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  About Nothing to Fear

The gifts are innocent… at first. 
 After a traumatic assault, Hannah Novak returns to her home-town hoping for a fresh start. However, when strange gifts turn up on her doorstep, and a stalker fixates on her, she discovers that Blackbridge isn’t the safe haven it once was. With no family left to turn to, she’s forced to seek help from the brooding new cop in town.
 Ryan Kilpatrick has travelled across the country to create a stable home for his young son, but being a police officer makes that hard. He doesn’t need Hannah’s problems added to his own, yet her courage and vulnerability awakens the protector in him.
 With time running out, can Hannah learn to trust again before it’s too late?
 Because this time, there are no second chances.






  
  Dear Reader, 
This book is set in Australia and as such I've used UK English spelling rather than US English. What this means is that my US readers might notice words spelled differently to what they're used to: colour not color, realise not realize, and towards rather than toward. I can't guarantee there are no spelling mistakes in the novel (one or two always slip past me), but many of the differences you may notice are because of the differences between US and UK English spelling and grammar.
There is also a bit of Aussie slang and terms which may be unique to Australia. I think most are understandable from the context, but if there's anything you get stuck on, send me an email to claire@claireboston.com.
Happy Reading!
Claire B






  
  





Dedication

To you, my reader – because you’re awesome!








  
  Chapter 1


The numbers in front of Hannah Novak blurred as she stared at them, but they didn’t change into the numbers she wanted. She sighed. Not once had she thought building a luxury retreat was going to be easy, but she hadn’t expected it to be quite so hard either. She shouldn’t have let her grandparents push her into it so soon. She wasn’t ready, but she couldn’t tell them that – not without them asking why. 
Her skin tightened.
That was something they never needed to know.
The phone’s ring was shrill and she reached for it in relief. “Blackbridge Holiday Park. How may I help you?”
“Help me, Hannah Banana. You’re my only hope.”
Hannah grinned at the plaintive tone in Lincoln’s voice. “What can I do for you, Sergeant Zanetti?”
“You can tell me you’ve got an onsite cabin free for the next few weeks.”
She laughed. “The summer holidays start next Thursday,” she said. “We’re booked solid until February.”
Lincoln swore. “Everyone is booked solid.”
“Glad I was the last one you came to,” Hannah joked. “Why do you need accommodation?”
“It’s for our new senior constable. Do you remember Ryan Kilpatrick? He lived here for a couple of years during high school.”
Hannah’s heart fluttered. “Yeah, I remember him.” She’d never forgotten her first crush. He’d arrived in town when she was eleven and he was a much older sixteen. She’d been so in love with him that she’d ridden into a ditch one day when she’d seen him unexpectedly. That most mortifying experience had morphed into the best day of her eleven-year-old life, when he’d picked her up and taken her home to her grandparents to have the grazes on her knees tended. She smiled at the memory. He’d been good-looking then, what would he look like now?
“I don’t know what I’m going to do,” Lincoln said. “The government house he was supposed to stay in has been trashed by the last tenants, and with Christmas coming up, we can’t get it repaired in time. The closest accommodation available is in Albany and it’s a reasonable drive if he needs to come out in an emergency. Plus, he can’t leave his kid at home.”
“He’s got a child?” She ignored the flash of disappointment. Of course Ryan would be married by now.
“Yeah, an eight-year-old boy.”
She hesitated, glancing at the spreadsheet in front of her. “When’s he due here?”
“Sunday night. Have you got something in mind?”
It would be tight to get the cabin finished, but it was possible. It would give her a boost of funds, and having a family as her first guests would give her a chance to get used to having someone else on her property. A way to ease herself into the situation.
“Hannah, I’ll be forever in your debt if you find me a solution,” Lincoln pleaded.
The idea of taking the next step sent her pulse racing, but his plea twisted her arm. “Ah, well it’s not ideal …”
“What have you got?”
“It’s kind of small for a family.” She winced at her tone. She was supposed to be trying to rent the cabin not trying to make him change his mind.
“It’s just Ryan and his boy.”
Hannah froze, her chest tight. “What about the boy’s mother?”
“Ryan’s divorced. Have you got a place for them to stay?”
No Mrs Kilpatrick. That wasn’t good. Her breath came in short pants and she closed her eyes, concentrating on her breathing. She’d be out there on her own with only Ryan and his boy. It was too risky. She couldn’t be alone with any man these days. So few could be trusted.
“Hannah? You gotta help me.” Lincoln wasn’t going to let up.
She opened her eyes. If she was ever going to make the retreat succeed, she had to do this.
Ryan had been kind to her when she was a child. She had trusted him then, and now he had a son. Surely, he wouldn’t do anything bad with his son around.
Hoping she wasn’t making a mistake, she said, “The first cabin at Hideaway Retreat is almost finished. It needs the flooring and curtains installed, and the walls painted. I might be able to get it done by the weekend.” She still hoped he would refuse.
“Can I take a look at it?”
She sighed, checking the time. Lynette would be starting soon. “I’ll meet you out there in half an hour.”
“Perfect, I’ll see you then.”
Hannah hung up and put her head in her hands, hating the nausea in her stomach. She should have kept her mouth shut.
The back door rattled as Lynette came into the office. “Morning, Hannah,” she said. “It’s already shaping up to be a scorcher today.” She hung her wide-brimmed straw hat on the hook in the hallway and wiped her forehead.
“Morning.” Quickly, Hannah went over the work that was required around the park.
“I’ve got this,” Lynette said. “You’ve got plenty of work on your construction site.”
Hannah forced a smile to her face, thinking about Lincoln’s request. “I sure do.” The summer holidays would cut into the time she had to work at the retreat as the caravan park would be full and there were always guests needing something. She whistled for Joe, her brindle-coloured bull mastiff who was lying on his bed in the corner, and grabbed her keys. “Shirley will be in at ten. I’ll see you this afternoon.”
The warmth hit her as she stepped outside, holding the door open for Joe to follow her. She breathed deeply. It was still early so there was no one in the pool, and no kids in the playground. Most of the people staying in the park at the moment were grey nomads – retirees who travelled the country in their caravans. Many of the park sites nearby were empty, but there was a red car parked at one of the onsite cabins. By the end of next week, the park would be full of people who wanted to get away before Christmas. The southern coast of Western Australia was a popular tourist destination. Breathing out, some of the tension left her. Having grown up at the park with her grandparents, she knew every bit of this ground. It was her safe zone, the place she’d fled to after both traumatic events in her life.
She wanted her retreat to feel like that for her guests – a safe haven, a place to get away from it all and just be.
With that in mind, she headed for her car.
Lincoln was waiting at the entrance to her property when she arrived ten minutes later. She waved at him as she drove in and he followed her in the police car. Her four-wheel drive shuddered as it bounced over the potholes. She’d have to grade the gravel drive if Ryan took the cabin. It had been on the list of things she had to do before she made the cabins available, along with setting up more of the facilities – the nature walks, widening the path to the beach and fencing off the lookout area so no one fell off the steep cliff. She would have to do all of it at once if she rented the cabin. She’d hate for Ryan’s son to wander off and hurt himself.
The scent of peppermint trees floated through her open window, reminding her of how much she loved this land. On a quiet night she heard the waves washing up against the shore, and the cows from the next property quietly mooing. It was the perfect location for a retreat, for people to get away and relax.
When the road forked, she took the left branch and pulled up in front of the wooden cabin. It looked good, comforting, quaint. There was a short path up to the front door and she still needed to plant the garden beds under the windows with some hardy Australian natives, but aside from that, the outside was finished.
Getting out of the car, she waited for Joe to jump down before facing Lincoln.
“You’ve done a great job, Hannah.” He stood at a comfortable distance from her with his hands in his pockets, looking at the cabin.
“You haven’t seen inside yet.” She opened the door. The concrete floors and bare walls needed a good clean to remove the remaining building dust before they could be finished. “The kitchen’s small, but equipped with stove, oven and microwave.” She led him into the main room, making sure Joe was with her. “There are two bedrooms in this one, both with ensuite.”
Lincoln peered into the bathroom and grinned. “Very nice!”
She smiled. “I can get the painting finished by Sunday, but the flooring isn’t due to go in until the end of next week.” They wandered back out into the main living area.
“What about furniture?”
“Hasn’t Ryan got his own?” she asked.
“He left most of it with his ex,” Lincoln said.
Damn. She’d been hoping to spend the furniture budget on grading the road. “All right. I’ve got pieces picked out and on order in Albany. I’ll ask if they can deliver it this week.”
“This is perfect, Hannah. Ryan said he didn’t need a lot of room. How much do you want for rent?”
She hesitated. No, she had to do this. She had to get over her fear of being alone with men. If she was going to run this facility, she needed to be comfortable with people coming and going. Though her target market were couples and groups, there were sure to be times when singles came to stay. Still, she added a little more to the price than she needed, in the hope Lincoln might refuse.
“That’s perfect,” Lincoln said as they walked back out to the police car. “I finish work at five. I’ll come around and help you paint.”
“Oh, no, you don’t have to.”
“You’re doing me a huge favour here. I’ll rustle up a few more people to help and we’ll be done in no time.” He got into the car and drove off before Hannah thought of some way to dissuade him.
“You’ll be fine,” she told herself. “It’s Lincoln and if he brings others, it’ll get done twice as fast. You’re safe here.”
Joe nudged her hand and licked it.
She had Joe to protect her as well. Joe was a complete softie, but a great deterrent. Arguments tended to end pretty quickly with him by her side.
Everything would be all right.
She just wished the tightness in her chest would ease.

      [image: image-placeholder]Ryan Kilpatrick pulled in to the Zanetti property early in the afternoon on Sunday. The driveway was lined with towering eucalyptus trees that shaded the road from the hot summer sun. The cheese factory off to the right was a large silver building that reflected the sun’s light, and the little shop next to it was a quaint rammed earth building with outdoor seating and a small playground for children. As he rounded a bend in the road, the farmhouse came into view. It was nestled amongst a lush garden, lovingly tended by Mrs Z and had a huge tin roof that came down to a wooden verandah, which wrapped all the way around it.
“Are we going to live here?” Felix asked, the hope in his voice clear as he peered out the window at the farmhouse and surrounding land.
“No, mate. This is Lincoln’s parents’ place. He said he’d meet us here and show us where we’re going to be staying.” After driving for four days, Ryan was exhausted, but for the first time since he’d made the decision to leave Karratha and move his son two thousand kilometres away from his ex-wife, he relaxed. The farmhouse was like coming home. It was the only place where he’d ever felt he belonged. The tension eased out of his shoulders.
“There are so many trees.”
“Sure are.” It was vastly different from the red dust of the Pilbara, the only landscape Felix had known. It had been an amazing car trip south as Felix had exclaimed over every new thing he saw.
A couple of dogs came racing out from around the side of the house and they were followed by a tall, dark-haired man. Ryan grinned. “There’s Lincoln. Let’s get out.”
Felix scrambled out of the car and ran over to the two dogs, patting them enthusiastically. Perhaps when they were finally settled, he could get Felix a dog. Paula had always hated them.
“You made good time.” Lincoln held out a hand.
Ryan shook it and they hugged. “Yeah. Once we got through Perth I just wanted to get here.” Felix slipped his hand into Ryan’s. “You remember my son, Felix.”
“The last time I saw you, you were about this big,” Lincoln said, holding his hand to his thigh. “Why don’t you both come inside? Mum’s putting on the kettle and I heard mention that she’s made her famous cassata cake.”
Felix perked up.
Ryan grinned. He fondly remembered Mrs Zanetti’s cake. “Lead the way.”
They followed Lincoln inside the farmhouse. The scent of the trailing honeysuckle on the verandah took Ryan straight back to his teenage years when he and Lincoln would sit out there after a day of surfing and talk about what they were going to do after high school.
“Ryan!” Mrs Zanetti rushed over and embraced him.
His chest swelled as he wrapped his arms around the small woman, inhaling the scent of roses. She’d barely changed in the nine years since he’d seen her last. “It’s great to see you, Mrs Z.”
“And who is this?” she asked as she stepped back.
“My son, Felix.”
Felix looked up at her wide-eyed. “Hello, Mrs Z—”
“Zanetti,” Ryan prompted.
“Nonsense. Call me Nonna.” Mrs Z cuddled Felix. “I’ve been waiting for grandchildren for years, but neither of my boys is willing to give me any.” She took his hand. “There’s a piece of cake in my kitchen with your name on it.”
Felix glanced over his shoulder at Ryan, his expression one of excitement as he followed Lincoln’s mother down the hallway.
Ryan’s eyes watered at her instant acceptance of him and his child, and he blinked rapidly. Mrs Z had been more of a mother to him than his own had been. He shook his head. “She hasn’t changed.”
“No,” Lincoln agreed. “She was thrilled when I told her you were moving back.”
He swallowed hard and forced a smile to his face. “We’d better get in there, or Felix might not leave us anything to eat.”
Lincoln clapped his hand over Ryan’s shoulder. “It’s good to have you here.”
“It’s great to be here.” He’d been stupid not to come back sooner. No, he’d been naive, hopeful … delusional more like it.
He shook his head. He didn’t want to think about Paula now.
He was going to enjoy his homecoming.

      [image: image-placeholder]Hannah checked her watch for the third time. Lincoln had promised they would be there by three and it was coming up to half past. She had half a bathroom tiled at the other cabin and wanted to finish the rest before she called it a day.
Finally, she heard tyres on the gravel road and Joe barked. She scanned the room one more time to make sure everything was in place. Aside from helping with the painting, Lincoln had called in a few favours and got the flooring done early, and picked up the furniture she’d ordered. She was pleased with how it had turned out – it was comfortable but with touches of luxury in the bathrooms and bedrooms. The perfect little getaway. With a deep breath to brace herself, she went outside to greet her new neighbours.
The white four-wheel drive that pulled up was covered in a film of red dust. There was a winch on the front that meant business, and a heavy-duty roof rack on the top full of containers. Ryan climbed out of the driver’s side and her stomach flipped. He had definitely improved with age. His thin, wiry frame had bulked out into lean muscle, his skin was brown from the summer sun and his short brown hair was trimmed neatly. He smiled at her and it was the same as she remembered – slow and sweet.
Ignoring her rapidly beating heart, she held out a hand. “Welcome, Ryan. I’m Hannah.” His hazel eyes had mesmerised her when she was eleven, but there was no recognition now – not that she expected him to remember her. She’d been so much younger than him.
“Nice to meet you.” His grip was strong, firm and he held on a little too long.
Nerves flooded her body, swamping the attraction. “Where’s Lincoln?”
“He got recalled to duty – a car crash in town.” His voice was the same gentle, calm tone. “Thanks for letting me stay.”
The tension leapt to Hannah’s shoulders and she moved away. Lincoln wasn’t here. She was alone with Ryan. Where was Joe?
“Dad, is that a dog or a horse?”
The voice startled her. She hadn’t noticed the young boy get out of the car. He was the spitting image of his father and he was staring wide-eyed at Joe, who was sniffing at one of the newly planted kangaroo paws. Hannah whistled and the dog trotted over. “This is Joe. He’s a dog – a big one. He likes to be patted, if you want to say hi.”
The boy inched forward and then patted Joe’s coat. Joe sniffed him and licked his hand.
“You’ve been given Joe’s seal of approval,” Hannah told him.
The boy laughed and wiped his hand on his pants.
“This is my son, Felix,” Ryan said.
“How’s it going, Felix?” Hannah asked.
“Pretty good. Are we staying here?” he asked his dad.
“Yeah, for a while,” Ryan told him.
Felix glanced around, and then nodded.
Hannah smiled. “Why don’t you come inside?” She was careful to keep Joe with her as she led them into the cabin.
“This is nice,” Ryan said.
She warmed at the compliment. “There’s a bedroom with a bathroom at each end, and the kitchen has all the essentials.” She handed him a card with the key. “There’s a lookout near the beach that I haven’t fenced off yet. If you go up there, don’t go too close to the edge. If you have any problems, you can find me at the Blackbridge Holiday Park.” 
Their fingers brushed as Ryan took the card and put it in his pocket. He was so very male and awareness hummed along Hannah’s skin, startling her. She needed to go.
He could easily overpower her. He was taller than her and the muscles in his arms were well-defined. All he had to do was grab her and she wouldn’t be able to get free. Her breath quickened. There were two exits and she had room to move. She placed a hand on Joe’s head, letting the softness of his fur under her palm calm her. She could do this. “Have you got any questions?”
“No.”
“All right.” Relief flooded her. “I’ll leave you to get settled in.” Saying goodbye to Felix, she left, hurrying up the path to the next cabin.
She was OK. Nothing had happened. She was safe, and she had Joe with her.
Still, when she entered the isolated cabin, she checked that all the doors were locked before she continued tiling.

      [image: image-placeholder]Hannah walked out the door and Ryan admired the way her hips swayed in a natural, sensual way. It was the only thing overtly feminine about her. She’d not cleaned up to greet him, wearing a blue T-shirt two sizes too big and baggy black shorts that were covered in smears of cement. The clothes hid any shape of her figure. Her hair was held off her face in a headband that made the short blonde strands poke out in different directions. She obviously didn’t care about her appearance, but her face was pretty.
There was something both familiar and odd about her. He would have to ask Lincoln if Hannah had lived in Blackbridge when he had. She seemed nervous around him. She’d checked where her dog was a number of times during their very short conversation. Why would she build a retreat if she wasn’t comfortable around people?
“Dad, can I have this room?” Felix called.
Ryan wandered through to the bedroom that had a double bed in it. It was nicely made up with a pastel-green bedspread and mountains of pillows at the head, and a modern steel lamp on each side table. He had an urge to flop onto it and go to sleep. It had been a tiring few days.
“Let me check the other room first.” He went across the living area. Both bedrooms had double beds and his ensuite included a spa bath. Felix would love having such a huge bed to himself. “It’s all yours, champ,” he called.
“Yes!”
Ryan smiled at his son’s enthusiasm. Felix had far more energy than Ryan had at the moment, but he needed to get some of their things unpacked, including the few groceries he’d bought.
“Come and give me a hand,” he called and went out to the car. He handed Felix the lightest of the grocery bags, and he carried the rest. On the next trip in, he brought Felix’s toy bag and left it in the living area, where Felix dived straight in. Ryan was happy to let him play. The rest of the stuff was too heavy for him to carry. He wandered back out to the four-wheel drive and stared at the boot and roof rack full of containers. Nine years of his life and it all fit into one car.
This was all he needed. He had escaped Paula’s barbed tentacles and he had his son. They could easily buy more things, and he would make sure Paula never hurt either of them again.

      [image: image-placeholder]A couple of hours later, he tucked Felix into his new bed. He picked up the book they were reading together and opened to the chapter they were up to.
“Dad?”
“Yes, mate?”
“Will Mum be able to find us here?”
Ryan put down the book. He couldn’t read the expression on Felix’s face. “I have to let your mum know where we are.” He hoped that she didn’t want to contact them. “Are you all right with that?”
Felix shrugged. “She won’t be able to take me away, will she?”
His throat tightened. “Not if I can help it.” He sighed. He should be honest with his son. “She’s still your mum, and that means she has a right to see you.”
“But she won’t want to, will she? She said she didn’t want me.”
He hated that Felix had heard one of Paula’s rants – this one about Felix ruining their life. He hated that his ex was manipulative and cruel, hated that he’d stayed with her for so long, hoping she would learn to love them both. “I hope not.”
“Good. It’s better when it’s just you and me.” Felix snuggled down in bed. “Where did we get up to in the story?”
Ryan was more than happy with the change in subject. He began to read.
Later, after he’d switched off the light in Felix’s bedroom, he grabbed a beer from the fridge and went outside to sit on the narrow verandah. The light was beginning to fade and something moved in the bushes. As his eyes adjusted, he spotted a kangaroo grazing. He debated waking Felix, but there were likely to be other days when they would see them. He relished the scent of eucalyptus and dirt.
He was here.
After six months of planning and four days of driving, he was finally back in Blackbridge. The town was as he remembered it and the Zanettis had welcomed both him and Felix the same way as they’d welcomed him a decade earlier. This was a place of family, of community and he’d wanted to return years ago.
But Paula hadn’t wanted to leave Karratha.
He scowled. He’d wasted too much of his life on his ex already. Still, he couldn’t ignore the ache in his heart. He’d failed at the one thing he wanted desperately to be good at – being a family. He’d wanted Felix to have the security, support and love he’d never had growing up, but it hadn’t worked. Paula had only cared for herself.
Ryan sipped his beer as he forced his thoughts elsewhere. He’d be starting work tomorrow, and Mrs Z had agreed to take care of Felix during the school holidays. Felix would adore playing on the small hobby farm and Mrs Z had promised to introduce him to kids his own age so that when he started school next year he’d have some friends.
He’d made the right decision, bringing Felix here – he was almost positive of it. Paula had become increasingly manipulative, making threats and accusations that made Ryan worry about her mental health, but he hadn’t been able to convince her to seek help. Now she was too far away to hurt either of them.
Felix needed a more stable influence in his life and Ryan could give him that in Blackbridge. Here, he had the Zanettis for support and a decent work roster so he’d be available when Felix needed him. He would be able to make it work. This would be good for Felix.
He hoped.
As he played with the label on his beer bottle, the gravel crunched in front of the cabin. They were a good ten minutes’ drive out of town, so it could only be Hannah. Still, he got to his feet to check. He walked around the cabin as Hannah and her dog passed. “Finished for the night?” he called.
Hannah shrieked and whirled as Joe let out a low growl.
Ryan held up his hands. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to startle you.”
Hannah put a hand on her dog, but he continued to growl. “Did you need something?”
“No. I heard footsteps and was checking it out.”
“Ah, well I’ve finished at the next cabin over and I’m heading home.”
“You walking back to town?”
“No.” She hesitated before she added, “I’ve got a place on the property.”
He hadn’t noticed any other cabins on the drive in. Though he couldn’t see the cabin she’d been working on either. It was as if they were in the middle of nowhere, on their own private property. “Do you need a lift?”
“No!” She took a step back and stuttered. “It’s a-a nice n-night for a walk. I’ll see you later.” Without waiting for a response, she hurried away, almost at a jog, checking over her shoulder before she disappeared from view.
What was wrong with her? She seemed almost scared of him. It made no sense. He had done nothing to threaten her and he was a police officer.
Did she have something to hide?






  
  Chapter 2


Hannah slept poorly. When she’d arrived back at her shed, she’d double-checked the locks, made sure all of her windows were shut and kept the curtains closed. She’d been stupid to agree to let Ryan stay at the cabin. She wasn’t ready, she hadn’t had time to mentally prepare for her first guest to be a single male – and a gorgeous one at that. Such a bad idea. 
She didn’t want to be attracted to him, but her mind had refused to cooperate, filling her head with childish romantic fantasies, which then had morphed into real nightmares.
She’d tossed and turned, waking at the slightest noise. Normally, the possums scrambling over the roof and the owls’ hunting cries didn’t disturb her, but last night every single sound had her waking with her heart racing.
She got ready and drove to the holiday park office. As soon as she unlocked the door, she went straight to the coffee machine. She needed a double shot today. There was still a stack of work to be done around the grounds before the summer holidays began and the park would be inundated with holiday-makers.
Joe settled on his dog bed behind the counter and she gave him a treat. She’d take him with her when she went to check the reticulation on the lawn that had been playing up, and later they’d go to the beach so he could stretch his legs.
Hannah fired up her computer and checked her list of bookings for the day. There were three people leaving and another two arriving. There should be enough time to clean the ensuite toilet blocks in between. She also had a couple of groups booked into the cabins – getting away down south before the crowds hit.
The door chimed as it opened, and one of the grey nomads who’d been staying with her for the last week walked in.
“Getting off to an early start, Daniel?” she asked.
“Yeah. We promised the kids we’d be home for Christmas and don’t want to rush across the Nullarbor.”
“Good idea. Make sure you take it easy.” She took the ensuite key he handed her. “Did you have any issues while you were here?”
“No. Norma and I had a great time. We loved your Sunday-morning pancakes and will definitely recommend you to our friends.”
Hannah beamed. “Thanks so much.”
Daniel took a couple of the tourist pamphlets for Esperance. “Have a merry Christmas,” he said as he left.
“You too.” She waved and then made a note that they had left on her job list. The morning was one of her busiest times as the guests who were leaving had to be out by ten o’clock and then she needed to clean the bathrooms before the new group checked in at two.
She ate breakfast in between her customers, and made notes of what needed to be done. During the week, Hannah took turns with Shirley and Lynette in the office, as well as doing the cleaning and maintenance around the park. She didn’t mind the work, had been doing it since she’d left university. It was familiar and routine – safe.
The phone rang and she reached over to answer it. “Blackbridge Holiday Park. Hannah speaking.”
Silence.
“Hello?” There was the faint sound of breathing. “Can I help you?”
Nothing.
She hung up. Probably kids messing around, or one of those call centres where the person on the other end hadn’t realised she’d picked up.
By the time Lynette arrived at nine, Hannah was ready for some time out. “Why don’t you take the desk this morning?” she said. “There’s a bit of filing to do and the phone hasn’t stopped ringing. People have realised the school holidays start at the end of the week and are trying to find accommodation.”
“That’d be right,” Lynette said. “But before you go, I want to hear about Ryan Kilpatrick.”
Hannah’s pulse skipped at his name. She shouldn’t be surprised that Lynette remembered he was arriving yesterday. She always knew what was going on in town. “Why?”
“Honey, I might have been a few years older than him, but I remember how gorgeous he was. Tell me, is he still as hot?”
Hannah shrugged. “He’s all right.”
“All right?” Lynette pouted. “Has he grown bald or got a beer gut?”
“No, he looks fit enough.” Her body betrayed her by warming. She wasn’t interested.
“Oh, come on. Give me something. I’m a happily married woman with three kids living vicariously through you. Would you do him?”
Hannah forced a laugh and shook her head, quickly taking her keys from the bench. “I’m not answering that.” She called Joe and hurried out.
Once outside, she took a few deep breaths and rolled her shoulders to release the tension. She did not want to think about Ryan in any sexual context at all. She didn’t want to fantasise about any man. She went cold at the very idea. Justin had well and truly stuffed her up.
She squeezed her eyes closed at the pain. How she wished she could be as casual about men as her friends were. But life had taught her otherwise.
She stopped outside the cleaning storeroom and paused as she went to put the key in the lock. The door had been jimmied open. Again.
She sighed and pulled out her phone. What was it about people who thought it was perfectly acceptable to steal from a caravan park? She took a couple of photos before calling the police station. Lincoln answered. “Hannah Banana, what’s up?”
“Someone has broken into the storeroom again,” she told him.
“Much taken?”
“I haven’t gone in yet. Wanted to check that I could.”
“I can send someone around in half an hour, if you can wait,” Lincoln said.
“All right. I’ll fix the broken sprinkler on the grassed area in the meantime. You can find me there.” She hung up and changed directions, walking to the gardening shed. This was the third time the storeroom had been broken into in as many months – since her grandparents had left to do their own grey nomad tour of Australia. Each time the person had stolen toilet paper, bathroom cleaner and drain cleaner. It was getting beyond a joke. At first, she’d believed it was one of the guests at the park who was low on funds, but now … Was someone in town stealing from her? She hated the idea.
Not wanting to think about it, she took what she needed from the shed and went to fix the sprinkler.

      [image: image-placeholder]Joe growled just before a man’s voice said, “Hannah? You reported a break-in?”
Hannah startled and lost her balance, sprawling over the grass. She shaded her eyes. She’d been expecting Lincoln, but it was Ryan standing above her, looking incredibly commanding in his blue police uniform. She stared at him, her pulse racing. He was so close and she was vulnerable. Panic fluttered in her chest and she scooted away as Joe got to his feet, his hackles raised. “Joe, stand down.”
Joe sat and Hannah shifted to a sitting position, noticing Adam, the rookie constable standing a couple of metres away.
“Sorry for surprising you.” With a wary eye on Joe, Ryan offered her a hand up.
She forced herself to take it. His grip was firm and strong, and after he tugged a little too hard, she found herself pressed up against his firm chest. He smelled delightfully of some musky aftershave that made her want to take a deeper breath. Hastily she pushed herself away, ignoring the pull of attraction and push of fear. “Thanks.” She gave the sprinkler one last turn and greeted Adam. “It’s this way.”
Joe fell in beside her, her ever-present guardian, walking between her and Ryan, and Adam brought up the rear.
“Do you want to tell me what happened?” Ryan asked, pulling out a notepad as they reached the storage area.
“I came out this morning to get some supplies and found it like this.” She stepped away from the door so they could get a closer look. “I haven’t been inside or touched anything.”
“This is the third time it’s happened,” Adam commented.
“Yes. I’ve replaced the locks and improved them, but it hasn’t helped.”
“What do you keep inside?” Ryan asked.
“Cleaning products and supplies for the bathrooms.”
“What about fertilisers and such?”
“That’s kept in the gardening shed.” She pointed to it. Every pore of her skin was tingling, acutely aware of how close Ryan was to her. She checked the time and tried to sound casual. “Any chance I can grab a few things and start my rounds?”
Ryan glanced at her. “Rounds?”
“Cleaning. We’ve had three check-outs this morning and I’ve got people arriving at two.”
“We’ll be as quick as possible,” he said. “Is there something else you can do?”
“Always.” And wasn’t that the truth? It also meant she didn’t have to stay near Ryan. His presence was unsettling. She had a warm ache in her belly she didn’t like, didn’t trust. “When you’re done, go to the office. Lynette will be able to contact me.” She hurried away.

      [image: image-placeholder]Half an hour later, Hannah got a call. “Senior Constable Kilpatrick is in the office for you,” Lynette said.
Hannah sighed. She didn’t want to see him again. Checking the cabin, she made a note to bring out some fresh milk when she returned and then locked it. She went into the office via the back door so she didn’t have to stand close to Ryan.
He was telling Lynette about his son, Felix, and Adam was flicking through his notepad.
“Find anything?” she asked.
“Got a couple of fingerprints,” he said. “Can you tell me if anything’s missing?”
She nodded and picked up her inventory. “I’ll just be a second. Lynette, do you want to get the officers a drink?” She didn’t wait for the reply as she hurried back outside.
As usual, it was cleaner and a whole heap of toilet paper. Returning to the office, she gave Ryan the list. His fingers brushed hers and a zap went straight up her arm. She took a step back.
“Thanks. I’ll add it to my report.” He paused. “Have you considered installing a camera?”
“No. I didn’t want to alarm my guests, make them think the park wasn’t safe, or that I was watching them.” She wanted to back further away. It didn’t matter that she was behind the counter, which spanned the whole width of the office, and Lynette was with her. Ryan had a presence that was larger than himself. His uniform clung to him in all the right places, and that made her nervous. Attraction led to bad things.
“You could always put it on the inside, pointing towards the door.”
She nodded. “I’ll check out prices.”
“Have you noticed any pattern or particular time of the month?”
“What were the dates of the other break-ins?” she asked Lynette.
Lynette flicked through a file from the desk. “They were all on a Sunday night,” she said. “But at different times of the month.”
They were coming into the busiest time of the season and she couldn’t afford to waste a whole morning waiting for the police to do an investigation. “I’ll look into some sort of surveillance.”
“I can recommend a couple of different brands,” Ryan said.
“Thanks. I’ll ask Lincoln if he knows who can install one.” She smiled. “Do you need anything else from me?”
He shook his head. “I’ll send you a copy of the report.”
“Thanks.”
He left, with Adam trailing after him, and Lynette twirled on her office chair to stare at Hannah. “Oh my God, he’s as sexy as ever. How can you not see that?”
Her eyes pinned Hannah to the spot and Hannah’s face grew warm. She couldn’t tell Lynette the truth. She shrugged. “Everyone has different tastes.” She grabbed her clipboard. “I’d better get back to work, I’m running behind.” She made herself scarce.

      [image: image-placeholder]Ryan frowned as he drove away from the caravan park. It wasn’t his imagination. Hannah wasn’t comfortable around him. She was the complete opposite of Lynette, who had casually flirted and then promised to call Mrs Z to set up a playdate between Felix and her youngest boy.
Hannah, on the other hand, didn’t want to be near him. She’d pushed him away when he’d helped her up and kept her distance, only saying the bare minimum to him. She was twitchy and tense, and he would have thought she was guilty of breaking into her own storeroom if she hadn’t been as twitchy the night before. It was odd, but not so strange that he wanted to figure it out.
She was appealing to look at though. The baggy clothes she’d worn yesterday had been replaced by trim cargo shorts and a holiday park polo shirt that nicely showed off her curves. Yet, those green eyes of hers hid a lot of secrets.
“What do you think about the break-in?” he asked Adam to get his mind back on the job.
“Seems straightforward enough. We’ll have to take the prints to Albany to be run. There might be a match.”
Ryan glanced at him. “We can’t run them at the station?”
“Nah, we don’t have the equipment.”
Ryan frowned. Karratha had been the regional centre for policing in the Pilbara and so they had most of the equipment they needed. He was going to have to get used to the differences of working in a small-town station.
When they arrived back, Ryan wandered straight into Lincoln’s office.
“How did it go?” Lincoln asked.
“Got some prints, but they’re likely Hannah’s or Lynette’s.”
“Sue’s heading over to Albany this afternoon, so get her to take them,” Lincoln said. “I don’t like Hannah being targeted like this.”
There was something kind of possessive in the way he said it and Ryan studied him. “Is she someone special?”
Lincoln’s jaw dropped and then he laughed. “Not in a romantic way. She’s one of the musketeers, the girls Jamie used to hang around at school. You must remember Kit from the dairy farm next door. On the weekends, you never found one without at least one other; Kit, Fleur, Hannah and Mai. Hannah’s lived at the holiday park with her maternal grandparents since she was a kid. She’s practically my sister.”
He did have vague recollections of Lincoln’s brother, Jamie, hanging out with a bunch of girls. They were about eleven when he was there, so he hadn’t paid much attention. “What happened to her parents?”
Lincoln hesitated. “It’s pretty grim. Her father killed her mother and went to jail. Hannah was about eight.”
Ryan sucked in a breath. “Shit.” His parents might not have paid any attention to him, but they had never been violent, and they loved each other. An event like that would have ripped the very foundations out of Hannah’s world.
“The rumour is Hannah was home at the time, but I’ve never asked her. She’s pretty well adjusted if that’s the case.”
Ryan hesitated. Lincoln was close to Hannah, but Ryan needed to share his observation. “She seemed kind of skittish of me.”
His friend frowned. “Really? Hannah’s one tough cookie. All those girls are.”
“Every time I’ve seen her I startle her.” Was he reading too much into it?
“Must be your shocking personality.” Lincoln grinned.
Ryan rolled his eyes. “Thanks.” He reviewed his notes. “The chemicals that were stolen could be used to make meth. Do you think that’s what’s going on?”
Lincoln pursed his lips. “That had occurred to me as well. I suggested to Hannah that we put up cameras, but she wasn’t keen.”
“I suggested the same thing – thought we could set them up inside the room. She said she’d talk to you about it.”
“That’s great. We might be able to catch them coming in. They won’t be expecting it. I’ll call her this afternoon.”
“Mrs Jameson’s lost her poodle,” Adam called. “And Gladys has crashed into someone’s car again.”
Lincoln sighed. “Take Ryan,” he called back. He glanced at Ryan. “Gladys is one of our resident retirees. She keeps forgetting she no longer has her licence, and won’t sell her car. Get all the details and then get Adam to give you a tour of the town to reacquaint yourself. I’m sure you’ll find the poodle. Shirley loses her at least once a month.” He paused and then grinned. “Adam believes the poor thing escapes to get a break from Shirley’s fussing. Let me know what you think.”
There was a mischievous expression on Lincoln’s face that intrigued Ryan. “All right.”

      [image: image-placeholder]It didn’t take long to deal with Gladys and the crash, and then Adam drove him through town.
“So what does the poodle look like?” Ryan asked.
“Pink and groomed to within an inch of its life,” Adam said.
Ryan raised an eyebrow. “Seriously?”
Adam nodded. “It’s the most pathetic thing I’ve ever seen, but at least she’s hard to miss.”
“Name?”
“Fairy Floss.”
Ryan chuckled. “This I’ve got to see.”
“You can’t unsee it once you do,” Adam warned.
They drove through the town, stopping at the park by the river and the football oval, before swinging past the district high school.
“It’s lunchtime,” Adam said. “Flossy likes to get a share of food sometimes.”
Sure enough, as they walked into the school there was a bunch of kids huddled around what could be called a dog. It was a miniature poodle and its fur had been shaved so its snout was bare, but its ears and the top of its head were groomed in a bright, lollypop pink. Its tail was a ball of fluff at the end and each foot had pink balls on it, but the rest of its legs and its back end were shaved.
Adam walked into the group. “All right, Fairy Floss, you’ve been nabbed. Time for you to go back.”
The kids protested as Adam clipped on a lead. The dog sat down, straining against it.
“She doesn’t want to go,” one of the girls said.
“Yeah, but she can’t stay here,” Adam answered. “Mrs Jameson is terribly upset.” He dug into his pocket and pulled out a dog treat. Fairy Floss was instantly on her feet.
“You’ve come prepared,” Ryan commented as they walked back to the car.
“Yep. There’s a box of treats at the station, just for Flossy.”
He was curious to meet Mrs Jameson. What kind of person dyed their dog pink?
She lived across from Hannah’s caravan park in a lovely old wooden miller’s cottage. Ryan stood next to Adam as he knocked on the door.
“You found her!” The delight was clear as a middle-aged woman opened the door. She was in her late forties or early fifties, with jet-black hair styled in an elaborate braid and wore a dress made of patchwork squares. She screamed hippy and wasn’t at all what Ryan had envisioned.
“She was at the school getting treats,” Adam told her, unclipping the lead.
Mrs Jameson ran her hand down Adam’s arm. “Oh, you naughty girl,” she purred. Then she noticed Ryan and looked him up and down with appreciation. “Who do we have here?”
Ryan just managed not to smile. “Senior Constable Kilpatrick, ma’am.”
“Oh, don’t call me ma’am,” she said. “You’ll make me feel ancient. Call me Shirley.” She still had her hand on Adam’s arm.
Was he in the way? “We’d better be going.”
Shirley pouted. “Are you sure you can’t stay for … coffee?”
Ryan did smile then. “No thanks. It’s my first day on the job, and I want to make a good impression.”
“Well don’t be a stranger.” She twitched her fingers in a wave as they went back to the car.
“Is she always like that?” Ryan asked.
“Always,” Adam muttered.
“Was I disturbing you?”
“God, no!” Adam stared at him with horror. “I’m glad you were there. That woman …”
“Loses her dog on purpose.” He was kind of enjoying Adam’s discomfort.
“Do you think?” Adam was quiet for a moment and then slouched. “You’re probably right. Why do I always get the call?”
“Probably because you’re the youngest and Lincoln thinks it’s funny.”
Adam grimaced. “Probably. I’ll have to pay him back somehow.”
“I’ll tell you if I come up with anything.” Ryan remembered fondly the pranks they used to play on each other in high school. It was good to be back in Blackbridge.
It was good to be home.

      [image: image-placeholder]Hannah headed back to the office when it was time for Lynette to pick up her kids from school. The work around the park was done and now she had to put together a marketing plan to attract customers during the winter months. This was the best part of her job. Event planning had been her dream ever since the circus had come to town when she was a kid. She remembered the excitement that had flowed through Blackbridge and how it was all anyone had talked about for weeks afterwards. She’d decided then and there that she wanted to arrange events that appealed to people and made them happy. It was why she was building her retreat.
The phone rang, and annoyed at the interruption, she picked it up.
“Why do I have to hear about Ryan Kilpatrick staying at your cabin from Lynette?” The droll comment could only come from one person.
“Hi, Fleur.” Hannah smiled.
“Seriously, though. Are you really OK with that?”
She couldn’t ignore the concern in Fleur’s voice. Only Fleur knew the reason why Hannah didn’t like to be alone with men. No one else suspected a thing – Hannah had a lot of practice in hiding her fear. “I thought he was married when Lincoln mentioned he needed a place to stay. He said he had a kid.”
“Hannah.” The exasperation in Fleur’s voice was clear.
“I couldn’t exactly refuse when I found out the truth,” Hannah argued. “Lincoln was desperate and you know what he’s like.”
“Yeah, like a dog with a bone.” Fleur sighed. “Do you want to come and stay with me while he’s there?”
The offer was tempting. Too tempting. But who knew how long that would be? Her whole life would be in limbo – if she was too scared to stay at the retreat she wouldn’t be able to work on the cabins.
She’d be delaying her dream again.
She was tired of running away.
Hannah sat up straight, the realisation sweeping through her like a summer breeze. She had been running, had been hiding. “I need to move on.”
“There’s a good psychologist at the hospital,” Fleur said immediately.
Hannah frowned. Fleur had been on at her for years to get help, but therapy was a sham. She’d been forced to visit a psychologist for a year after her mother had died and the guy had done nothing except ask her how she was feeling. Her stomach clenched. What the hell could she say to that? Her father, the man she’d loved with all her heart, who had called her his little princess, had killed her mother. Hannah had seen him standing over her mother holding a knife, while she’d bled out on the floor. How was she supposed to feel? “I don’t want people asking questions.”
“You could go to Albany.”
“It’s fine,” she reassured her friend. “It’s a stupid phobia. I can manage.”
“Honey, it’s not a phobia. You were raped.”
Hannah stiffened and her gut clenched. “Where are you?”
“Relax. I’m in my car. No one can hear me.”
She didn’t want to continue the conversation. Just the mention of the assault made her want to hide. She got up and walked over to Joe, rubbing his belly to soothe herself. The bell above the door rang. “I’ve got to go. I’ve got a guest.” She turned and her whole body froze.
No.
This couldn’t be happening.
It wasn’t possible to conjure up a person by thinking about them. Her legs trembled.
“Do you want to have dinner tonight?” Fleur asked.
Hannah couldn’t answer. She couldn’t make any muscle in her body move as the man who’d walked in smiled at her. “Hannah, it’s been ages.”
Her stomach lurched and she wanted to vomit.
“Hannah?” Fleur’s voice in her ear reassured her.
“Justin,” she managed to squeak.
“What did you say?” Fleur asked.
She forced herself to breathe, her eyes not leaving the man who’d raped her five years ago. He frowned and sweat broke out on her skin. She had to speak, had to tell Fleur what was going on. Fleur could get help. “Justin Lodeham just walked in.” Her throat hurt saying it and she trembled once again.
Fleur swore. “What the hell? I’ll be right there. Don’t hang up. Do you need me to call the police?”
“No. Hurry.” Joe got to his feet, as if sensing something was wrong, and growled. Hannah didn’t quieten him.
“Hannah, are you all right?” Justin asked. “You’re as pale as a ghost.”
She couldn’t answer. Didn’t want to speak to the man, didn’t want to be in the same room as him, but her feet wouldn’t move.
“Do you need a doctor?” he asked. He looked around as if to find a way to get behind the counter to her.
Joe barked a warning.
Hannah had to say something, if only to get him to leave. “We’re fully booked.” Her hands found the low cupboard behind her and she clutched on to it, needing something solid to touch. In the corner stood the cricket set they hired out to guests. She could use the bat if he tried anything.
“My friend booked a cabin. Should be under the name Smith.” He smiled. “I wasn’t expecting to see you here, but you’re from this area, aren’t you?”
Where was Fleur? Surely she had to be here soon. What if she wasn’t? Joe stood between her and Justin. Hannah had to get rid of Justin. She nodded.
“Weren’t you studying event coordination or something? What are you doing working in a caravan park?”
She didn’t answer. To get to the computer and check the booking she had to step closer to him, but that wasn’t possible. She was frozen in place, staring at him, her breath fast. He couldn’t stay here. No way could she function if she knew he was anywhere in the park. She had to do something. He was waiting for an answer, but she couldn’t remember what he’d asked.
“Hannah?”
The back door slammed open and Fleur strode in, still wearing her hospital scrubs, her brown hair tied back in a ponytail and looking as mad as hell.
Relief flooded Hannah and her legs went weak.
Justin grinned. “Fleur! Nice to see you.”
“I can’t say the same,” Fleur said. “Are you finished here? I need to speak with Hannah.”
Justin frowned. “What’s up with you?”
She looked at him, head tilted and gestured to the door.
Justin glanced between the two of them. “I still haven’t checked in yet.”
Fleur ran a hand over Hannah’s arm. “Hannah, why don’t you get a glass of water from the kitchen? You don’t look very well. I’ll deal with Justin.”
Hannah wanted to tell her Justin couldn’t stay, that he wasn’t welcome, but she couldn’t speak, still couldn’t move.
Fleur sat at the computer and quickly typed in some details. “There’s no booking under your name.”
“It’s under Smith.”
She typed again. “Oh, damn,” she said. “I’m sorry, you’ve been double-booked. We don’t have any other cabins available.” She didn’t sound sorry at all. “There’s another park down the road.”
“What? Smithy checked the booking last week.”
“Sorry, Justin. There’s been a software glitch. It’s going to take an age to sort through all the bookings and check them. You’d better get going.”
“What do you know about it?” Justin’s voice rose. “You don’t work here. Hannah, aren’t you going to check?”
Hannah swallowed. “Fleur knows the system.” Why wouldn’t he go?
“The other park is out the road and to your left,” Fleur said. “You’d better hurry in case they’re booked out too.” She crossed her arms and stared at him.
Justin sneered. “I’ll be going, then. I’ll see you later.” He turned on his heel and left.
Hannah closed her eyes, desperately trying to control the tears welling up inside.
Joe nudged Hannah’s arm and she slid to the floor, putting her arm around him, clinging to him. She’d never, ever thought she’d see
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