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For Raeya Erika

Already a heroine in the making.
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Lexi sensed time and opportunity slipping away from her. She paused and drew in a lungful of polluted air. Dropping her head back against the wall induced needles of pain from the lump on her crown. It caused a sunburst of light across her vision. A coughing fit amplified the agony.

Exhaustion washed over her. It seemed pointless to struggle any more. Her attacker had slipped the cable tie through the narrow gap in the doorjamb and around the lower hinge before binding her to it. Already immobilised from the cowardly blow of the heavy object against her skull, she hadn’t reacted. When she roused, Lexi had tried pushing the door against the plastic to crush it but shoved too hard and the door slammed shut. Unable to reach for the handle to reopen it, she remained trapped there. With the cable tie now doubly secured by the closed door, it left her no leverage. Hauling herself forward had rent deep welts in her wrists and served no purpose.

The explosion followed, purposeful and destructive. It rocked the house on its pilings like an earthquake and knocked Lexi senseless for a few precious minutes. She tucked her nose and mouth against her shoulder and breathed against her tee shirt. It made little difference as the fire raged on the lower floor, relentlessly destroying a lifetime of collectibles and irreplaceable memories. Glass shattered below Lexi as a window blew out fragments into the manicured front garden and littered the street with its glittering diamond shards.

“Oh, God!” Lexi wailed, her plea ending in another cough. “This is all my fault!” And it was. She knew it. Anger raged in her soul at her own stupidity. Once again, she’d made a fatal error of judgement and picked the wrong side.

Warmth flared through her bare soles and instinct caused her to raise them. She contorted her body, but only succeeded in taking the brunt of the heating floorboards through her buttocks. Her jeans added a little protection, but not enough. Flames crackled from the storey below as the fire ate the soft furnishings and sent acrid black smoke upstairs to fill her lungs. The cable tie dug into her wrists to create a painful rawness. Sticky blood made them slippery and awkward as her hands writhed in desperation to free herself. Her shoulders ached with her wrists tied behind her, and every panicked tug threatened to yank them from their sockets.

She rived her torso forward and pulled to no avail, but she refused to die with impassive acceptance. The cable tie gnawed at her flesh until it numbed and still Lexi fought for her life.

The fire trucks would come, but not in time. And no one would look for her in the burning house. It wasn’t hers. And nobody knew she was there.
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One Week Earlier

Lexi ripped open the envelope containing the dreaded letter. She ignored the handwritten card she’d pulled from the postbox. Her empty glass fell from the table with a shattering crash and she ignored it. A hiss escaped from between her teeth. “They can’t do this,” she groaned. Her knees buckled, and she sank into a kitchen chair.

“You don’t like it?” Her brother looked up from his work at the draining board. He’d removed the drying rack and laid into the aluminum surface with a scratcher pad. A bottle of steel cleaner leaned against a stained rag, listing and threatening to topple.

“Garima, stop!” Lexi pleaded. She dropped the letter onto the table and covered her eyes with her hands. “Why must you have your meltdowns here?” she demanded.

“Oh.” Garima infused the single word with hurt. “It looked worn. I found this cleaning stuff on the Internet, and you can see your face in our sink at the rectory. Thought I’d spread the joy.” A muscle in his cheek twitched at the sight of the broken glass littering the floor. “Will I clear this up?”

Lexi blinked up at him. He’d stripped off his smart black jacket in favour of an apron bearing an inappropriate slogan about sausages. She could still read it even though he’d turned it inside out. His black shirt and crisp white dog collar jarred with his activity. Bright pink rubber gloves completed the strange picture. “Okay, sorry. Yes, please, I can’t think straight.” A sliver of gratitude snaked through her despair. Her brother’s frenetic activity had created a false alarm, and she’d feared for his mental health instead of appreciating his generosity. She forced her shoulders to relax and released the blockage in her chest. “Thank you. The draining board looks amazing.”

Garima’s handsome features morphed into a child-like smile as he basked beneath her approval. “It’s marvellous, isn’t it?” he enthused. But the cleric in him roused, and he read the distress in her face. He dropped the scratcher pad and slipped the rubber gloves onto the counter. Then he went into full priest-mode. “Would you like to talk?” he offered. He stepped over the glass and eased into the chair beside her before taking her writhing fingers in his.

Lexi’s exhale ruffled the cheap paper favoured by the council for bad news. “You know how the new city plan includes an extension to the southbound expressway?” she began. Garima nodded, and Lexi continued in a wavering monotone. “And that they’re tearing down Drake Street to create an on-ramp and forcing me to sell my property to them.” Again, he nodded, but his grip on her hand tightened. “This is their idea of a valuation.” She choked on tears of fear and devastation as she jerked her chin towards the letter. “I bought this house nine years ago and market values have risen tenfold. They’re offering a little above what I paid for it originally. How is that fair?”

“It’s not.” His lips curved into a benevolent smile, and Lexi’s heart clenched. If anyone knew about injustice first hand, it was a priest. A man who kneeled at the death beds of good people who deserved longer, and comforted the ones society rejected on a whim. Shame nipped at the fringes of Lexi’s misery as she realised the thought comforted her. It could be worse, she decided. Some of her neighbours who’d bought their properties during the housing crisis a few years ago may end up with negative equity.

“You can’t fight this on your own,” he soothed.

Lexi snorted and her fingers tapped a fretful beat beneath his. “I don’t think God likes me much,” she snarled. “I can’t claim to see the love.”

Garima didn’t react, despite the harsh provocation. He never did. But Lexi cringed with embarrassment at his next sentence. “Do you have a lawyer?” he asked. “This house is an original built by the rail company when they established the old station, isn’t it? Why has the council never listed it as a place of historical interest?”

Lexi licked her lips. “Because they knew one day they’d need to tear it down.”

Garima’s serene smile held no rebuke. “Perhaps, but we’ll never know. We’re not great at taking care of our heritage in this town, and that’s one reason. But a talented lawyer can help you figure it out. Do you know any?”

Lexi shrugged. “I’d call Kelly Lomas if the police slung me into a cell and Grant Herbert if they left me there for life. But they aren’t property lawyers. I’d need a specialist, wouldn’t I?”

“Kelly will know someone,” Garima said with a wise smile. “In the interim, use your detecting skills to find out everything you can about this property’s place in Hamilton’s history. Make it impossible to tear down.”

Lexi sighed. She turned her hand and linked her fingers through her brother’s. A rugby injury had twisted the knuckle of his middle finger like a pretzel. She ran her thumb over it as she mused. “The neighbours started a Petittion and held public meetings. But the expressway extension is popular and the wider community wants an on-ramp in Frankton. They’re in favour of it so long as it doesn’t affect them.”

“Such is life, unfortunately,” Garima replied. “We’re okay with most things as long as they don’t happen in our back yard.” He tilted his head. “How are other things?” Again, Lexi noticed the telling twitch in his cheek as he forced himself to ignore the shattered glass fragments in his peripheral vision.

She blew out a long breath and let the action push her back into her seat. It meant disconnecting from Garima’s gentle touch, and she regretted that. But she needed to hide her inner turmoil from him until she’d dealt with it herself. “Okay,” she lied. “Kelly throws a decent amount of work my way and the retainer helps with my finances. She has some big insurance companies as clients, so there’s a little sneaking around and taking photographs. But most of the work involves online searches.” She rattled on, eager to deflect Garima from accurately assessing her rickety state of mind. “I worked with another PI last week to uncover a clever fraud. A woman received a payout of two hundred thousand dollars for a critical illness based on the medical records she provided. But get this. She’d taken the paperwork relating to a cancer diagnosis from a family member and altered the name, date, and health service number.”

“Didn’t the insurer check with the hospital?” Garima’s forehead creased into a frown. He detested dishonesty with a passion and considered it one of the deadly sins.

“That’s where it’s clever.” Lexi leaned forward and exuded the hunter’s thrill of having chased her prey and felled it cleanly. “They’re twins and shared a surname and both Christian names. One is Sharon Sarah, and the other is Sarah Sharon. The hospital administrator assumed they were the same person.”

“Wow.” Garima’s expression conveyed he appreciated the trick, but not the intent. “So, what caused the investigation? It sounds like a done deal.”

“Pure bad luck,” Lexi replied. “Or good luck, whichever one applies. Sharon Sarah won Lotto and gave an interview to the press. They ran a segment about her on the national news while she waited to board a cruise ship at Mount Maunganui.”

“I remember that.” Garima cocked his head and closed his eyes. “She’d survived breast cancer and won enough to pay for her siblings and their families to go with her. I overheard my volunteers talking about her generosity.”

“Exactly.” Lexi wagged her index finger at him. “But insurance administrators also watch television. And it seems they don’t just rubber stamp payouts. This one remembered the woman’s name and checked the paperwork the next day.”

“Where do you come in?” Garima also leaned forward, hooked by the tale.

“The insurance administrator rechecked the documents and couldn’t find anything wrong. But she had good instincts and escalated it to a supervisor. Insurers don’t like losing money, so it ended up on Kelly’s desk. And she sent it all to me.”

Garima’s phone buzzed in his pocket and his features creased into a grimace. Lexi sensed him wanting to ignore it, but knew he wouldn’t. He wrestled with the apron to retrieve the smart work device from his trouser pocket and lifted it to his ear. Respecting the caller’s privacy, he rose, stepped over the glass, and walked into the hallway.

Lexi’s fingers fluttered to her throat and the site of her healing injury. A serial killer’s wire had left its mark on her skin and bitten into the delicate layers. The permanent scarring caused people to widen their eyes before glancing away from her. It hindered conversation and robbed her of self-confidence. And she’d recovered here, in this house. The only place she ever felt truly safe anymore. Fate seemed determined to rob her of her last bastion, and she couldn’t see a way to prevent it.

Lexi rose and fetched a dustpan and brush from a drawer. She kneeled before the broken glass, hoping it wasn’t a portend of her future.
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Garima apologised for abandoning his battle with the draining board and left on an errand of mercy. Lexi didn’t envy him the burden of his parishioners’ dependence or their willingness to disturb his life without a care. But his latest mission involved the hasty baptism of a sick child on the pediatric ward of the Waikato Hospital. Her heart clenched at the thought of a dying child and she forced herself away from dwelling on the family’s misery.

Lexi wondered how she and Garima could have issued from the same biological parents? Her brother oozed kindness and sincerity. Lexi not so much. Their mother abandoned them as a toddler and a baby, and their ruthless father materialised like a sylph only eight years earlier. Not great genetics for a Catholic priest, but perhaps half decent for a private detective. An image of Lachlan Mortimer and his mysterious crime empire dispelled any softer sentiments, and for once, Lexi felt grateful to him for being subhuman.

She wrapped the broken glass in newspaper and sequestered it in a cloth bag. Lexi took it outside to dispose of in the wheeled bin at the side of the house. But as she dropped the green plastic lid, shouting caused her to tense and grow wary.

“This is a joke!” A man’s voice rose above a cacophony of others, every syllable infused with anger. Lexi edged towards her front door, disinclined to involve herself with a neighbourhood dispute while still healing from her last escapade. She touched a hand to her painful ribs and winced. But the shout seemed to unleash a wider fury, and more voices rose to match its volume and ferocity. Curious, Lexi stepped across her front lawn and used a solid rosemary hedge to shield her from the street.

The disturbance originated from further along the pavement, forcing her to move sideways to view it. She peered from between the vertical metal rods which formed her high front fence, bobbing to see beneath the fleur-de-lis, which topped each riser with a lethal spike. A group of Lexi’s neighbours encircled a man wearing an orange, fluorescent vest. His white safety hat sat at an angle as though bumped in the melee. He carried the equipment pertaining to a surveyor, and he’d made the mistake of entering the stricken street alone.

“All lies!” The neighbour who owned the two-storey house opposite Lexi’s rested his hands on his hips. He wore shorts and splayed his legs in a threatening stance. His slipper clad feet added to the sense of paradox as he thrust his thick chest out like a battering ram. The surveyor looked about twelve, although Lexi figured he was older. Skinny and with a chin dotted with acne, he took tentative backward steps, dragging his tripod along with him. He bumped into the crowd gathered at his rear, and Lexi noticed the wave of terror which rippled across his childish features.

“Hey!” She lifted her voice and moved towards her front gate. By the time the angry crowd turned towards her, she’d leaned through the bars and entered her code into the keypad. With a whirr and a clunk, the heavy gate slid across the mouth of the driveway. “What’s happening?” Lexi demanded. She pressed her left elbow against her ribs as she hurried towards the mob.

“This clown!” a woman snarled. “He’s come back to finish low balling our property values.”

The air seethed with the blue haze of change. The single spark of a chance comment threatened to ignite it into a riot. Lexi wished for Garima’s unexpected return, although she knew she hoped in vain. But his dog collar and his calm assurance worked well in such high stake situations. Lexi exhaled a ragged breath and exuded a dose of false bravado and confidence. She edged through the crowd towards the lone council worker.

“I’m just surveying.” The man’s voice trembled with fear. “I’m not looking at the houses.”

His body jostled as someone administered a hard shove from behind. The crowd’s temperature eked up again as it tasted blood. A plastic cup tumbled from the surveyor’s expensive camera and became lost beneath shuffling slippers and flip-flops. His eyes widened as he sensed his coming lynching. Lexi recognised the resignation in his panicked expression.

“This isn’t the way.” She lifted her voice to cover the angry muttering. Turning, she cast her gaze over those she shared a street with and many whom she’d known for years. Mrs Dudley bent over her stick, her spine bowed like a yew tree. Her white head bobbed with the fragility of a dandelion in a strong breeze. Lexi appealed to the ancient matriarch to help her soothe the rampaging mob. “Mrs Dudley and I will invite this young man into my kitchen and make him a cup of coffee,” she said. “We won’t discover anything new by yelling at people wearing official uniforms. Can you imagine how much the council will enjoy hearing about this, especially if the police attend? They’ll label us a problem area and hasten the process.” She turned to the couple who lived to the right of her, ignoring the woman’s fixated gaze on her throat injury. “Please, can you take an email address or phone number for everyone on the street?” she asked.

“I can do that.” The man who lived opposite bristled. He folded his bulky arms across his stained white vest and glared at Lexi as though affronted. “I’m the chairman of Mensa,” he informed the crowd.

Lexi rushed on before he could offer his IQ to the nearest decimal, not caring who obliged, providing it occupied everyone while she stole the object of their ire from under their noses.

“He’s got no paper or pen,” complained Lexi’s next-door-neighbour. “She asked me to do it.” A debate started about whether to write down the contact details or collect them in the Notes section of the Mensa chairman’s expensive iPhone.

Lexi extracted the besieged council worker from their midst and ushered him towards her gate. It had closed, forcing her to re-enter the code. The surveyor waited as though on starter’s blocks for a hundred metre sprint, dashing through the narrow gap as soon as the gate slid open. Lexi waited for Mrs Dudley, hoping she hadn’t picked the wrong neighbour as the elderly woman took fairy steps towards her. “God give me strength,” she breathed.

And meant every syllable.
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“Are you cleaning, dear?” Mrs Dudley inspected the bottle of metal shiner and the rag as she shuffled towards a dining chair.

“My brother loves trying new products,” Lexi replied. She eyed the shaking surveyor as he pressed himself into the corner between the pantry and the wall, still clutching his tripod and wearing his wonky helmet. “Coffee?” Lexi asked, keeping her tone light. This is not how she intended to spend her morning.

“Is he the vicar?” Mrs Dudley perked up and slumped into the chair. She settled herself and leaned her stick against the table. “I like him very much,” she observed. Lexi smiled as she set the kettle to boil.

“Me too,” she agreed. “He’s a priest at St Gilbert’s.”

“He can clean my house next door,” Mrs Dudley remarked. “Does he ever wear the dog collar without a shirt?”

Lexi cleared her throat and loaded coffee into her glass cafetiere. She made it stronger than usual, needing the extra caffeine hit to face the crisis. Placing milk, teaspoons, and sugar on the table, she invited the surveyor to take a seat.

“Well, it’s always grand to start the day with a little excitement,” Mrs Dudley remarked. She waited for Lexi to fill a mug for her and bring it to the table, before ladling in four heaped spoons of sugar with a shaking hand. Lifting her head sideways to account for the fused bones in her neck, she squinted at the other guest. “Young man,” she said in a chirpy tone, “your employer can’t care much about you. They sent you into the lion’s den with a couple of poles and a camera. You’ll need a bodyguard if you come back. People are angry about their houses.”

“I don’t work for the council.” The teenager accepted the mug from Lexi, snatching it and dragging it across the wooden table. His white, blond hair stood up in artful tufts across his head. “I’m a water engineer. We take care of the underground pipes and drains. They sent me to look for a leak.”

Lexi moved aside the card she’d ignored earlier, her fingers stalling as she realised it bore no postmark. The sender had hand delivered it. The local photograph printed on its uppermost side caused her to frown. Distracted, she reached for it again as she sat.

Mrs Dudley interrupted her train of thought. “So, why do you have a Hamilton City Council logo on your uniform?” she demanded. “That’s what set everyone off.”

The man clapped a hand over his left pectoral and his colour flared to a vibrant red.

“Where did you park your vehicle?” Mrs Dudley continued. She tasted her coffee before adding more milk and another spoonful of sugar. Her false teeth shifted as she smacked her lips. “They’re rabid. Mr Montgomery will pop your tyres. What’s your name? Perhaps a name will make them less likely to kill you.”

“Callum,” the man sighed. Lexi wrinkled her nose. She suspected he’d borrowed the name of the man who’d sent him into danger without consideration.

“Nice to meet you, Callum,” she replied. “The council intends to tear down this street. They’ve put a compulsory purchase order into place, so we have no choice about selling to them. But they’ve low balled the valuations, and that’s upset most of the street’s occupants.”

The young man’s shoulders relaxed. He leaned forward and placed his elbows on the table. “They sent me to survey the street and take an inventory of what needs removing. It’s my job to work out the resources required and apply costings to the demolition.” He sipped his coffee. “It’s my first job. I only left college last semester. No one warned me I might get beaten up. My manager dropped me at the junction and rushed off to another site. Now I know why.”

Lexi exhaled. She hadn’t touched her coffee. Despite her own misery, she felt sorry for the guy. His manager had pulled a mean trick. “You’re safe here,” she said, genuine kindness in her voice. “We’ll think of a way to get you back to the main road.”

“He can hop over your rear fence like your boyfriend does.” Mrs Dudley cackled and her bushy eyebrows waggled like hairy caterpillars.

“I don’t have a boyfriend,” Lexi replied. Her heart rate spiked as her safety took another giant hit. “What does he look like?”

Mrs Dudley leaned back in her seat with enough force to make it creak. She tapped the side of her nose with a crabbed hand. “I sit in my conservatory and watch him. He’s tall, muscled and clears that fence like a fox. I like him best in his black leathers, but he wore jeans the first few times.” A shiver of ecstasy ran through her body. “So romantic. Although I started wondering if you’d taken up prostitution when the other one came too.”

Lexi took a fortifying slug of her coffee to give herself time to process Mrs Dudley’s revelation. She’d identified Shade’s bouts of house breaking, but her hand shook as she considered her back yard turning into a superhighway of dubious males. “I’m not a prostitute, but the man in leathers is my friend. Please describe the other one,” she asked, keeping her tone level. It wasn’t always like that, but Mrs Dudley didn’t need to know Shade had tracked her on behalf of his organisation, The People, for almost four months without her realising.

“I only saw the other one a handful of times,” Mrs Dudley replied. She narrowed her eyes and provided a description worthy of a witness statement. “Heavy set, tall, handsome, but mean looking. Brownish hair. Peered down his long nose at your garden. The first guy behaved like he had permission because he waved to me.” She gave a coquettish giggle. “He looks for me now and smiles and acknowledges me. Once, he saw me struggling with my wheelie bin and hopped the fence to put it out for the rubbish truck. He’s a lovely boy, but the second one is shifty. Your ginger cat likes your friend, and he always picks her up and cuddles her. The mean one aimed a kick at her and she ran away hissing.”

Lexi swallowed. “If you see the mean one again, please call the police.”

“Oh, I did. I called them the first time I spotted him.” Mrs Dudley’s eyes widened to reveal blue irises like hidden gems. “But the operator said they had no one available to attend. I have a letter from them on my sideboard, which arrived a few days later. They’re saying they investigated but couldn’t find any evidence and so closed the case. But they didn’t come, dear.” She released an exaggerated sigh. “No matter, because your friend appeared the next time the mean one slunk over the fence. He put him on the ground and bent his arm up behind his back. Much more entertaining than the police running around in their heavy gear and proving too slow to catch even little children. Your friend is so strong. All those bulging muscles and testosterone. Wonderful.” She clapped her crabbed hands together and reached again for the sugar bowl.

Callum sipped his drink and eyed the postcard. He stroked his index finger over the familiar image of the town and his lips quirked up at the side. His bitten nail slithered beneath one corner and he lifted it up as though trying to read the message scrawled on the other side. Lexi narrowed her brows at him and shifted it out of reach. The kid had no social graces.

Lexi turned to Mrs Dudley. “That makes sense now.” The older woman had described Rojas, right down to the arrogance and mean lift of his top lip. So Shade had bested him in a fight she might never have known about. It explained Rojas’ hurried exit on the day he came to threaten her.

Lexi tapped her fingernail against her lower lip. At least the crooked cop feared at least one person. Tarant Leon had done the right thing in the end, handing over evidence of Rojas’ misdeeds to Chief Inspector Grunwald. But so far, nothing had happened. She sighed, thinking of the evidence she’d stashed all over town. Rojas had demanded it. Something told Lexi he hadn’t finished with her yet.
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Callum disappeared over Lexi’s back fence, with Mrs Dudley prodding his bottom with her stick. He landed in the blackberry brambles bordering the neighbour’s garden and complained about the copious scratches. When his head popped over the wooden slats, Lexi lobbed his equipment at him.

“So ungrateful!” Mrs Dudley complained in a loud voice as he scrambled to retrieve his fallen gear.

“I know, right?” Lexi retorted. “We saved his life, and he hasn’t stopped complaining.” She took Mrs Dudley’s arm and led her along the winding path towards the house. Her stick tapped against the pavement.

“More coffee?” the elderly matriarch asked with hope in her voice.

Lexi cringed inwardly. “I have work,” she replied. “I should get going.”

Resistant to hints, Mrs Dudley delayed her exit for as long as possible. She used the bathroom after demanding a tour of Lexi’s most recent renovations. But it was only as she limped ahead of Lexi along the hall that she dropped her bombshell. “I think I made a mistake yesterday,” she said, her tone serious.

“A mistake?” Lexi edged around to face her, troubled by the increased lines around Mrs Dudley’s mouth and the sadness in her eyes. Reacting with instinct, she clasped the slender, knotted wrists in her hands. “How?”

“I answered my phone,” she said, but broke off to lick her lips. “A man insisted I turn on my computer because it had developed some kind of illness and sent out a distress call to his company.”

Lexi clamped her teeth over her lower lip and sensed the ending to the tale. “What happened?” She held her breath.

“I told him I don’t have one,” she replied. Fear speckled her irises and spots of pink mottled her weathered cheeks. “He didn’t believe me. I told him, I’m eighty two son, I have nothing more technical than my microwave.”

“You didn’t give them any personal details, did you?” Lexi’s shoulders ached with the tension in her body. “No bank account numbers or your address? Date of birth or credit card information?”

“Oh, he wanted them,” she replied. “He got me so confused. I don’t know what I said in the end.”

“Did you fetch documents for him and read off numbers? Or can you remember your bank account digits in your head?” Lexi struggled to keep the urgency from her voice.

“No, dear. I can’t recall strings of numbers and I fetched nothing for him. But he seemed so nice and very persuasive. Why didn’t he believe I have no computer?”

Lexi swallowed and released Mrs Dudley’s wrists. Glancing down, she balked at the reddened haze she’d left on the fragile skin. “I think you’re okay,” she said with relief. “But just for certainty’s sake, I can run you to your bank to check.”

“Oh, I’ll ask my great nephew,” she replied.

“I’ll follow up,” Lexi warned. “Please make sure you do.”

It took another half an hour of edging towards the front door for the lonely woman to leave. Wracked with guilt and having failed to explain she worked from home, Lexi felt honour bound to leave the house so Mrs Dudley didn’t conclude she’d lied. She snatched up her laptop and headed for the cafe opposite Garima’s church. At the last second, she pushed the unread postcard into the laptop bag.

The February sun baked the asphalt and caused steam to rise from the superheated surface. Lexi picked a table inside and basked in the breeze from the air conditioner. It whirred and shook on the wall as it refrigerated the humid air and regurgitated it as ice cold and funky smelling. Seepage oozed down the wall as it struggled against the height of another New Zealand summer.

Lexi switched on her laptop and used her phone to hot-spot on the internet. She knew never to hook into the cafe’s free, but exposed, Wi-Fi. She searched the social media accounts of a woman who’d claimed an ACC disability payout following a car crash. “People are so stupid,” she murmured to herself as she clicked on the public image of the same woman displaying her prowess at the gym. Elfin and graceful, she posed by a weight bench and flexed her biceps for the camera. She’d taken the photo herself by aiming it at the floor to ceiling mirror in the gym. The hashtag for a supplement provider offered a discount off their latest weight loss hacks, showing the woman posted often enough to have attracted businesses wanting her to tout their wares.

Lexi admired her success in rising from the ashes as a fitness influencer. Not bad for a woman whom ACC believed was confined to a wheelchair for life. “Nice booty,” Lexi commented under her breath as she took screenshots of @superwoman1985 squatting for the camera and grinning at her reflected and luscious gluteus maximus muscles. Her waist spilled over her leggings like an overexcited muffin. Lexi screenshot that picture too out of bitchiness and added it to the legal firm’s online server.

The barista brought her coffee to the table, and Lexi thanked her. She sipped the fortifying brew and planned how she would commit the perfect fraud and get away with it if she possessed less of a moral compass. No doubt @superwoman1985, or Keeley Marris in the real world, considered herself a winner. New Zealand’s Accident Compensation Corporation had given her a substantial sum for a crash she caused when she drove her Ford Mondeo into a power pole while uninsured. The Corporation’s brief involved more assistance than judgement, and Keeley Marris took full advantage. The woman’s stupidity exhausted Lexi. She’d made no effort to change her hair or appearance, and if she’d just stuck to Instagram, she may have remained safe. But the trendy TikTok videos of her on an attack bike, breasts bouncing like bowling balls in expensive latex gym wear, proved a step too far.

Lexi emailed her short, but conclusive, report to Kelly Lomas and included a link to the evidence on the shared server. She imagined the ferocious lawyer’s grunt of disdain as she watched the thrashing woman in the TikTok video.

An email from Tarant Leon popped into Lexi’s inbox and she sent it to her spam folder. Though they’d once been work colleagues and lovers, they had nothing left to say to each other.

As Lexi pushed her empty mug aside, it bumped the laptop bag. The card slipped forward and rubbed against the open zipper. “Fine,” she grumbled. She pulled it towards her and turned it over in her fingers.

The missive bore a postcard style aerial photograph of Hamilton Gardens. The stunning image displayed the city’s best feature as a patchwork of plantings and themed buildings. Lexi peered at the printer’s mark on the rear flap and recognised the council’s familiar marketing stamp. She wrinkled her nose, wondering if all her neighbours had received the weird consolation prize. But the message on the back added more confusion.

‘I need your help. It’s urgent. A mutual acquaintance gave me your name. I’ll contact you again.’

“Weird,” Lexi mused. The shaky handwriting conveyed an air of desperation. Kelly would give a potential client Lexi’s name, but not her address. She shoved the card back into the bag’s pocket.

Movement across the street caught her eye as she closed her laptop. Garima’s tall figure waited at the opposite curb, chatting to the two people accompanying him. A reddish beard covered his companion’s face, extensive enough to leave only a white band for his eyes. A mop of black hair stuck out across his head like an involuntary electrocution. His clothes held a shabbiness next to Garima’s crisp clerical garb, and he took short faltering steps behind a wheelchair. An elfin woman occupied the chair. She appeared too fragile for the lurch of the wheels across the road, resembling a pea rolling around on a drum. Skinny legs ended in bandaged feet and she kept her hands crossed in her lap. The wheelchair traversed the street and tipped backwards to embrace the curb as the company strolled towards the cafe.

Garima ran ahead to open the door, stepping aside to allow the wheelchair through the narrow gap. As though jabbed by a telepathic sibling link, he sensed Lexi’s presence. Conflict budded in his expression as he found himself caught between affection and duty. He swallowed and sent her an agonised grimace. Lexi spared him the difficulty by meeting him half way across the room. He bobbed forward to accept the air kiss she bestowed on his right cheek. She resisted wrapping him in a fortifying squeeze, aware of his chaste public persona and not wishing to start rumours.

The man pushing the wheelchair turned with an expression of curiosity. The woman craned her neck for an explanation of the delay.

“Lexi Allen.” She leaned forward and offered her hand in greeting. “Garima’s sister.”

“Oh!” Crow’s feet creased the skin at the corners of the man’s eyes. “Lovely to meet you. I’m Daniel Rothman and this is my wife, Lily.” His sweaty hand engulfed Lexi’s in a moist cushion and she ached to snatch back her fingers and wipe them on her linen pants. The man had dressed for winter in a heavy tweed jacket and corduroy trousers. Perspiration dotted his eyebrows like frosting.

Lily’s cool fingers seemed little more than a collection of twigs in Lexi’s gentle handshake. A yellow hue to her cheeks faded beneath her jawline. She fluttered her lashes as though exhausted, but said nothing.

“Coffee, tea, water?” Garima took the couple’s orders before hurrying to the counter. The cafe manager elbowed the barista aside in her eagerness to serve the priest. The older woman hung on Garima’s words as though testing a lifeline, doe eyed and sappy. His height and the rugby player set of his shoulders marked him as striking in female company. The pristine white dog collar warded off potential suitors but also served as a challenge to certain women. A daring Jezebel spirit nurtured their desire to win him over, and to be the one who persuaded the handsome man to break his ordination promises. Seminary had equipped Garima for such battles, but his natural innocence caused Lexi great anxiety. As Daniel burbled to his wife about where she’d prefer to sit, Lexi made a bee line for the counter.

The cafe manager pouted at Lexi’s presence, thwarted in her inane chat about the weather. But Garima smiled, paid, and thanked her with his usual grace, seeming not to notice her hungry expression. Lexi grabbed the offered bottle of water, her fingers sliding in the condensation. The woman removed her hand as though stung. If she’d hoped to caress Garima’s long digits in an accidental brush, she’d failed. Lexi gathered three glasses from the tray beside the cash register and turned aside as Garima gave a confused nod and another thank you to the woman.

“She’s flirting with you,” Lexi hissed under her breath as they crossed the cafe. “Take more care.”

Garima frowned and relieved her of the clanking glasses. “I’m fine,” he replied with confidence. “Not every hurting woman wishes to destroy my life along with their own. That’s where compassion and discernment come in.”

Lexi snorted in disbelief. “You’re too good for this world!” she snarled. But she fixed a fake smile on her face as she delivered the water and the glasses. Two upturned faces studied her. Lily’s lashes fluttered closed, but Daniel watched her with the concentration of a circling hawk. “I’ll leave you to it,” she said, turning back to her table and scattered possessions.

“Stay,” Garima urged her. “I ordered a latte for you.”

Lexi floundered. She’d hoped to see Garima alone and his companions confounded her purpose. Despite her anger towards their father, he’d called her eleven times that morning. She’d give it another day before he sent his heavies to snatch her off the street and condemn her to a lecture behind the scenes in his antiquarian bookshop. Lexi licked her lips and paused. “I wanted to see you later,” she admitted after a moment. Garima failed at reading into coded sentences, but she hoped he’d see her need. “I knew you had something on this morning.”

His left cheek twitched and Lexi released her held breath. He’d understood. His arm spun outward to include her and he jerked his chin towards the empty seat. “Stay awhile,” he urged. “Then walk back to the vestry with me.”
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Daniel showed genuine care for his fragile wife. When the barista arrived with a tray containing three coffees and an iced chocolate, he asked her for a straw. His voice held a booming authority which fitted his heavyset body and bizarre dress sense. But the image jarred with his gentleness in fitting the straw in the cold drink and making sure Lily could reach it with her trembling fingers. Lexi stirred sugar into her latte and observed the couple from beneath her lashes.

“Daniel starts work this week as the new doctor at the Frankton practice,” Garima said, in an attempt to start a light-hearted conversation.

Lexi cocked her head. “That’s where I go,” she said. “Who did you replace?”

“Doctor Sloane.” Daniel bowed his head in acknowledgement. “He left big shoes to fill.”

Lexi clamped her lips closed. She felt the weight of Garima’s shiny shoe connect with the side of her boot and got the message. No one had liked Doctor Sloane, but her priestly brother didn’t want him slated in his hearing. The man had proved rude and brash with zero bedside manner. The other patients had gradually attached themselves to different doctors’ lists until Sloane ended up seeing only those without prior appointments. Lexi had visited him once for strep throat. Fifty-four dollars later, he’d advised her to come back the following week to see her own doctor.

“The receptionist is jolly,” she said, though the sentiment almost choked her. A twitch of Garima’s lips told her he’d spotted her lie. Gladys sat behind her counter and barked like a pit bull terrier at the sick and wounded, as though her job description included a brief to see off potential patients. She removed her hideous persona at the weekend in time to present a syrupy smile and gentle benevolence at Garima’s Sunday Matins. “Quite the woman with many facets,” Lexi concluded, unable to resist. Again, she felt the press of Garima’s heavy shoe and crossed her legs.

Daniel didn’t bite. He focused his attention on helping Lily with her drink. A little mollified by Garima’s disappointment in her, Lexi forced herself to show an interest. “Where do you live?” she asked, keeping her tone light.

Daniel mopped the cream from Lily’s lips with a napkin before answering Lexi’s question. “We took a rental property on Drake Street,” he said with satisfaction. “It’s close to the surgery for me to walk to work, and the house has everything on one level. The previous owner had a stroke, so her son converted the fittings for someone in a wheelchair. It’s perfect. The landlady seems keen to sell to us if we’re happy there.”

Garima’s leg twitched, and confusion crossed his face when he couldn’t find Lexi’s foot to administer the desired kick. She experienced the childish desire to giggle. “What number is your house?” she asked, her interest piqued. Who had rented out a condemned property without notifying the new tenants? And why didn’t Garima want her to reveal the sad future of Drake Street?

“Number sixteen,” Daniel replied. Lexi recalled an image of the street in her mind and located the property. Eight houses to the left of hers and on the opposite side to the odd numbers. She pictured the previous owner, a sweet school librarian who’d returned to work for a time following her illness. Lexi didn’t remember her moving out, but perhaps Mrs Dudley might.

“Nice,” she said without offering her address. It seemed impossible to wax lyrical about Drake Street without mentioning its almost certain fate.

“We lived in Wellington before,” Daniel ventured as though answering an unasked question. “Our two-storey house proved too much for Lily after her condition worsened. Hamilton is nice and flat for pushing her chair and Frankton is close to the hospital. We moved in a month ago, but it took time to find work for myself.”

“Right.” Lexi glanced sideways at Lily. Her hunter’s spirit rose in her chest and demanded more information. It wanted the woman’s diagnosis, prognosis and to know everything about her. And her husband. It craved knowledge like a drug, driving Lexi beyond propriety to dance at the edge of rudeness. But she knew ways around it. “Which ward at the hospital do you visit?” she enquired. The question sounded casual, but the answer should reveal much. “My friend works on the surgical ward. Thirteen, I think.” Pure innocence masked her face and hid the lie. She didn’t risk a glance at Garima, who knew her immediate acquaintances and their various usefulness. Lexi had no friendships with anyone who worked at the hospital. He frowned and his disappointment again saddened her. But a tired, grizzled face sprang into her mind and she beamed. “Oh, he switched to the emergency room earlier this year. Dr William Carstairs. Have you met him yet?”

Her sly sideways smile admonished Garima. While the threat of Rojas remained, the kind doctor had insisted she text him on the first of every month. If he didn’t hear from her, he would alert someone. Lexi’s lips twisted. Neither of them had thought through the next part of the process. Who would he tell if she dropped contact? She needed to add that to next month’s text.

Daniel shook his head. “Our first appointment is next week. It takes time to transfer Lily’s records from Wellington to here.” He patted the fragile fingers with his bear’s paw and smiled at her. “We’re hoping the experts at the Waikato Hospital can help her. Lots of new research and treatments are available overseas, so I’m praying they’re open to trying some of them.”

Coffee burned Lexi’s tongue as she gulped too big a mouthful. The hope in Daniel’s eyes clashed with her natural cynicism. Lily’s jaundiced complexion created a deathly hue beneath the harsh strip lights of the cafe. A heavy silver bangle dwarfed her skinny wrist like a manacle. Lines and shadows bisected her cheeks and crept into the hollows under her eyes. Lexi clamped her teeth over her tongue to prevent her releasing the awful thoughts catching in the back of her throat. Lily appeared too close to death for anything short of a miracle.

Lexi’s bottom lip protruded as she bit down on her flapping tongue. She turned her gaze to Garima, and he gave her a gentle smile of approval. “I’m very glad you’re here,” she managed and reached out to pat Garima’s shoulder. “Apparently, this man knows a guy who does miracles.”

All smiled at the sentiment and missed the original point. A rotting scent rose from Lily’s chair as though to defy the best efforts of human hands with life-giving intent. Surely, as a doctor, Daniel could sense the decay shrouding his wife. But he seemed oblivious or wantonly blind as he raved on about the glory and majesty of God, and the blessing of a supportive church community.

A tradesman wearing paint spattered overalls entered the cafe after discarding his dusty boots outside the front door. His appearance signified the start of the lunchtime rush and others flooded in after him. Lexi collected her laptop, phone, and notepad from the adjacent table and fitted everything into her smart leather bag.

Then she bid the Rothmans goodbye and kissed her brother on his cheek, leaving before the overwhelming sense of pity could chase her out into the balmy air. “I’ll catch you another day,” she promised, but knew she wouldn’t muster the courage a second time.
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Lexi arrived home to find yet another hand delivered postcard. This time, an envelope enclosed it and the photograph showed an aerial view of the iconic, but tired, Fairfield Bridge’s majestic arches. ‘Please help?’ it urged. ‘I’m desperate.’ The same hand had scribed it, but this time the ink had smudged the inside pages as though the writer panicked.

“How can I help you if I don’t know who you are?” Lexi demanded. She tucked the card back into the envelope and dropped it onto its mate in the fruit bowl on her kitchen table.

The sense of mystery rattled her nerves and drove her to physical activity to clear her head. She spent her afternoon tidying the flower beds on the boundary fence which adjoined Mrs Dudley’s.

Around six o’clock, her brother arrived and let himself into the house. He stood on the garden path and watched her for a while, his gaze perceptive and his lips pursed. Lexi had spent all afternoon suppressing her anxiety and couldn’t bear to unwrap it all again. She’d needed his help, but now decided she didn’t.

“I don’t know how you do it,” she remarked, forcing the subject down a different track. “You were so kind to the Rothmans, and you’d only just met them. I really admire your ability to provide hope in the face of tragedy and suffering.”

He shrugged off the compliment and sank onto a nearby bench. Lexi’s ginger cat hopped onto his knee and spread loose fur over his dark clothes. She thrived on causing as much annoyance as possible and purred as she rubbed her muzzle against his black shirt. Garima stroked her one-handed. Tufts of fluff rose on the gentle breeze and fluttered away. Lexi couldn’t remember seeing her brother get angry about anything.

His fingers plucked at the white dog collar and he pushed it into his trouser pocket. Lexi placed another strip of weed mat over the cleared patch of earth and hammered pegs in with a rubber mallet. Her scissors had proved too blunt, and she resorted to a sharp craft knife to trim the edges. She worked in silence, comparing Garima’s vocation to hers. He could remove his clerical uniform but remained willing to leap into action at the trill of a phone. The priest and the man interlaced with such finality, neither could exist without the other. A sideways glance found him sitting with his hands crossed over his flat stomach. He’d closed his eyes against the setting sun, but Lexi doubted he rested. His mind whirled like a washing machine, and she knew through instinct that he prayed.

She finished pinning the weed mat along the length of the flower bed and added extra pins near the fence adjoining Mrs Dudley’s property. The woven black plastic curved up at the boundary to prevent the growing jungle from next door creeping into Lexi’s flower borders.

Garima roused as she dragged a bag of bark chips across the path and attacked the seam with her knife. “Let me help you.” He stood and Nahla fled his lap with a growl of irritation. He fetched the other four bags, his muscles straining his shirt sleeves as he bore them two at a time. The action appeared effortless as he laid them at intervals along the border. “I understand why you’ve curved the weed mat up,” he said, pointing at the boundary. “But as soon as you add the bark, it’ll flatten again.”

Lexi wrinkled her nose. “You doubt my strategic abilities,” she replied with mock haughtiness. She pointed to a row of nails hammered into the bottom of the fence. “I intend to hook the mat over the nails and I’ve found some old railway sleepers at the demolition yard. I’ve booked a delivery for Friday of next week.”

Garima made a growl of approval. “Very smart, Miss Allen.” He pointed at the bags of bark. “Will you wait to add it?”

Lexi rose and wiped her dirty palms on her jeans. “I should. But I wanted to open one bag and cover the front of the border. Just to see how it looks.”

Garima bowed his head and observed her from beneath his lashes. “Are you okay?” he asked.

A knot rose into her throat and tears burned behind her eyes. “You mean, why bother?” Her voice croaked. “Why spend money on a demolition project?”

“No.” His arm enfolded her and he pulled her against his chest. His cheek rested on the top of her head. He didn’t hesitate to offer comfort despite her filthy jeans and tee shirt leaving dusty streaks on his clean clothes. “I meant, are you okay?”

Lexi blew out a ragged breath. Her resolve crumbled in the face of his expert kindness. “I don’t know. No.” A disgusting sniff bisected her sentence. “My life is spinning out of control. I’ve resigned from a permanent job to exist on contracts gleaned only through a friend’s charity. And the house I’ve put almost a decade of energy and finances into won’t raise enough for me to start again elsewhere. I live in fear of Rojas turning up in the dead of night and I can’t sleep because of the nightmares.”

“They’re worse?” Garima’s voice remained a gentle, level hum.

“Well, yes!” Lexi exclaimed. “I used to wake thinking Rojas stood over me in the dark. Now, I also relive the sensation of suffocating. It’s a lottery which memory gets to me first. I wake up hoarse from screaming.” She pressed her fingers to her throat. A jagged ridge rode her Adam’s apple, and the garotte had cut deep across the tendons at the sides of her neck. She’d seen a plastic surgeon the previous week, but his graphic description of taking layers from her thigh to repair the scar had only added to her terror. And he couldn’t answer her most important question. Would banishing the after effects of the attack from the mirror also release her from its mental grip?

“You’re blaming yourself.” His voice remained calm, but Garima had leaned on Lexi’s most painful sore. She shrugged from his embrace and took a step backwards, catching her heel on a waiting bag of bark. In her scramble to remain upright, Lexi discovered she couldn’t breathe.

Garima’s gentleness pervaded her addled thoughts as she sat on the path with her head between her knees. The concrete slabs warmed her bottom and cut through the chill lurking in her soul. He stroked her back and offered gentle reassurance after fetching a paper bag from the junk drawer in the kitchen. A floral, soapy scent filled Lexi’s nostrils as she heaved in painful breaths. The bag filled like a rustling balloon and released as she inhaled. Lexi concentrated on remembering why she’d bought the soap and where she’d put it. Gardenia with a hint of rose. She saw herself wrapping it in pretty paper and adding a tag with Kelly’s name. A birthday gift. As she processed the irrelevant thoughts, her brain regained control. Her heart rate slowed and the frayed edges of her psyche became less frighteningly permanent.

“Feeling better?” Garima offered his hand and helped her to stand. “It happens to all of us at some point.” He refrained from using the words panic and attack, but Lexi sensed his genuine ache for her. Her brother danced with anxiety and a gripping obsessive-compulsive disorder, which he controlled using medication. He wasn’t a stranger to panic attacks.

Lexi’s knees had filled with cotton wool and a horrid weakness rose from her feet into her head. “Thanks,” she managed in a husky whisper.

They progressed up the porch steps and into the kitchen after Garima returned the tools to the shed. He heaved the remaining bags of bark into a pile beside the house and scattered the open one onto the weed mat. Then he bustled about, making a fortifying mug of tea. He heaped in two spoons of sugar and Lexi couldn’t find the energy to protest. She took a sip and exhaled. “What you said,” she stammered, sifting through her words. “About blame. It triggered something.”

He sat beside her and dangled a herbal tea bag in boiled water. The scent of hibiscus and pomegranate rose like a haze and enfolded them in its warmth. “Yes,” he replied. “Blame is an old friend of mine. I’m sorry you’ve met him.”

“It’s a part of me,” Lexi mused. “It began with worries that Mum left us because she didn’t like me. I have so few memories of her other than when she screamed and yelled at me. I’ve always felt guilty that Patrick had to raise us, watching him struggle to balance earning enough money while caring for us. And I chose this house and sank everything into it, when I knew it couldn’t last.” She scrubbed her eyes with knuckles, not careful about causing herself pain. “I resigned from a job I loved because I slept with my married boss and detonated my working relationship with him. That’s what kicked off this whole thing with Rojas. Revenge. And I brought it all on myself.” She exhaled. “I’m a walking disaster.”

Garima tilted his handsome face at her and grinned. “Welcome to the human race,” he replied without guile. “We’re all faulty and broken. Thank God we’re also redeemable. The hardest job is always to forgive oneself.” He spread his hands on either side of his mug and gave a deep sigh. “I could pick through everything on your list and contest it. In fact, I challenge every item.”

“Apart from getting involved with Tarant,” Lexi grumbled, knowing he’d glossed over that one with his usual grace.

Garima continued without acknowledgement. “But you’d fight to the death on every point. Only you can absolve yourself of responsibility for where your choices have led.” He wagged his index finger at her. “But only birch yourself over those you truly deserve. Leave other people’s sins for them to reap the rewards.”

Lexi nodded. Her rational mind took a more accurate audit. Even her dalliance with Tarant occurred after his wife left him for another man. She sniffed again and wiped her hand across her nose. “What should I do?” she asked in a tiny voice which exposed her vulnerability.

Garima slipped his arm around her shoulders. “Why don’t you chat with our counsellor at the church? She’s increased her hours to Monday and Wednesday mornings. Want me to make an appointment for you. Can you make yourself free one morning next week?”

Despite her wariness of spilling her guts to strangers, Lexi’s soul groaned beneath the weight of bad choices and wicked twists of fate. She nodded, the motion tiny and barely visible. Garima pressed a kiss to her cheek. “I’ll text you with the time,” he said.

“Will you come with me?” Lexi peered up at him through eyes glittering with unshed tears.

Garima squeezed her fingers beneath his capable hand. “I’ll wait outside,” he promised.
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Lexi slept the entire night for the first time in ages. She remembered nothing between closing her eyes and waking to the rasping burr of a weed whacker in a neighbouring garden. It chattered and coughed as it munched through long grass and weeds somewhere close to her property.

Lexi rubbed her eyes, shocked to find she’d slept until after nine. She pushed back the light sheet and tugged aside the curtain shrouding her bedroom window. “What?” she breathed, spotting Garima’s head bobbing from behind Mrs Dudley’s fence.

A breeze wrapped around her calves as she emerged through her front door and navigated around her SUV. Clad in pyjama shorts and a tee shirt, she gripped the rough wood panel and rose on tiptoes. “Gari!” she yelled over the din. “What are you doing?”

Garima killed the machine and yanked scruffy ear defenders from his tousled head. He wore a tattered black tee shirt and army surplus trousers with a desert camouflage pattern. Grass stains covered the lighter patches on the trousers. “I put your neighbour on my rota,” he replied with his usual cheerfulness. “I figured if the weeds bothered you, they probably upset her, too. The gardening outreach team can come next Saturday and give the property a makeover. I’ve finished in the back garden. Just got this bit to do. Sorry, did I wake you?”

Lexi shook her head. Her lips parted, but no sound emerged. Guilt flared like a firework in her chest. Why didn’t she think of helping instead of inoculating her own garden against the creeping weeds of an old lady too infirm to wield a heavy petrol strimmer? Garima shook his head as she inwardly berated herself. “Stop it!” he commanded with the rise of a damp eyebrow. “Get dressed and come round for morning tea. Mrs Dudley is baking scones, and she’s promised muffins on Saturday. The lads are excited. We’re getting the first taste.” He waved a gloved hand and returned to his task, the strimmer taking three attempts to start before releasing an energetic roar.

After taking a fast shower and slipping into a black tee shirt and camouflage trousers, Lexi stuffed her phone into one of the many pockets. She tied her hair into a loose ponytail and left the house. Mrs Dudley’s garden had lost its jungle theme as Garima had beaten it into reluctant submission. He’d mowed the lawn and weed whacked the edges to reveal several lost flowerbeds. The earthy scent of cut grass and dust filled the air.

“Hello dear!” Mrs Dudley called. She fought to extract her bottom from a sagging deckchair as Lexi stepped through the open gate.

“Don’t get up!” Lexi jogged forward to prevent the whole thing toppling sideways on the uneven concrete path. She laid a steadying hand on the woman’s bony shoulder. Garima had dumped a plate on the step and flailed to get his long frame to rise in the narrow space, but he relaxed as Mrs Dudley settled. He retrieved the muffin, which had rolled onto the step.

“Chocolate,” he said with enthusiasm, and bit into the cake. He spoke with his mouth full, all propriety forgotten in his pleasure. “You’re an amazing baker, Mrs Dudley.” Crumbs sprayed onto his frayed tee shirt.

Mrs Dudley preened like a dowager countess. She primped her white curls and patted them into place with fingers marred by swollen knuckles. “My Stanley loved home baking,” she mused. She craned her neck to study Lexi. “Help yourself, dear. There’s a platter on the kitchen counter and tea plates set out to the side.”

“Thank you.” Lexi stepped over the threshold and into the darkness of the house. Peeling wallpaper greeted her, adding to the scent of decay which rose up from the stained hall carpet. Piles of newspapers obscured the skirting boards, their pages yellowed and curled. The house matched Lexi’s in age and size. But where Lexi had renovated to update the original décor, Mrs Dudley’s home remained trapped in the late 1800s. Despite the dilapidation of the property, the kitchen appeared immaculate. Lexi walked towards the stainless steel draining board, drawn by the delicious scent of warm muffins. She inhaled as the bare floorboards creaked beneath her with the distinct impression of the support beams sagging. Lexi picked her route with care, suspecting the wooden pilings had rotted in places beneath the house. She snatched up a plate and two muffins before bolting back to the front garden. Wordlessly, she dumped the second cake onto Garima’s empty plate.

His eyes sparkled with glee and he seized it between his strong fingers. “Ooh, I mustn’t,” he remarked before pushing it between his lips.

Lexi sank onto the cracked concrete beside Mrs Dudley’s chair and sampled the muffin. Chocolate burst into her mouth from a well in the centre. She groaned with pleasure. Garima was right. The woman could bake.

“Did I tell you my great nephew works for the local council?” Mrs Dudley said. Lexi shook her head, unable to speak without spitting crumbs. “Yes. He’s upset with the value they gave my property,” she mused. “The surveyor said my home is near derelict and offered land value only. I wanted to join that residential community for old folks over in Hamilton East, but I can’t afford to now.”

Lexi swallowed her mouthful with an audible sound and reached up to grasp Mrs Dudley’s crabbed hand as it rested on the arm of the chair. “I know,” she replied. “I’m fortunate that I don’t owe the bank anything, but wherever I go next will require a large mortgage to get back onto the property ladder.”

Mrs Dudley’s lips flattened into thin lines as though she contemplated sharing something confidential. She glanced first at Garima and then at Lexi. “He told me something else,” she said, lowering her voice. “But it mustn’t go any further.”

Lexi rose onto her knees, pressing her fingers on the chair’s wooden arm like a begging puppy. She stiffened, sensing the revelation held importance. “We won’t tell,” she promised.

“My Reuben says the council had two probable locations for their south bound slip lane. The engineers didn’t like the option of tearing down residential streets because of all the delays and disruption. They favoured the section of land just beyond the end of our road where all those old warehouses sit. You know the ones, don’t you? Adjoining Mr Petitt’s boundary. The railway company sold them off to some consortium when they moved the freight yard to the outskirts of town. Reuben said the current owners put pressure on the council chairman and he folded. That’s why they’re pulling down Drake Street, Swan Lane, and Mallard Place.”

“Reuben?” Lexi asked. “Is he your great nephew? Did he take you to the bank following our conversation?”

“Yes dear. All is well. But I’ve never seen the dear boy get so furious about fishing.”

Lexi shot a look at Garima and mouthed, “Phishing, with a P.”

Oblivious, Mrs Dudley returned to the mystery of the rail yard. She lowered her voice to a whisper. “Mr Petitt’s seen many goings on over his fence. He writes it all down in a little black notebook. Late night deliveries and hinky behaviour. He thinks they’re drug
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