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Chapter One:
[Ronnie: So, you say.]
 
 
Wednesday took a turn before lunch. Welcome to my life.
“Look sharp,” Enzo said as he threw a notebook at me.
I caught it and flicked through it. Then flipped it over and fanned the pages. A small, folded piece of paper fell to the ground.
I bent down, picked it up, then tucked the notebook into my back pocket. It was a dark green pocket-sized soft-covered Moleskine, not some cheap $2 shop notebook. I’d take my time with the notebook, later. 
“Let’s have a look.” Enzo held out his hand for the note.
The woman we detained sat quietly on a dining room chair in the middle of Emily’s lounge. New Zealand’s fierce summer sun streamed in through the windows heating the room to an uncomfortable degree. 
Enzo opened the note, looked at it, then handed it back to me.
I read it.
“Code,” I said. “How fun.”
Enzo addressed the woman. “Coded messages make us suspicious.”
She tipped her head back and stared at him. Nothing registered in her eyes. It was hard to know what was going on in her mind.
“Is there a reason you were snooping around in Emily’s yard?” Enzo asked.
She dropped her gaze and stared straight ahead.
My turn. “Do you know Emily?” She blinked her brown eyes at me. “Do you know her?”
Nothing. “Let’s move this party to the office.”
“Copy that,” Enzo replied. He encouraged the woman to stand. She didn’t struggle. 
I checked the street. Nothing but heat rising from the melting tar on the road. It was too hot for dog walkers. “Clear.”
“Unlock your car,” Enzo said. “I’ll leave the Harley here.”
Keys jangled in my hand. The car chirped when I pressed the unlock button.
“You settle her. I’ll lock up.”
I flipped through the keys on my keyring and found Emily’s front door key, then locked the door. Emily was at work. She didn’t know about the snooping woman, yet. 
Our guest was safely ensconced in the backseat handcuffed to the armrest in the door. Enzo was in the driver’s seat. Okay. Fine. I smiled and slid into the front passenger seat. 
“C’s or yours?” Enzo asked, starting the engine.
“C’s out on a job. His office is empty.” I lifted a key from the keyring in my hand. “I’ve got his spare key.”
“Okay. I’m game if you are.” He grinned at me. “How come you have a key? I don’t have a key?”
“He likes me.”
Enzo laughed. “We all like you.” 
My name is Veronica Tracey, Ronnie to most people. I own a private investigation company with my two best friends Steph and Jenn. Mostly it’s commonplace arseholes and thefts by really silly people but every now and then my former profession comes knocking. I’m a reformed espionage officer who used to work for New Zealand. Now I do jobs that intrigue me and pay well. I also work for a top-secret global organisation, Genesis. And I’m engaged to a well-known American actor who is also in the espionage game.
I turned on the AC. The heat was stifling in the car. 
From the backseat a voice piped up, “Who are you people?”
“Emily’s friends,” Enzo shot back. “Settle in.”
Eight minutes later we were cruising down Camp Street. Enzo parked behind the office, and we escorted the woman in the back door. Enzo pushed her into a chair in Crockett’s office. Together we secured her with restraints. Her wrists and ankles were attached to the chair arms and front chair legs with hefty cable ties. They weren’t tight enough to cause her too much discomfort, but enough so she wasn’t going anywhere fast.
We began asking questions all over again.
“Tell us why you were casing our friend’s home,” I asked.
“I wouldn’t know how to do that.”
Butter wouldn’t melt. I shook my head slowly from side to side.
“We think you do know,” Enzo said. “It’s in your interest to tell us what you know and why you were there.”
“I don’t know anything.”
I nodded. “We’ll just let you go then. You can go back to whatever you were doing outside our friend’s home.”
She started to stand but realised she couldn’t. Bugger. She was still restrained. Enzo smiled. She jerked her wrists against the chair arms and glared at me. Fair response. 
“Changed my mind,” I said. “Looks like you’ll have to talk after all.”
Enzo crouched down in front of the woman, not close enough that she could kick out if she got free, but close. “See from our point of view … we snapped you casing our friend’s place.”
“I told you. I wouldn’t know how to do that.”
“At least she’s consistent,” I said. “I appreciate consistency.” I was trying to get a handle on her accent. Whatever it was it was subtle. Europe somewhere perhaps.
“Don’t talk about me like I’m not here.”
“What’s your name?” Enzo asked.
“I don’t have to tell you. You’re not police.”
Enzo shrugged and smiled at me. He stood, no longer on her level but once again towering over her. 
“You can’t do anything to me,” she said. “You’ll be arrested.”
“Aw. That’s sweet,” I said. “And I think you really believe that too.” She frowned. “We should move this along.” I checked my watch. The day was galloping away. Sooner or later this needed to end, or had to end, or I could walk away and let Enzo finish off. That was pretty tempting. She wasn’t helping herself.
I motioned to Enzo, and he followed me out of the room closing the door behind us. 
“What are you thinking?” he asked, his voice hushed. 
“Call in two teams and set up surveillance before we turn her loose. If she won’t tell us what she’s up to, then we’ll get that information via surveillance.”
“Yeah. Let’s do it.” Enzo pulled his phone from his pocket. “One of mine and one of yours?”
“Yeah, we’ll run them together.”
Enzo and I made phone calls. 
“Hey, Steph, who’ve we got free for a surveillance gig?”
“One sec.” I could hear her typing. “Okay, we’ve got Adam and Sonya.”
“Right. I want them in play. Sending you a photo of the target. Female, late thirties early forties. Run the photo. She doesn’t want to give us a name.”
“Why are we interested?”
“Found her creeping around Emily’s home. Wasn’t the first time. Got her on camera yesterday too but didn’t get there in time.”
“Emily know?”
“Not as far as I know.”
“I’ll flash the photo and see if Emily knows her.”
“Good. Let me know when you get something on Ms Jane Doe.”
“Do you want to brief the team?”
“Not necessary. It’s a run of the mill surveillance job but they will be coordinating with one of Enzo’s teams.”
“Okay.”
 “I’ll get Enzo to have his team meet up with ours prior to setting up.” I don’t know when Enzo gathered his own team, but I was pleased he did. I also didn’t know who was in his team. Were they skilled in Enzo’s special interrogation tactics? 
“I’ll let them know that’s happening. Photos?”
“Yes. Everywhere she goes and everything she does and everyone she meets with.”
“I’ll check back later. We’ll set Jane free as soon as the teams are in place.”
“Give us an hour,” Steph said.
“Done.” I hung up to find Enzo waiting for me with a grin on his face.
“All good?” he asked.
“Yep.”
“How long do we hold her?”
“Until Steph rings back and they’re all in place.”
“Coffee?” Enzo asked.
“Yep.”
We were in Crockett’s office a few doors down from a bakery. It was a perfect place to have a coffee. Enzo and Crockett made excellent coffee. I knew Enzo would make our coffee and then go get the sweet treats from the bakery. 
Enzo smiled. “Custard square?”
“Of course.”
“Copy that.”
I walked back into the main office while Enzo went into Crockett’s kitchen to start the coffee. Our guest glared at me. 
“Hi, how are you feeling? Can I get you anything?”
She rolled her eyes.
“I don’t know what you people want.”
“The truth,” I said. “It’s not a mystery. Why were you wandering around on private property?”
She said nothing.
Enzo bowled in the door. “He’s on his way,” he announced.
“We should clear out and let him deal with this then,” I replied. “He’s messy. It’s not nice to watch.”
“Who?” the woman asked, while tugging against the restraints.
“A friend. This is his office,” I said, knowing full well there was nothing in the office to suggest who worked here. “We’re off then. Take care.”
I opened the door. Enzo and I left the room. The woman shouted after us, “Let me go! I haven’t done anything.”
“Sucks to suck then I guess,” I replied and shut the door behind me. 
Enzo and I sat in the outer office while Jane Doe rocked the chair back and forth, banging it against the floor when she dropped forward. Enzo went into the kitchen and returned with coffee. It’s never too hot for a decent coffee.
“She’s agitated,” I said stirring the coffee Enzo handed me. “Did you notice how she didn’t mention calling police? Or going to police with her tale of woe about how we held her against her will.”
He shrugged and sat beside me with his coffee. “Give her a minute.”
“You think she’ll start with the threats then?”
“People who don’t want to draw attention to whatever they are up to rarely threaten going to authorities. If they do, they’re empty threats.”
Yeah. He had a good point. Would she want to explain herself? I doubted it. Subject change. “Good coffee.”
Before Enzo could reply, Crockett’s six feet two-inch muscular frame swung through the outer door with a sparkle in his blue eyes and a smile on his face. “Heard we have a guest.”
“Jane Doe in your office,” Enzo said. “Coffee? Just made a pot.”
“Sure.”
The thumping continued in Crockett’s office. We drank coffee. There was almost a coffee morning vibe. If a coffee morning took place with captives throwing themselves around in the next room. 
“She’s the one who triggered the alerts when she wandered around Emily’s?” Crockett tipped his head toward his closed office door. “Same person, yes?”
“Yes,” Enzo said. “It was a good idea to enable Ronnie and me to get those alerts too.”
“How long are we holding her?” Crockett asked with a head tilt toward his closed office door.
“She can go when she explains why she was casing Emily’s place,” I said. “Or when Enzo and I have surveillance teams ready to roll on her.”
My phone rang. A glance at the screen told me it was Steph. I answered. “Whatcha got for me?”
“Jane Doe is Kerrin Costa. Argentinian National.”
“And she’s here because?”
“No idea.”
“She got any flags?”
“Not that I can see.”
“Okay, thanks. I’ll see what Crockett can find.”
Enzo and Crockett waited patiently as I finished the conversation and hung up. The joy of being us is that we have ways of finding things out. I’m not the only espionage officer in my tight circle. Crockett is an Australian spy. Enzo is also an Australian spy although he does less espionage work now that he’s my cousin’s devoted husband. Both Enzo and Crockett would look right at home in a bikie gang. They were both tall, muscular, take-no-shit kind of guys. Not to mention how much black they wear and their leather jackets. The biggest difference was Crockett’s speckles of grey in his brown hair. Enzo’s hair was almost black with no obvious grey strands. And they were waiting for me to speak. I shook my head a little and zoomed back in on the problem at hand.
“According to our Steph … that woman is an Argentinian. Her name is Kerrin Costa.”
“Interesting,” Enzo said. “I would’ve picked her as a European.”
“She’s got bugger-all accent, but yeah, I would’ve picked her for a European.” 
“An Argentinian snooping around Emily,” Crockett muttered. “What’s Kerrin Costa doing in New Zealand?”
“Steph couldn’t find out. Sounds like a job for you or me, but your office is closest,” I said, with a grin. “Maybe we should all go have a chat?”
“That’s a great idea,” Crockett said, putting his mug on the coffee table. “After you.” 
I put my mug down and stood up. 
Crockett reached around me and opened the door. I ducked under his arm and entered. 
“We’re back,” I said tapping the woman on the head. “Miss us?”
She didn’t respond. Crockett moved around the woman and sat behind his desk. I perched on the left edge of the desk, Enzo on the right. 
“Let me make the introductions.” I smiled. “Kerrin Costa, meet all of us.”
Her eyes widened momentarily. “You don’t have names?”
I definitely did not hear an accent that indicated South America. 
“Not today,” I replied. “But you do, so that’s nice.”
Crockett spoke, his voice edged with sharp barbs, “You and I need to have a chat.”
That was our cue to vacate. Guess Crockett wanted to dig in and get real answers.
“We’ll catch you later,” Enzo said, pushing off the desk at the same moment I did.
“I’ll call you if there’s anything to clean up,” Crockett replied.
“Awesome,” I said following Enzo out the door. He waited for me and shut the door behind us, then closed the outside door securely. We weren’t taking the car. It was a nice day for a bit of a walk. We sauntered down the street and around the corner. 
“The Tote?” Enzo suggested.
It was just along the road.
“We’re so close it would be rude not to have one drink.”
Also, Enzo didn’t come through with a custard square, so a drink was now required by Ronnie Law. We shall call it a custard tax. We entered the dim bar. It wasn’t dark but the lighting was low. No sun reached the interior of the main bar which made it the perfect mid-summer watering hole. 
The bartender addressed us; Enzo ordered a pint of Panhead then looked at me. “Pinot Gris,” I said. “House is fine.”
It’s a hard wine to screw up. 
We took our drinks and found a booth. 
“Hey, about Costa. Everything about her is off, right?”
“Yes, Enzo, that is my finding.”
“She must’ve known we’d swoop on her and that we had her on video,” Enzo said.
“The external cameras aren’t hidden and there is a sign in the window saying surveillance cameras are operating.” It’s not like we hid anything. 
“She knew. Why come back again?” he asked.
“So, someone would grab her up …,” I suggested.
“Why did she want to be snatched?”
“Either she has information, or she wants information.”
“And yet she said nothing,” Enzo said and sipped his beer. “Unless it wasn’t us she wanted to talk to.”
“Pretty extreme way to get close to Crockett.” I paused. “She had nothing but the notebook and the piece of paper, right?”
“Correct. No weapon. No ID. No wallet. No keys.”
I tugged the notebook from my back pocket. “Maybe there are answers in this.”
Enzo passed the note to me from his pocket. “They were together so perhaps they go together in some way?”
I looked at him. “You are one hundred percent sure we didn’t leave Crockett with an armed nut, right?”
He rocked his open left hand back and forth. “You don’t need a weapon to kill.”
“That’s comforting.” I drank some wine. 
“He can take care of himself. She couldn’t get out of the restraints.”
True. It’s not that hard to get out of cable ties or duct tape. If you know how. People like us know how. 
“Could’ve been an act.”
“Crockett can handle it, no matter what.”
I nodded and sipped more wine. “It’s weird though. That chick lurking around Emily’s.”
“Not disputing the weird factor. Could she be someone Emily used to know?”
“Maybe. I don’t know. She was a cop before she came to work for me as a PI, maybe they’d crossed paths.”
“You’ve got a photo. We could swing by the bookshop and see if Emily recognises her.”
I nodded. “Steph was going to show her the photo. Let’s hold off until we hear from Crockett.”
He nodded and took a swig of beer. “Have you and Ben set a date yet?”
“Not you as well?”
Enzo grinned and shrugged. “Just set a date and make Nana and Donald happy.”
“Ah, so you were asked to prompt me. Sneaky.”
The bartender appeared at our table. 
“You’re Ronnie Tracey, the private investigator, right?”
“I am. Can I help you?” I smiled. 
“I think I have a problem.”
Interesting.
“I’m not too bad at solving problems.”
“Do you mind?” She gestured to the bench seat opposite us.
“Not at all. Sit. Share. This is Enzo, he’s pretty good at solving problems too.” I scooped the notebook, and note, up and put them in my top pocket.
“I’m Roxy. I think I have a stalker.”
I lifted my glass. “Intriguing.”
“What makes you think that?” Enzo asked, magically pulling a different notebook and a pen from a pocket inside his leather motorbike jacket. Or an invisible pocket which is what I preferred to think.
“For the last few weeks, I keep seeing this one guy. He’s everywhere.”
“It’s Upper Hutt,” I said. “If that was stalker criteria then the mayor, and half the town, would be in trouble.”
“What else?” Enzo asked with a smile. “Ronnie’s right though.”
“I know,” Roxy said. “He’s here now at the far end of the bar. Near the toilets.”
“Yep. Got him,” I said. I had an unobstructed line of vision. “He got a name?”
“If he does, I don’t know it. He calls himself something stupid; Rockstar.”
I laughed and caught him looking our way. Refocusing on Roxy I pulled a business card from my bag and slid it to her.
“You’ve got cameras in here?”
“Yes.”
“Okay. If we have a look at the footage maybe we can get a bit of an idea and start to build a profile on the Rockstar.”
“I have cameras at home too.”
“Cool. Let’s start with the bar footage first then see if your home cameras have anything.”
Enzo said, “Is there a digital trail or even a paper trail? Has he sent you emails, notes, gifts?”
“He’s been emailing the bar.”
“Okay. Can we have copies, please?” Enzo asked.
“Social media?” I asked her.
“I’ll get you the emails and my social media is private so it’s the bar social media that he pops up on trying to message me or leaving creepy comments on posts.”
“Do you go out much?” Enzo asked.
“No. This is a pretty social job, and the hours aren’t great for going out with friends. I’m always at work when they want to go out.”
“Fair enough.”
“Supermarket?”
“I shop online.”
Enzo nodded. “That’s probably a good thing.”
Roxy’s eyes widened. “Really?”
“If he’s stalking you then limiting the ways for him to see you or get to you is smart.” Enzo looked around the bar. “What happens when you leave?”
A slight frown flittered across her face. I watched her for a beat. “Where’s your car parked?”
“At home. I actually live around the corner.”
“Totara Street?”
“Yes.”
“Does he follow?”
“I don’t think so. He’s not usually around at closing and there is always someone who walks me home.”
“A security guard?”
She nodded. “They come in before closing to secure the cash. One of them walks me home after lockup.”
That was good to know.
“When is the best time for us to view the CCTV?”
“I can give you the sign-in and you can check it whenever you have time,” Roxy said, standing. Someone was approaching the bar. “I’ll get back to work. Come see me at the bar and I’ll write it all down for you.”
“Great. Thanks,” I said and watched Roxy hurry to the bar and resume work. 
Enzo finished his beer. I followed suit with my wine. 
“What do you think?” Enzo asked. 
“I think I have to look into it.”
“I’m not averse to that idea. Count me in.”
“Things quiet for you at the moment?”
“There’s a lull. We work well together so it would be fun.”
I nodded. That is true. 
“Okay then, you’re in. I’ll get Steph to send you the documentation so I can pay you.”
Enzo grinned. “Nah. I’ll do it for fun.”
“You sure?”
“Absolutely.”
“I think that just made you Steph’s favourite person.”
We stopped at the bar on our way out. Roxy wrote the information we needed on the back of a business card. 
“Brilliant. We’ll get onto it as soon as,” I said. “You’ve got my number; anything off happens and you call me, okay?”
She nodded. “Thanks for this Ronnie.”
“My office manager will be in touch with fees and whatnot.” I smiled at her. “If you need help paying our fees then tell her. We have options for some people. You are now one of those people.”
“Thanks, Ronnie,” Roxy said. 
I was pretty sure I saw relief flick through her eyes. 
“We’re off. You’ll hear from one of us soonish.”
She waved and turned to a new customer who was waiting down the bar. “What can I get you?”
Enzo and I left the dim interior. The heat of the day hit me square in the face and caused me to blink a few times. We made it back to Crockett’s office without picking up any more jobs, without me setting a wedding date, and with no one expiring under the burning sun. 

Chapter Two:
[Ronnie: Here we go.]
 
 
We let ourselves in the back door and quietly listened in the vicinity of Crockett’s closed office door. His voice. Her voice. Conversational tones. Nothing that required us to burst through the door. 
We sat on the couch under the net-curtained front window of the outer office. The room felt cool and fresh. I took Costa’s notebook from my pocket and flicked through the pages. 
“I think it’s a travel journal,” I said, turning a page and seeing place names. 
“Written in?”
“Spanish, by the look of it.”
“Know anyone who could translate for us?” Enzo asked.
“Not that I can think of immediately.” I used my phone and photographed every page. In the end, I had twenty photographs of journal pages and one of the coded note.
“Are we sure this is a code?” I asked, passing him the note.
“Could be a bank account,” Enzo said handing it back to me. 
“I guess it could.” I slipped the note back into the book. 
Enzo pulled out his phone and used the login information supplied by Roxy. He spent the next little while looking at bar footage. Every time our mate Mr Rockstar appeared he made a note in his notebook. I watched him working. It wouldn’t be bad to have him on staff. Maybe that’s something I should explore. No time like the present.
“Hey Enzo?”
He looked up from his screen. “Ronnie?”
“How attached are you to your role with ASIO?”
He smiled. “How do you know I have a role with ASIO?”
“Well, you don’t freelance, and you were deep undercover like Crockett at the same time, I believe.”
“He was working for the Yanks then …”
“Yeah, but he was on secondment from ASIO, right?”
He nodded. “Funny thing about that job, neither of us knew the other one was undercover.” 
“Yeah, I got that impression when we thought you’d come to shorten Crockett’s life; you know, before I found out you were here on a completely not-that-reason, reason. And had a serious crush on my cousin Donald.”
Enzo laughed. “Pretty sure there was an easier way to say that sentence.” 
Probably. 
“And?”
“I’m not exactly ASIO and I’m not exactly the other well-known alphabet company that you like to refer to as Charlie Indigo Alpha.”
“What does that mean, not exactly?” I watched his eyes. “Are you freelancing?”
His eyebrows rose. “What if I was?”
I had no problem with anyone freelancing, if I did it’d be a tad hypocritical. “Nothing. Just curious and maybe I want to offer you a regular gig with Wherefore Art Thou.”
“As?”
“Special investigator.”
“You want me to be Jack Reacher?”
Laugher grew from deep within my belly and erupted from my mouth. It took me by surprise. I reckoned he could pull it off. 
“Would you consider joining the firm?”
Enzo smiled. “Yeah. I’m sure I could fit Wherefore Art Thou into my schedule.”
“Great.” I offered him my hand. We shook. “Welcome aboard the crazy train.”
And just like that, we were a family business.
“It’ll be fun,” he said.
He’s got a weird idea of fun. Couldn’t be better suited to join the staff at Wherefore Art Thou. 
“What do you suppose is happening in there?” I tipped my head toward the closed door.
“We could go in and find out.”
“Tell me what you found on the CCTV first.”
“Mr Rockstar is only in the bar on Roxy’s shifts. He’s not hanging around when the male bartenders are on or when the other female bartenders are there. He seems to like it when Roxy is on her own behind the bar.”
“She’s not completely on her own though, right?”
“No. There is a chef in the kitchen and a couple of kitchen hands. I’ve watched them come and go from the bar.”
“Is the Rockstar the only person who turns up when Roxy is on or are there more regulars?”
“I counted about twelve regulars, all older men. They don’t hang around the bar area. Bit hard to see where they are but I think they’re toward the front of the bar at tables.”
“Now what? What’s your take on this?”
“I think she’s right. He’s there watching her.”
“Is there enough to get him trespassed or a protection order?”
“He’s harassing her, but we’d have to prove it, and he’ll say he’s a patron sitting at the bar. Might be hard getting a protection order. We can have Roxy trespass him though.”
“What about the emails and messages he’s sent?”
“They show he’s overzealous when it comes to Roxy but is that enough for a protection order?”
“If she feels threatened, I think yes.”
“Maybe the first thing we should do is talk to this guy and get his story. Find out what he’s up to. His attitude will tell us a lot.”
“Good thinking.” 
Enzo stood and knocked on the door. 
“Come on in,” Crockett said.
We exchanged looks and went in. She was still in the chair. 
“All good?” Enzo asked Crockett.
Crockett nodded. “Ms Costa doesn’t have much to say. She apparently was lost.”
“In the same place twice … unfortunate,” I said. 
Costa glared up at me. “People get lost.”
“I’m sure they do. I’m also sure you didn’t find yourself lost in the same place two days in a row. That implies a very poor sense of direction.” 
“Let me go,” she replied. “You have no business holding me.”
“You have no business at our friend’s house,” I countered. “You’ve had ample time to tell the truth, and it doesn’t feel like you have.”
Crockett and I made eye contact. My phone buzzed. It was Steph. The teams were in place and waiting for us to turn Costa loose. I showed Crockett the text. He took a knife from his desk drawer and moved toward Costa.
She squawked and tried to pull away. 
“Keep still. I’m trying to cut you free,” Crockett said. He carried on, cutting the tape free and cutting the cable ties. 
She rubbed her wrists and stood. “Now what?” 
I handed her the notebook we’d taken from her earlier. 
“Get out of here,” Crockett said. He grabbed her by the elbow and spun her to face the door then escorted her from the building. “Don’t get lost.”
I texted Steph and told her she was loose. 
 

Chapter Three:
[Ronnie: What on earth?]
 
 
The drive to work was surprisingly void of idiots. Thursday started well. Now if we could roll that good start into a full-on good day, that’d be terrific. I uploaded all the photos I’d taken of Costa’s notebook pages to my laptop intending to find someone to translate them.
“Ronnie?”
“Yeah,” I replied, glancing over the top of my screen at Steph. “What do you need?”
“A reason to live,” Steph replied absently.
I laughed. “Not sure that’s in my wheelhouse.”
“Fair enough. How about your latest time sheets and reports then?”
I emailed them right to her and shot her a smile. “You, okay?”
Steph pushed her chair back and came over to my desk. She plonked herself in my spare chair. 
“Remember when you and Ben got engaged?”
“Uh oh.”
She flashed her blue eyes at me. “Oh yes, uh oh.”
“Nana?” I asked. I mean who else would it be?
“Jenn, and your Nana.”
“I am sorry.” I meant it.
“Not your fault, but wow they are doing my head in.”
“Want something else to think about?”
“Sure, hit me with it.”
“Bartender with a stalker.”
“Let me at it.”
“Brilliant. Enzo wants in on this too. You okay working with him?” I knew the answer already. It was yes.
“Sure.”
“I think you’ll enjoy this case. You might even like the client. Roxy is pretty cool.”
Steph lifted her head and straightened up in the chair.
“Roxy the bartender from The Tote?”
I nodded. “You know her?”
Steph smiled. “It’s Upper Hutt.”
“Why do I think there is more to it than that?”
“No idea.”
Far too innocent.
“Not buying it. Spill the tea.”
“Our community isn’t that big …”
“You’re not talking about Upper Hutt, are you?”
She shook her head. So, Roxy is gay.
“She’s family,” Steph said with a wink. 
“Gay?”
“Yes, as I said, family.”
“Do you really all know each other?”
Steph laughed. “Probably not so much now but it used to be the case.”
I slid a manilla folder across the desk to her. “This is what we have so far.”
She flipped the cover open and read the first page. “The guy is legit harassing her?”
That was an odd question. I waited. Had a feeling there was more to come on that front. Patience. She turned the page and continued reading. A minute later she closed the file. 
“Does Mr Rockstar have a real first name and a surname?”
“He’s not Cher, so I presume so.”
“I’ve seen him somewhere.”
“It’s Upper Hutt!”
“Touché.”
“Are you going to tell me?”
“I’m deciding.”
I waited. My cell phone rang. Steph and I watched the picture on the screen. Neither of us spoke as the call rang out.
“She’s going to ring back,” Steph said.
The front desk phone rang, loud and incessant.
“It’s her,” I said. “It’s her.”
“Of course it is. You didn’t answer your mobile.”
I jumped to my feet and rushed to the front desk. I just got the phone to my ear in time to catch Nana.
“Ronnie Tracey speaking.”
“Veronica, I do wish you would stop calling yourself Ronnie,” Nana said with a punctuating sigh.
“How can I help Nana?”
“The girls and I …”
That was never a good start to a sentence. 
“Uh huh, you and the cronies what, Nana? How can I be of service?” I rammed a smile into my words.
“They’re not crones, Veronica. That’s quite rude.”
I bit back a small laugh because I knew that would not help. “Sorry Nana. How can I be of service?”
“We have a slight problem with a case.”
My stomach twisted. “A case, Nana?”
“Yes, dear. It looks like we have a missing client.”
“Okay. How long has the client been missing?”
“Since last evening.”
“What’s the case, Nana.”
I could almost hear Nana pursing her lips before deciding if she’d tell me. “I don’t want to breach any confidentiality agreements.”
Fair enough.
“Would you like me to take a look and see if your client is missing or just a bit forgetful?”
“If it’s not too much trouble Veronica.”
“Of course it isn’t Nana.”
“I shall expect you presently.”
“I’ll bring cakes for morning tea. Bye Nana.”
“Bye, bye dear.”
I hung up. Steph was watching me, having moved to perch on the edge of my desk, she wore a grin that would put the Cheshire Cat to shame.
“Have fun working for your Nana,” she said.
I moved slowly toward her.
“And you and Enzo have fun with your old love-interest Roxy.” 
Steph’s grin melted away. I was right. Ha!
I grabbed my bag off the floor by my desk. “You want me to get cakes on my way back?”
Steph regained her composure. “Does Nana love tormenting you, and Donald?”
She sure does.
“It’s because she loves us so much,” I replied, smiling. 
So much love. 

Chapter Four:
[Ronnie: Okay, Nana]
 
 
Cake. Don’t forget the cakes. If I repeated it enough times I might remember. Once upon a time the most requested sweet treat in our family, and at the office, was Squiggle Top biscuits but now they’re a disappointing disappointment and none of us will go there again. Now, it’s bakery treats for the win.
I stopped at Broadway shops and got a selection of cakes I knew would be well received by Nana and The Cronies of Doom. I had no problem providing Thursday’s morning tea, it was whatever else they needed that could be a problem.
At the front desk of the retirement home, I set the box of deliciousness on the dividing counter and scanned for Margot. I couldn’t see her. “Margot, are you in?” I called into the vacant space beyond the reception area. 
A muffled voice responded, “One sec.” She popped into view. “Good to see you, Ronnie.”
She lifted the sign-in book up from the desk and handed me a pen. I took the pen and handed her a small paper bag with a cream donut in it. I signed the visitor book as Margot peeked into the bag.
“What’s this for?” she asked smiling.
“Morning tea,” I replied. “Get it down you before the cream turns nasty. Warmer than I thought outside.”
“Thank you, that’s very kind of you.”
I smiled. “Enjoy it. I’m off to help Nana and The Cronies of Doom with something mysterious.”
Margot nodded. “They’re very busy these days with all manner of mysteries. Good luck.”
I had a feeling I’d need it. I lifted the box of cakes and made my way through the corridors, dodging elderly people with walking sticks, walkers, and those who shuffled along. As much as I tried not to breathe in the distinct aromas of the home, I couldn’t quite make the whole walk with a single breath. I hoped that the delicious smells from the bakery box countered the less pleasant aromas of institutional room freshener, hospital-grade disinfectant, and creeping death. I knocked once on the interior door to Nana’s apartment, steeled myself for what would come next, and opened the door. 
“Is the jug on Nana?” I asked, closing the door with my foot.
“Of course, dear,” she replied. “I’m in the kitchenette.”
I followed her voice with the box of cakes. I didn’t see any cronies in the living area. Guess they weren’t here yet. 
Nana smiled, stretching her taut thin lips over her teeth.
“That teal top looks lovely on you, Veronica,” she said, offering up a papery old cheek for me to kiss. 
“Thank you, Nana.” I plated the cakes. “Are Frankie and Ester joining us?”
“Yes, dear.”
I took four side plates and the plate of cakes out to the living area and put them on the coffee table. 
“I thought they would’ve been here already,” I said rejoining Nana in the kitchen area.
“They’re gathering intelligence and are due to check in presently,” Nana said glancing at her watch.
They’re doing what now? Smile, Ronnie. Just smile. This is probably some sort of nightmare and you’re still asleep at home with Ben. Safe. I blinked. 
“Tea?” I asked.
“It’s steeping. Would you bring the tray through for me, dear?” 
I hadn’t noticed that Nana had left the kitchen. I poked my head around the dividing wall and saw Nana comfortably in her favourite chair with a notebook and her cell phone on her knee. I fetched a tray laden with the Royal Albert teapot, milk jug, sugar bowl, and teaspoons then went back for the teacups and saucers.
Nana smiled at me as I moved everything off the tray. 
“It’s lovely having you here Veronica.” Her faded blue eyes twinkled with mischief. “Ben’s ring suits your finger.”
I sat down. “Less sparkly ring talk, Nana. What’s this intelligence gathering bizzo?”
She tapped the side of her nose with her index finger. That was not an answer.
“Didn’t you say you needed my help?”
“I did. We have a missing client.”
“Are you sure your client hasn’t just forgotten an appointment?”
“She’s definitely missing.”
“Okay. If you’d like my help I’m going to need more information.”
A name would help. 
Voices outside the interior door alerted us to incoming cronies. A quiet knock was followed by the door opening. In came Ester and Frankie chattering away. 
“Ladies,” I said. “Teas made.”
The door closed. Frankie smiled at me. “Lovely to see you dear.”
“You too,” I replied.
Nana gestured to the laden coffee table. 
“Marvellous spread June.” Ester clapped her hands with unreserved glee. Nana and The Cronies of Doom settled in. Frankie poured the tea. I waited for the general chatter to subside. Once everyone had a cup of tea and a cake in front of them, I spoke.
“Nana tells me you have a missing client. Maybe you all could fill me in?”
Frankie and Ester looked at Nana. She nodded. How kind of her to allow The Cronies of Doom to speak with me. So generous. 
Ester placed her teacup on the saucer with a rattle. She whipped out a notebook from the folds in her trousers. She licked her forefinger and turned the pages with a flourish. 
“Our client stopped answering calls yesterday afternoon and we haven’t seen her.”
She could be dodging calls. Not unheard of. 
“What was she doing yesterday afternoon? Do you know?”
“We don’t know.”
“Can I have a name, photo, more details about this person?
“Her name is Ms Costa.”
I sighed. Of course, it is. Why would it be someone I’ve never heard of?
“How did you meet this Costa person?”
“She’d heard about us from the newspaper.”
“Getting some good mileage out of that Nana.” Then an awful thought fell from my lips. “Oh, sweet baby Jesus. Was there another story?”
Frankie smacked her hands on her thighs. “Another story!” she crowed. 
“There’s no need for blasphemy, Veronica.” 
“Really because I think there might be.” How did I miss it? I crossed my fingers. If there’s a God, it won’t be true.
“Just a mention really, in The Leader,” Nana said with a false-teeth-defying smile.
And we’re back in the nightmare of far too much fame and notoriety. Buggery bollocks. 
“What were you doing for this client?”
Nana rattled her teacup on its saucer. “I don’t think we should get into particulars.”
“If you want my help you need to give me particulars.”
“Just find her Veronica,” Nana said tutting. 
We had her under surveillance, but I was loath to give Nana that information. Technically I knew where she was or, at least, could find out very quickly.
“Sure Nana, I’ll wave my magic wand and conjure her right up.”
“Don’t be like that dear. Snippy doesn’t suit you.”
“Not even in my teal top?”
“Veronica. I don’t know what’s got into you this morning.” Nana shot me a look that said I was in deep trouble if I carried on in the same vein. 
Frankie giggled. Ester picked up another cake. 
“It is a pretty colour on you,” Frankie said.
“Can we stay on topic please?” So, I don’t get myself in any more hot water with Nana. I finished my tea and looked at Ester. “What did you discover while you were gathering intelligence?”
“That she was last seen in Wallaceville.”
“On foot or was there a vehicle involved?”
She licked crumbs off her fingers before she consulted her notebook. “Mrs Harris saw her walking on Martin Street toward town.”
“And this was when?”
She consulted her notes. “Quarter past three in the afternoon.”
“She could’ve gone shopping,” I said. “What makes you think she’s been missing?”
“She didn’t answer her phone when I rang her.” Nana’s reply was a tad curt and implied that surely no one would dodge a phone call from her. 
I left that alone.
“Anything else?”
“She didn’t answer any of our calls last night or this morning.”
“Do you have a photo?”
Nana reached for a manilla folder tucked beside her chair. She flipped it open. It looked like one of our case files. I waited. She produced a photo and handed it to me. It was definitely the same Kerrin Costa. That was awkward. 
“Okay,” I said and snapped a photo with my phone before handing the picture back. It was expected that I would take a photo. They didn’t know I already had one on my phone. “So, are you going to tell me what you were doing for this woman?”
The three of them exchanged glances but said nothing. I picked up a fruit slice and bit into it. Grandad called them fly-cemeteries. I’m pretty sure that should’ve put me off as a kid, but I think I grew to love them more. I concentrated on the pastry and fruit filling, savouring each mouthful. As I enjoyed my slice of deliciousness, I became aware of eyes on me. I swallowed. 
“Can I help you all?”
“No, dear. It just does us good to see a young lady like you with a healthy appetite.” 
I scanned their wrinkled faces to see if that was a judgemental observation or not. Nothing hinted at judgement, surprisingly. 
Just as I wondered what alternate reality I’d stumbled into, Nana reached out and patted my hand. 
“Not too many cakes Veronica or that wedding dress will be a little snug.”
I smiled sweetly. And we’re back. “Thank you, Nana.”
“Wouldn’t like to prove your dear departed Grandad wrong now, would you?”
Frankie’s lips moved into a quick tight smile. “What was it he used to say, June?”
“You can’t fatten a thoroughbred,” I said before Nana could answer. 
Frankie snickered.
“I don’t think Veronica needs to worry,” Ester replied. “She’s long of limb.”
Did that old cop just call me gangly? I filed the comment away to run it past Donald later. 
“Ladies, I need to know what’s really going on so I can find that woman.”
Frankie frowned. “Whatever you think it is, it isn’t.”
“Of course.” I didn’t know what I expected. “You know what? Perhaps you could just say yes or no, as you’re not comfortable giving me details.”
“Go on,” Nana said. The three of them leaned in, all ears. Literally. Old people have big ears. I guess they grow forever. I shoved that aside.
“I think, ladies, that the woman who hired you is up to something nefarious and has dragged you into that something.” I sat back to see what that dislodged. 
“She’s just looking for someone she lost touch with, a cousin,” Frankie said. “Surely that isn’t bad.”
And we have a winner.
“A cousin? How about that! Oh well, perhaps I’m wrong. What’s the cousin’s name?”
“Sandra Solway,” Frankie replied despite the look Nana shot her.
“And have you found her?” 
Frankie shook her head. 
“She doesn’t seem to be in the region,” Ester said. 
Nana looked daggers at both of them. “You’re going to have to sign a nondisclosure agreement, Veronica.”
She flipped through pages in the folder and handed me a piece of paper with her pen. Buggery bollocks this is ridiculous. 
“We cannot go on until you sign the paper,” Nana said, with a frosty glare at The Cronies of Doom. 
“Fine.” I grabbed the piece of paper, gave it a quick read, then signed the bottom before handing it back. “Happy?”
“Yes, thank you,” Nana said. 
“I have a question for you three.” I took a breath and let it out. “Any reason why your client would be by Emily’s house?”
“None,” Ester said. “She hasn’t asked about anyone but the cousin.”
How odd. 
“Why would you ask that?” Nana picked up a piece of raspberry slice. 
I opened photos on my phone and flicked to the photo I took of Kerrin Costa in Crockett’s office and restrained in a chair. I zoomed in so no one could see her restraints and showed it to Nana, and then Ester and Frankie.
“That’s her?”
Nana’s brow wrinkled as she nodded. 
“Why do you have a photo of our client?” Ester asked.
Before I could answer Nana piped up, “Do you have her?”
“No, but we did. Picked her up snooping around Emily’s yesterday morning. It was the second time she was seen snooping there, by the way.”
“Makes no sense,” Frankie said. “She only talked about her long-lost cousin and how much she missed her.”
“And she found you three to help her.” Not at all sus. “What did you talk about?”
“She talked about her cousin,” Frankie repeated brushing crumbs off her dark blue twinset.
“You said that,” I replied. “But what did you three talk about in front of her?”
Frankie sucked in her thin lips as she frowned. 
Ester folded her hands into her lap. “I do not remember any conversation per se, but if I recall correctly there was a thank you card on the coffee table from Emily and Crockett.”
“How was it delivered?” I directed my question to Nana. 
“By post.”
“Was the envelope on the table?”
Nana nodded. “I think so, I wanted to save the stamps. They’re scarce as hen’s teeth these days.”
“And Emily had her name and address on the back of the envelope, am I right?”
“Of course she did. That’s what one does when addressing an envelope,” Nana responded. “If you used the post, you’d know that dear, wouldn’t you?”
“Yes, Nana.”
Usually, I used the post to mail things to myself. Sometimes I posted things I wanted out of the way and inaccessible for a few days.
Next question. “Did any of you see the woman touch the card or envelope?”
They all denied any knowledge. 
Talk about pulling teeth. This could’ve gone a lot better and a lot faster. 
“Was she left alone in here at any time?”
Ester spoke. She’d flipped open her trusty notebook. “Unfortunately, yes, she was. We had a short conference in June’s bedroom, deciding if we’d take the case.”
All right, I’ll play.
“Knowing what I just told you and how she possibly came across Emily’s address, what do you make of your client now?”
If anyone had an opinion it would be Ester, the retired police officer. I waited to see if she’d share her insight.
I didn’t have to wait long.
“She was calm, polite, had an accent that I couldn’t recognise, but was barely there.”
“Anything else?”
“She said she saw an article about us. The one that The Guardian ran a wee while ago. She thought she’d see if we could help her while she was here on holiday.”
“Do you know how long she’d been here?”
“She didn’t say.”
I eased my phone from my pocket and rang Crockett.
“What’s up, Ronnie?” 
“We need to scrub the CCTV footage from the bookshop and see if our new little friend visited there.”
“I’ll get on it from here. Let’s get Emily into a safe house after she finishes work today.”
She’d be safest at my place. “My place.”
“That’s a great idea.”
I hung up then rang Jenn at the office. I stood and walked to the ranch slider while I waited for her to answer. 
“How can I help Ronnie?”
“Can you hang downstairs with Emily until I get there?”
“Sure. What do I need to know?”
I could hear her running down the stairs.
“Someone is snooping around her life … don’t know why yet but I doubt it’s good.”
I heard Emily greet Jenn. “I’m here,” Jenn replied.
“Thank you.” I hung up and turned around. All the old eyes were on me. I looked at the dishes on the coffee table, then at the elderly women. I said nothing as I cleared the dishes and stacked everything on the bench for washing. 
Back in the lounge, I bent down and kissed Nana’s papery cheek. “I’ll be off. Please try and stay out of trouble.”
“Will you find our client?” Frankie asked.
“Yes. I will. If you hear anything let me know.” I let myself out via the ranch slider to the garden and made my way to the bookshop. Determined to make it my business to find that woman and have another chat. This time it wouldn’t be friendly, and I was absolutely fine with using Enzo and his enhanced interrogation techniques. I also wanted to know what she’d written in her notebook because that might hold some clues to the whole situation. Best if I sent those to someone who could help interpret them A-SAP.

Chapter Five:
[Emily Jones: That is not me.]
 
 
“Who are you?” Emily watched the man with dark hair unlock a red car. They were in the Woolworths car park not far from the bookshop. Sun beat down upon them. Emily could feel the heat radiating from the ground.
“I am a friend,” he replied, and motioned to the car door. 
“I don’t know you, so how can you be my friend?” Emily’s eyes narrowed as she tried to find stashed memories of the man with dark hair. Nothing came. “What’s your name?”
“Lucas.”
“What’s his name?” Emily pointed to the other man.
“Stefan.” 
“He looks mean.”
Stefan grumbled and said, “This is taking too long.”
Lucas silenced him with a frosty look, then turned his attention to Emily. “You do know me. Simone, you do know me.”
“Who is Simone?” 
“You are.”
“I am Emily Jones.”
“You are Simone.”
“That is not my name.” Emily squared her shoulders and clenched her jaw. “I am Emily Jones.”
“Get in the car, Simone.”
“No.”
The other man stepped up behind her, reached around, and opened the back passenger door. A wave of heat hit her. “Get in.”
“No.” Emily moved sideways avoiding the man, then took a step back, and turned. “You get in the car. I’m going back to my bookshop and Jenn. She’s, my friend.”
The dark-haired man met her by the boot. “You can’t go back in there. Now get in the car.” He placed his hands on her shoulders and spun her around. “Now, Simone.”
“Stop calling me that. I am not that person. You are wrong.” Emily’s voice crumbled leaving a panicked raw edge. “Stop it!” Her eyes darted around the car park. There was no one near enough to help her. 
The men stood on each side of Emily. Neither man touched her. 
“Get in the car,” the dark-haired man, who called himself Lucas, said. “Just do it. Emily.”
She did as he asked and watched them from the back seat as they exchanged looks. Emily didn’t know what the looks meant. She was relieved they’d stopped calling her Simone. As the car drove out of the Woolworths car park toward Geange Street, she looked over her shoulder and thought she saw Ronnie’s car stop outside the bookshop. She hoped it was Ronnie. Ronnie would help Jenn. Ronnie would get Crockett. Ronnie could find her, anywhere. That’s what Ronnie did. The car pulled out of Princes Street and onto Fergusson Drive leaving the bookshop and Ronnie in the distance. Emily leaned her head against the back of the seat and closed her eyes. Over and over in her mind, she told herself that Ronnie would find her because that’s what Ronnie did. Lucas and Stefan could not keep her hidden. 
Emily’s eyes opened and she looked out the window. Houses, playgrounds, more houses, bus stops, people walking with dogs or children, and sometimes both. She tried to see street signs so she could keep track of where they were. When they turned into Shakespeare Ave, she knew they were in Poet’s Block. Lucas turned left into Thackeray Street, passed the kindergarten, then turned right into Moore Street and popped out on Moonshine Road. Then he turned right and drove back to Shakespeare. This time he turned left off Thackeray onto Sheridan Crescent. Emily was familiar with the area. Crockett didn’t live that far away from where the car stopped. A few streets maybe. If she could get away, then she could get to Crockett. Lucas backed the car up a driveway on Sheridan Crescent. 
“Where is this?” Emily asked, looking at the house next to the car. 
“A safe place,” Lucas replied.
“Why am I here?”
“You don’t need to know,” Stefan said. “Less questions and more compliance.”
The men exited the vehicle. Lucas opened the door for her to do the same. Emily sat staring straight ahead. 
“Out,” Lucas said.
“No,” Emily replied.
“Fucks sake,” Stefan muttered. “We’re doing this again?”
“Don’t be a pain in the arse, get out.” 
“No.” Emily refused to look at either man. She remained staring out the windscreen. As she sat, she wondered how long she needed to be at a location for it to register on Ronnie’s radar. 
“Get out of the car.” Stefan grabbed her arm, just above her elbow, and tugged. 
Emily pulled her arm from his grip. “No!”
“I’m not doing this all day,” Stefan growled. “Get out.”
“No.” 
“Please, Emily, get out of the car,” Lucas said.
She sat still for the longest twenty seconds either man had experienced then carefully got out of the car. Emily looked around. It was a regular house, in a regular street. There was nothing remarkable from the outside at all. It sat back from the road with a manicured lawn from the house to the footpath. It was a red brick house with white painted trim around the windows. A matching garage was at the end of the driveway and not attached to the house.
“Where are we?” she asked.
“Again, a safe place,” Lucas answered, escorting her up the path to the front door. 
She looked over her shoulder as the car started. “Where is he going?”
“Nowhere. Moving the car into the garage, that’s all.” He keyed the door lock then swung the door open. “Come in. I’ll make us a coffee.”
“I’d prefer Milo,” Emily said, as Lucas led the way to the kitchen. 
“What is Milo?” he asked with a pinch of surprise.
“Like hot chocolate, but nicer,” she said.
“Since when did you like hot chocolate?”
“I don’t know,” she said. 
He pointed to a kitchen table and four chairs. “Sit anywhere over there.”
She did. She sat so she could see out the kitchen window into a garden. The window reminded her of something. There was some wire mesh inside the glass. School. That
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