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  Chapter one
LETTER 


Lisa Shelny breathed a sigh of relief as she stepped into her Richmond apartment and set aside the mail. She plonked herself on the couch and took off her black flats, rubbing the aching soles of her feet and pressing hard into the joints. It had been a busy day. The hours had raced by as she assisted patients, took detailed case notes, and conferred with the health professionals and surgeons. Though PANCH Day Surgery Centre was less hectic than the gruelling years spent at Melbourne Hospital and her overseas nursing work. 
She looked out towards the courtyard with the Holland blind half-open, and squinted at the partial glare of the evening sun. She adored her open-plan living apartment with its fully equipped kitchen, large bedroom, and a separate study for her to do all her paperwork.
Lisa stood up and set her bag on the rectangular timber table. She opened the fridge and considered her options. Her choices were either left-over chicken salad or a thick juicy steak. She was famished, so she took out the chicken salad and ate it straight from the bowl while sitting in the quiet. Having lasted just long enough in the silence of the apartment to get a few bites of the salad down, she turned on the TV and settled at the table to listen to the news. She preferred the background noise.
Lisa picked at the remaining egg with her fork. The usual rambling of kidnappings, home invasions, catastrophes overseas, and murders filled the screen. Nothing new.
“Victoria Police have set up a community taskforce with African-Australian leaders to manage youth crime. The Chief Commissioner indicated there has been an influx of public disorder and misbehaviour, particularly in relation to home invasions and car-jackings. The Federal MP Greg Hunt stated, ‘African gang crime is out of control in Melbourne.’ However, Community Leader Richard Deng rejected politicians’ use of the words, ‘African gangs,’” the newsreader said. A clip of Deng’s interview played. 
“Most of these youngsters are born in Australia. Let’s call them Australian.”
The screen returned to the newsreader as he made his closing remarks. “It is believed that young Sudanese men in Victoria’s justice system are overrepresented and young Africans are racially profiled.”
Lisa shook her head as she turned away from the TV, forcing the images of her overseas mission from her mind. She took a calming breath and wanted to curse these damn politicians who generalised youth crime to merely Africans. Sure, there had been an increase in home invasions by Sudanese gangs but, all in all, many Australians of non-African descent committed crimes too. She refused to discriminate against someone because of their skin colour or their country of origin.
Lisa set down her dishes in the sink and filled the basin. She watched the suds and water rise. Africa. She’d never told her friends, Julie, Brooke, and Lara, about Africa. All she wanted to do was put it out of her mind and get on with life. What good would it do dredging up the past? She had a good life with her work, friends, family, and volunteer work at the African Foundation. She enjoyed her time at the foundation, tutoring newly arrived primary and secondary students in literacy and job-seeking skills every Saturday morning.
Another life-saver for Lisa had been Zumba at least once a week with Julie. The beat and rhythmic flow of the dance music released tension in her body, and gave her an outlet; a release from all that had happened in the past.
Lisa turned towards the mail, then decided against dealing with the bills right now. She strolled to her bedroom and changed into tracksuit pants and a tight-fitted top. Her bedroom was bare and simple with a timber bed, matching bedside cabinets, a small gold touch lamp, a mahogany tall boy, built-in robes, and an en suite. A decorative cluster of metal flowers hung on the wall above her bed. She smiled at her treasure trove of jewellery on the dresser. Bangles, chokers, earrings, necklaces, and rings were all arranged neatly in the compartments of a decorative jewellery box. She couldn’t leave the house without wearing jewellery. She felt naked without it.
Heading back towards the living room, she grabbed the mail and stepped out into the courtyard with an open view of other apartments. Plants in pots surrounded the glass table with padded chairs. A tall hedge sat towards the end of the wooden fence outside her courtyard. Both the hedge and fence placed a boundary between her apartment and others, affording her a measure of privacy. She had a view of apartments with balconies and occasional passers-by entering or exiting the premises. The warm, gentle wind from the open area blew her hair as she sat down to open her mail. One by one she opened up the envelopes. 
As she guessed, the mail was mostly bills. The last envelope didn’t have the type font address she was expecting. It was handwritten with no sender’s address and appeared to have been hand delivered. Who would be writing to her without an address? Goosebumps raced across her skin. She unfolded the letter and began reading. With each word, her heart sank.






  
  Chapter two
SURPRISING TWIST


Lisa’s hands shook while gripping the paper as the words on the page sank in.  
I know what happened in the past and you need to pay. You believe you helped people as a nurse, but you failed them all. You’re not as great as you think you are, and all you deserve is punishment. You as a nurse is simply an illusion, a facade, a fabrication of your life that moulds you like others, but you are not like others. You are not who you proclaim to be. You are a fraud, a fake, and you simply cannot go on the way you have been. You’ll be taught a series of lessons by me and, hopefully, by the end of it, you will learn. If not, then a surprising twist will come your way. No-one can get away with what you did and still live freely. You should be imprisoned and maimed. You do not deserve to live. If I were you, I’d be looking over my shoulder from now on. Nowhere you go will be safe. No more haven for you. You’ll be watched, scrutinised and punished as the wretched woman you are. Watch your back! Doomsday is coming!!
She put down the letter and swallowed. With a hand on her chin, she wondered who could write such a thing. She didn’t make any mistakes as a nurse. How was she a fraud and fake, and how was she not like others?
She wondered what to do next. It was probably just a prank from someone who was ill. One of those fraud scams that threaten people to get money. Surely she could simply ignore it and move on. There was no point in going to the police as this was probably a one-off letter. She’d wait and see before letting panic get the better of her. She’d be reasonable and calm about this. She didn’t want to call her friends and worry them. The letter had to be someone getting their jollies by scaring people, surely? 
With a nod of the head, she decided to leave it alone. She headed inside and tossed the bills and the letter on the coffee table. As she sank onto the couch, she found a channel playing a romantic comedy, but her mind wasn’t on the movie. Her thoughts scattered around her friend Julie. Two years ago, Julie was almost killed by a stalker. The same stalker who had killed Julie’s friend Jane. Lisa helped Julie investigate Jane’s death. The stalker had been involved in corporate fraud and corruption within the recruitment agency Jane worked at just before her death. The crazy man had been arrested and sentenced to serve over twenty years in prison. 
Could the letter be part of something serious like the threats Julie received? No, it had to be a prank.
The phone rang. With a jolt, she rushed for the phone and answered it.
“Lisa, it’s Julie. How are you doing, girl?”
She gave herself a few seconds before replying. “Fine, gorgeous. How’s that lovely husband of yours?”
Julie giggled, apparently still in the honeymoon phase after marrying Daniel a few months ago. “He’s amazing. Married life is great. You should try it.”
Lisa shook her head with a hint of a smile. “I’ll take that under advisement.” 
“Listen. Daniel’s worried about Johnson. His mother’s been very sick, but she refuses to go to the hospital. Any chance you might pay him a visit and cheer him up? Maybe convince his mother to continue with her treatment.”
Lisa swallowed her nervousness. She and Johnson, Daniel’s friend, had met when Lisa was helping Julie investigate their friend, Jane’s death. They’d become close friends. “I don’t know, Julie. Maybe he wouldn’t appreciate me getting involved. You know how proud he is.”
“I guess he is, but Daniel thinks you’ve always been able to cheer him up. Maybe just a quick visit.”
Lisa wanted to see Johnson again. He was her friend, after all. If her friend needed her, how could she say no? “Alright. I’ll try to visit him tomorrow night. Should I ring first?”
“No, just drop in. I’m sure he won’t mind.”
They said their goodbyes and ended the call. Lisa had never met Johnson’s mother but, from what Johnson had mentioned about her, she’d been sick and depressed all of his life. His father had left them when he was five, and it’d only been him and his mother for all these years.
She glanced at the pile of mail on the table. Lisa had more important things to worry about than a silly joke of a letter.






  
  Chapter three
IN FRIENDSHIP


On Sunday morning, Lisa stopped her car at the kerb in front of Johnson’s home in Camberwell. Butterflies in her stomach kept her stuck in place for a few minutes. She’d only ever visited Johnson with her friends, never on her own and couldn’t help but feel anxious. 
The stunning water feature and vertical garden greeted her as she walked down the brick-paved path towards a bright red door with shrubbery, an array of flowers, and immaculate hedging surrounding the garden. 
Lisa cleared her throat, knocked on the thick timber door, and waited. She heard footsteps approaching and hugged her body tight to fight a chill despite the warm day. Her face broke out in a smile when Johnson swung open the door. He returned the smile as he ushered her inside.
“Well, hello there, gorgeous. This is a surprise. Come on in.”
“Thanks.” She turned to the garden before entering. “Your garden looks amazing. It looks different from the last time I was here. You’ve got some new plants, haven’t you?”
He closed the door behind her. “Thanks. My gardener does excellent work. Take a seat.”
Even though she had been to Johnson’s house a few times, she was still in awe of the décor and space within the large entrance foyer. Her eyes roamed the living area that featured a gas open fireplace and an adjoining dining room overlooking a Zen-inspired back garden. The kitchen was expansive with plenty of bench space and a large chef’s pantry. She sat on one of the stools surrounding the kitchen bench.
“What can I get you to drink? A coffee or tea?” Johnson asked.
“Tea’s good. Thanks.”
Johnson pulled out mugs from an overhead cupboard, then turned on the kettle and made tea. Lisa heard coughing. Johnson grabbed a glass of water. “Sorry, give me a minute. I’ll give this to my mum. She’s staying with me until she can get back on her feet. I won’t be long.”
Lisa nodded. Johnson frowned and headed up the stairs. 
Lisa stepped off the stool and took a walk towards the living area of the house. The crème walls held framed abstract paintings, and fancy chandeliers hung from the ceiling. A crème leather couch with a modern buffet and hutch, large television screen, and a rustic coffee table gave the room a trendy look and design. Connected to the living room were an indoor swimming pool, a study, and a gym. This house was maze-like with its separate areas.
She returned to the kitchen and sat on the stool again just as Johnson returned with an empty glass. He set it in the sink, then proceeded to finish making the tea.
“I’m sorry. She’s asleep now. We should be able to talk.” He stirred the tea, then set one aside in front of Lisa. He took a sip of his own and sat on the stool opposite. “She’s stubborn about getting treatment. I’ve started caring for her on the weekends. My aunt looks after her during the week.”
Lisa fiddled with her gold bangles and played with her necklace. “I’m sorry she’s not well. I hope it’s okay I’m here? I don’t what to impose.”
He shook his head. “It’s all good.” He forced a grin. “It’s not every day that a beautiful woman comes by to visit. To whom or what do I owe this pleasure?”
“Julie rang and told me you needed some emotional support. I thought I’d come by to see how you’re doing. Is there anything I can do to help?”
His face turned serious for a fleeting moment. “Thanks, I’m fine. My mother’s just stubborn. She doesn’t think that treatment will help for her cancer. She’s opted to live out her fate.”
Lisa rubbed the back of her neck and bit her lip. “What’s aah . . . the prognosis?”
Johnson hesitated. “The doctors say it’s at the stage four phase.” His eyes peered down for a moment. “Apart from treatment for her pain, there’s nothing more they can do. They can make her comfortable, which is why my mother thinks she’d prefer to be comfortable in her own home.”
“I can understand her perspective.”
Johnson avoided her eyes. “Are you kidding me? She needs the best of care, and I can’t believe she’s given up. Even at stage four, people have miraculously recovered. Why can’t my mum believe in miracles or a cure? I refuse to believe that she’s at the end of it.”
“I’m sorry, Johnson. I can’t even begin to imagine what you’re going through.”
He turned to her, a heaviness in his eyes that she’d never seen before. “I don’t need your sympathy. As I said, I’m fine. It’s my mother that needs the help. She should be in the hospital, not at home.”
“And what about your father? Have you ever heard from him?”
Johnson rose from the stool and began pacing up and down the kitchen floor. “Don’t ever talk to me about that poor excuse of a man. He doesn’t even deserve mention. Let’s  drop the subject.”
Lisa finished her tea in silence. She knew things were strained since Johnson’s father left, but his mother was dying. Shouldn’t his father be there to support him? Maybe his father would want to know that his ex-wife was dying. Maybe today wasn’t the right time to bring him up. “I’m sorry Johnson. I didn’t mean to upset you. I think I’ll be going now, but if there’s anything you need, please let me know.”
Johnson stopped pacing and stood opposite her. He stared at her for a few moments in silence, lost in thought. Lisa moved around him and headed towards the door. She must have really upset him. Her feet were shaky as she swung open the door. He grabbed her hand. 
“You don’t have to leave, Lisa. I can make us some lunch. I am one of the best cooks in the country you know,” Johnson joked.
Lisa chuckled. “It’s okay. I have a few errands today, but I’ll speak to you soon.”
He nodded. “Thanks for coming by.”
As she entered her sporty convertible, her car keys slipped out of her hand. She swore to herself and reached for them. As she rose, she spotted Johnson standing outside, watching her. Lisa had the sudden urge to run back to him and embrace him. She should stay, support him, comfort her friend, but she couldn’t bear being alone with him right now. It was silly for her to be nervous around him, and she worried she’d say the wrong thing again. She recovered her keys, slid them into the ignition, and drove off.  






  
  Chapter four
BACK TO REALITY


Lisa parked her car close to the surgery centre the next morning and walked inside the building. The centre welcomed her with spacious ambience and bright light from large draped windows. She greeted the blonde and buxom receptionist who always arrived early then entered her office and sat on her ergonomic chair. She placed her bag in a bottom filing cabinet drawer, turned on her computer, and checked her in-tray of paperwork. She stared at her range of stuffed animals lining her desk and a framed photograph of her mother by her computer. 
Lisa peered through her full patient list for the day. It was one cataract surgery after another. She logged in to her computer and checked the patient records and medical history. A knock at the door broke her focus. She turned away from the computer screen and smiled at the woman before her.
“Hi, Katie. What’s up?”
Katie drew a hand through her short, ruby red hair that was greying at the temples. She walked further inside her office. “I have a new patient coming in for cataract surgery today. The doctor’s classed it as urgent, but I don’t know how he’ll fit in the ones already scheduled. Do you mind doing the assessment? I’m swamped.”
Lisa shook her head. “No problems.” She stretched out her arm to grab the file.
“How was your weekend?” Katie asked.
“Great. Yours?” Lisa replied.
Katie squinted her bright blue eyes. “What’s going on?”
Lisa shrugged and turned back to her computer screen. “I’m fine.
Katie headed closer and sat on the nearby chair. “Come on. You can’t fool me. What’s really going on?”
Lisa cleared her throat. She knew that Katie was stubborn and would never leave it alone until she answered. She always managed to get Lisa to pour out her heart. She’d had plenty of practice interrogating, listening, and problem-solving with her five children who were now grown up.
“I really can’t get into it now. I have loads of work to do.”
“Come on. We have plenty of time before the first lot of patients arrive. Spill.”
Lisa exhaled and turned to Katie. It might help to get it off her chest. “I got this letter that appeared to be threatening, but it was probably some kind of prank.”
Katie’s eyes turned serious. “Go on.”
Lisa explained the contents of the letter and Katie placed her thumb underneath her chin in quiet contemplation. “How’s your dad nowadays?”
Lisa’s chest tightened. “What do you mean?”
“Well, the last time I heard, your father was in prison after seriously assaulting your mother. Could he be the one threatening you after you turned him in all those years ago?”
Her father had tried to contact her several years ago, but Lisa wanted nothing to do with him. Her mother had moved in with extended family overseas, but Lisa kept in regular contact with her.
“He’s still in prison now, but it’s because of other charges of assault and theft. I imagine he would’ve forgotten about me. It’s been years since I last spoke to him.”Lisa wasn’t sure she believed her own words. But why now? Why would her father do such a thing after all these years?
“Of course. I’m being silly,” said Katie unconvincingly. She rose from her seat and touched Lisa gently on the shoulder. “You could always go to the police with the letter and see what they think.”
Lisa pressed her lips together. “I’m sure it’s just someone’s idea of a prank. I’m going to ignore it and live my life. Hopefully, it’s a one-off.”
Katie nodded. “Please be careful then. I have pepper spray, or maybe you can keep perfume in your bag?”
“I’m good.”
Katie left her office after a reassuring smile.
The receptionist called to let Lisa know the first client had arrived. Five minutes later, Lisa walked out of her office and into the waiting area to call out her patient’s name. They walked into her office and Lisa opened her patient file. Her mind kept turning to the letter and Katie’s reaction, but she pushed it down. She had to focus on the patient. Lisa asked the patient about her medical history and checked off a list on a form. Lisa’s bangles resounded loudly in her head as she made notes. She prepared the woman for surgery then walked her into the theatre. “I’ll see you in less than an hour. You should be done by then.”
The client entered the operating theatre and Lisa headed back to her office to prepare for her next client. 
Her mind returned to her father. Could he be that cruel? No, not possible. Her mind flashed back to her teenage years when her father had physically abused her mother daily. He always complained about something. It might be that the food wasn’t ready, or his shirt wasn’t ironed properly, or his slippers weren’t by his bedside. Whatever the issue, he always beat the hell out of her mother and found fault with everything. Though he wasn’t physically abusive to Lisa, he had been verbally aggressive towards her.
Her father sent her mother to hospital after his anger became the worst she’d ever seen. If Lisa hadn’t come in between and hit him in the groin, she was certain he would’ve killed her mother. At that time, she’d reported him to the police. Over the years, her mother had said that if she’d only been a better wife and mother, he would never have resorted to violence. Lisa understood too clearly the typical attitude and thinking of a battered wife. 






  
  Chapter five
 GET-TOGETHER


Lisa sat in Brunetti’s in Carlton with her friends Julie, Brooke, and Lara the following Saturday afternoon. Her eyes roamed the different sections of the cafe: the huddles of patrons rushing in and out, others carrying trays of hot drinks and sweets, and young families chattering with stuffed mouths. Normally, she’d be pepped up by the chattering voices, the clanking of kitchenware and utensils, the screaming tantrums of children, and the stomping footsteps, but today her head pounded. She took in the sounds and sights, then sipped on her cafe latte while the others sat unusually quiet around her. Her friends’ eyes were on her and she wondered what she would tell them. What was the point? She’d received no other letters. Why worry them? 
“How’s little Serenity?” Julie asked, as she flipped her long, auburn curls out of her blue-green eyes. 
Lara’s smiling eyes lit up and her hand rubbed a scar on the right side of her neck. Her long chestnut hair was tied up in a ponytail. “She is amazingly clever, but extremely cheeky considering she’s a toddler. Jarod spoils her rotten, though.”
Julie nodded. “As he should. He’s a doting father.”
Brooke stared at Lara with her deep-set brown eyes. Brooke was solidly built and wore a tight fitted t-shirt that showed her curves. In typical Brooke fashion, she bluntly asked, “Now, when’s the next one?”
Lisa chuckled, then covered her hand over her mouth.
Lara’s face paled. “Are you kidding me? I’m struggling with one daughter. This might be it for me.”
Julie played with the strands of her curls and her eyes brightened. “Oh, Lara, I’ll be happy to babysit more than one of your children.”
Lara smiled. “Oh, is that right? And how would Daniel like that?”
Julie touched the rim of her coffee cup. “Well, you know, he’d love to have more children. I hope I can give him that.” She smiled. “I know he’s faced Joy’s loss and we talk about her a lot. I guess it’s a sign he’s okay.”
Lisa reached out for Julie’s hand and stroked it. “I’m sure you guys will be fine when the moment’s right.”
Julie nodded. “Thanks, Lisa. That day will soon come.”
Silence surrounded the table again until Brooke broke the quiet. “Are you okay, Lisa? You’re not your usual, perky self. What gives?”
Lisa swallowed then shrugged. “Nothing. I’m just tired, that’s all.”
Brooke frowned. “You can’t kid a kidder, Lisa.”
Julie changed the subject and gave Lisa a knowing look. She’d always had a stronger connection with Julie than with Brooke, but she was still close to Brooke. She simply had more in common with Julie, and right now she was grateful she was coming to her aid. “How did things go with Johnson the other day?”
“He’s concerned for his mum. Do you guys hold out any hope for her?” Lisa said.
“Daniel thinks it’s not good. She might not survive for much longer.” Julie tightened the clasp on her bracelet. “He’s going to be all alone. He doesn’t have any siblings or other family that I know of.”
Lara stepped in. “He’s got his aunt, but what about his father?”
Julie shook her head. “Daniel said he’s never heard from him, and god knows where he is now.”
“Is there anything we can do to help? I mean, do you think he’d accept my help with a referral to support services? He knows that as a nurse, I’ve got those connections,” Lisa said. “I didn’t ask him last time but maybe I’ll bring it up the next time I visit.”
“I doubt he’ll be open to any of that,” Julie replied.
Lisa grinned nervously. “Well, what about you guys? Can’t you visit him as well?”
Brooke gave a cheeky grin. “I guess we could, but I think he’d prefer your company to ours, if you get my drift.” She winked.
Lisa’s chest warmed. “And what’s that supposed to mean, Brooke?”
Brooke bit her lower lip and spread her hands out in a gesture of ignorance. “Well, I don’t know. I wonder what it means.” She turned her eyes to the group and laughed.
Lara shoved Brooke on the shoulder. “Oh, leave her alone. All in good time, I say.”
Julie sipped the final drops of her coffee then set it down. “He does like you, Lisa. Maybe see where it takes you. Break down that wall.”
“You guys know my history with men, particularly domineering and arrogant guys.”
Brooke nodded. “Sure, girl, but it seems to me that you run for the hills as soon as any guy tries to get too close. Maybe change your approach and take a chance.”
Lisa clenched both her hands. “My mother gave my father a chance, and where did that get her? I refuse to get hurt like my mother.” 
Julie gave Lisa a reassuring smile. “But Johnson’s not like that. I mean, you have to really get to know him.”
Lisa sensed herself blushing. “Can we change the subject, please? Johnson and I are just friends. Now let’s leave it at that.”
Brooke leaned forward. “Just one final word. Let him know you’re interested instead of pretending you hate the way he flirts with you. He might just make his move in this century.”
They all leaned back against their chairs in silence, as if giving her space. Lisa turned away and stared into the bottom of her cup. She needed another coffee to lift her spirits. How could she tell them that a relationship would only complicate her life right now?
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