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  Chapter one
INCIDENT


Lara Perroni pushed a trolley full of books alongside shelves of the non-fiction section. She stopped to pick up a book, placed it neatly on the shelf, and slid protruding books back into their rightful places.  
Her feet pressed heavily into the carpet and her back ached as the eight-hour day came to a close. Earlier that morning, she had presented a library induction to the new seven year students. She revelled in their enthusiasm, which would most likely change in a year or two. With the final book put away, Lara steered the trolley back into her office, retrieved her bag from the steel cupboard and sighed. She fumbled with the keys, but eventually locked the library door with a steady hand, and nodded to teachers and the cleaner as she exited the school building. 
Lara took pride in her work as a librarian at the secondary school in the northern part of Melbourne, but was always relieved to unwind at home in the evenings. She made her way outside into the fresh air, fishing for her keys inside her bag.
The motor roared to life and Lara shifted into reverse. Her mother’s house was a twenty- minute drive from the school. She inched her way through the congestion with lines of bumper-to-bumper cars ahead.  Dread settled its heavy weight on her shoulders. She loved her mother, but the woman always had an issue about the way Lara lived her life.
Traffic eased and her old neighbourhood loomed. Lara gripped the steering wheel and parked the car in the driveway. The two-storey brick-rendered house taunted her. It was ridiculous to go without a coat to avoid her mother. Lara’s eyes fell on the wide-open front door. The beating of her heart and rush of blood in her ears drowned out sound. Taking a deep breath, Lara stepped inside. An eerie silence filled the house. 
“Hello?”
No answer. She headed into the living room and looked around. Nothing appeared out of place. Her mother might’ve gone out and forgotten to close the door, but that wasn’t like her. Lara’s hands drenched in sweat.  The laundry and bathroom looked immaculate—no dirt or dust in sight—but were empty. Her mother wasn’t in her bedroom either. 
“Mum!”
Again, no response. Lara turned back and entered the kitchen. On the table were a cup with a tea bag in it, a sugar bowl, and teaspoons. A carton of milk spilled out over the bench. Lara lifted it upright and moved to the other side of the kitchen.
“Mum!”
She rushed over to the limp body on the floor. Lara pressed her fingers against her mother’s wrist and felt a rhythm. It was steady. Hand trembling, she called for an ambulance.
“Hang in there, Mum.”
Lara waited by her mother and stroked her hand, careful not to move her. A half-closed eye was swollen and black. Scratches etched her lips and cheeks. Bruising marred her face and neck. Her legs were twisted around each other.
Her mother’s hand was pale and she squeezed it tightly. Time moved slowly for Lara as she waited. Where is that ambulance? An uneasy feeling settled in her stomach as she looked at her mother’s still body lying limp as a rag doll.
The perpetrator might still be in the house. Lara scanned her surroundings again. She was in the top of her kickboxing class. She hoped it would be enough to defend her and her mother if the attacker was still here. She strained, listened. Nothing.
She knelt back down beside her mother. Her mother had to be okay. She was beaten badly, but she’d get the best care. She pressed her quivering hand into her mother’s cold, limp one, then heard the sound of doors closing outside. Quickly, she rose and hurried to meet the paramedics. She watched them wheel in a stretcher. A man with a stocky build and a woman with friendly eyes towered over her. The woman asked, “Where’s the victim?”
“Over here.” Lara scurried back to the kitchen, watching as they bent down and checked her mother’s vitals. The police arrived soon after. Lara watched as the ambulance carried her mother away.
“We’ll be taking your mother to the Royal Melbourne Hospital,” the male paramedic said.
The female gave her a reassuring smile. “She’ll be alright.”
Lara held her arms across her body and nodded. She had to stay behind to report her observations to a police officer with a thick moustache. After Lara provided her account of events, he turned and spoke to another shorter, stouter police officer.
“Let’s secure the scene and get forensics over to sweep the place.” 
Her mother would hate that her home was now a crime scene.
Lara felt in the way as they waited for the forensics team to arrive. She excused herself and headed outside. She needed to call her father. Her hand shook as she held the phone. Her legs felt like jelly. 
Her father answered after a few rings. “Lara, how are you? You’re not still at work, are you?”
Lara's heart skipped a beat. “Dad, it’s Mum.” She hesitated, trying to find the words. “She’s been taken to the hospital.”
“What?”
She swallowed her tears, trying to keep her voice steady. “Mum’s been in an accident.”
“An accident! What happened?”
“She's been hurt. S—she'll be at the Royal Melbourne Hospital soon. The paramedics are taking her there now.”
“I’ll be right there.” His voice sounded shaky.
“I need to stay at the house until the forensics team show up, but I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
Lara hung up the phone and leaned back against the front of the house. She shivered in the warmth of the evening. Her body swayed in the breeze as she stumbled closer to the door while she watched and waited.
Her coat! That was why she had come. Lara scolded herself for being so hesitant to visit this evening. If she had arrived sooner, and not dawdled, her mother might’ve been okay. What if her mother had been killed? How would she even cope with that? 
The forensic team arrived, crawling and shuffling like snails. She needed to get to the hospital and be with her mother.
The small team set up cameras and other specialised equipment she assumed was to track evidence inside the house.
“We’ll need to take elimination prints to rule you out,” said a man wearing glasses.
Lara nodded, stepping inside the house where her fingertips were pressed on to a small machine. She watched as the team roamed the house to check every nook and cranny. A young man made notes that seemed to go on forever, into a book, his eyes skimming over his writing a few times. Meticulous work. The team scoured the whole house, took notes again, photographed parts of the scene, and swept the house for prints and DNA.
A policeman approached her with a concerned expression. Lara was anxious to go, wanting to see her mother. 
“Am I able to leave? I’d like to see my mother.”
He looked at his watch. “Sure. The forensics team will be a while, but we can lock up. One of the detectives will be in touch with you for more comprehensive questioning.”
“That’s fine. Thank you.” She rushed to her car and sped all the way to the hospital.






  
  Chapter two
RECOVERY


Lara’s neck was stiff from the few hours she’d been waiting at the hospital. Her mind wandered. People flowed in and out of the waiting area. Her father sat beside her, cross-armed and looking straight ahead with his deeply-set brown eyes devoid of their usual vibrancy. He turned to her. “Where’s the doctor? We should’ve heard something by now.” 
Lara nodded, then looked ahead as a man wearing a white coat over an expensive-looking outfit approached them. He was short and wore steel-rimmed glasses.
“Are you the family members of Jill Perroni?”
Her father rose, followed by Lara. “Yes, I’m Lorenzo, and this is my daughter, Lara.” He rubbed his hands together. “How is she?”
“I’m Doctor Glass.” He smiled reassuringly. “Ms Perroni was badly beaten about the face and head. Luckily there is no damage to her brain or any life-threatening injuries. But she will need time to recover. We’ll keep her overnight for observation, then tomorrow, you’ll be able to take her home.”
Lara sighed with relief. “Thank you, Doctor.”
“I understand this was the result of a home invasion?”
“Yes, my daughter spoke to the police,” her father said.
Lara nodded, wringing her hands to keep them from shaking.
“If you have any further questions, just contact reception and they’ll page me. They will help with the paperwork and send everything along to the police.”
“Thank you,” Lara said.
The doctor led them to the ward her mother was in. “She’s right down the hall,” he stated then disappeared down a corridor.
Lara and her father headed into the ward. Monitors sounded in the small room and moonlight shone through a side window. Lara froze. She stared at the bruises on her mother's face. The damage made her feel sick. It almost didn’t feel real. 
Her father looked fragile, then rushed straight towards her mother and put his arms around her. “How are you feeling, darling?”
“Just in a bit of pain, but they tell me I’ll live.” Her voice was raw.
Her father made room for her as Lara approached the bedside. She kissed her lightly on the cheek then rested a hand on her shoulder. Her mother was pale and her hair appeared dry and brittle. Lara had never seen her so dishevelled before.
She exhaled. “Do you know what happened?”
Her mother’s voice didn’t waver as she recounted the events. “I was making tea when someone grabbed me from behind—I sensed it was a man. He was strong. He beat me until I blacked out, but I don’t remember anything else.”
Lara immediately thought of the nightmares she’d had for many years. The dreams made the fear and horror rush back into her heart. She was reminded of his words, 'You worthless, stupid bitch. You asked for this. You got it coming.’ Filthy hands tightened around her neck. 
“Lara dear. Lara? Are you alright?” You drifted off for a moment. Where were you just now?”
She wiped the beads of sweat on her face. “I’m fine, Mum. Just tired, but I’m more worried about you.” Lara blinked away the memory.
She breathed. “And you never got a look at the guy?” Lara pulled a chair over and sat.
Her mother shook her head.
“But who would do such a thing?” her father asked. “I should’ve been home.” He looked despondent as he stroked her cheek. His face was gaunt, his hand trembled.
Her parents always seemed so strong. It was a shock to see them this way.
“I don’t know, darling.” Her mother paused. “I don’t have enemies that I know of.”
Her father moved closer to the bed. “I'm taking some time off to stay with you.” He looked into the distance. “They’d better catch the attacker soon.” His face flushed as he shook his head.
A nurse entered the room to announce that visiting hours were over. Behind her, a fashionably-dressed man with dark eyes, short messy hair, and a paunch ambled into the room.
He put out his hand to Lara, her father, and nodded to her mother. “Hi, I’m Detective Senior Constable Rodriguez.” He turned to the nurse. “We need a few minutes.” The nurse left with a nod. “I’ve been assigned to this investigation, and would like to ask all of you a few questions.”
They rose, moving aside so the detective could face her mother. “Are you okay for me to question you in front of your family, or would you prefer privacy?”
“No, they can stay.”
He nodded, stood beside her and took out a notebook. “Can you tell me exactly what happened, Mrs Perroni. Whatever you can recall.”
Her mother recounted the incident while the detective took notes.
“Do you know of anyone who would want to harm you? Anyone you’ve had a disagreement with recently?” 
Her mother shook her head. “I get along with everyone detective. I have no enemies.”
“And what time did this happen?”
“About four-thirty I believe.”
He bowed his head to make further notes. Lara’s throat felt dry, her mind scattered with fragments of the past. She kept herself focused and continued to listen.
He leaned in. “And did anything unusual happen prior to the attack? Any strange phone calls or strange people hanging around; anything out of the ordinary?”
“No, nothing like that, detective.”
“Did the attacker feel big or small to you, or did you get any sense of what they were wearing or carrying?”
Lara’s mother closed her eyes as she spoke. “He wasn’t overly big, average build, and he hit me with his fists. There was no weapon at all.”
“And do you know how he might’ve got into the house?”
“I wouldn’t have a clue. I was making tea in the kitchen when I felt someone come up behind me right out of the blue. I didn’t see him come in.”
“And did the attacker say anything to you?”
She shook her head.
His gaze turned even more serious. “And were there any sexual gestures, Mrs Perroni?”
Lara’s stomach churned as she turned away for a moment.
Her mother blushed and turned away. “No, detective.”
The detective turned to her father. “And what about you Mr Perroni. Is there anyone who might have a grudge against you?”
He shrugged. “Look, I own a construction business and sometimes you have to be tough with some of the guys, but none of them would ever do this. I have a solid relationship with all of them.”
“And you haven’t noticed anything unusual lately or seen anyone hanging around the house?”
Lara paced the floor. She willed herself to stop.
“Not at all. I never would’ve thought that something like this could happen.” Her father teared up and rubbed his eyes.
The detective nodded, then faced Lara. “Can you think of anyone, or remember anything when you visited the house? No matter how trivial you think it is, it could be significant.”
Lara shook her head. “I’m sorry, no. I didn’t see anyone hanging around. I checked the rooms, but they were empty.”
The detective asked a few more questions and thanked them for their time.
“Please find out who did this, detective,” her father said.
Detective Senior Constable Rodriguez nodded. “We’ll do our best, and keep you in the loop.”
The detective gave a curt nod then left. Soon after, Lara and her father both left the ward after kissing her mother goodbye. Her father headed to the elevator and waited for Lara to follow him.
“Aren’t you coming into the elevator?”
Lara shook her head. “I’ll take the stairs.”
He grimaced. “What is it with you and elevators?”
Lara ignored the question. “I’ll see you soon.” After scanning the hospital, she rushed towards the stairs. She felt the concrete hardness of the steps beneath her feet. The usual feeling of dread and doom filled her stomach. Her head started spinning. I am safe. I am safe. She reached her car outside as the whistling wind pierced her ears. She felt the mist in the winter air. 
She wove through the light traffic. When she reached her house, she opened the top button of her blouse and breathed in a sigh of relief. She flung herself on the couch and drew a hand through her hair. A few calming breaths would get her back on track. She’d focus on her surroundings and remain centred.  Her mind ticked away as she considered who would do such an evil thing as to invade a person’s private and personal space; a home invasion? Her mother had never hurt anyone in her life.






  
  Chapter three
NEW EMPLOYEE


The next morning, Lara left for work and headed for the school. The wind was mild and the sunlight pleasant against her skin. She clambered up the steps to her building. Her stomach quivered as she thought about her mother. Would the police ever catch her attacker? 
The school library was separate to the main school building so Lara avoided the morning rush. She pushed open the door. Aching in her feet made her aware of her slouched posture. She felt weighed down.  She turned to her co-worker, Joy, and gave a nod as she walked past the front desk. The older woman with greying hair, smiled warmly back. She passed by the seating area, solid book shelves and rows of computer screen before she reached her office. The aches eased as Lara placed her bag in the secure cabinet.
Sitting on the high-backed chair, she sorted through her mail and made a list of her tasks for the day. She had to help a Year Nine class organise research, arrange a library induction for the new Year Seven students, catalogue new resources, and help a few of the teaching staff locate resources. A heavy workload could be daunting to some, but she loved the pace. It distracted her from dwelling on things she preferred to avoid.
Joy entered the office they both shared. “I got a call from James saying that a new teacher’s starting today. He’s coming over now to introduce him.”
Lara rubbed the back of her neck and stared at the ceiling. “We seem to get new staff every other week.”
Joy shrugged. “The name of the game, I guess. It is good to get fresh blood, I say.” Lara nodded dully and said nothing. Joy took advantage of her silence. “Would you mind helping out the Year Nine class on your own? I have to leave early today.”
Lara swallowed. “Sure. Not a problem.” Joy launched into a biography of her grandchildren and her husband’s mysterious rash while checking off library stock on a document checklist.
Their creaky office door made Lara and Joy turn their heads towards the visitors. The principal stood in the doorway with a man. A tall man. A solidly built, attractive man. “Hello ladies. This is Jarod Michaels, our new Maths and Science teacher.”
The principal turned towards Jarod. Lara forced herself not to stare and shifted her gaze between the two men. “Jarod, this is Joy and Lara, the school’s librarians. They can teach you anything you need to know. They’re I.T. and research geniuses.”
Lara felt herself blush as she rose to greet them.
Jarod shook Joy’s hand firmly then shook Lara’s hand in turn. “Good to meet you.” His hands were warm and soothing. She realised she’d clung on too long and let go. Jarod buried his hands in his pockets, his eyes roaming the office. “I believe my class will be back here later today.” He jutted his chin.
“It’ll  be you and Lara as I’ll be out early today,” Joy said.
Lara folded her arms across her chest
Jarod’s eyes scrutinised her too closely. Lara narrowed her eyes. What was he looking at? Licking his lips, he turned towards the principal who led him out of the office. “We’d best get you to your class.” The principal nodded to the women. “Have a nice day ladies.”
Jarod winked at Lara who averted her eyes. Shoot. She was staring again. “A real pleasure to meet you, Lara.” He flashed a winning smile at Joy. “And you, Joy.” Jarod strutted away. He raked on her nerves.
“What an arrogant man! Handsome enough, but you can tell he knows it,” Lara said.
Joy nodded. “I think you’re right.” She started dusting the top of the cupboards. “Boy, was he staring at you. He couldn’t take his eyes off you for a second.”
Lara shook her head. “That’s ridiculous.”
A cacophony assaulted the open area. Lara peered through the glass office door window. Slouched on the cushioned seats and staring straight at the teacher was the Year Seven class. They shoved each other, made funny expressions, and laughed. The noise was deafening, so she braced herself and headed out.
“I guess it’s time for the library induction.”
Lara grabbed her handouts and moved out with Joy to face the students.

      [image: image-placeholder]By last period, Lara was dreading the arrival of Jarod’s class into the library for their research projects. That wasn’t fair. She was dreading Jarod’s presence, not the students. She could avoid him. Did she even need to acknowledge the man? Be civil, Lara. She scolded herself for the hostile thought. He hadn’t done anything wrong, so why judge a man without knowing him?
She felt safe in her office, one foot in and another foot about to step out of the room. Her muscles quivered and twitched, and she wanted to flee. She gripped the door handle, her hands sweating and slipping off  it. This was ridiculous! She was being foolish. 
Taking a calming breath, she stepped out of the office and pasted on a smile. She greeted Jarod with a nod and welcomed the students. Disinterested eyes glazed over. She moved around the circular timber tables surrounded by groups of students and handed out guides. Lara ignored her dry mouth, and her oversensitivity to the noise.
She gestured with her hands as she stood in the centre of the room, smiling at the students. She avoided turning to Jarod. “Hello, class. Welcome back.” She cleared her throat. “I have information here about online resources you can use for your work. The reference collection’s over there.” She gestured towards the relevant areas. “I’ve laid out some DVDs and magazines for your research too. Please call out if you need help, but I’ll be coming around to help each of you individually.”
She avoided Jarod as both of them assisted students. Unfortunately, the students became absorbed in their studies, no longer needing guidance. Lara grabbed the full trolley of processed returns and stacked books on to shelves. A lump rose in her throat as Jarod approached. He stood near her.
He leaned in close, much too close for her comfort. “So how long have you worked here?”
Lara moved away to restock a more distant shelf. “Long enough.” Someone had left a book on the aisle floor and she almost lost her footing, but regained her composure quickly. 
She stared at the title of the book, Family Violence, causing her heart to palpitate and her cheeks to flush. She picked up the book as if it burned her fingers and put it back on the shelf.
Jarod lifted his chest. “I can see you’re quite committed to your  job. You’re great with the students, and I must say I am too.” He gave her a cheeky grin.
Lara’s body stiffened. “I’d better see if the students need help.” She tried to exit around the other end of the aisle, but he followed.
“Wait! You haven’t told me how long you’ve worked here.”
Her chest ached and she wanted to leave. “A number of years, straight out of university.”
His penetrating gaze caused Lara to squirm. “So that would make you, how old?” Lara’s breathing became erratic. She wanted to get away, but he lingered. “Some of these books are so ratty.”A smile lingered on his lips. “It’s great to see you’re so gracious with your work.” 
Her brow wrinkled. “I really need to sort out those books over there.” She pointed to the far side of the library, which was the junior fiction section. Looking at children’s books would lift her spirits and remind her of all the great books she loved, like Alice in Wonderland and all the classical fairy tales.
Her arms crossed over her body as she headed to the other side of the room. She turned back to see Jarod’s eyebrows raise and his head shake. Who did he think he was? God’s gift to women? The class bell rang and he walked out with his students. He continued watching her, and chuckled. The nerve of the man! Her mouth went dry. Easy, Lara. Just breathe.






  
  Chapter four
A GUIDING HAND


Lara drove into the underground car park of the Austin Hospital on Saturday morning. Once a week, she volunteered in the general wards, helping patients and their families with their practical and emotional needs. She’d make coffee, keep the patients and family company, and arrange patients’ leisure needs such as offering them  magazines or books to read. She helped raise or lower beds and switched on televisions which were out of reach.  
Passing the elevators, the familiar twinge in her stomach forced her up the stairs. As she stepped out onto her assigned floor, crowds rushed about in all directions. Nurses and doctors bustled, holding charts and folders. A few patients wandered, looking lost.
She approached the volunteer co-ordinator, Joan, a short, stout woman in her fifties keying in data on her computer. She sat at a high reception desk as Lara slouched against it. Many collectible statues surrounded the computer. She turned to Lara with a warm smile and nodded.
“Good to see you again, Lara.” She handed her a list of patients. “These are the ones you can talk to today, but—”
“What is it?” Lara asked as she grabbed the document and scanned the list.
Joan knit her brows. “We had this poor woman come into the ward a few days ago, badly injured. I don’t know the details. She’ll take a while to heal though. She’s pretty withdrawn and shaken. Maybe you could talk to her. You’re good with her type.”
A sick feeling developed, but she took no notice. “Okay. Should I start with her?”
“Totally up to you, but sure, if you’d like to.”
Lara moved away from the desk and made her way to the ward. She straightened her posture and rolled her shoulders. She affixed a subtle smile to her face and entered. Her breath caught at the sight of the young patient in front of her. 
The woman’s head tilted upwards watching the small television with squinted eyes. Her bruises and vacant gaze, made Lara’s heart race and her throat tighten. Her legs became jelly. The woman turned to her and frowned. Lara got a clearer view of her injuries. 
Blackness surrounded her eyes; her lips were swollen and cut. Deep cuts and bruises spread across her neck. Dried blood had thickened around her chest. One of her eyes was swollen half-shut. Cigarette burns lined her wrists. Her ear lobes were bruised and enlarged. A prominent scar etched into her cheek. Had her jaw been broken?
The rest of her body was covered with a thin blanket the patient pulled up as she shifted her body upwards. She appeared to be in her late twenties with long, auburn curls. She was attractive in spite of the marks on her face. Her blue-green eyes stared expectantly at Lara. She looked scared and guarded, as if Lara was a threat.
Lara scanned the room, expecting someone to jump out at her. She was no longer
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