
She managed to ignore her rapidly beating heart. “I know it’s in the middle of nowhere, Luke, but take a moment to listen to the traffic on the road. It never stops. This property is positioned on the only major highway running along the east coast of Australia. It’s smack-bang between Port Douglas and the Whitsunday region.” She turned away from his probing gaze and fingered a mouldy wall, leaving an obvious streak. “If you exclude the Sunshine Coast and Gold Coast, this stretch of highway is dotted with every other popular Queensland holiday destination. Not to mention a dozen spectacular waterfalls.”
Luke chuckled as he turned on the spot. “You’ve done your research, hey?”
“I know my market.”
“You’re not worried about how isolated it is?”
Her shoulders lost their tension. Moving to Australia had taken her a long way from the rich Boston suburb where she’d grown up, but she’d never felt so at home. “No, I’m not. Every woman, man and child needs swimwear in the tropics. I want a signature business marker and a place where I can set up my manufacturing crew. You’ve heard my one thousand and one ideas before, but I always come back to this. A tea house and exclusive swimwear boutique, all in one place.”
Before they’d shared that kiss, she and Luke had been friends. He’d taught her to drive and, as he’d been the first person to spend more than five minutes listening to her, she’d spilled all her ideas for the future. 
Luke nodded and left her side to continue his inspection of the two-storey house. 
If anything, Melita’s resolve to succeed in this project had strengthened; two months had not dampened her enthusiasm. She’d looked past the ghastly yellow paint ingrained with black mould, the broken windows and the emptiness that tugged at her. Instead, an image swayed in the heat’s haze, one that included a building with rendered round edges, high sides decorated with finials and a second storey with a stunning view of the ocean in the distance. 
Ever since she’d secretly entered and won that swimwear design contest at fifteen, her passion had never waned. Small successes had only fuelled it further. This place would provide an outlet for her designs that were starting to find a foothold in the swimwear market.
A flurry of movement had her turning towards the staircase. Luke ambled down, looking up at the decorative cornice, a feature she wanted to keep. She fought the urge to touch him when he reached her side. Instead, she curled her fingers and waited for his appraisal of the house.
“It’s surprisingly very solid,” were his first words, and she released a huge sigh. “I want to hear all your plans, to gauge whether the renovation is feasible.”
She tilted her face and managed a lop-sided smile. “I’d like a few walls knocked out to open up the café. That sort of thing.”
Luke gave her a long, hard look, a hint of puzzlement in his eyes.
She sucked in a quick breath. Was he feeling something too?
“Are you sure about this, Mel?”
What did he mean? Was he referring to the project or them? They had parted with unresolved issues. “I am.”
He nodded, his gaze never leaving hers. 
Three years ago, her half-sister, Ella, had stormed into her life, turning it upside down for the better. Learning of Ella’s existence had been the first bombshell to drop her way in her short twenty-four years. Ella was also Luke’s half-sister, though he and Melita shared no blood ties. That had never been their issue. 
She dragged her gaze from his so she didn’t melt into a puddle at his feet. “I know it’s a long way from home, but I’m going to set up base in Tully. You’ll have the use of a rental property there for as long as the renovation takes.” 
She flicked her gaze back in his direction. His eyes were downcast as he rubbed his chin. She hoped he was considering taking on the project.
How would they cope being together all the time? She was desperate to keep emotions out of this arrangement because she’d never been able to gauge what had driven Luke away. That one kiss they’d shared on a stormy afternoon had left her wanting more, but she didn’t blame Luke for walking away, whatever his reasons. Her own parents had been incapable of loving her. Had never shown her any affection or love. She’d reached adulthood believing there was something wrong with her. 
She shrugged the thought away. All the more reason to succeed in her business venture; she could only blame herself if it went wrong. “I have a good vibe about this place, Luke. Will you help make my dream a reality? I wouldn’t want anyone else doing the work.”
A frown creased his brow.
In the past two months, she’d worked herself up. It was a few years since her mother’s suicide had crippled her confidence. On all fours, she’d crawled back to some semblance of normality. Succeeding in business meant she could claim she’d recovered, rebuilt her confidence and achieved the dreams she’d tucked away long ago. 
“It’ll take weeks to get the plans and approvals through council and—” His voice snagged and he cleared his throat. “And what about working together?”
He reached out and brushed her cheek. Her breath hitched.
“We’ll be around each other a lot. Consulting, discussing, planning.” He hesitated before adding, “I’m not sure how it’ll go.”
She swallowed, resolved to get on with her business. “Me neither. But I need you here, Luke. I trust you.”
He dropped his hand. “Even after what happened?”
“Nothing happened.” And it probably never will because I’m incapable of being loved, she wanted to scream. Not even my goddamned parents could love me. 
His odd expression brought back the tightness in her chest. She’d never understood his reasons for ending their friendship. That one kiss cancelled out all the good moments they’d shared, never to be repeated. 
Still, she was tempted to reach up and kiss him. Remind him of how good things had been between them. But if she was the only one that felt that way, how would she ever recover from the shame? Better to renovate her property and succeed in business than embarrass herself by inflicting her love on someone who didn’t want it.
His husky tone sent a shiver up her spine. “We were good friends once.”
Melita could only nod. Couldn’t swallow or speak. Luke was worth a thousand friends, and in reality, she didn’t have too many.
His odd expression returned, along with a little smile. “So, what’s the go here? My flight leaves in four hours and it’s a two-hour drive back to the airport.”
Resolving to keep it strictly business between them, she cleared her throat and tried hard to ignore his good looks. The years had only enhanced the width and breadth of his shoulders and the corded muscles in his arms. His torso oozed with strength. It was time to shake off her attraction or it’d taunt her forever. One project. Six months. Move on to the next. Business only. 
“I didn’t want to take up too much of your time,” she said. “I’m in Brisbane again next week, but I wanted you to see the building for yourself, spend a couple of hours here, get a feel for it. And I wanted to show you what I have planned.”
Luke nodded. Putting his hands on his hips, he took another look around. “It was only the cost of a flight and car hire, anyway. Not a big deal for you.”
There it was again, that touch of resentment. Did Luke have an issue with her money? She clenched her jaw, the urge to grind her teeth as strong as ever. Her wealth hadn’t been a problem when they’d been friends. 
Leave it be, she scolded herself. Her money wasn’t going anywhere. If he couldn’t love her as she was, it was better they’d gone their separate ways.
“Let me show you what I want done. You can tell me if it’s possible, or if I’m just dreaming.”
Her words elicited a smile from Luke, which nearly undid all her good intentions. 
“You’re the biggest dreamer I know.” His hands came up, daring her to defy his claim. “Just putting it out there.”
For some absurd reason she began to laugh, and Luke, with his disarming smile, followed suit. They needed this if they were going to work together, being able to laugh at stupid jokes. It was what she missed so damn much about their friendship. Thankfully, their shared laughter speared the tension between them and scattered it around the room. 
Could she pretend they were friends again?
Still chuckling, Luke meandered towards the only window in the downstairs room and stared through the grubby glass. “Ella phoned me last night and told me about Flynn.”
Melita sobered up. “Shoot, that didn’t take long. I haven’t told anyone yet.”
Luke turned and leaned against the sill. “When did you find out?” 
“Two days ago. Dad travelled from Boston with Flynn.” She was still processing the second bombshell to fall her way—the second biggest secret reveal of her life.
Even though he was a few feet away, Luke’s concerned gaze touched her like hot burning tongs. “Are you okay about it?”
His concern disarmed her and she blinked rapidly.
“Aw, Mel.” He closed the distance between them and took her in his arms. “Want to talk about it?”
She inhaled deeply, accepting his closeness. She’d missed this so much, being able to talk to Luke about anything. Three years was a long time to bottle things up, and the news she’d received had rattled her.
Luke took her hand. “We’ll discuss the house soon. Come and tell me what’s upsetting you.” He led her outside and plonked himself under a tree in the backyard.
Letting her hand slip from his, she looked down at him. “Can you put me out of my misery first? Will you do the renovations?”
He patted the spot beside him. “Of course, and you can thank that cute Boston accent of yours.” 
Relief whooshed past her lungs and she smiled. “I think I’ve lost most of it. I’m speaking more like an Aussie every day.”
Luke’s eyebrows rose and he pulled a face. “Er … I think you’ve still got a way to go.” 
She chuckled, enjoying the fleeting carefree moment. 
“Now, tell me about this brother of yours. Will I like him?”
Dragged back to earth, she squared her shoulders and took a seat beside him, careful to keep her distance. “Thank you, Luke. You have no idea how much your help means to me.” She leaned against the tree and allowed her body to relax.
Luke wasn’t so cautious; he took her hand and held onto it. 
Melita wasn’t in any hurry to take it back. It was all the prompting she needed to bare her soul, to tell him what was twisting her in knots. “Five or so years ago, I would’ve welcomed the news I didn’t belong to my family.”
“Hey, you never told me things were that bad.” Luke gave her hand a gentle squeeze.
She grimaced. “It wasn’t something I wanted to share. Things weren’t pretty in our monstrosity of a mansion. I never said anything, but I’ve never been able to shake off the hunch that somehow Dad was to blame for Mom’s death.”
“But didn’t she commit suicide?”
Pain sliced across her chest and she reached up and rubbed against it. All these years later and it still hurt to think about that day. “I’m sure you remember how much of a bully Dad was from Ella’s abduction court case.”
Luke nodded.
“Hard to believe he’s the same man, isn’t it?”
Luke squeezed her hand again, giving her the strength to dredge it all up.
“He changed when Ella entered our lives. Coming face to face with his long-lost daughter was a huge wake-up call. Ella didn’t care how much money he had and didn’t spare him a thought when she dragged me and Patrick to Australia with her. But then you already know all this.”
Luke released her hand and folded his arms behind his head. “Head-strong. Yup, that’s our Ella. You should’ve tried growing up with her.”
Melita managed a half-smile she wasn’t feeling. He could always turn a serious conversation into a light one.
“And look at Patrick,” she continued. When her brother had arrived in Brisbane, he’d agreed to check-in to a rehab clinic in the outback. “Within two years of cleaning himself up, he’s happily married and successfully running his own cattle station.”
“And then?” 
“Just when I think my path is clear and things might go to plan, I …”
“Find out about Flynn,” Luke finished for her.
“My biological brother I never knew existed.”
Luke shifted closer and she fell back against his shoulder. She tucked a tendril of hair behind her ear when a soft breeze twirled around the tree. “I was so mad with Dad. If Flynn hadn’t come looking for me, I’m not sure I would’ve ever found out. It’s not like Mom had never conceived a baby. Why would I ever think I wasn’t hers?”
“So why were you adopted?”
“Mom had a miscarriage that sent her spiralling. It wasn’t her first apparently. After my biological parents died in a car crash, dad heard about me through a work associate and basically used a lot of money to buy me. Thought it might help Mom heal, except in the end, it didn’t do jack shit.”
“Aw, Mel, that sounds awful. What about Flynn? How’s he taking this?”
“Oh, Luke. It was all very civil. Flynn flew over from Boston with dad, and Patrick was there too. When I had a chance to calm down, Flynn looked tense and a little lost, like he really wanted a sister. That’s when all my anger drained away.”
Luke kneaded her arm and she dared to relax this close to him.
“He’s two years older and grew up knowing he was adopted, with a little sister somewhere out there in the world.”
“What’s he like?”
She didn’t hesitate to reply. They’d only met two days ago, but the thread that bound her and Flynn was real and tangible. “He’s terrific, Luke, he really is. We have the same eye and hair colour. It was so weird. Within a few seconds of having Flynn sit across from me, a lot of questions I’d subconsciously asked over the years were answered.”
“Like what?”
“My name, for starters. Who calls their child Melita, with a surname like mine? I don’t mind it, but it is a mouthful.”
Luke chuckled. “So Melita’s your birth name?”
“Yes.”
“And what does this brother of yours do?”
“All things marketing and web design.”
“Oh, yeah?” Luke shifted away from the tree, forcing Melita to turn sideways. “Is he already employed by the very clever Melita Van Der Meeliko?”
Melita burst out laughing and nodded in reply. Flynn had indeed been briefed about her project and his enthusiasm for it was infectious. 
Learning of Flynn’s existence was timely. A wake-up call of her own. It was good to be reminded that family was important. She’d never been able to pinpoint the pivotal turning point when her father had changed, and she sometimes struggled with the intimacy he now showed. Confusion and hurt still knotted her chest when she was with her father. Why couldn’t he have been a more caring parent when she and Patrick were kids and desperately needed his attention? 
Luke rose and helped her up. “Okay, time to run through what you want done here.” He said, flicking grass and twigs off the back of his shorts.
She sighed and checked the time on her phone, prepared to push the awkwardness with her father to the back of her mind. If she’d reacted differently to the news about Flynn, it might’ve fractured what was left of their family unit. It wasn’t the first time they’d had to rebuild. She would do what was necessary to keep her father happy and take on the challenge of getting to know her new brother.
As for treating Luke as a friend … 
Okay, I can do this. Or fail trying.






  
  Chapter 2
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Luke fitted his mask to his face just as the last piece of wall crashed to the floor and a cloud of dust rose. He waited a few minutes for it to settle before giving a thumbs up to the demolition crew, indicating it was time to come in and clean up. 
Nearly fifteen metres of internal wall had come down. Was it too much? None of it had been structural, but it still made him nervous. Though he’d been on the tools since he was sixteen there was still so much for him to learn. A mistake could cost him every cent he’d managed to save.
He spent a few minutes rolling up the barricade tape used to cordon off the area and carefully packed away his demolition saw. Then picking up his toolbox, he made his way to the other side of the building where a pile of his tools lay.
Discussions over the design of the tea house had been long and varied. Melita had some great ideas but was happy to put her faith in him. He needed to make her renovation dreams come true or it would keep him awake at night. 
Or was something else eating at him? 
Before he’d discovered Melita was adopted, sharing a half-sister with her had never been a problem. So, what was the problem now? Nearly six months had passed since he’d learned of her brother Flynn.
He removed his dust mask and hard hat, mussed up his hair and walked outside for a dose of fresh air. Sweaty, dusty and distracted was the norm for him lately. He couldn’t be in the same room as Melita without his body reacting to her closeness. Nothing had changed.
She was due to arrive any minute. Having recently relocated to Tully, she’d set up a new workshop for all the staff who wanted to follow her from her small set-up in Brisbane. She’d borne all the costs of the move, of course—but then, money wasn’t a concern for her.
Was this why he continued to hold back? There was no longer any reason, except for the money issue. The problem being, in his case, he’d skimped and saved every cent of his savings, while she had a shitload and her bank balance tripled every year. At least he earned his money. 
No! Stop! That wasn’t fair. It wasn’t her fault her great-great-grandfather had set up trusts all those years ago, and from what Luke could tell, she didn’t squander hers. She was money-smart and learning more every day. Her words. He just had to trust himself a little more and be confident his building abilities wouldn’t waste her money on his mistakes. 
He walked to his utility for his water cooler and swigged a couple of mouthfuls straight from its tap. Replenished and suddenly buoyed knowing he’d see Melita soon, his mouth turned up. He pictured her face when she saw the result of the demolition. 
The bulk of the building’s ground floor would be an open plan cafe. The second floor would house the boutique and changing rooms. The actual design and manufacture of her swimwear would happen in a new detached building at the rear of the large block. He’d be overseeing its completion too.
Leaning against his utility, he watched the demolition crew clean up, pushing aside his concerns about his lack of confidence, and his reasons for not sleeping well at night. Instead, he visualised Melita’s small, slim body, perfectly moulded in all the right places, and the smattering of freckles on her nose, which he’d been wanting to kiss again for a hell of a long time. Well, he’d get to those after kissing her full on the mouth first. Then there were her unusual grey eyes with brown flecks that eyed him appreciatively each time she looked his way. He wasn’t blind.
Stop it, fool!
He wasn’t about to blow this amazing opportunity—a limitless budget and a great idea. And when this tea house took off, she wanted a second to follow. He could easily be employed by Melita Van Der Meeliko for years, meaning he might finally make his mark in the building industry as a specialist in eco-green smart buildings.
Ah, shit. If he couldn’t get over the money issue, he should move on as he did three years ago. 
But the need to wrap her body in his arms continued to linger. 
Desperate. 
Yep, that was a word floating around his head lately.

      [image: ]“Have you got time for a quick snack?”
She asked the same question every time she turned up. Today she carried a tea towel-covered woven basket.
Luke smiled, doing his best to ignore the terrible job her denim shorts were doing of hiding her shapely legs. She was the best promoter of her swimwear, hats and accessories, and was never too proud to wear and show them off. 
He nodded. “Let me wash my hands.” 
He made his way to the backyard and the only working garden tap on the property, though it wouldn’t do much for the dust in his hair or the thick layer on his high visibility work shirt. Next to Melita, he looked rough around the edges. 
Surely, with Melita’s upbringing and fortune, she would prefer someone more refined, well-articulated and educated. She oozed class, with the way her russet-brown hair was styled and her scarf wound loosely around her neck. As he was only a run-of-the-mill tradesman, she was way out of his league.
But that didn’t stop him from wanting her.
Bending over, he splashed water on his face, then some on his head to dampen his hair and smooth it down. 
He turned back and came up short. 
Melita waited, towel in hand. “Need this?”
He chuckled. She understood him better than he did himself. “Thanks. I would’ve used my shirt, but that would be a waste of time.”
She turned and headed for the front yard. “I know.” 
He swore she swung her hips, more so than usual, for his pleasure.
Swallowing a groan, he clenched his hands and followed her. Things would end badly between them one day, because friendship was not enough. 
As they sat in a shaded spot on the lawn, he asked, “So what did you bring today? A thick slice of mud cake or a decent curry pie wouldn’t go astray.”
She frowned, making him laugh.
“Are you telling me I’m out of luck?”
“Luke Harvey, thank God I’m around to save you from yourself. I have a delicious wrap with chicken, salad and bean sprouts.”
He feigned disappointment. “What sort of rabbit food is that? Did you at least throw in a beer?”
She pulled out two bottles of water with a smirk. 
He loved the banter between them. She’d been surprising him during morning or afternoon smoko lately and he appreciated every visit she made to the site. Their first meetings and planning conversations had been awkward—until he’d saved them by telling bad jokes and making her laugh. For now, he would take anything he could.
When she reached into her woven basket, she added, “I did bring you a treat.”
He quirked an eyebrow. “Oh, yeah?”
She pulled out a massive slice of chocolate cake and held it up out of reach. “Healthy food first.”
He burst out laughing and, leaning forward, kissed her on the cheek. They both froze—he’d even surprised himself—and warily eyed each other. He could barely swallow as he lost himself in her eyes. This was the first move he’d made since agreeing to renovate the property.
“Hey, boss, better come and see this!”
One of the demolition crew had bellowed across the yard, jolting Luke out of his trance. He rose on unsteady legs and cursed his stupidity. Good one, dopey. 
Looking down at Melita, he reached for her hand. “Want to see what the problem is?”
She nodded and put her hand in his. He liked its warmth.
Crazy, crazy fool.
A couple of the crew were lugging a metal box from the back room. Luke estimated it was about a metre long and half a metre wide. And it looked heavy.
“Found this under the rubble. Possibly in some hidey-hole between two walls.”
Luke nodded. “Take it out onto the front lawn. I’ll grab my cordless grinder and cut off the lock.”
When he returned, the men were back inside and Melita was using her tea towel to clean the dust from the box. “I wonder if it contains photo albums or exciting memorabilia.”
Luke cocked his head. “Why would you think that? Who’d go to the trouble of hiding photo albums in a wall? I’m thinking of calling the police. It’s more likely to be wads of money, or guns and ammunition or something as dangerous. It might blow up in our faces.”
Melita’s eyes widened. “You think so?”
“I have no idea, but I bet there was a good reason it was hidden between two walls.”
Luke switched on the grinder, the noise reverberating through the air. 
“Stand back,” he ordered as he pushed his safety glasses over his eyes. She stepped back a few metres while he made quick work of cutting the lock in half.
When he switched off the power tool, the unexpected stillness around them was ominous. His mouth was suddenly dry. He removed the broken lock and released the hasp and staple. He was about to lift the lid open when Melita reached out to stop him.
His gaze flicked up and collided with hers.
“If it’s ammunition inside, you … you get to choose what happens between us.”
He didn’t miss the catch in her voice. “What?”
She squeezed his hand. “If it’s photos and stuff, I get to choose.”
He balked. “No way, Mel, that’s crazy. A woman like you can take your pick. Don’t sell yourself short.” 
Her gaze didn’t waver. “Open the box, Luke.”
He shook his head vehemently, dust particles flying from his hair to float delicately between them.
“Please, Luke.”
He swallowed. They’d survived being apart long enough; he’d lived a half-life for three and a half fucking years. Even learning about Melita’s adoption, and having certainty that there were no family ties between them, hadn’t propelled them to change the situation. Would he ever stop thinking she was too good for him?
“Okay,” he whispered.
She pried one end of the box and he muscled in on the other, taking the bulk of the weight. The lid was heavy and its hinges squeaked as he opened it. They looked inside.
A piece of red silky fabric lay on top and it struck Luke that it was clean. Not a speck of dust. No evidence of moths eating away at it. In fact, it looked as though it’d been locked away only yesterday.
He picked at its edges and slowly pulled on it. When he’d tugged enough of the fabric away, the sun’s strong rays latched onto the shiny gold bullions he’d revealed, causing him to squint in the brightness and Melita to raise her hand to shade her eyes.
There was no telling how long they squatted there, transfixed. All Luke knew was that his heart began pumping a hell of a lot faster.
“Do we call the police now?” Melita asked.
Dazed, he nodded. “What the hell kind of property did you buy, Mel?”
She stammered, sounding lost for words. “I-I have no idea.”
“I think it’s time we found out.”






  
  Chapter 3
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“Don’t ring the police.” 
They sat, spellbound, looking at the metal box jam-packed with neat rows of shiny gold bullion.
“Don’t ring the police, yet,” Melita repeated, not sure if she’d already spoken the words aloud.
Luke rolled onto his backside. “You sure?”
“I want to call Dad first.”
Luke raised his knees, spreading his steel-capped boots wide, and rested his arms on top. “He’ll be asleep. You might have to wait.”
“No, this is urgent. He’ll understand.” She pulled at the scarf around her neck. “While I phone him, could you please close the box? I think we should keep it out of view in case any of the demolition crew comes over. We also need to come up with a story about what we found. We don’t want anyone knowing what’s inside yet.”
He rose to his feet. “What do you want me to say?”
She extracted her phone from the basket and searched for her father’s private mobile number. “That it contains albums and memorabilia.”
Luke flipped the lid closed, causing the metal to vibrate. “Then you get to choose. Is that what you want?”
Melita looked up as the call connected. Her jaw dropped when Luke’s meaning sunk in, but she didn’t have time to reply. 
Thomas picked up. 
“Hey, Dad, it’s Melita. Sorry to wake you, but I have a problem. ”
After she ended the call, she phoned Patrick. 
When she slipped her phone back inside the basket, Luke asked, “What did he say? Your dad, that is?”
Sitting cross-legged on the lawn, she pushed aside what Luke had said for now, confused with what he meant. Did he want to be the one to make the next move? 
She pulled on her scarf again, annoyed for giving it such a hard workout. It couldn’t be helped. There was a lot to sort out. She had to protect their find. 
“Patrick is calling Mr Blundell, a solicitor in Innisfail he knows well. He’ll explain our urgency, so hopefully Mr Blundell will be here soon. Once the bullion has been sighted, counted and documented, Mr Blundell has to escort us to the bank and have it secured in their safe.”
Luke nodded. 
“Dad will contact his Australian-based lawyers and organise to fly them up from Sydney. We may have to go to court. If Mr Blundell does all the preliminary preparation, dad’s lawyers can take over when they arrive. Dad knows of similar cases in America that have been won by both sides, so it could go either way.”
“So who gets to keep it?”
“Depends. It could be stolen property or the result of any number of crimes. There are a lot of reasons someone may have hidden it. That’s why we need a solicitor first, before the police get involved. It may have been here since the 1930s, and ninety years is a very long time for there to be any easy leads as to how it got here.”
“Except the last thing we need is a hold up on the renovations. Investigations can take ages,” Luke put in.
“Oh.” Why hadn’t she thought of that? 
She rested her elbows on her thighs and cradled her face. Her initial idea had been to find the previous owner of the house and return the gold bullion, but this wasn’t a straightforward situation—if the house had sat vacant this long, they may never find an answer. The person or persons involved would be dead by now and she didn’t doubt they’d been killed before their time. Otherwise, someone would’ve come back for the box. She didn’t need to be a genius to understand that much.

      [image: ]After Luke closed the lid of the metal box for a second time, he let Melita deal with Mr Blundell while he went in search of his phone. An old memory crept up on him and he wondered if his grandfather, Jim, knew anything about the property. He’d told Luke stories about growing up in the cane fields of the north and how he’d spent his first working years cutting cane by hand. Luke couldn’t remember where his grandfather had lived because the town names had meant nothing to him back then.
He took his phone from the safety box in his utility, knowing he may have to call a few times to allow his grandad to walk inside if he happened to be gardening. Living alone, his grandfather still maintained his independence. He’d learned to cook, clean and do laundry after Luke’s precious nan passed away. Luke’s mum had insisted Jim come to live with them after he was widowed. When he flatly refused, he was given an ultimatum—learn to look after himself or he’d have to live with them. Jim had raised a scornful look to his daughter-in-law, but in the end, it’d been the perfect threat. With a little help from Meals-on-Wheels and a weekly cleaner, he’d been living an independent life for ten years. Sure, he was getting a little slower and a little hard of hearing, but his brain was still sharp. And if this house had a history, he would know about it.
Jim picked up on the fifth ring.
“Hey, Grandad, it’s Luke here.”
“Luke? Everything okay, mate? Aren’t you usually working at this time of day?”
Yep, still sharp. “I should be working, but we’ve got a situation here and I have a question to ask you.”
Jim chuckled. “It’s not a building question, is it? I was the most hopeless handyman. Thank God your father had natural ability.”
Luke’s muscles squeezed across his chest. The mention of his father still hurt. Nearly four years had passed since the workplace accident, but at least his grandfather had been there to get him through those tough years. 
“No, nothing like that,” Luke said. “You know how I told you I was doing a renovation job up north?”
“Yeah, and I offered to cook and clean for you so I could revisit the area. Have you changed your mind? I can still come up.”
Luke chuckled. “I might take you up on the offer, Grandad. We’ve only just started knocking down walls, so I’m not sure how it’s all going to pan out. I’ll let you know soon. It would be great having you around, even if you could only manage a couple of weeks.” 
“How’s the heat?”
“Disgustingly hot and humid, of course.”
Jim bellowed with laughter. “You young ones. Too bloody soft. You should try cutting cane by hand in the middle of the day and then tell me how hot it is.”
Luke smiled. They made them tough in those days.
“So, what’s the question, my boy?”
He squatted beside a large tree and leaned against it. Melita and Mr Blundell were still busy taking photos and notes. 
“The property I’m working on is located on the main road at the South Johnstone turn-off. Is it close to where you used to live?”
“South Johnstone? Um … hang on a minute, do you mean the road leading to South Johnstone, or in South Johnstone itself?”
“The house is right on the Bruce Highway, opposite the turn-off that leads to South Johnstone.”
“Oh, you mean the mafia house?”
“The what?”
“Back in my day that’s what everyone called it. Let me guess, nobody told your young friend before she bought it?”
A shiver crawled down Luke’s spine, despite the humid heat. “She was only told it was built in the 1930s and that it’s been abandoned for most of the time since.”
“And bloody rightly so. The miserly Italian who lived there was a real bastard, so the rumours went. Used to beat his wife, kept her locked upstairs, and for some reason the mafia paid him a visit one day and they left with one of his ears.”
Luke squirmed at the image of someone having their ear hacked off.
“A real charmer he was. If the stories were true, it wasn’t too many years after he built the house that he and a few others were murdered in it. All connected to the Black Hand, of course. Nasty stuff, but by the 1950s, when I was a young lad, most of the mafia mess in the north had been cleaned out.”
Luke felt the blood drain from his face. He could barely hold the phone up to his ear. An old foe had seized him and rammed its way inside his head. His hand began to shake and the phone fell to his lap. 
The black hand. For years, nightmares had shaken Luke to his core. Just three words from Jim was all it took to bring back the terrifying ordeal of that one night when he was ten years old, and a black-gloved hand of another sort had threatened to strangle him in his darkened bedroom. That was all he’d been able to tell the police. 
It was hard to believe that one event had defined his life and still carried the power to affect him. He gnawed on his bottom lip, hoping to still the shaking. When he tried to swallow, he couldn’t get past the memory of a gag being shoved in his mouth, of being unable to breathe. Of wishing for death. Even now his breathing sounded harsh and laboured.
He picked up the phone again, his knuckles white, and held it against his chest. Jim’s voice was still audible. He did what he always did when those memories reared their ugly heads. He took deep, even breaths. Inhale, hold, count to five slowly, release. Do it again for good measure. And again.
When he felt ready to stand, he rose on unsteady legs and made his way to his utility. He managed to hold the phone up to his ear. Jim sounded excited as he prattled on, no doubt pleased he could impart so much information.
Luke caught sight of Melita and Mr Blundell in his periphery and was reminded of the reason he’d phoned his grandfather. As he got his breathing and heart rate under control, the implications for buying the house were starting to filter their way in. It was obvious this could
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