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—Matthew Spencer, author of Black River

‘The Unbelieved springs from a place of anguish and rage in that all too familiar gap between the law and justice when it comes to prosecuting violence against women. Vikki Petraitis has written a ripper of a story, a novel that is both important and unputdownable. Senior Detective Antigone Pollard is the avenging angel we need for these times.’

—Angela Savage, author of Mother of Pearl

‘Vikki Petraitis has skilfully woven chilling facts and compelling fiction to create an utterly gripping read. With a kick-ass female cop untangling layers of lies and fear as crimes against women escalate in a country town, The Unbelieved explodes with twists and turns played out by a cast of unforgettable characters. But much more importantly, it places issues relating to gender-based violence at its centre—making them impossible to ignore, and leaving you holding your breath with both alarm and admiration.’
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‘Tough, dogged, vital and utterly consumed by her pursuit of justice—Antigone Pollard is Australia’s answer to Harry Bosch. The Unbelieved is my favourite kind of crime-writing—a riveting page-turner, with a beating, moral heart. This novel shines a compelling light on the cycle of violence we routinely see in Australia, and the victims at the centre of it.’
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‘Beware, for I am fearless and therefore powerful. I will watch with the wiliness of a snake, that I may sting with its venom. Man, you shall repent of the injuries you inflict.’

MARY SHELLEY, FRANKENSTEIN
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PROLOGUE

10 YEARS AGO

Sally’s husband, Herb, was ready at dawn for the round-up. He headed outside while she got started in the kitchen. The whiny sound of his dirt bike followed by the thunder of small hooves always brought her to the verandah. The breeze was blowing inland and she could smell the sea. Their farm bordered a national park that boasted a convergence of cliffs known as the Devil’s Corner. Jagged rocks and a current that swirled and writhed beneath a deceptively calm surface. Over the years, the area had snared many a fishing boat, dragging strong men to early graves, but for Sally and Herb the rugged beauty of the sweeping Deception Bay coastline was often ignored for more pressing duties, like sheep.

The paddocks were golden at this time of the morning in early spring. Like scurrying children in fleecy pyjamas, the sheep moved in waves, reined in by Herb on the bike and the dogs circling the herd in a frenzy of barking. Sally straightened her apron and went back inside. She had the shearers’ breakfast to finish.

[image: Image]

Half an hour later, Sally was covering a baking dish of scrambled eggs when the bang of the wire door announced Herb.

‘Bloody Millard hasn’t turned up again. Will you get on the phone and see where he is?’

Sally sighed. She had little time for Brett Millard. Unreliable shearers were the worst. When he turned up, Brett could match the other blokes sheep for sheep, but it fell to Sally to chase him when he was a no-show. Sometimes it was Brett’s wife, Shayna, who answered the phone. She’d apologise, exasperated, and say, Sorry, Sal! I’ll make sure he’s there tomorrow. Good shearer or not, Brett Millard was easily distracted; Shayna was the opposite. Worked up at the hospital. Backbone of the young family. Problem was, thought Sally as she dialled the number, men like Brett rarely improved with age—Shayna had a tough road ahead of her.

The landline at the Millard farmhouse rang for so long, Sally thought it would ring out. Then, just as she was about to replace the receiver, she heard a clunk. It sounded like the phone had been picked up and dropped.

‘Hello?’ said Sally.

More clunking and, finally, breathing.

‘Hello?’ she repeated. For a moment, she was worried.

‘Hello.’ The voice was very young. Probably little Crissy.

‘Crissy? Is that you? It’s Sally here from your dad’s work.’

‘Sally!’ Crissy sounded excited.

What was she now? Three? Four? Sally hadn’t seen her in a while. Shayna used to drop Brett off to work and stop in for a cuppa when Crissy was younger but hadn’t been by since she started working.

‘Is your mummy or daddy there?’

‘Yep.’ More clunking.

Sally didn’t have kids of her own and made her words slow and clear, like she was talking to someone hard of hearing. ‘Can you get them for me?’

‘They asleep,’ said the little girl.

Sally checked her watch. A little late for a lie-in, especially on a weekday. ‘Can you go and wake them?’

There was a wail on the other end of the line. ‘No! They won’t wake up.’

Sally’s heart beat a little faster. ‘Crissy, where are they?’

‘Mummy’s in bed but Daddy’s silly.’

‘What do you mean, Crissy? Why is Daddy silly?’

‘He’s sleeping in the kitchen. Silly Daddy.’

‘Where in the kitchen?’ Sally’s voice, suddenly urgent, made her husband look over at her, eyebrows raised.

‘He’s asleep on the floor,’ said little Crissy and laughed like it was funny. Then there was a scratching sound and the line went dead. Crissy was gone.

Sally turned to Herb: ‘There’s something wrong at the Millard farm.’
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CHAPTER 1

A QUIET DRINK ON THE WAY HOME

PRESENT DAY

By the time I sat at the bar and ordered a drink, the pub was almost empty. A few stalwarts remained; older men mostly. Only one other woman besides me. The threadbare towel along the top of the bar was beer-soaked and pungent. A barman appeared like a cockroach from a small doorway to serve me.

‘You new in town?’ he said accusingly.

‘Antigone Pollard.’ I stretched my hand out over the bar.

He looked at it with suspicion, like newcomers might bring disease or something. Eventually, he shook it, then when I asked for a wine he sloshed a house white into a glass. An old jukebox in the far corner pumped out country hits from another time—the central theme: he done me wrong and my heart’s a-breakin’. I took a deep breath, then a long sip of wine. I knew all about heartbreak, but the real stuff was so much more complicated than country singers could capture. I exhaled, still not sure I’d made the right decision to come back to Deception Bay after all these years. But sometimes a lack of choice is a decision itself.

‘Well, aren’t you a pretty one,’ slurred a drunk, appearing suddenly at my side. He was twice my age. Chin carpeted in salt-and-pepper prickles. Breath that could stop a truck. ‘How about a dance, luv?’ A leering grin and a nod towards the small empty dance floor in front of the jukebox. His watery eyes lingered momentarily on my face before dropping lower.

‘Um, no thanks,’ I said, trying to strike just the right chord that every woman knows so well: assertive dipped in polite.

His voice steamrolled over my refusal. ‘Ah, don’t be stuck-up, luv.’ The drunk lost his balance and bumped into me, splashing beer down the front of his shirt. ‘Ah, look what you made me do!’ His tone slipped from friendly to angry in a heartbeat.

‘Sorry.’ I slid off my barstool putting it between me and him. I eyed my glass of wine. The drunk let out a wet-lunged cough and a mist of phlegm and beer sprayed out, befouling my drink and the bar.

‘You’ll be bloody sorry in a minute.’ His voice was low and laced with threat.

I looked him up and down; he was unsteady on his feet and didn’t pose any real threat. Still. I was backing away prudently when a man approached on my other side.

He leaned on the bar and spoke to the drunk. ‘C’mon, Merv. Give it a rest.’

I looked from the newcomer to Merv and saw him narrow his eyes and take in the guy: half his age and sober. He muttered something, then grabbed his near-empty beer glass and shuffled away.

I let out a breath I didn’t realise I was holding. ‘Thanks!’

‘No worries,’ said the newcomer. ‘The name’s Jack.’ He stuck out a large tanned hand and I shook it.

‘Nice to meet you, Jack. I’m Antigone.’ Self-consciously, I pushed a stray tendril of dark hair behind my ear.

‘Unique name.’ Jack grinned.

‘My mother was way too fond of Greek mythology.’ When I was younger, I used to tell people about the heroic Antigone, courageous and passionate, who lay down her life for what she believed. Over the years, I’ve whittled the spiel down to a one-liner. Saves time.

‘Ha!’ said Jack. ‘I’m probably named after “Jack and the Beanstalk”.’

‘Or the candlestick jumper,’ I suggested, appraising the man in front of me. He had piercing blue eyes, the perfect amount of stubble, and the kind of fair hair that used to be blond but had darkened in places, leaving golden highlights behind.

Jack looked amused, then took a long sip of beer.

‘So, Jack, do you make a habit of saving women in bars?’ I let a tiny flirtatious note slip into my voice.

Jack affected a cowboy twang. ‘Sure do, ma’am.’ He waved the barman over. ‘What’ll it be?’

‘A wine would be great,’ I said, nodding towards my old glass with an involuntary shudder. ‘He coughed in that one.’

The barman poured a new glass and swept the tainted one away.

‘Thanks.’ I raised the glass. ‘To my rescuer.’

Jack raised his beer and clinked it against my wine. ‘You local? Haven’t seen you around.’

‘Just moved to town.’

‘You here on your own?’

‘Not if you count my dog, Waffles.’

He laughed. ‘Waffles sounds cute.’

‘He is,’ I said, smiling.

‘I’m on my own too. Drive a long-haul rig. No room for the picket fence and the wife and two kids.’

‘No partner, then?’ I took his measure and pushed further than I normally would because there was something about him that reminded me of a man I’d known back in Melbourne. The confidence. The look.

‘Tried it once,’ said Jack. ‘Didn’t take. You?’

‘Not even close.’ I studied him and took a sip of wine. ‘Actually, I tell a lie. I did come close once.’

Jack waited.

I felt a nostalgic smile engage my dimples. ‘He was a bad boy. We took a class together.’

His return smile could weaken knees. ‘What class was it?’

‘Year three,’ I admitted. We both laughed. ‘Although I think he might have been a cradle snatcher. I’m pretty sure I was eight and he was nine.’

I caught sight of myself in the mirror behind the bar, eyes shining. It’d been a long time since I’d laughed. And in that moment, I caught a flash of my old self—the person I used to be before. At the same time, I caught Merv’s reflection. He’d retreated back to his table in the corner with a couple of other blokes. When our eyes met, a look of unchecked hatred crossed his face. And then it was gone. He turned back to his mates and emptied his glass. The moment of unveiled malevolence was startling.

Jack noticed. ‘Are you okay?’

‘That drunk guy … if looks could kill.’

‘Merv’s pretty harmless.’

‘Of course he is … It’s just …’

‘I’m here now. Merv better watch himself.’ Jack gestured to the barman. ‘Same again.’

The wine arrived, and just as I was about to reach for my glass, Jack took it, picked up his own, and headed towards an empty table in the far corner, as far away from Merv and his cronies as we could get.

‘Won’t be a moment,’ I said, spying a rack of chips down the end of the bar. I asked for a pack of salt and vinegar. ‘And maybe one more glass of that wine,’ I said to the barman.

As I headed to the corner, I waved the salt and vinegar chips at Jack. He grinned and nodded approvingly. The table he’d chosen had a faux leather wraparound seat. He sat in the middle, back to the wall. I reached down to push the frond of a potted palm out of the way, then slid in beside him.

Tearing open the chips, I put the packet on the table. ‘Cheers,’ I said, taking the wineglass he offered.

‘Your good health.’ Jack raised his beer and took a generous swallow.

With perfect timing, a new song came onto the jukebox—‘Stand By Your Man’.

‘Oh God,’ I groaned. ‘I can’t take another country song! Save me!’

‘Twice in one night?’ Jack slid out of his side of the seat. ‘Let’s see what we can do about that.’ He fished in his pocket for a coin and spent several minutes studying the playlist on the old juke box. Before long, Loretta Lynn’s twang was replaced by Helen Reddy’s ‘I Am Woman’.

He strode back to the table. ‘Better?’

‘Much.’ I nodded approvingly. ‘You’re a true hero, Jack.’ The man beside me was certainly charming. I picked up my wineglass and swirled the straw-coloured liquid. ‘Cheers,’ I said, and drank deeply.

‘Ever gone out with a truck driver before?’ His tone was casual. His grin cheeky.

‘Can’t say I have.’ Our eyes met.

‘Well, maybe we can change that.’ He clinked my glass.

I took another sip and curled a tendril of hair around my finger.

‘So, what do you do for a living?’ he asked.

I raised my eyebrows. ‘Guess.’ I loved this game; it was astonishing, the limited number of things men in pubs thought women were capable of doing.

Jack rubbed his chin. He considered me, tapping a tanned forefinger to his cheek. ‘Could be a hairdresser—your hair is amazing …’

I was rather proud of my hair, which I kept shoulder-length. It was thick and brown and kicked up at the ends. I shook my head and took another sip of wine.

‘Nurse … I bet you have a great bedside manner.’

I almost snorted, but stopped myself in time. He really was the most outrageous flirt.

‘Flight attendant?’

I shook my head. Then stopped. I blinked rapidly and bowed my head a little.

Jack looked amused. ‘Am I keeping you up?’

‘Phew. That wine has gone straight to my head,’ I said. ‘I think I’m a bit of a two-pot screamer tonight.’ I shook my head again, as if to clear it.

‘If you need a ride home …’

‘Nah, I’m good.’ My eyelids drooped. ‘Suddenly, I feel really tired …’ I yawned. ‘I’d better head off before I fall asleep.’ I slid along the seat and got to my feet.

‘Are you sure you’re okay?’ Jack made to follow me.

‘I’m fine. Stay.’ I held up my hand. ‘I’ve just had a busy day. Must’ve worn myself out. Nice meeting you, Jack.’ I almost lost my balance when I reached the door but steadied myself, grabbing the back of a chair.

The air was brisk when I stepped out of the pub. Unlike the city night sky, which was never quite dark, in the country it was inky black, freckled with pinprick stars and a fingernail-clipping moon. I could smell the sea and hear the faint crashing of the waves against the jagged cliffs that circled Deception Bay like a strangler’s hands. I pulled up the collar of my denim jacket and shivered. I almost missed the second step down from the pavement to the car park and staggered sideways. I’d parked around the back of the pub. The single streetlight illuminating the car park flickered on for a moment, then melted into a toxic yellow colour and vanished. Seconds later, it buzzed on again and repeated the process. Moths circled it in crazy patterns. My boots crunched unevenly on the gravel. I fumbled in my front jeans pocket for the car key.

Rapid footsteps sounded behind me across the gravel.

I braced myself as someone slammed into me and grabbed my arms.

‘You’re not getting away that easily,’ snarled a voice in my ear.

Neither are you, I thought.

I flung my head back, confident it would hurt him much more than it would hurt me. The headbutt landed with a satisfying thud. Then, like I have done a thousand times before, I bent at the knees, dropping myself from his grip, and closed my right elbow like a vice under his arm, locking him in place. His own momentum kept him moving forward as I straightened my knees and threw him over my shoulder. It was a beautiful throw and he landed flat on his back with an oooomph that knocked the wind out of him.

I stood, looking down at Jack. He looked less attractive lying there winded and gasping, nose bleeding from the headbutt.

‘My profession?’ I asked in a voice very different from the one I’d used just a minute ago. ‘I’m a cop. And you’re under arrest.’ I pulled handcuffs from my jacket pocket. Using my boot, I rolled him over so he was face down, then grabbed his right hand and bent his arm up behind his back so it was near his shoulder blades.

‘Ahhh!’ Jack yelped in pain.

I half-knelt beside him and jammed my right knee against his ribcage and my left knee in the middle of his back, holding his hand in place with both of mine. ‘Now move your left hand behind your back,’ I ordered.

‘Fuck you!’ Jack said, his voice muffled by the dirt.

I pushed his right hand a fraction higher.

Jack screamed again. ‘Okay, okay,’ he gasped, struggling to manoeuvre his left hand behind him. I eased off a bit to let him.

I got the cuffs on and clicked them in place. Tight.

Once he was cuffed, I kept hold of his right hand, ready to nudge it into the pain position if he didn’t cooperate. I could see the block shape of a wallet in his back pocket. With my free hand, I pinched the edge of it and wrenched it free. Opened it. Driver’s licence. Truck licence. The usual. I placed it on the ground next to him. The other pocket had the phone. Screen locked, requiring a passcode. Keys. Once his pockets were empty, I patted him down for weapons. Nothing on his upper body. Since I was still leaning on his back, I ordered him to bend one leg up at a time. Socks and ankles clear.

Finally, I let go of his hand and stood up.

Jack had stopped struggling. ‘But how … ?’ His voice was raspy.

‘I suspected you the moment you “came to my rescue”. Exactly like an offender we’re looking for in a series of drug-facilitated sexual assaults.’

He tried to turn his head to look up at me.

‘I swapped the glass you bought me with one I bought myself. I suspect a tox screen on your glass will confirm my suspicions.’

‘Where’s your backup?’ he grunted, struggling against the handcuffs.

‘Hey, I was just having a quiet drink on my way home. You’re a bonus.’

Jack took a deep dusty breath and roared. His feet scrambled and he pushed his knees into the dirt, trying to find purchase.

‘Don’t bother,’ I said, booting him in the butt, sending him flat again in a rough face plant. ‘I won’t hesitate to shoot you.’

I pulled out my mobile phone, and called the number of the police communication centre, D24. ‘Senior Detective Antigone Pollard here. I’ve got an offender down outside the Commercial Hotel in Deception Bay. Request immediate assistance.’ I gave the location.

Several minutes later, the flash of blue and red strobe lights appeared over a rise in the road and two police vehicles skidded to a halt beside me. One marked police car containing Jane and Randall, the station youngsters. One unmarked police sedan containing Warren Harvey—or Wozza to all who knew him—a senior detective and my new partner. Wozza threw the door open and climbed out. In the car’s headlights, I could see the stains on his tie. Shirt not ironed.

‘Jeez, Pollard, what’d you do to the guy?’

‘Headbutt. Judo.’

Wozza looked down at Jack. ‘You’re like the fucken Karate Kid.’

I shrugged.

Wozza looked at my work admiringly. ‘I must’ve been away the day they taught that at the academy.’

Not surprising. Wozza was away the day they taught quite a few things. Still, he’d proven a decent partner in the months we’d worked together.

He wrapped a beefy hand around Jack’s arm and hauled him to his feet.

Jack’s nose was swollen. Tomorrow he’d look like a panda. His clothes were covered in dust and his mouth set in a sneer. ‘You just wait, bitch,’ he hissed. ‘I’ll get you when you least expect it.’

I was a little surprised. They didn’t usually talk back like this. Ever since I was a little kid taking judo classes, boys were generally mute in defeat, afraid you’d rub it in. Jack was different. Alpha male, probably.

Wozza opened the back door of the police car, put his hand on Jack’s head and pushed him into the rear seat. He was about to close the door when I stepped forward and nudged his arm.

‘Need a minute,’ I said.

‘No worries.’ He took a couple of discreet steps away, but I could tell he was listening.

I leaned into the doorway of the car. ‘Coming after me, are you?’ There was steel in my voice. Jack’s flinch was almost imperceptible, but I saw it.

‘Yes.’ His voice had lost some of its vehemence.

‘Good to know.’ I paused. ‘Fair to warn you, though—you come after me, and I’ll come after you, only you won’t see me coming.’

Jack’s eyes widened. ‘Look, I was only joking …’

I didn’t blink. ‘Me too,’ I said.

But we both knew I wasn’t.
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RECORDS OF INTERVIEW

Record of Conversation between Constable Randall Casey and Ben Murtog conducted at the Commercial Hotel, Deception Bay, Wednesday, 17 September, 9.30 pm

Nah, mate, I saw the whole thing. The sheila was pissed. Legless. Nearly tripped over on the way out. Started drinkin’ at the bar by herself. Now, I don’t mind a lady drinkin’ by herself … as long as she keeps herself tidy. Merv tried to strike up a conversation with her, but she was too good for him. Treated poor Merv like he had the plague or somethink. Then she gets pissed with Jack and all of a sudden ’e’s arrested and down the local lock-up. Prickteaser, if you ask me. Ya see this kind of thing all the time: sheilas want to crack on to ya, and when they don’t get their own way, all hell breaks loose. Look, I’ve known Jack fer years. Good bloke. Used ta play footy. Drives a nice rig, too. Once, he gave me nephew a lift up north, which saved him having to hitchhike. Now, I ask you, is that the kind of bloke who’d—what are they saying he did? Oh, right—drug a sheila’s drink? I don’t bloody think so.

[image: Image]

Record of Conversation between Constable Randall Casey and Merv Evans conducted at the Commercial Hotel, Deception Bay, Wednesday, 17 September, 9.42 pm

In my day, there was nuthin’ wrong with asking a lady to dance. Benny said she looked lonely. I thought I was doin’ ’er a favour, if you know what I mean. Sittin’ there alone. Next thing ya know, they’re complainin’ cos people think they’re scrubbers.

[image: Image]

Record of Conversation between Constable Randall Casey and Melanie Grimes conducted at the Commercial Hotel, Deception Bay, Wednesday, 17 September, 9.51 pm

Yeah, I know Ben reckons she got pissed with Jack, but I was there too and there was something … off, you know. One minute she’s okay, and the next minute she wasn’t. A woman senses these things. And if Jack did put something in her drink, those other blokes in the pub wouldn’t believe it. They wouldn’t know the truth if it jumped up and bit them on the arse.
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CHAPTER 2

WATCHING THE DETECTIVE

Nothing quite like heading back to the office after a long day at work. The old police station hadn’t changed much since it was built in the 1960s: short, squat, cream-bricked with a prominent POLICE sign in chequered blue and white out the front. Wozza reckoned it had been slated for demolition and a rebuild, but the last state election meant that a nearby town of swinging voters now boasted a brand-new police station that looked like the Starship Enterprise, while Deception Bay was doomed to its sixty-year-old eyesore.

By the time I parked at the side of the police station and walked past the cicada symphony to the back door, Wozza had Jack seated in the large central muster room for processing.

Without glancing his way, I logged on to one of the office computers and began typing the affidavit to support an application for a warrant to search Jack’s house on the probability that he was the sex offender we were looking for. The local paper had dubbed him the Lonely Hearts Rapist. I hated it when the media named offenders—it made them sound somehow dashing and daring, and the victims sound pathetic and lovelorn. Lonely hearts—hardly a fair description of women like me stopping off for a quiet drink at the pub after work. Police media had jumped on that straight away, as had a number of feminist commentators with huge social media followings who watched headlines like hawks. Later editions had the more usual headlines like DRINK SPIKE DANGER, and WOMEN TARGETED AT LOCAL WATERING HOLES, which left those doing the spiking and targeting out of the headlines entirely.

A spate of victims had come forward from surrounding towns in the last three months, all telling a similar horror story. They’d been drinking at pubs, alone or waiting for a friend, when a man ‘rescued’ them from unwanted attention. After accepting a drink from him, the girls remembered little else until the following morning, when they’d woken up, dumped in parks or bushland on the outskirts of town, victims of sexual assault. A couple of victims who’d been tested in time were found to have a drug called chloral hydrate in their systems. It used to be legal, but had been banned a while back. It had its fifteen minutes of fame as part of the cocktail of drugs that killed celebrity Anna Nicole Smith. To me, the fact that two of the victims had traces of it in their systems meant there was a link between the cases, but till now each local CIB—Criminal Investigation Branch—was handling its own cases. The Sexual Offences Crime Unit hadn’t officially come onboard yet due to a lack of continuity in the descriptions of the rapist. Some victims described him as tall, fair and good-looking—just like Jack—while others said dark, or shorter, or stockier. The powers that be in Sex Crimes suggested we were looking at similar but unrelated attacks. I disagreed. It felt connected to me. Pubs where the women were targeted either didn’t have CCTV or the offender knew how to avoid getting his image on the screen. Rape kits had yielded little in the form of evidence. And with gaps spanning several hours in the memories of the five victims who’d come forward, the rapist could take his time to be careful.

So far, we’d had no reported cases in Deception Bay, but that could be down to under-reporting: statistically, for the five women who came forward, there could be another twenty who didn’t. Just because we hadn’t had reports didn’t mean we hadn’t had cases. Then the thought occurred to me: I am the first reported case.
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Wozza gave me the nod. It was time for the interview. I wondered if Jack would no-comment his way through it. Wozza took him into the interview room, then came back out for some pre-interview strategising.

‘I’ll take the lead,’ he said.

I nodded. Said nothing. Since I was the one Jack had targeted, it made sense to create a bit of distance. If we were in the city, with a team of detectives, I might not go in at all.

‘You reckon we can hold him?’ Wozza asked. ‘I’m not keen to cut this guy loose.’

‘We can only hold him overnight if he’s a flight risk, or if he’ll destroy evidence …’

‘Or if he’s made threats against your life,’ said Wozza suddenly. ‘He threatened you. Just before I put him in the car. I heard him.’

Since I’d threatened him right back, I’d regarded the incident as over. But now that I thought about it, Wozza was right. That would be reason enough to hold Jack in custody overnight, at least until we could get a warrant to search his house for chloral hydrate.
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It was a little strange sitting opposite Jack in the station’s interview room, just an hour after I’d sat opposite him at the pub. His bruising was starting to blossom.

Wozza pushed the buttons to operate the video and audio equipment to record the interview. He began with the preliminaries—time, date, names of those present—and then recited the caution. Jack sat sullenly on the other side of the table, his arms crossed, leaning back in his chair.

‘This is a record of interview with regard to matters occurring at the Commercial Hotel, Deception Bay at approximately nine o’clock this evening. It is alleged that you assaulted Senior Detective Pollard in the car park—’

‘I assaulted her?’ Jack’s voice was raised and angry. ‘There’s not a mark on her. Take a look at my face!’

Wozza continued calmly, as if Jack hadn’t spoken. ‘It is alleged that you assaulted Senior Detective Pollard in the car park and it is also alleged that you made threats against her.’

A noise escaped from Jack that sounded like a growl.

‘If you could speak clearly for the recording, that’d be great,’ said Wozza politely.

‘Is this clear enough?’ said Jack. ‘No comment.’

‘Just one last question,’ said Wozza. ‘Did you put anything in the drink you offered to Detective Pollard?’

Jack paled. ‘No comment,’ he grunted.

Wozza charged Jack with assault and threats to kill and told him that he’d be remanded into custody, which, I was pleased to note, knocked the wind out of his sails.
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Wozza processed Jack over the other side of the muster room. He had removed the handcuffs and rolled Jack’s fingers in the messy fingerprint ink to get a clean set on the fingerprint card. One of the uniform cops, Jane Murray, had bagged and labelled the wineglass at the pub and sealed the contents into a plastic flask. Now, she stood nearby at a bench, filling out forms to accompany the evidence for forensic testing.

‘We found this over by the jukebox,’ she said, showing me a small piece of crumpled tin foil in a plastic evidence bag. ‘If he used a pill or powder, it could have been wrapped in this.’

I looked over at Jack. ‘Hope Forensics finds something on it.’

Jane followed my gaze. She spoke in a low voice. ‘Jack Barratt? You really think he’s a rapist? You’d never pick him.’

I considered him from Jane’s perspective. ‘Yep, looks just like an everyday bloke.’ My young colleague was in her early twenties and had applied for a country posting as soon as she left the police academy. The two-hour drive between Deception Bay and Melbourne gave her a rural buffer zone. I remembered with fondness what it was like when the world felt benevolent, when it hadn’t yet shown its teeth.

‘You arrest a lot like him in the city?’ she whispered.

‘Some,’ I said, pushing the thoughts of one particular offender to the back of my mind. Another laughing handsome face. Another designer-stubbled square jaw.

Jane studied Jack. ‘I don’t get it.’ She shrugged. ‘He’s a nice-looking bloke. He could easily get women.’

‘It’s not about that,’ I said. ‘For guys like him, it’s about power and control. And you get that absolutely when the woman is unconscious. You can do whatever you want, and she can’t refuse.’

‘Bloody hell.’ She shuddered.

‘You get many sexual assaults reported here?’

Jane shook her head. ‘We had a case about six months ago. A party where a couple of girls drank too much and pointed the finger at a couple of guys who drank too much.’

I stopped typing and turned my chair around to face her. ‘How were the girls treated?’ I asked. ‘The ones who pointed the finger?’

Jane looked as if she hadn’t thought about this before. ‘Around town? They were called sluts, mostly,’ she said. ‘No one believed them on account of they were the kind of girls who were probably asking for it.’

I sighed. Frustrated. ‘So if they were asking for it, why did they report it to the police?’

Jane hesitated. ‘Only one of the girls reported it. The other one wouldn’t come forward. I guess … well, one of the guys they accused said the girls felt guilty because they had boyfriends; like, if they cried rape, it wasn’t cheating.’

I was always stunned at the logic of this argument—that a woman would rather subject herself to the indignities of a rape accusation, with its intrusive physical examinations and police involvement and a possible court case in a process that can take years, as an alternative to admitting a sexual encounter outside of a relationship.

‘Did you believe him?’ I asked.

She looked defensive. ‘The girl did have a boyfriend,’ she said. ‘We checked.’

‘So you believed the alleged rapists over the alleged victim?’

Jane’s voice took on an indignant pitch. ‘Girls lie sometimes.’

I nodded. ‘And rapists lie all the time.’

Jane turned away abruptly and went back to her paperwork. I immediately regretted my belligerence. She was the quintessential fresh-faced country girl with corn-coloured hair and a blue-eyed innocence that a couple of years in the police force hadn’t erased.

‘Jane,’ I began, my tone conciliatory, ‘last year, four thousand three hundred victims in Victoria reported being raped. Do you know how many offenders were jailed as a result?’

‘No,’ said Jane grumpily.

‘Take a guess.’

‘I don’t know. Maybe three thousand?’

I shook my head. ‘Lower.’

She raised her eyebrows. ‘One thousand?’

I shook my head again and put her out of her misery. ‘Forty-one.’

Jane’s eyes widened. ‘What? No way! That can’t be true.’

‘Not even one per cent of reported rapes resulted in a jail sentence,’ I said. ‘And the overall conviction rate for rape is under ten per cent. That’s either a hell of a lot of girls lying, or a hell of a lot of men getting away with it. And remember, only one in five reports actually make it to court in the first place, so those conviction rates are based on the ones where police thought they had enough evidence to convict.’

I returned to my typing and let the numbers speak for themselves. I knew them off by heart after what happened to Gemma back in Melbourne. Gemma, the victim who got under my skin, the victim I was there for every step of the way, but ultimately the victim who supported the statistics rather than defied them. The victim who broke the camel’s back. My last case in Melbourne.

I pushed thoughts of Gemma from my mind as I was cursed to do several times each day and glanced over at Jane. She looked shocked, then the look was replaced with one of determination. She clicked a file on her computer. A moment later, the printer whirred and she collected something from it. ‘Here’s the identikit from the attack down the coast in Bellanook last month,’ she said, handing me a computer-generated sketch that bore a striking resemblance to Jack.

I glanced over at the man himself. ‘Good. This will add weight to our warrant application.’ No magistrate would grant a warrant to search on what we had, but the identikit might push things over the edge.

On the other side of the room, it was time for the phone calls. I knew the two phone calls that a suspect was allowed—one to a legal representative and the other to let someone know their whereabouts—were often problematic. Wozza did exactly what I would do in the circumstances: he took down the number and dialled it on the station landline, then held a finger over the hang-up button, just in case Jack tried to talk in code or said anything that might harm the investigation.

I read over the warrant application until a disturbance made me look up.

‘What’d you do that for?’ Jack’s voice was raised as he slammed down the phone; it seemed Wozza had ended the call abruptly.

I was always fascinated when the mask slipped. Gone was the suave guy at the pub, gone was the charming grin. In its place, I supposed, was the true man, angry and entitled.

Moments later, Wozza led Jack out the back to the cells. He returned shortly afterwards, grim-faced. ‘He called a lawyer, then called someone else. Told whoever it was to go straight to his house and feed the cat.’ Wozza used air quotes. ‘Didn’t sound right. I hung up on him.’

‘You got Randall sitting off his place?’ I asked.

‘Yep,’ said Wozza. ‘He took witness statements at the pub, then headed straight there.’

‘I’ll radio him and let him know someone might be heading his way.’ I picked up the station radio receiver and clicked onto the local channel.

Randall’s young voice crackled over a burst of static as he reported all was quiet.

‘The suspect has just asked someone to come around to his place,’ I told him. ‘Keep a lookout. Might be worth checking around the back as well.’

‘Roger that,’ said Randall enthusiastically.

I imagined him leaping out of the car and jogging the perimeter.

Wozza walked over to the desk where he had processed Jack and picked up a notepad. ‘Here’s the number. I dialled it for him. Said it was a mate.’

‘We’ll need to check who it belongs to,’ I said thoughtfully. ‘If I were a suspicious detective,’ I said, ‘I might think that there is no cat, and that Jack Barratt wanted someone to go to his house and hide evidence.’

‘Gee, it’s lucky for Jack you’re not a suspicious detective.’ Wozza pantomimed twirling an imaginary moustache.

Jane looked at the two of us eagerly. ‘So are we going to search his place tonight?’ The excitement in her voice was not dissimilar to Randall’s. Deception Bay’s last crime wave involved a group of teens smashing letterboxes; this was much more exciting.

I shook my head and pointed to the on-call magistrates roster thumbtacked to the pin-up board. His Honour Charles Buckley was not one to be disturbed lightly. Earthquake, mass murder, maybe. My one appearance so far before the magistrate had ended badly. The guy was a misogynistic prick. Something like this would have to wait till morning. Hence Randall’s long night ahead, parked in a police car outside Jack’s place. Jane looked disappointed. The night would drag for her too, stuck at the station.

When all the paperwork was ready for signing by the morning on-call magistrate, Wozza and I left the prisoner in the charge of the watch-house keeper, and then headed off to catch a couple of hours’ sleep before the early-morning search. I left Jane with instructions to let me know if Randall reported any disturbances.
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Stepping from the warmth of the police station into the chill night air was bracing. The wind blowing in off the sea mingled eucalyptus with salt. The police station was set a little back from the main road, and parking bays at the side housed our private vehicles. In the small hours of the morning, my breath came out in puffs as I walked to my car. When I opened the car door, I heard an engine start up a short distance away. It wasn’t Wozza—he had stopped by his car to check his phone.

I started my car and drove slowly out of the driveway. The car I’d heard was parked up the road to my right—it looked like a ute from this angle. I could see the faint silhouette of a driver, but little more, since the ute was parked in the shadows of some giant gum trees. In the cold night air, the exhaust billowed out in visible fumes that turned an eerie red in the glow of its brakelights. As I slowed to turn onto the road, the ute’s headlights came on, high beam, turning night into day. I averted my eyes.

Pulling my phone out of my pocket, I pressed Wozza’s name.

‘Yup?’

‘Can you see this?’ I asked.

‘I’m on it,’ he said.

I pulled onto the road and the ute rolled forward. I saw Wozza ease out of the driveway, headlights off. I could only hope whoever was in the ute didn’t realise they would be boxed in once Wozza hit the road. I sped up a little, making sure that the car behind really was following me and not just there in the middle of the night by coincidence. I hated this coward stuff. Follow the female cop. Put the fear of God into her. This had happened in Melbourne, right before Gemma’s case had gone to court. I hadn’t expected the same crap in Deception Bay. Didn’t mean I’d take it lying down, though.

I turned into the main street of town and so did the car. At this time of night, all the shops were dark and the street was deserted. Halfway down the street, I slammed on my brakes and skidded on an angle, blocking the double lane. Unless the ute jumped the raised divide in the road, it was stuck. About twenty metres behind, the ute stopped too, headlights still blazing, blinding me when I looked in the rear-view mirror. I turned off my engine and jumped out. Shielding my eyes, I strode towards the car. The driver pumped the accelerator; the threat was very real, but I knew there was a big difference between threat and action, and that’s what I was counting on. That, and Wozza, who had pulled up behind the ute.

All of a sudden, the ute’s engine roared and the tyres screeched. The driver hit the divide with a smashing sound and jumped it like a goat; the driver planted their foot so hard, the wheels spun wildly before finding purchase. And then the ute was gone, leaving behind fumes and the smell of burnt rubber.

‘Jeez, that’s gotta hurt,’ said Wozza, walking over and looking at the bits of broken glass and plastic on the road.

‘Did you get the rego?’

‘Nah. Old bushie’s trick—plates covered with mud. Fairly new white ute, though. Toyota. Did you get a look at the driver?’

I had seen a person wearing a hoodie, leaning forward, gripping the wheel, urging the ute forward. Then they were gone.

The ute disappeared around the first corner on the main street. As much as I itched to jump in my car and give chase, the pursuit rules for cops were incredibly restrictive after a spate of fatal accidents during police chases. Now, police couldn’t pursue unless there was a threat to public safety or a serious offence committed. The best I could do was put a call-out to divvy vans in neighbouring towns to keep a look out for it. Of course, that would only work if the driver was headed out of town. If not, the vehicle was just as likely to pull into a driveway or a motel or a garage and disappear into the sea of white utes that were as common as sheep.

I made the call anyway, then heard it come over the police radio moments later. All local units would be on the lookout for a white ute with front-end damage. Wozza and I picked up the bits of debris from the road and bagged it. Forensics could match it to the ute.

If we found it.
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CHAPTER 3

THERE’S NO PLACE LIKE HOME

Long before I had moved back to Deception Bay, my grandmother’s old homestead had felt like home. Because of my mother’s medical work in remote communities, as a child I had spent months at a time staying with Nan, even going to the local school for a couple of terms. At the farm gate, I always took a deep breath and let it out slowly, as if letting go of the cares of the world. Nana Pollard had moved to a nursing home a year ago and we’d found ourselves at a loss as to what to do with the old place, which had been in the family for generations. Rice crops and fat lambs were the family combo, although for years now the fields had been leased to neighbouring farmers while Nan enjoyed her retirement. Even so, the size of the place and its upkeep had finally defeated her and she’d hobbled reluctantly into the local aged care facility, refusing to sell up. Someone needed to move in to look after the place.

And here I was, granddaughter, cop and part-time farmhand.

The move had seemed a perfect escape. A new start. After what happened in Melbourne, it seemed the best solution. Two months in, though, I didn’t feel as settled as I’d hoped. There was a feeling of unfinished business that wouldn’t go away—even though the business in Melbourne was more than finished. A not guilty verdict and Gemma’s funeral were proof of that.

But fleeing a problem doesn’t mean it can’t follow you in wisps of memory and nightmare.

Gemma’s ghostly face, dying in front of me. Another face, smug with a legal victory that acquitted him of what Gemma and I both knew he had done. I had watched the law triumph over justice, and it tasted like ashes.

Or maybe it was my break-up with Daniel and leaving him behind that was niggling at me. He had texted last week. I hadn’t answered, then blocked his number to remove all temptation. Seeing his name on the screen made me feel physically sick. The loss of him, the hole he’d left in my life. The chasm of loneliness that opened in the wake of walking away from him, forever wondering: What have I done?

A shudder ran through me as I pushed the memories deep down. Steeled myself against them. I knew what I had done; I had left him for a good reason and I had to live with that.

I pulled the car up at the gate and opened it, drove forward, got out and closed it again. Then whistled. Out of the darkness, a huge black wolf-like creature bounded towards me. German shepherd, jet-black. Waffles.

‘Hey, boy,’ I said, ruffling his velvet ears. Waffles was a failed police dog—failed only in the sense that he hadn’t shown quite enough aggression for the job. In all other respects, he was a perfectly trained ball of energy. A mate in the Dog Squad had organised the purchase for me. ‘Car,’ I said, and Waffles leaped through the driver’s door and jumped over to the passenger seat, sitting up like a lord. In profile, his ears stood straight up, and his mane was like a lion’s.

I drove up the long driveway to the house, made invisible from the road by the grove of oaks my great-grandfather had planted after the war to mimic the gentle groves of honour springing up in towns all over the countryside. Several Pollards had fertilised French soil with their blood.

The electronic sensor spotlight did its job and light flooded the front of the house. The old cream weatherboard was showing her age, over a hundred years old now. It was a sprawling place with a wraparound verandah and weathered wooden boards that creaked underfoot. Waffles jumped out after me and stayed by my side as I walked up the four steps to the verandah. He sat politely as I unlocked the front door, then waited for me to step inside.

‘Good boy,’ I said.

The kitchen was at the rear of the house, reached via a hallway that ran from front to back. Ornately plastered Victorian arches and painted pressed-metal ceilings gave the house a grand look. Waffles’ toenails clicked on the wooden floor as he padded along at my side.

The hallway was lined with framed pictures of generations of Pollard farmers: men and women in high-waisted flared pants; babies in huge baby carriages; and women in long dresses and coats with fur collars. The photographs were mostly from an era where everyone stared at the camera, unblinking and unsmiling. They all watched solemnly as the last of the Pollard line walked past them with no intention of adding her own branch to the family tree. They were lucky to have me. The last framed picture was of my mother wearing a duffel coat with a baby slung casually on one hip. Me. The gender revolution of the 1970s saw my mother leave Deception Bay and storm the hallowed halls of Melbourne Uni, waving placards protesting war, men, and anything else that made her angry until she gained her medical degree. There were postings in far-flung places and, in the late 1980s, accidental motherhood without the burden of a husband. I glanced at her face in the photo as I often did. She was defiant and strong. You could see it back then and I still see it whenever she’s back in town. Which is not often.

In the kitchen, I plugged my phone into the charger on the bench, resisting the urge to look once more at the message from Daniel. Miss you. Two little words that cut like razors. I made a small pot of tea and covered it with the colourful tea-cosy Nan had crocheted before her fingers swelled red and angry, and bent with arthritis. I kicked off my boots and padded over to the pantry in socks. I filled Waffles’ bowl with police dog premium kibble. He sat patiently and watched.

‘Eat,’ I said.

With a wag of his tail, he leaped forward and inhaled half the bowl before pausing for breath. Chomping sounds filled the kitchen, and the bowl scraped against the floorboards.

I poured a cup of tea, added milk, and then settled in the adjoining sitting room in Nan’s armchair. ‘What a day!’ I told Waffles. He cocked his head in sympathy and came over to sit by my feet. He licked a stray crumb of kibble off his chin and slobbered on me in the process. I warmed my hands against the steaming mug. It was too late to light the fire. I closed my eyes for a moment.

A sound came from outside the French doors.

While the light from the sitting room illuminated a bit of the verandah, beyond it was black as pitch. The sound was like someone stepping on a branch and snapping it. I took another sip of tea and looked down at Waffles. His ears pricked up, swivelled like submarine periscopes, then relaxed. If there was anyone out there, he’d be right on it. But he sat unruffled. Probably a possum.

Being out here all alone, a kilometre from the nearest neighbour, didn’t bother me in the least. The isolation was protection against the world. I sipped my tea in quiet contemplation of my new surroundings. Enough time had passed for the ache in my heart to lessen. The ache of loss for Gemma … and for Daniel. Sometimes life snatched away someone you cared about, and sometimes you had to walk away feeling like you might break in two but knowing it was for the best long term. Funny. In that moment of flight, you almost imagine the short term won’t be a dark abyss hiding monsters of longing and regret. When I left Daniel, my anger was bigger than love—which, if I was honest, made me a little worried about what would be left when my anger faded. One day, the urge to call Daniel and hear his voice will fade.

I just wish that day would bloody hurry up.

I finished my tea and stood up. ‘Be quick,’ I told Waffles. He scrambled up and ran to the back door. I let him out and he vanished into the night. I stood on the verandah and looked around, eyes adjusting to the dark. Old trees loomed like twisted giants. At this time of the night, even the shed looked menacing. I took a cleansing breath of frigid night air and turned to go inside. Waffles bounded back.

Just then, my phone pinged. A message. A glance at the big old grandfather clock in the corner told me it was past 2 am.

I picked up my phone from the bench. There was one new message; it was from Jane at the station. Someone tried to get into Jack’s place. Randall chased him but he got away. Before I could process that one, there was another ping.

The message was from a blocked number.

Beware bitch. Youll get yours.

I didn’t know what annoyed me more—the threat, or the missing apostrophe.

Still, a threat was a threat. I would need to take care. I wondered whose nose I had put out of joint this time. The problem was that, in my job, this came with the territory. With my large police dog by my side, I went off to bed. Nothing would get past him.
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CHAPTER 4

BROKEN SLEEP, BROKEN DREAMS

No matter how you hold it all together in the daytime, the minute you close your eyes, you lose control. Dreams of things past push their way through the sands of time and ensnare you. After the events of the evening pushed Gemma to the foreground, I suppose it was no coincidence she filled my dreams. This time, it was the first time I met her—eighteen months earlier.
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I was working a morning shift at the Brunswick CIB, following up on a string of burglaries; the offender had gained entry by forcing locks on back doors of old houses—usually with a good kicking—then headed into the laundry or a bedroom to grab a pair of socks, used the socks as gloves, then took laptops, phones and jewellery. He then discarded the socks in the front yard, like a calling card. We had dubbed him Sock Man.

One of the uniforms popped his head into the CIB offices and spoke to me, since I was closest to the door.

‘I’ve got a girl at the counter,’ he said, blushing a little, ‘says she’s been …’

I raised my eyebrows in question.

‘… er … raped.’ His colour deepened.

I got up from my desk and followed the uniform. I went into the corridor and opened the door connecting the counter area to the offices behind. He pointed out the woman, then beat a hasty retreat. She was standing near the counter, arms wrapped around herself in a hug. She looked young. Exposed. Scared. When she heard the door, she lifted her head and I could see dark circles under her eyes.

Moving over to her, I introduced myself and asked her to come with me, away from the people milling around the counter.

When we were seated in the CI office, the girl finally spoke. ‘I’m Gemma Watson,’ she said in a small voice.

I sat opposite her. ‘What can I do for you, Gemma?’

Whatever weight she carried was too much for her. Tears spilled from her haunted eyes, her shoulders shook, and sobs seemed to rise up from the very core of her being. I moved closer, plucked a bunch of tissues from a box on the desk, and put an arm around her. As much as I tried to remain professionally detached, it was impossible in the eruption of profound distress.

When she finally calmed, I made us both a cup of tea.

‘I feel so stupid,’ Gemma began. ‘It’s probably my fault, but …’ Her voice trailed off.

‘Tell me what happened,’ I said.

Gemma’s story was one that was all too common. She had been nightclubbing with two friends. She’d had several drinks at a couple of clubs before going to the Gun Alley Nightclub in the city. A guy asked her to dance. Then, when she stumbled, he offered to take her outside for some fresh air. Instead of going out the front, he took her to a park on the corner. He tried to kiss her and she let him at first, but it felt like he thought it was an invitation for sex, right then and there.

‘God, I’d just met the guy,’ said Gemma. ‘He was all over me.’ She shivered with the recounting, like a spider had crawled on her. ‘I kept telling him to stop, but he kept saying it was okay.’

I nodded. Said nothing, knowing what would come next.

‘And then he spun me around, pushed me against a wall and—’ Gemma stopped. Tears ran down her face. ‘I can’t … I don’t know why I didn’t … and then he just …’
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RECORDS OF INTERVIEW

Record of Conversation between Detective Senior Constable Antigone Pollard and Noah Shepherd conducted at the residence of Noah Shepherd, 18 Dellacourt Ave, Toorak, Tuesday, 2 January, 10.15 am

Look, I don’t even know why you’re here. I swear I didn’t rape her. This is crazy. We were inside the pub and we were dancing and I told her to come outside with me. We went outside, to a park, and, you know … Be more specific? Well … um … we were kissing and, you know, I put my hand up her skirt. I mean, she pushed my hand away but then I did it again and she didn’t push my hand away. I honestly thought she was up for it. She never said anything. She seemed a bit upset afterwards, but how was I to know?
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Record of Conversation between Detective Senior Constable Antigone Pollard and Nina Bertram, conducted at address supplied, Brunswick, Tuesday, 2 January, 12.30 pm

I share an apartment with Gemma Watson and on New Year’s Eve we went out clubbing. We went to a couple of places but they were duds, then we went to the Gun Alley Nightclub. We got there sometime after 10 pm, I think. Gemma bought us some drinks then this guy asked her to dance. Me and our other friend, Rosie, got talking to some other guys. Not long after that, Gemma came up to us. She was crying and really upset. We left straight away but she wouldn’t tell us what happened. This morning, she finally told me she’d been raped by that guy in a park. I told her to go straight to the police. Looking back, it all happened so quickly. One minute she’s dancing, and the next minute she’s all upset. I reckon she would have had maybe six drinks over a couple of hours. Gemma doesn’t usually drink and she was definitely sort of drunk, but not too drunk to know she’d been raped.
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Statement: Billy Aitkin, head of security at the Gun Alley Nightclub, King Street, Melbourne, Wednesday, 3 January, 10 am

Yesterday, I looked through the CCTV at the Gun Alley Nightclub with Senior Detective Pollard. We located the woman in question as she entered the club on Sunday, 31 December, in the company of two other women. Camera 4 tracked their arrival at 10.37 pm. Camera 7 shows her at the bar ordering drinks at 10.44 pm. Camera 3 shows her at 10.50 pm dancing with a man, known to the nightclub as Noah Shepherd. Noah is a frequent patron. At 10.54 pm, Noah leads the woman away from the dance floor. She stumbles as they leave and appears intoxicated. At 11.16 pm, she reappears in the frame of Camera 3. She is alone. She has a brief conversation with her two friends and they depart the club. I’ve provided copies of the relevant recordings as requested through the search warrant.
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CHAPTER 5

JUSTICE IS BLIND

I arrived at the station at seven o’clock on Thursday morning. The couple of hours of sleep I’d had was broken each time I jerked awake, remembering Gemma, and remembering for a second how I was before the case got under my skin and changed everything. Remembering who I was. On my early-morning run with Waffles, I had wondered if any of us could go back to what we were—or did each thing that happened make us new people, forever shaped a little differently? If that was the case, then Gemma was part of me forever. After Melbourne, I had hoped a country posting would be less tainted with memories. It seemed I’d been fooling myself.

Wozza yawned then sipped a takeaway coffee as we walked to the unmarked detectives’ car. ‘Didn’t get my quota of beauty sleep last night,’ he said.

I glanced at my colleague. ‘Yeah, you might have to cancel your photo shoot for the policemen’s calendar.’

Wozza looked down at his generous middle, covered with a wrinkled shirt underneath a police polar fleece jacket. ‘I wish,’ he said. He pulled some paperwork out of a folder and checked the address. All signed and good to go.

‘How’s Randall?’ I asked.

‘He came a cropper in the chase. Intruder: 1, Randall: 0.’

‘Is he okay?’

‘He’s sporting a prize-winning graze down the side of his face and his elbows will never be the same, but he’s okay. The main thing is Jack Barratt’s place is secure. Randall chased the guy away before he could get in.’ Wozza paused. ‘Could be the same bloke who followed you last night,’ he said.

‘Maybe.’ I wasn’t sure. Gut feeling was a good part of the job and my gut was undecided. Tired and undecided. And quite possibly in need of bacon and eggs.
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The town centre of Deception Bay was contained in a handful of streets running off the main stretch, with bigger farms and places with acreage spilling out into the undulating landscape to the west, cliff tops to the east. Jack Barratt’s small unit was in a street parallel to the main street. In the marked police car outside, Randall had been replaced by a cop on morning shift called Stu. He climbed out of the car as soon as we pulled up.

‘All quiet here,’ he said, stretching.

‘Any sign of a cat?’ I asked.

Stu pointed to a huge gum tree with branches like open arms. ‘Couple of bloody big possums, but no cat.’

Wearing police-issue latex gloves, we entered the unit using Jack’s keys. The place smelled stale. In the lounge room, a hightech bachelor-sized TV took up almost an entire wall, but the furniture was classic St Vinnies. The first thing we did was look for traces of a cat. No tins of cat food in the pantry, no kitty litter tray, and nothing in the fridge that looked like cat food.

‘The feed-my-cat line was definitely code for something.’ I closed the fridge and looked around the kitchen. ‘But what?’

Wozza shrugged and wandered down the short passageway towards the bedroom. I left him to it and headed into the laundry. There was a washing basket half-filled with dirty clothes. I tipped it up and checked all the pockets. Nothing. I returned the clothes to the basket. There were two cupboards, side by side. One was a broom cupboard and the other contained shelves with the usual laundry detergents, cleaning products and household tools: hammer, paintbrush and a couple of screwdrivers. I removed the lids of every bottle and container and checked the contents were legitimate. I was just about to close the doors to both cupboards when I noticed something; the base of the broom cupboard was slightly higher than the base of the cupboard next to it.

I selected a screwdriver and wedged it into the join at the bottom, then took the hammer and tapped the handle of the screwdriver, forcing it between the panel and the support below. I tapped downwards, using the screwdriver as a lever to pop the panel upwards. Beneath, I found a cavity.

‘Wozza!’ I called.

It was clever, really. Once I forced open the panel, I could see it was hinged in such a way that it could be opened like a door. I lay on the floor, looking up under the wood, and spied a small lever. I pressed it and the catch clicked. Wozza photographed the procedure on the station camera.

In my experience, offenders’ crime kits spoke volumes about the proclivities of their owners. Jack’s contained gloves, condoms, rope. A big hunting knife. A sick bondage porn magazine that suggested he was definitely a good suspect. And then, as I flicked through the pages of the magazine to check if it concealed anything else, I found a handful of polaroids tucked inside. They were all of women, each of them lying on the same old mattress on a concrete floor. All were grotesquely posed. Faces were turned away from the camera, but it seemed like the women were either asleep or unconscious.

‘Oh jeez,’ said Wozza, flicking quickly through the pictures, then turning them face down.

As I reached into the space to check I hadn’t missed anything, I found one last item. Pulled it out. Tablets in an old bottle marked Chloral hydrate. It had Jack’s name on it.

‘Whatcha got there?’ Wozza said.

‘You won’t believe this.’ I held up the bottle. ‘Chloral hydrate has been found in the blood tests of a couple of the victims.’

‘Gotcha!’ said Wozza.
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Wozza and I collected the items, bagged and tagged them, then headed back to the police station to log them into evidence. Jack would front court in a couple of hours, and if we had enough stuff on him, there’d be a chance he’d be refused bail. A slim chance.

The morning sky darkened on the drive back to the station. The weather had missed the memo about it being spring and still cast frosty tendrils around Deception Bay. Moody clouds blocked out the weak sun, and there was a chill in the air. Chimneys in cottages around town steamed as heat from burning hearths escaped into the wind.

In the warmth of the station, I prepared to speak to Jack again. This time, I led the interview. I hid what we had found inside an evidence box and left it sitting on the table in the interview room. Jack eyed it when he was led in by the watch-house keeper, then studiously ignored it as he resumed the same pose as the night before. Leaning back, arms crossed.

I went through the same ritual. Recording on, names of those present, time, date, location, then the caution. ‘We have found several items at your house that we’d like to ask you about,’ I began.

Jack said nothing. His expression hard. Bruising from my headbutt had developed like a sunset, red and crimson on top and dark under his eyes.

I reached into the box and drew out the plastic evidence bag with the bottle of chloral hydrate.

Jack’s eyes widened for a fraction of a second, then settled. ‘Never seen it before in my life.’

‘Your name’s on the bottle,’ I said dryly.

‘What? You’re framing people now.’ His voice had an edge to it.

I didn’t respond. Offenders turning accusations against them into accusations against cops are a dime a dozen. I pulled out the magazine next.

‘No comment.’

Then came the polaroids.

For a moment, Jack looked scared. His voice lost its edge. ‘No comment.’

‘Do you have anything to say regarding these items we seized under the warrant to search your premises?’

Jack shook his head.

I suspended the interview.
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Back at my desk, I finalised the report. The wine Jack offered me had been sent off for testing and I had no doubt what the results would show. I photographed the polaroids and loaded them onto my computer so I could add them to the documentation. On the big screen, I studied the images for clues as to who the women might be, making notes on a couple of tattoos I could discern. One of the victims had what looked like a hummingbird. Another had a Ruth Bader Ginsburg tattoo.

I rang a CIB colleague, Pete Mars, in Bellanook, the next town down the coast. Pete had been working their two cases, both with chloral hydrate in the victims’ tox screens, for a couple of weeks now. He was excited by our find.

‘Bloody hell, that’s great,’ he said. ‘First sign of the drug in any of the searches so far. It’s been a puzzler.’

‘The bottle we found looks old,’ I said, picking up the plastic evidence bag by the corner and examining it. ‘And, Pete, we also found polaroids,’ I said.

There was a deep breath on the other end of the line. ‘Can you ID anyone?’

‘No faces are visible.’

Pete and I made arrangements to meet at the court hearing, so he could see Jack for himself.

As I put down the phone, my senior sergeant, Bill Wheeler, came into the CIB office. He’d clearly had a full night’s sleep and looked crisp in his neatly pressed uniform.

‘Good work last night, Pollard,’ he said. ‘You reckon he’s our guy?’

‘He fits the bill, boss,’ I said. ‘General description matches. Resemblance to the identikit from the last victim. Same MO. There was residue in the wine. If the tests confirm chloral hydrate, it will be just like the others. We turned over his place and found an old prescription bottle of the stuff from back when it was legal.’

Wheeler nodded, then looked at me, face grim. ‘I’ve just come from checking the prisoner before his court appearance. Reckons you assaulted him, not the other way around.’

I stared at Wheeler. I’d only been in Deception Bay for two months, and in that time he had pretty much ignored me. He was one of those guys who was animated and jovial in the company of men, but taciturn and bored in the company of women. Being a cop, I knew the type well.

‘Of course he’d say that,’ I said. I was trying not to sound defensive, but I heard my voice go up a notch. I studied his expression for signs that he’d taken the accusation seriously.

‘He says you threatened to shoot him.’

Well, I had done that, but I wasn’t even carrying a weapon at the time. Best not worry Wheeler with it, I decided. ‘So that’s how he’s going to play it,’ I said, skirting the issue.

Wheeler nodded. ‘Anyway, you’d better watch yourself when he gets bail.’

‘Sure, boss,’ I said warily. It sounded like a castigation. Like if Jack came after me, I’d get my just deserts. I didn’t think Jack would come after me. Not after our little chat. With crooks, it’s in their DNA to recognise a pecking order. I reached for my phone, about to show Wheeler the text from the night before—Beware bitch. Youll get yours—but he wasn’t finished. ‘Wozza told me about the car following you last night,’ he said. ‘Anyone you know?’

There was something in his voice that made me wary. I held my phone, hesitating. ‘Nope. Not sure if it was connected to Jack Barratt’s arrest or if it was a random thing.’

‘Hmm.’ Wheeler looked me up and down, then left the office without further comment.

I watched him go, unsettled by the exchange. I found men like him hard to read. It was as if they studied ways to dismiss women and leave them feeling uncomfortable. Not only was it rude, it was bad policing and bad leadership. His brief visit to my office was to accuse not interact. Wheeler had left me alone so far, but I had learned the hard way that the true test of a boss was not how they treated you when times were good; it was how they were when the shit hit the fan. It was only after Wheeler left that I realised I hadn’t shown him the threatening text.

My phone rang. The number on the display told me it was Pip. I answered it and felt the warmth in her hello.

‘Pip! I miss you so much!’ Pip had been my mentor when I first joined the force and we had remained close. I always felt better talking to her.

Pip laughed. ‘So, how are the paddocks?’

‘The paddocks are fine, the ocean is beautiful but … some things never change.’

Pip picked up on my hesitation. ‘Everything okay?’ Concern in her voice.

‘I had a weird night last night.’ I told Pip about Jack, the white ute and the text message.

‘Did you tell your senior sergeant? What’s his name again?’

‘Bill Wheeler and no, I didn’t tell him. There’s something I can’t quite put my finger on. Anything about him on the grapevine?’

Pip considered for a moment. ‘Not much. Country copper. Solid as far as I know. You want me to ask around?’

‘God, no!’ I said. ‘Last thing I want is to hex this new job. You know coppers are the biggest gossips in the world. If it got back to him that you were asking—’

‘Relax,’ said Pip. ‘My lips are sealed. But yell out if you need anything.’

‘Look, I gotta go,’ I said. ‘Due in court. Can we catch up soon?’ We made arrangements for Pip to visit the homestead on Sunday and, after several references to needing gumboots and camels and cut lunches, I reluctantly hung up the phone.
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The nearest magistrates court was a half-hour drive along the coast. The scenery lifted my spirits; the wild sea crashing against the cliffs of Deception Bay gave me an instant shot of perspective. Its power and majesty made Bill Wheeler and Jack Barratt seem small.

Wozza and I arrived just before 10 am and turned off our mobile phones. Magistrate Charles Buckley—we called him Buckles, but never to his face—was renowned for confiscating them. If a phone rang in his courtroom, he would point to the large sign over the door warning people to turn them off and say, ‘Just like me, it’s not here for its looks.’ He would then direct his Clerk of Courts to fetch the small mesh wastepaper basket and carry it over to the hapless phone owner. ‘In the bin!’ Buckles would demand. If the owner tried to argue, he threatened them with a contempt of court charge. Wozza did a very accurate impersonation of this performance.

The old courtroom smelled like a stationery cupboard, of paper and leaking pens, even though it was getting towards fully electronic these days; both the police prosecutor and Jack’s solicitor had laptops in front of them.

Jack was led in just after ten thirty. His clothes were still dusty and now creased from a night in the cells. The colour palette of skin beneath his eyes had darkened into shadows. As soon as Jack saw me, he glared. I held his glare and raised it with one of my own until he looked away.

Chicken shit, I thought.

Buckles sat up on his bench, glasses at the end of his nose, peering down at the paperwork. ‘Hmm, we seem to have a dispute here.’ He looked up and raised pale bushy eyebrows at Jack’s solicitor.

‘Um, yes, Your Honour.’ The suit spluttered to life. ‘My client alleges that he was assaulted last night in the car park of the Commercial Hotel after he turned down the advances of Senior Detective Pollard.’

I sucked in a breath. Can’t say I didn’t expect that.

‘Mmm, is that so?’ The magistrate’s words were drawn out and pompous. ‘Sergeant?’ He turned his beady gaze towards the police prosecutor.

‘Your Honour, the accused is charged with assault and possession of an illegal substance. He also threatened the arresting police officer. And we have the matter of some polaroid photos found at his premises.’

‘Let’s deal with the photos first,’ said the magistrate. ‘While they are certainly unpleasant, unless you can put names to the subjects in those photos, we can’t extrapolate as to their origins. And what’s more, I can already see a problem with your case.’ His tone was dry and uninterested. ‘The accused has a lawful prescription for the drug—even though the drug itself is now illegal. Do you have toxicology on the wine at the Commercial Hotel?’

‘Not yet, Your Honour,’ said the prosecutor. ‘It was only lodged this morning.’

‘Well, I’m looking at the accused and I can see injuries to his face …’

The prosecutor jumped in. ‘Senior Detective Pollard is here, Your Honour.’ He turned and pointed to me.

‘You don’t appear to be injured,’ the magistrate noted, eyeing me with distaste. The implication hung in the air.

I jumped to my feet and addressed the bench. ‘No, Your Honour. I was able to subdue the accused straight away.’ I fought to keep my voice neutral. I hated men like him. I imagined Charlie Buckley going home to his perfect wife and his perfect daughters—Wozza had told me he had three—in their perfect world untouched by crime. He had no idea that every time he dismissed a woman in court, the world was made less safe for all women—including the ones in his family.

‘You say he threatened to’—Buckles looked down at the paperwork in front of him—‘come after you when you least expect it?’

‘Yes, Your Honour.’

‘Well, people threaten police all the time in the heat of the moment. In my opinion, that risk is part of your job.’

‘Your Honour, the accused followed me out of the pub and grabbed me—’

‘Detective!’ Buckles’ voice boomed and crashed around the small courtroom. ‘Are you trying to tell me how to do my job?’ His voice switched in a heartbeat as he turned and smirked at the prosecutor and the defence lawyers, both men. ‘Maybe she should come up and take my place.’ He laughed and the two men laughed with him, all three turning to me. I could feel my blood boil. I clenched my fists and imagined punching the judge in the face.

When he had stopped laughing at his own joke, Buckles looked from Jack—broad shoulders, tall—to me, shorter and slight in stature. I knew what was coming. With a flick of his pen, the magistrate granted Jack bail and told the lawyers he hoped they would conduct a close examination of the circumstances surrounding Jack’s arrest injuries.

Jack’s look of triumph as he left the courtroom suggested he had won.

‘It’s only round one,’ I said under my breath.

Wozza led the way out of the court, and I waited until we were clear of the building before I vented my frustration. ‘Arsehole! Would he like it better if I had a black eye and a split lip?’

‘Probably,’ said Wozza. ‘You worried?’

‘About Jack? Nah.’ But that was only half true. I wasn’t worried about him coming after me. I could handle myself. The real concern was: what if he went after other women?

Our eyes met.

Wozza got it. ‘We’ll concentrate night patrols at pubs. Do our best to keep women safe.’

I nodded, not trusting myself to speak.
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Pete Mars, the detective from Bellanook, pulled up as we walked down the steps of the courthouse. We watched as he climbed out of his car, tucked a folder under his arm, and came around to us.

‘G’day, mate,’ Pete said to Wozza.

‘G’day, mate,’ Wozza said to Pete.

Preliminaries out of the way, Pete apologised for missing the hearing. He’d been caught up with another job. ‘Did your bloke get bail?’

‘Yep.’ Wozza’s voice was gruff.

Pete nodded towards a cafe across the street. ‘Let’s get a coffee and compare notes.’

In the cafe, seated in the back corner, Pete laid his folder on the table, then rested his hands on it protectively. He looked up and scanned the room. Whatever he had in the folder, he wasn’t going to risk anyone else seeing it. I understood and lay my police diary on the table. The polaroids were tucked inside.

Pete looked grave. ‘With photos of victims,’ he said, ‘I always treat them like they were my own mother or sister.’

Wozza nodded. Lips pressed together.

A woman wearing an apron with the name of the cafe on it delivered our coffees, then we were alone. I slipped out the evidence bag with the polaroid photos and slid them face down across the table to Pete. He looked around again, before looking down at them through the plastic. Only the first one was visible. He frowned.

‘Same general build as our first victim …’ His voice trailed off as he leaned closer. ‘Is that a tattoo?’ He pointed to her forearm.

‘It’s of Ruth Bader Ginsburg,’ I said. I’d enlarged it on the computer.

‘That’s one of ours,’ said Pete, opening his folder to check his notes. ‘Julie Chen, law student. Woke up on a park bench after a night out at the pub.’ He slid out a photo showing a close-up of a bruise on an upper arm. Beneath it was the same Ruth Bader Ginsburg tattoo.

For the second time that day, Wozza said, ‘Gotcha!’
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CHAPTER 6

THE MURDERER’S DAUGHTER

It was lunchtime by the time we got back to the CIB, and Wozza and I barely had time to process the evidence in the polaroids before we were called to a case of shoplifting at the local chemist. Uniforms would usually handle it, but they were stuck guarding the scene at a nasty traffic collision. According to D24, the shoplifting job involved a girl caught red-handed with a fistful of make-up at Filmore’s Pharmacy on the main street.

On the short drive over, Wozza said, ‘Five bucks you won’t get a confession. We build ’em tough in the country.’

‘You’re on,’ I said.

The chemist, a small man who looked to be in his mid-sixties, introduced himself in a halting voice as Greg Filmore. He seemed embarrassed and flustered by the circumstances. Like the man, the shop was neat and precise. Make-up, perfume and diet aids up front and a prescriptions counter at the back. A young woman in a white uniform and fawn cardigan on which was pinned a nametag reading DAWN ushered us out the back to a small staff area with a kitchenette and lunch table, where the alleged shoplifter sat. She was mid-teens with long black hair streaked with purple and blonde. Looked like a home job. She wore a yellow singlet over a black-and-white-striped T-shirt. Dressed for fashion, not warmth.

‘What’s your name, kid?’ I flicked open my police notebook and clicked my pen.

The girl sat sullenly in her chair. ‘Not sayin’ nuthin’ to youse coppers. I’m being falsely imprisoned!’

‘For someone who’s not saying anything, you’re sure talking a lot,’ I observed wryly.

The girl sniffed and wiped her forearm across her nose. ‘You have to read me my Miranda rights. I watch the telly; I know stuff.’

‘Should watch more local content,’ I said. ‘If I had a dollar for everyone who demanded their American constitutional rights …’

‘I didn’t do nuthin’.’

I nodded towards the items on the table next to the girl. ‘Dior mascara. You’ve got good taste.’

The girl’s eyes flashed. Accepting the compliment would mean admitting to the theft she was roundly denying.

‘Of course, that green Yves Saint Laurent eyeshadow isn’t exactly your colour.’

‘It totally is—’ The girl gasped at her mistake.

‘Now we’re getting somewhere,’ I said. ‘Name?’

‘What’s going to happen to me?’ The girl’s bottom lip suddenly trembled, and she looked quite young, despite the thick black eyeliner.

‘Tell us your name and we’ll call your parents.’

‘I don’t have any,’ said the girl quietly.

I didn’t react. ‘Or call your guardian.’ I watched her closely. I waited for the snap. Waited. There it was: Ms Bravado met Ms Reality. The girl seemed to deflate and shrink in her seat.

‘Crystal Mowbray.’

‘Age?’

‘Fourteen.’

‘Address?’

Crystal hesitated. ‘What are you going to tell my uncle?’ She was suddenly a rabbit in the headlights.

‘Well, Crystal, you’ve taken these goods.’ I glanced at the make-up. ‘That’s theft. We’re going to have to charge you.’

‘No! He’ll put me in a home!’ Crystal burst into tears.

Behind us, the chemist fluttered like a little bird. ‘Oh no,’ he said, ‘I wouldn’t want her to go into a home, and her uncle comes in here for his prescriptions …’

Crystal spoke over him. ‘I just wanted to look nice,’ she wailed, working herself up.

‘There are other ways,’ said Wozza, rolling his eyes. ‘Get a job.’

And that was all it took.

Crystal fired up like a buzz saw. ‘It’s all right for you to say that!’ she said, voice loud and angry. ‘Who’d want to employ me? I tried at the fish ’n’ chips and the roadhouse. Even Target said no. They all want experience.’ She elongated the word. ‘So how am I supposed to get experience when no one will give me a chance?’ She looked from me to Wozza to the chemist, a challenge in her eyes. By this time, her mascara was creeping down her cheeks in angry black tears.

I knew it wasn’t easy for kids here. I felt for Crystal and plucked a tissue from a box on the table and handed it over. The girl dabbed at her eyes.

‘Um … I might have a suggestion,’ said the chemist. ‘I have a part-time job going here. Dawn is heading back to uni. She’ll be studying in the city and only here on weekends.’ He nodded towards the girl in the cardigan who’d been standing wide-eyed, silently watching the drama.

Crystal wiped her eyes, a swipe at each side, and stared at the chemist. ‘You would give me a job after … ?’ She looked at the make-up.

‘That depends,’ said the chemist, a kind look on his face. ‘Are you a hard worker?’

‘Yes!’ said Crystal without hesitation. ‘A bloody hard worker … at least, I reckon I would be, if you gave me a chance.’

‘And are you old enough to work a part-time job?’

‘Yep! I’m fourteen and ten months!’

‘That settles it then.’ The chemist came over and held out his hand. ‘I’m Greg Filmore. You can call me Mr Filmore. When can you start?’

‘Now?’

Filmore laughed. ‘I assume you’re on school holidays next week? Come at nine on Monday.’

Crystal stood up. ‘It’s a deal.’ She shook his outstretched hand.

‘Whoa there, Crystal,’ said Wozza. He turned to the chemist. ‘Are you sure you don’t want to press charges?’

‘Against my new assistant? No, I don’t.’ He smiled warmly at Crystal.

What a nice bloke, I thought. I just hoped he wasn’t going to get more than he bargained for. ‘Thanks, Mr Filmore,’ I said, shaking his hand. ‘We’ll take it from here.’

I led Crystal out of the kitchen and through the main area of the shop. Once on the street, I turned to the girl. ‘Your parents … ?’

Hesitation. Small voice: ‘Car crash.’

I nodded. ‘We are going to take you home. Have a chat to your uncle.’

‘No!’ Crystal’s eyes widened in horror.

‘Why not?’

‘Because … because …’ She faltered. ‘Why do you need to talk to him? Mr Filmore is cool.’

I spoke to her calmly and evenly, not wanting to set her off again. ‘You’re fourteen. We need to make sure you have proper accommodation, especially considering your situation.’

Half of Crystal’s face was covered by a fringe that came down to her chin. The rest of her multicoloured hair was longer. She flicked it back, stood straighter, and mumbled her address. She followed us to our unmarked car and climbed into the back seat.

Wozza drove while I stretched one arm across the back of his seat. I turned and tried to engage the teenager in conversation, but Crystal was having none of it; she stared out of the window as the main street disappeared and was replaced by long stretches of star-picket fences bordering paddocks of emerald-green winter grass. Lining the road, old trees twisted on their trunks like they were in pain.

At Crystal’s direction, Wozza turned off the bitumen onto an old unmade road, barely wide enough for the police vehicle. Up a bit, then a swing to the right, brought us to Crystal’s house. It was a neat cottage, painted white, tin roof, small porch, a silver ute parked in the driveway.

‘Yay, Russell’s home.’ Crystal’s tone was dull.

‘What’s he like?’ I kept my voice even and offhand. My gaze swept the girl’s exposed arms and neck for any sign of bruising or violence. Nothing more than gooseflesh in the chill.

‘Orright, I s’pose.’

‘Just the two of you live here?’

Crystal nodded.

I took in the house with a detective’s eye. It was neatly maintained; the small garden was tended by someone with a green thumb. So far, so good. The silver ute parked in the driveway looked like it had some grunt, but was clean and boasted no add-ons to make it go faster. A man opened the front door before we reached the porch. He was tall, well built. Dark wavy hair with a touch of grey in his three-day growth. Some men could pull off a three-day growth and look like a model while others looked homeless. This guy was one of the former.

He looked from Crystal to us, face grim. ‘What has she done now?’

‘Are you Russell?’ I asked.

‘Sorry. Yep. Russell Mowbray.’ He stuck out his hand and shook mine. His handshake was firm and warm. No squeezing, nothing to prove.

‘I’m Senior Detective Pollard and this is Senior Detective Harvey. May we come in?’

Russell Mowbray stood aside and held the door open for us. Crystal led the way. I saw Russell looking at his niece as I passed. The look was one of sorrow, not anger. With a practised eye, I examined the house as I followed Crystal towards the kitchen. Neat, clean, well kept. All good signs. The kitchen was light and airy. A round table with four chairs filled the space on the other side of the kitchen counter. The table had two placemats, two coasters.

‘Just the two of you here?’ Wozza asked.

‘Yep,’ said Russell. ‘Just the two of us.’ He gave a small sigh.

‘Lucky us!’ said Crystal with mock brightness.

‘Coffee?’ Russell flicked on the kettle, which began an immediate hum.

‘Tea’d be great,’ I said.

Wozza asked for coffee and Russell busied himself at the bench while I went to the sliding door and looked out. There was a black pony in the paddock behind the house. I looked at Crystal. ‘Yours?’

‘Black Beauty.’ Crystal’s eyes shone.

‘She needs feeding.’ Russell looked up from the mugs. ‘Why don’t you do it now? And for God’s sake, put a jumper on. It’s cold outside.’

Crystal looked like she was going to object, but then glanced at me and thought better of it. She grabbed a hoodie from a hook near the door, pulled the door open, kicked off her runners and slid her feet into some gumboots. Russell appeared behind me, a mug in each hand. We all took a seat.

‘That kid’ll be the end of me.’

‘How long … ?’

‘I’ve had her since she was four.’

I took the lead. ‘She was caught shoplifting at the chemist.’

‘Bloody hell!’ Russell looked helpless. ‘I’ve told her to come straight home after school, not hang around. She gets pocket money. She doesn’t need to …’ His voice trailed off.

‘Cry for help?’ My voice was gentle.

‘I’m the one who should be crying for help.’ Russell looked tired.

‘So, what do you do for a crust?’ Wozza asked casually.

‘Insurance. Farming equipment. Sugar? Milk?’

I reached for the carton of milk and added some to my tea. I studied the interior of the house, as much of it as I could see. There was a chores chart on the fridge, ruled up fairly neatly with coloured glitter pens. Crystal’s, I thought. Feed BB was entered every day at the top of the list. Other things Crystal was expected to do were dishes, washing and hanging out clothes. Typical teen stuff. I noted Russell’s neatly pressed checked shirt and figured that since ironing wasn’t on the list, he must be the ironer. Wozza asked where the toilet was. Russell pointed down the passageway off the front entrance. I knew it was curiosity rather than nature that called; Wozza would have a look around the rest of the house while I kept Russell talking. Russell didn’t react to the retreating cop. Good sign. If he had anything to hide, he’d look nervous.

I opened strong. ‘She said her parents died in a car crash.’

Russell met my gaze with a troubled look. ‘Shit.’

I raised my eyebrows in a question.

‘You coppers’ll check, won’t you?’ His agitation was palpable. I nodded, although the idea hadn’t occurred to me. I leaned forward. ‘Something you need to tell me?’

Russell let out a deep breath. Through the window, we could see Crystal at the paddock fence with a big bucket of hay, feeding Black Beauty, laughing with delight.

‘I always told Crystal it was a car crash because … because the truth …’ He stopped and his face crumpled.

‘The truth … ?’ I prompted, curious now.

‘Is too awful.’ Russell wrapped his hands around his coffee cup and took a sip.

‘What happened?’

‘They reckon Crystal’s dad went crazy and killed my sister then himself.’

I picked up something in his voice. ‘You don’t believe that?’

Russell shrugged. ‘Brett was a good bloke. He and Shayna seemed to get along well. Then suddenly …’ Russell looked down into his coffee. ‘Brett didn’t turn up for work, and when they rang the house, she answered.’ He nodded towards Crystal, who was now brushing her pony in long firm strokes.

‘And?’

‘They asked for her daddy and she told them that he was asleep on the floor and that her mummy …’ Russell blew out a long breath.

‘Bloody hell,’ I murmured.

‘You got that right,’ said Russell. ‘Turned out they’d been dead for a couple of days. She’d been in the house with them. Cops found biscuits and cereal scattered around. Said she’d been scavenging.’ His voice cracked and he took a sip of coffee to mask it.

I said nothing.

He continued. ‘Worst thing was, when they moved Shayna’s body, there were two stains on the mattress underneath—one from Shayna and one small one. They reckoned Crystal had been curled up with her mother as she decomp—’ He blew out another deep breath. ‘She doesn’t remember any of it. How can you tell a kid that? A car crash is a much easier story.’

As a cop, I heard a lot of human tragedy stories and this was right up there. My heart went out to the girl I had just met with the secret she didn’t know.

‘Other family?’ I asked, wondering why a single uncle got the orphan.

‘Mum and Dad moved to Queensland after it happened. Couldn’t stand it here afterwards; everyone knowing what happened. Shayna’s death crushed them. Everything here reminded them of her. They have Crystal on some of the school holidays, but they’re getting too old now. And she’s … well …’

The subject under discussion stomped up onto the porch, scraped the bottom of her gumboots on a block with a brush on it, then kicked them off and came inside.

‘We bumble along, we do,’ said Russell smiling wanly at his niece. She came to his side and put an arm around him.

‘Sorry, Russ,’ she said, patting him on the back. ‘But hey—guess what?’

‘What?’

‘I got a job!’

Somewhere in the house, a toilet flushed. Wozza came back, gave an almost imperceptible nod.

I rose. ‘Thanks for the cuppa,’ I said, putting out a hand.

Russell stood, shook it warmly, and showed us to the door.

I turned to Crystal. ‘And good luck with your new job. I think you’ll be great.’

Crystal’s grin made her look younger than her years.
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On the drive back to the police station, Wozza described the rest of the house. ‘Cleaner than mine,’ he said. ‘Separate bedrooms, both look lived in. Beds made, no crap on the floor. Bathroom, toilet, clean. No handcuffs, whips, dungeons. Nothing in the medicine cabinet except Panadol and bandaids. DVDs in the lounge room are mostly Harry Potter, Star Wars and Twilight. Nothing untoward. Nothing rated over M.’

‘Good to know.’ These surreptitious searches could tell a world about people. Porn left out in a shared area was a dead giveaway. Only one bedroom in use was another.

‘What’d you get?’

I repeated the story about Crystal’s parents. ‘Was this before your time?’

‘Yep—I’ve only been in Deception Bay for six years,’ he said. ‘My wife would know about it; she was born and bred here.’ Then Wozza asked the same question I had formed during Russell’s telling. ‘If Crystal’s mum was his sister, why the matching surnames? Shouldn’t Crystal’s surname be the father’s?’

‘I was wondering the same thing myself,’ I said. ‘Maybe he changed it to make sure she wouldn’t find out the truth with a quick Google search.’

‘Going to look into it?’ Wozza glanced sideways at me.

‘Is the Pope Catholic?’ I murmured, deep in thought.

[image: Image]

Back at the station and settled in our office, we turned our attention to Jack Barratt once more. The best case we could build against him was to link the victims to the polaroids.

Holding the list Pete Mars had given us in one hand, Wozza wrote the victims, locations, dates and times on the whiteboard in our office. Pete had offered to check phone data.

‘We need to check Jack’s work roster against these,’ said Wozza, nodding at the board.

‘Yep,’ I said, ‘and I’ve just run a background search.’

‘Find something?’ Wozza asked. He must’ve noticed the look on my face.

‘There’s an apprehended violence order out on Jack Barratt.’ I scrolled down. ‘Lily Barratt. It’s dated three years ago.’ I thought for a moment, remembering the conversation Jack and I had had at the pub last night. ‘He told me he’d tried the wife and picket fence thing but it hadn’t worked out.’

‘It never works out when you hit them,’ said Wozza grimly.

Wozza offered to drive over to Jack’s work and get a copy of his roster. Meanwhile, I did a search on Lily Barratt and found a contact number. I picked up my phone and dialled the number.

By the time Wozza returned with a roster that didn’t preclude Jack from any of the druggings, I had a tale of woe for him. Lily had been married to Jack for seven months. It had been a relationship of violence and control. She had fled in terror one night when he tried to strangle her. She hadn’t seen him for a couple of years and had no desire to ever see him again.

The next step was to find out who Jack had tried to call the night we arrested him. Using the number he had written down for the ‘feed the cat’ friend, I filled out the online form for the subscriber check and waited to hear back. It usually took around twenty minutes. Today, it took fifteen. The result wasn’t good. The number was allocated to a phone purchased through a supermarket chain rather than a provider. No details required.

‘We could just ring it,’ I said in a low voice.

Wozza looked at me. ‘You done that before?’

I grinned. He got up and shut the office door.

I picked up the phone on my desk and pushed the button for speaker. The bonus of using a police phone was that our numbers showed up as private callers when we rang people. The dial tone filled the room. Wozza pushed the pad of paper over with the number written on it. I dialled. A short electronic sequence sounded as the number connected.

After three rings, a voice answered. Sounded like he was outdoors. ‘Lachie Murtog.’

‘Cheryl? Is that Cheryl?’ I asked in a loud nasally Kath-and-Kim voice.

‘Nah, it’s Lachie here. Reckon ya got the wrong number.’

‘Aw, bugger. Sorry,’ I said, replacing the receiver and turning to Wozza. ‘Bingo!’

Wozza high-fived me, then grimaced. ‘Lachie Murtog. Well, I’ll be damned.’

‘Know him?’

‘Sure. He plays footy with the Deception Bay Sharks. Good kid. Got caught up in a bit of nasty business a while back. Couple of girls pointed the finger at him and some of the other players. Sexual assault. Nothing proven.’ Wozza frowned.

‘Sounds like the case Jane told me about the other night,’ I said. ‘The girls had boyfriends, right?’

Wozza looked troubled. ‘I coach junior league and I spend a lot of time round the footy club. I had a big problem with the whole thing.’

‘So you believed the girls?’ I asked quietly.

Wozza nodded. ‘Absolutely,’ he said, glancing towards the closed door. ‘But there’s not much you can do about that when there’s interference from above.’

‘Wheels?’

Wozza shrugged. Didn’t elaborate.

I wrote Lachie Murtog in my notes and found his address on the database. He had a couple of priors for drunk and disorderly, but nothing bigger than that.

‘Might as well pay him a visit,’ I said.
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Lachie Murtog lived two streets down from Jack. A small flat in a block of about a dozen. We knocked on his door, but there was no answer. Just as we turned to leave, three guys walked up the driveway. They each wore wetsuits and carried surfboards. Towels over shoulders.

‘You guys seen Lachie?’ Wozza called.

‘He’s up the coast surfing,’ said one of them. ‘He’ll be back late.’

I looked at my watch. There was nothing more we could do today. Time to clock off.
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CHAPTER 7

THE MOOD OF THE SEA

The ocean pulled me like a magnet, and instead of heading for the homestead, I drove to the cliffs of Deception Bay. The sea was in a mood. A cold wind blew in off Bass Strait. I got out of the car and walked to the edge of the Devil’s Corner lookout. Ignoring the signs and maps and tourist information, I leaned on the railing and let the wind lift my hair. A long way below, the dark waves crashed against rocks at the bottom of the cliff. It was nature’s demonstration that beauty and tragedy could exist together.

I pulled my jacket tighter around me. Maybe it was this case. Maybe it was pursuing another sex offender. Or maybe I was just tired and let my guard down, but I didn’t resist when thoughts of Gemma came to mind. Perhaps in this beautiful place, I could find peace with what happened.

She had come into the Brunswick CIB every day for a week following the rape. In a quiet interview room, we pieced together her nightmare minute by minute. She vacillated between furious, tearful, adamant and second-guessing herself. Noah Shepherd suffered none of this pendulum of emotions. He was the only one sure about what happened that night. He had done nothing wrong. She must have consented because he did it to her and she let him.

Why did she let him? It was the question Gemma asked herself over and over. Why didn’t she run? Or punch? Or fight? She wrestled with this every time we sat together to work on her statement.

‘I just froze,’ she said. ‘I was in the park, alone with him. It happened so fast. I just froze.’

‘The defence are going to ask about consent,’ I told her, knowing that she was going to be put through the wringer on the stand.

Gemma’s eyes flashed with vehemence. ‘I did not consent to what that bastard did to me. He took my virginity, for God’s sake. Who would choose for it to happen like that?’

‘I know,’ I said softly. The unfairness solid as stone.

I pictured Noah Shepherd with his handsome face and condescending lawyers and his doting parents. I hated them all for protecting him from the consequences of what he had done to Gemma. I hated that he had treated Gemma like an object to poke and pose however he wanted. I hated that he had not for one second thought about her and what she might have wanted, that he hadn’t considered her at all in the transaction. Her pleasure meant as little to him as her consent. In the weeks after the attack, I had interviewed Gemma’s circle of friends. They all described a very different girl from the one I had met. His five minutes of pleasure—or power, or dominance, or whatever the hell went through a guy’s mind when he did this—had left her a shell of who she had been.

When her statement was done and Shepherd had been charged, Gemma kept coming in. Not daily, but often enough for the barista at the cafe across the road from the police station to begin our orders the minute we stepped through the doorway. Hers was a cappuccino. Mine was a latte with chocolate on the top.

I did what I could for Gemma. I listened. She talked, remonstrated, berated herself, felt guilty, felt like she had brought it all on herself. A month on, she seemed stronger. She seemed to be starting to separate herself from what had happened to her. It was a slow peeling away, like Gemma and the park had melted together in a pyroclastic event. But even lava cools eventually, its final shape dictated by what was in its path.

And so the Gemma who sat opposite me and drank her coffee was not the same girl she was before Noah Shepherd got her against a wall in the park.

And knowing her, helping her, was slowly changing me. The veil between my two worlds was being pulled back; Gemma’s story invaded the apartment I shared with Daniel, destined to spoil and sour all it touched.
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RECORD OF INTERVIEW, RADIO TRANSCRIPT

Record of Conversation between Detective Senior Constable Antigone Pollard and Noelene Shepherd conducted at the residence of Noelene Shepherd, 18 Dellacourt Ave, Toorak, Wednesday, 14 February, 12.20 pm

Well of course she’s lying. I know she is. Our QC will prove it in court. My Noah would never do what she’s accused him of. I mean, he’s nearly finished a Bachelor of Economics, for goodness sake. What? You think he’s an honour student by day and a rapist by night? Anyway, I heard she lives in Brunswick. She’s got no idea who she’s dealing with. Noah comes from a good family. My husband and I are members of the tennis club. We’re Rotarians! Clearly the girl is deranged. She thinks she can point the finger at the first wealthy boy she sees and ruin his life. We will ruin her in court. We will make her pay for what she’s done to our son. You’ve got no idea how he has suffered because of this!
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Interview with commentator Drew Nayle, radio station 3PPP, Thursday, 25 January, 9.37 am

Drew Nayle: We are inviting listeners to call in this morning about a case that’s hit the media. A young woman has accused a young man of rape at a nightclub. Now, they’ve both had a lot to drink, and a little fumbling out in a nearby park led to a sexual encounter. He says it was consensual and she says it wasn’t—after she sobered up, of course, listeners. These kinds of cases are on the rise, clogging up the court systems. Queensland has what I’d regard as a very sensible ‘mistake of fact’ defence which protects people who thought consent was present, even if the woman changes her mind the next day. So, call in and tell us what you think … Here we go: first caller. Go ahead, Michael from Clayton.

Michael: My wife and I met at a staff Christmas party and I gotta say, Drew, if a bit of drunken nooky in a park was illegal, I would have been in jail that night.

DN: You’re spot on, Michael. When they start talking about making drunken seduction illegal, they’d be killing romance for most Australians.

DN: Next up, Margaret from Epping. Go ahead, Margaret.

Margaret: We can’t use drunkenness as an excuse for anything else. I couldn’t steal your wallet and then argue that I was drunk and I thought you wanted me to take it, could I? So why should drunkenness be used as a legal excuse in sexual assault?

DN: Whoops, that was Margaret from the Epping fun police. And watch out for your wallet when Margaret’s around, especially if she’s had a few chardonnays.
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CHAPTER 8

YOU CAN NEVER HIDE THE SWELLING

Norma O’Mealley had been a member of the Deception Bay Country Women’s Association for more than forty-five years, president for the last three. Joined as a young newlywed. She’d worked part-time for many years as a locum pharmacist at a time when most of her contemporaries did not work outside the home. Still, Norma looked back on her working life as her saving grace. She always felt more than just somebody’s wife and somebody’s mother. From this vantage point she had observed the women in her community. Weekly meetings in the community hall acted like a barometer of the town she lived in. Blushing brides learned new recipes, smiles faded as bellies swelled, one in a pram, two at the knee, careworn faces, patched dresses. Laughter. Strength. And stories.

While Norma was lucky with her husband, Mick, some of the women who formed the tight-knit group were not so fortunate. Make-up might hide bruises, but it couldn’t hide swelling. In what she supposed was a conspiracy of silence, no one ever said anything about this; no woman ever approached another woman and said: Did your husband hit you? Norma O’Mealley had come to realise that silence was a woman’s worst enemy. And the older she got, the less she understood this silence. Why don’t we just say something? she often wondered.

And now, here she was at the CWA meeting of the executive members held every second Thursday, watching Joyce Tippet, made up to the nines. The swelling invisible front on, but from the head of the committee table, Norma could see the side of Joyce’s face, the distortion in her profile.

‘We just need to decide on the best scone recipe to include in the fundraiser cookbook, then organise the photography,’ said Joyce, touching her fingertips to her jaw self-consciously.

‘Might need to have a taste-testing,’ said Norma. The issue of scones and who had the best recipe was as fraught as any meeting of the United Nations.

Alma spoke up. ‘Joyce, do you think Richard would judge?’ Joyce’s husband, Richard, was the mayor. ‘We could do a morning tea at the municipality office. Charge for admission. Or make it a part of the Spring Fair, perhaps.’

Joyce looked down at her notes, a flicker of something in her eyes. She raised her head, steeled her expression into a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. ‘I’m sure he would love to. I’ll ask him.’

‘Thank you, Joyce. That would be … lovely.’ The words almost stuck in Norma’s throat. She knew Richard Tippet. He was suave, jovial. Hail-fellow-well-met. Impressed all the men in town for his willingness to change out of his expensive suits, cast aside his gold watch and don farmer’s flannel to dig out a ditch to protect a property from the river flooding or help the CFA. A man of action—only the action didn’t stop at his front door and, as a consequence, his wife was known as clumsy.

Norma looked at the next item on her agenda. The youth initiative. It had been her idea, a decade ago, to begin a mentorship of sorts to draw younger women in town into the CWA. Older women passed on skills and training to younger women and it had proven very successful. Deception Bay boasted the highest youth membership in the region.

‘How are we going with the job interview practice sessions?’ she asked.

Alma cleared her throat and referred to her notes. ‘We’ve got another session next week. Seven girls attended last time. It went well. This time, we have a bring-your-CV session and we are going to share them around so the girls get a better idea of what to include.’

Norma smiled. ‘Excellent,’ she said.

Val did the minutes for their meetings. She looked over at Norma. ‘That’s about all we have on the agenda.’

‘Thanks, Val. Any other business?’ Norma looked around at the dozen women sitting at their long table. A couple moved, uncomfortable against the hard plastic chairs. It made her think that one of their fundraisers should be for new chairs, but she knew their comfort would always take second place to the greater needs in the community.

‘I’ve got something,’ said Agatha. A tall woman with steel grey hair cut plain and short. ‘The new detective in town. Antigone Pollard. Did you all hear what she did to Jack Barratt in the car park of the Commercial last night?’

‘Some sort of karate,’ said Val, smiling. ‘Serves Jack right. He’s always down at the pub with my Kevin. Too big for his boots, I say. That detective gave him what he had coming, if you ask me.’

A couple of women nodded approvingly.

‘I think we should get Detective Pollard in as a guest speaker,’ said Agatha. ‘Get her to give the girls a talk about personal safety.’ Norma smiled. She remembered little Antigone Pollard staying out on the Pollard farm with her grandmother. Norma looked from one woman to the next. They all appeared interested. ‘All in favour?’ she asked.

It was ‘ayes’ all round.

Norma nodded. This might be just the thing, she thought.
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On Friday morning, Norma O’Mealley rose early. She didn’t have a lot of cause to visit the Deception Bay police station but thought when you were asking a favour of someone it never hurt to bring cake. She was rather famous for her banana cake and had popped one into the oven first thing so it would be cool enough to ice. So, there she was at the front door of the police station, the cake cling-wrapped to a paper plate which she balanced in one hand while using the other to open the door. There was no one at the counter and she looked into the mirrored wall behind it. It was probably one of those two-way mirrors you saw on TV, she thought. Nonetheless, she took the opportunity to check her windblown hair, white now, the years having drained all the colour from it. Norma put the plate down on the counter and pressed a little bell. She straightened her cardigan just as a young policeman appeared from a door at the side of the counter.

‘Can I help you?’ he asked politely, eyeing the cake.

Norma tried to ignore the fact that they must be allowing twelve-year-olds to be police officers nowadays. And this one looked like he’d had a fall in the playground; his face was grazed. She asked to see Detective Pollard. The boy rubbed a pimply chin, exposing another graze on his elbow, nodded and disappeared back through the door. While she waited, Norma looked around the waiting room. A hooded youth and an older man sat next to each other on some plastic chairs. By the slouch of the boy, they were not here on a nice visit. She had seen the older chap around town, and was careful not to make eye contact.

A door opened into the waiting area and a young woman in her early thirties stepped out—a grown-up version of the child Norma remembered out on the farm. She seemed too slight to have taken down Jack Barratt. She was fit and pretty and wore trousers. Her shoes were flat, which Norma approved of. A lifetime of observation had taught her the career ladder was harder to climb in heels.

‘Detective Antigone Pollard,’ said the woman, sticking out a hand.

She had shoulder-length brown hair that flicked out at the ends, and Norma noticed a couple of swirls of leather tied at her wrist. She took the proffered hand and approved of the handshake too, firm but not crushing. She liked the young woman’s warm brown eyes and welcoming expression. ‘Norma O’Mealley,’ she said, glancing over her shoulder to the seated gentleman. ‘I wonder if I might have a quick word. In private.’

‘Sure. Follow me.’ Detective Pollard swiped a small square of white plastic over a small square of black mirror and the door clicked. She opened it and held it wide for Norma.

Lovely manners, Norma thought as she scooped up the cake and stepped into a dim corridor. She followed the detective past a couple of empty offices until they came to one with the light on. It was a large space with four big desks in it. The detective gestured to a chair on the visitor side of one of the desks, then wheeled her chair around so she was on the same side as Norma. It was a nice touch.

Norma held out the cake. ‘I baked it for you,’ she said.

Detective Pollard looked delighted. ‘How lovely!’ she said, then put the cake carefully on her desk and turned back to Norma. ‘What can I do for you, Mrs O’Mealley?’

‘Oh, please, call me Norma!’ she said. ‘We don’t stand on ceremony here. And of course, I feel like I know you, Antigone, because I know your grandmother. You’d be there when I came to visit the farm. I remember you were a little wild child.’ Norma laughed.

The detective’s eyes widened. ‘Of course! I thought you looked familiar!’

‘How is your grandmother?’ Norma set her small handbag on her lap and crossed her ankles.

‘She seems settled. Of course, she misses the farm. I try to take her out there as often as I can.’

Norma nodded. ‘And I try to get out there as much as I can to visit. Your grandmother has been a great friend over the years.’ Norma paused and took a deep breath. ‘I’m here as the president of the local CWA. We heard about what you did in the Commercial Hotel car park.’ She stopped, looking for a reaction from the detective. There was none. Her face was open and friendly, but nothing else. There was no triumph in her expression. Norma pushed on. ‘We were wondering if you could come and do a talk at the CWA. You know, give the ladies some’—she searched for the word—‘tips.’

‘Tips?’ Antigone’s forehead creased. She really was awfully pretty.

Norma wasn’t one to tell tales out of school so she chose her words carefully. ‘Let’s put it this way: what you did the other night—there are women in our group who would … benefit from your advice.’

‘Okay,’ said Antigone, comprehension suddenly clear in her eyes. ‘I’d be happy to. When do you want me?’ She reached across the desk and picked up a dark blue diary with the police insignia on the cover.

‘We meet on Saturday mornings at nine o’clock in the CWA hall. Is tomorrow too soon?’

Antigone flicked through the pages until she came to the one she was looking for. She scribbled in the time and location. ‘Done,’ she said.

Norma did not move. There was something else she needed to say but she didn’t know how. Antigone seemed to sense this.

‘Is there something else?’ she asked gently.

Norma spoke in a rush: ‘I work as a locum pharmacist at the local chemist a couple of days a week. Have done for the last twenty-six years and I regard the privacy of our customers as sacred. I have never breathed a word about anyone, even though I must say, the prescriptions we fill and the creams we sell …’ She pursed her lips and let the meaning sink in.

Antigone nodded.

‘But when I heard that Jack Barratt might be the rapist who’s been terrorising all those poor girls—well, I think we need to put the safety of women over the privacy rights of men. You ought to know this, but you didn’t hear it from me.’ She touched the side of her nose. Secret.

‘My lips are sealed,’ said the detective.

Norma took a deep breath. ‘His prescriptions are for the treatment of a rather nasty sexually transmitted disease.’ She took a folded piece of paper from her handbag and passed it to the woman opposite her. ‘I wrote it down,’

Antigone’s eyebrows raised a notch. ‘Thanks for letting me know,’ she said.

‘Just as long as you never got it from me. People trust Filmore’s Pharmacy. If it got out that I was tattling about their ailments …’ Norma gave an involuntary shudder.

‘Filmore’s?’

‘Yes,’ said Norma. ‘The one in the main shops.’

The detective’s face broadened into a warm smile. She leaned forward in her seat. ‘There’s a girl called Crystal starting on Monday. Would you mind giving her a helping hand? She’s young. She hasn’t had a job before.’

‘Not the Mowbray girl?’ said Norma.

Antigone nodded.

‘She’s a scallywag, that one.’ Norma’s voice was full of affection.

‘Yes, she is,’ agreed the detective.
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CHAPTER 9

A RAINBOW OF BRUISES

At the exact moment Norma O’Mealley handed her banana cake over to the custody of the detective at the CIB office, Joyce Tippet climbed painfully out of bed. Richard was gone, of course. He was always up with the birds, springing out of bed, embracing the morning with a brisk walk around the town in his colourful tracksuit, ready with a hearty wave for any early-rising constituent. Joyce winced as her feet touched the floor, the shooting pain in her shin a sharp reminder of the damage a man’s shoe can render.

In the ensuite, Joyce squinted against the light and examined her face in the mirror. The swelling in her jaw had gone down a bit, she thought. She touched it gingerly and flinched. Still hurt like hell, though. She hoped it wasn’t broken. Rolling up a sleeve, Joyce reached into the shower and turned on the tap, waving her hand underneath until the icy water turned warm. She pulled her nightie over her head and stepped beneath the soothing waters. Closing her eyes to the kaleidoscope of blues, purples, greens and yellows decorating her pale skin in fist-sized clusters, Joyce tilted her head upwards and imagined for a moment she was standing under a waterfall in a land far, far away.
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Dressed and perfectly made up, Joyce finally left her bedroom and walked into the kitchen. She spotted the letter on the bench and grimaced. She knew what it would say; what they always said. He loved her. He was sorry. She just needed to try harder. But she was trying as hard as she could, yet nothing seemed to change. And Richard was such a great dad, even though their two daughters visited less often now, which Joyce was almost thankful for. One of them, Tracey, had even suggested she leave Richard. Joyce was horrified and embarrassed. How could Tracey know?

Tonight he would bring flowers and takeaway Chinese from the place in town she liked. And then they would retire to the bedroom, where he would murmur his love with the lights off so they could both ignore the bruise-scape as he enforced his entitlement to her body. And if inconvenient tears leaked from her eyes, it was too dark for anyone to notice.
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CHAPTER 10

TWO DECEASED ADULTS, ONE LIVE CHILD

I let Norma O’Mealley out of the door and returned to my desk. I could see why she and my nana were such good friends. Norma reminded me of her. White-haired, kind, intuitive. No-nonsense. I made a mental note to stop in and see Nana Pollard on my way home from work. What Norma had to say about Jack Barratt’s medical status was interesting. It would be worth checking if victims had reported any symptoms. We hadn’t found the medicines Norma talked about at his unit. He might have run out, or the symptoms might’ve gone away.

I logged into the police LEAP system. Speaking about Crystal had reminded me to check to see what I could find on the death of her parents. I worked backwards. If Crystal was now fourteen and her uncle got her when she was four, that meant the parents had died around a decade ago. Since the surname was in doubt, I only had the first names: Brett and Shayna, which I typed into the computer search section. I got a hit on Shayna Millard nee Mowbray, dead at twenty-four. Death was the result of gunshot wounds to the head. That meant Brett was Brett Millard.

Brett Millard! I went to school with a Brett Millard. I switched to Google. There wasn’t a lot on the case, but one of the news stories had a black-and-white wedding photo of Brett and Shayna. It was him. Same crooked grin. I hadn’t seen him in years. A long time ago, we used to be friends.

He had been twenty-four too. Same cause of death: gunshot wounds to the head. There was an online summary of the case. Police had been called to the Millard farmhouse on Monday, 2 April. Two deceased adults, one live child. A daughter. For the next half-hour, I read through statements from family members—including Russell Mowbray—and Brett’s co-workers, who all said he was a good bloke, if a little reckless. He’d even crashed his car a couple of weeks before the murder-suicide, but he wasn’t injured. Everyone said he was in good spirits. Shayna worked part-time as a nurse at the local hospital and her mother looked after Crystal.

Not one person interviewed could give any reason for Brett’s actions—aside from the usual ones: a struggling farm, and debt. I looked out of the office window at the dripping green trees outside. The rain that had started light was gaining momentum. Hard to imagine this place in drought, but ten years ago, everything was different. For a moment, I pictured Crystal’s young parents looking out over a landscape cracked, tinder-dry and barren. A lot of farms sunk in those days.

People did crazy things when times got too hard.

‘Chicken salad sandwich.’ Wozza came through the doorway in a cloud of hamburger aroma. He tossed a white paper bag to me over the desk, and I caught it expertly.

‘You’re a star,’ I said, ripping it open, suddenly starving.

‘Whatcha doing?’ Wozza asked, settling himself at his desk with his lunch.

‘Reading up on the Mowbray case—except their surname was Millard,’ I said. Brett Millard …

‘Much there?’

I blinked. ‘What?’

‘Earth to Pollard.’ Wozza waved a hand in front of me. ‘You’re a million miles away.’

‘This is going to sound weird, but I think Crystal’s dad is a kid I went to school with.’

‘Not weird at all,’ said Wozza. ‘This is a small country town. My next-door neighbour on one side is my dentist, and on the other side is the real estate agent I bought our house off.’ He took a bite from his hamburger, then picked a piece of fallen tomato from his tie. ‘Did you know him?’

Memories flooded in. ‘Yeah. We were friends.’ I looked at my computer again, forehead creased in concentration. ‘There’s a case outline here, couple of key statements. Might check out the file next time I’m in town.’

‘Why?’

I considered the question. ‘I knew him and he grew up to be a killer. I’d like to try to find out why, because I never would have picked it.’ I made a call to the Homicide Squad. Turned out the file had been archived at Laverton. That was only an hour’s drive away.

‘Do you think he should tell her?’ I asked Wozza.

‘Who? The uncle?’

I nodded. The dilemma bugged me. Did the girl have a right to know how her parents died?

‘It’s a hard one,’ said Wozza. ‘If anything happened to me, I’d want my kids to remember me in the best possible light. If Russell Mowbray never says a word, then Crystal can look at her baby pictures with her lovely young parents and imagine they were good people.’

I looked over at my partner. Even though I hadn’t known him long, he had struck me right from the beginning as a decent bloke. And judging by the number of pictures on the pin-up board next to his desk, he adored his wife and kids. In the murky world of policing, the respite of family was the most important thing.

‘Still, all it would take is for one person to tell her …’

‘Nothing better than a country town to bury a truth.’ Wozza took another bite of his hamburger and changed the subject. ‘So, what’s next in building the case against Jack Barratt? We should try to get a rush on the tox screen, and I’ll talk to Wheels about extra uniform patrols around the four pubs.’

The bail hearing had given us an idea how Jack was going to play it: the innocent victim of an aggressive female police officer. I resisted the feelings of frustration that churned in my stomach. Men like Jack got their rocks off by putting women in a losing position. I was determined not to let him do that to me.

‘Jack Barratt has syphilis,’ I said, looking down at the note Norma had left for me. ‘We need to see if that has been transmitted to any of the victims. I know they check for STDs, but do they automatically test for syphilis when they do the rape kits at the hospital?’

Wozza shook his head and put the last bit of his hamburger back in the bag. ‘One way to find out.’ He picked up his phone and called Forensics to check.
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CHAPTER 11

THE GIRL ON THE ROAD

It was midday when Wozza and I left the office. Our first stop was Lachie Murtog’s flat to see if he was home yet. He wasn’t, but the elderly man next door came out when he heard us knocking.

‘You won’t find him home,’ he told us in a quavering voice. ‘I heard him come in late last night and I saw him this morning packing his car up again. Said he was heading off on a surfing trip.’

‘Did he say how long he’d be gone?’ Wozza asked.

The old man shook his head. ‘It varies. Sometimes he goes for a couple of days. Sometimes, it’s a week.’

‘Bugger,’ Wozza said to me in a low voice.

We headed back into town. Being used to the fumes and pollution of the city, it surprised me to register the smell of eucalyptus and wood smoke in the air; the rain had stopped, but it was still cold enough for locals to light their fires.

Driving down the main stretch, we got a call from D24; one of the local shop owners had caught a kid spray-painting graffiti in the lane behind the shops. It was a job for the uniforms, but since we were right there I radioed in that we would take it. Wozza swung the car down a side street and pulled into the laneway. A little way down, the laneway opened up into a parking area behind the shops. An angry man held a struggling teen by the scruff of his neck.

Wozza pulled the car over quite close to the pair and turned to me. ‘Wanna take the lead?’

‘Sure. And that reminds me: you still owe me five bucks for getting Crystal to talk.’ I climbed out of the unmarked car and pulled my badge from my back pocket.

Wozza grinned. ‘Next coffee’s on me.’

We both turned our attention to the boy, who appeared spooked by the arrival of the police.

As long as the kid was scared, might as well enhance the effect. ‘Police,’ I said, flicking my badge open and holding it in front of his face. He looked about fifteen. I took in the furious countenance of the business owner—a solicitor I’d seen around town called Frank Forester—and marvelled at how some graffiti artists survived to adulthood.

‘We’ll take it from here,’ I said to Forester.

Forester let the boy go. ‘Look what he did!’ he spat, jerking his head towards the back wall of his office.

I looked at the bright red swirls that took up half the brick wall. The huge word RAPPER was shiny and wet.

‘Mind if we take a look, Rap Boy?’ Wozza nodded towards the kid’s backpack, which had fallen to the ground in the struggle.

‘Don’t you need a warrant to do that?’ snarled the boy.

I rolled my eyes.

Wozza kneeled down and unzipped the bag. ‘What have we here?’ He pulled out several cans of spray paint.

‘They’re not mine—I’m minding them for a friend,’ muttered the boy.

‘And let me guess,’ I said, touching my chin thoughtfully, ‘you can’t remember the name of this friend?’

The boy glared at me. Kids like this were so predictable. It was as if they all bought a play book when they turned thirteen so that they could recite the same answers to every cop who questioned them.

Sullen. Mouth in a thin line. Eyes narrow.

I took out my small police-issue notebook. ‘Name?’

But the kid was having none of it. He crossed his arms in front of him, face blank.

It was all too much for Frank Forester. ‘You little bastard!’ he said.

‘Sir, that’s not helping,’ I began.

‘Yeah,’ the kid sneered at the solicitor, ‘mind your language.’ Before anyone could stop him, Frank Forester lunged towards the bag and grabbed a can of spray paint. He shook it vigorously, and the ball inside rattled and clacked.

‘Mate, you need to put that down,’ said Wozza, raising his hands in an appeal for calm.

But Frank Forester was beyond listening. He tore the lid off the can and I just had time to jump backwards as he made his own artwork. The boy’s backwards baseball cap suddenly turned lipstick red, and so did his jacket. Forester waved his arms like a conductor, turning the boy’s black skinny jeans and fancy runners a vibrant red. The graffiti artist spluttered in horror as Forester stepped back and admired his handiwork. I studied the canvas from a professional distance; the guy had done a good job. Very Picasso.

The kid looked down at his ruined clothes. His bottom lip quivered and then he burst into tears. ‘Look what you’ve done to my stuff!’ he wailed.

‘Ever heard of irony?’ I said.

Wozza nodded to Forester. ‘You wanna press charges?’

‘No,’ Forester said, laughing. His complexion had returned to normal. ‘I think we’re even.’ He kicked the backpack towards the graffiti artist, who grabbed it and stalked off with as much dignity as his new colour scheme would allow.

‘You know who he is?’ I gestured towards the boy.

Frank Forester shook his head.

I heard the crackle of the police radio from the car. While it was always background noise, I picked up a small change in tone which instantly pushed chatter from the background to the fore.

Wozza caught my eye. He’d heard it too. ‘Gotta go,’ he told Forester.

Inside the car, we listened to the report from a nasal-voiced D24 operator. ‘Farmer’s just rung in to report a young female staggering down the highway, approximately five kilometres to the north of town. He said he drove past thinking she was just drunk, but now he’s thought about it, he’s put in a concern-for-welfare call.’

‘Roger that,’ I said into the radio. ‘We’ll check it out.’

Wozza gunned the engine and donuted the car on the gravel of the laneway, spinning it in the direction we’d just come from. Lights and bells for this one.

‘Clear left,’ I said as we got to the end of the lane.

Wozza screeched onto the road, then sped towards the highway. Traffic pulled to the verge to make way for our unmarked police car with sirens wailing and dash lights flashing like a Christmas tree.

Once he hit the highway, Wozza planted his foot and I saw the speedo creep up to 140. The scenery out the side windows was a green blur. To give our ears a rest, Wozza flicked off the siren as soon as there were no other cars in sight. Rushing to a job always gave me a shot of adrenaline as powerful as any drug. A sidewards glance at Wozza told me he had the same reaction. Jobs like this were Forrest Gump’s box of chocolates: you never knew what you were going to get. It could be a hitchhiker, or it could be something bad. For some cops, adrenaline played havoc with their stress levels, but I fed on it. It helped exercise a mental toughness vital to the job. I’d had my share of nightmare jobs full of blood and death, fatal accidents, bizarre suicides, child drownings and Gemma—but every time it didn’t get to me, I got stronger. That was the theory anyway.

It only took a couple of minutes for the girl to come into view, and seconds for it to become obvious that she wasn’t a staggering drunk.

Wozza slowed the car, so that by the time we reached her he could come to a gentle stop so as not to frighten her. He turned off the ignition and pocketed the keys as he climbed from the vehicle. I reached her first.

‘Honey.’ My voice was gentle. ‘What happened?’

The girl looked to be in her late teens but it was hard to tell. Her white dress was smeared with blood and her long blonde hair whipped around her in the chill afternoon wind; some stuck to the side of her head, glued down with blood. Eyes haunted. Barefoot. Dirty.

I turned to Wozza and whispered, ‘Blanket.’ He retreated to the boot, clicked it open and reappeared with a thermal blanket that I wrapped around the girl’s trembling shoulders. I led her to the back of the police car and helped her inside. I closed the door, then hurried around to the other side of the car and climbed in beside her. I reached over and helped buckle her seatbelt.

Wozza gunned the engine and U-turned, heading straight for the hospital.

I pulled my iPhone from my pocket and tapped a few buttons until the recording app filled the screen. I kept my voice low and even as I spoke to the girl. ‘I’m going to record you to get the details of what happened.’ As soon as we reached the hospital, the girl would be whisked away, and hours could be lost in the hunt for whoever did this to her. There was a fine line between the detective’s need to get as much information as soon as possible and the needs of the victim. And from the looks of things—the girl’s unfocused, enlarged pupils, the blood on her dress and her injured feet—she had been drugged, probably sexually assaulted, and dumped on the road somewhere further on, left with little but the presence of mind to head towards town.

‘What’s your name?’ I asked gently.

The girl was like a fawn, shaking, wide-eyed. Bewildered. ‘It’s—’ She broke off and her eyes looked downwards. Tears spilled onto her dress. ‘They just threw me out of the car … I didn’t do anything wrong.’ She wept.

‘Can you tell me what happened?’

The girl nodded, still dazed, staring ahead at nothing. ‘I don’t really remember …’

‘You said, “They just threw me out of the car.” Who’s they?’ The use of the plural had worried me—it implied more than one offender.

The girl shook her head as if to clear the haze. ‘All I remember is going out to the pub last night to celebrate my eighteenth.’ Her voice was slurred, and from this angle I could see her swollen lip. She had been hit as well.

‘Your name?’ I took the girl’s cold hand in mine, trying to radiate some warmth into her.

‘Meg. Meg Mulligan.’

‘Good girl, Meg,’ I said. ‘Which pub were you at last night? Can you remember?’

‘The Royal,’ she said in a small voice. ‘It was my first night. You know, to drink legally.’ She shifted in her seat and flinched in pain.

‘Who were you with?’ Anyone who was there with Meg would be interviewed as a potential witness.

‘Rachel, Jess, Anna—’ Meg scrunched her eyes shut, wincing. She held a shaking hand in front of her stomach, clearly in great pain. ‘They’re from school. They’re eighteen as well.’

I saw Wozza dart a sharp glance into the back seat. Meg was a schoolkid; somehow that made it worse.

I pressed on. We were nearly at the hospital and time was running out. ‘What do you remember about last night?’

Meg’s breathing returned to normal and she opened her eyes; they were blue like the sea. ‘This old drunk guy was hassling us … you know, wanting to dance and buy us drinks.’

‘What did he look like?’

‘He was really old,’ said Meg, shuddering at the memory, ‘like maybe seventy. He had brownish hair, but thin like those ads for hair loss.’

I nodded, encouraging. ‘Did he remind you of anyone?’

Meg closed her eyes. After a moment, she said, ‘No, not really, but he had one of those big red drinker’s noses.’

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Then what happened?’

‘He was really annoying and gross and then this other guy came up to him and told him to nick off.’

I gave an involuntary start of recognition. ‘Did this new guy talk to you?’

‘Yeah,’ said Meg. A small smile turned up the corners of her mouth. The movement must’ve hurt her, though, because the smile faded and she touched a hand to her jaw, running it over the swelling as if she couldn’t quite believe it was her own face. ‘He was a bit old too, but he bought us all drinks, and we figured even if he was dodgy, we were all there. What could possibly happen in a bar?’

What indeed? I thought.

Wozza pulled into the hospital, and I was reaching over to stop the recording when Meg said something in a small voice laced with pain. I let my finger hover over the stop button. ‘What was that?’ I held the phone closer to the girl to catch what she said.

‘His name was Jack,’ she whispered.

I didn’t react in front of the girl. There was no time.

‘We’re at the hospital,’ Wozza said. ‘We’re going to take you inside to get some medical help.’

For a moment, Meg looked startled and then afraid. ‘Mum works here!’ she said, panic in her voice. ‘She doesn’t know … she thinks I stayed at Rachel’s.’
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Meg’s mother was one of the first nurses to approach us as we entered the emergency department. Her face, set in the professionally detached way of medical personnel, changed and crumpled the moment she recognised her daughter. Her mouth opened in an O and a primal cry escaped her lips as she ran towards us.

A trolley appeared from nowhere, and Meg was loaded on and wheeled quickly through big double doors into the treatment section. Wozza and I followed the entourage unobtrusively, listening closely to glean anything we could from the medical exchange.

Meg was examined by the doctor on duty, who then called the surgeon. Her bruised hand was wiped clean with an alcohol wipe, then a cannula was inserted. The girl barely flinched.

‘What happened, Meggie?’ said her mother in a trembling voice.

‘I’m sorry, Mum,’ Meg managed to whisper before lying back on the pillow and closing her eyes.

One of the other nurses took Mrs Mulligan by the arms and moved her away from her daughter. ‘She has to be examined,’ said the nurse. ‘You’ll see her again soon.’

‘I can’t just wait here,’ she said in a panic.

I stepped forward. ‘Mrs Mulligan,’ I said in the same gentle voice I had used on her daughter, ‘could we go somewhere and talk?’

Mrs Mulligan’s eyes focused on us for the first time. ‘Did you bring her in?’ Her lips trembled.

‘Yes,’ said Wozza. ‘We found her a couple of k’s away on the highway. Brought her straight here.’

‘Thank you.’ She reached out and took Wozza’s hands and squeezed her gratitude.

‘What we really need to do now is have a talk with you,’ I said. ‘Is there somewhere we can sit?’

The efficient nurse who had inserted Meg’s cannula took over. She led Meg’s mother to a small visitors’ room. We followed. There were seats, an urn and a fridge. In moments, we all had cups of tea, and the door to the room had been discreetly closed.

‘What happened to her?’ Mrs Mulligan’s face was contorted with worry.

‘We don’t know,’ I said. ‘It appears that something happened after her birthday drinks last night.’

Mrs Mulligan let out a sob. ‘I told her to be careful. But kids today …’ Her voice trailed off.

‘She didn’t do anything wrong. Someone did this to her.’ My voice was firm. ‘When did you last see Meg, Mrs Mulligan?’

With shaking hands, the distraught woman blew her nose on a tissue she pulled from her sleeve. ‘Please, call me Trish,’ she said, sniffing.

‘When we spoke to her on the way here, Meg said she was out with Rachel, Anna and Jess.’

Trish nodded. ‘Meg and the girls left our place last night about seven thirty. They were going to the pub to celebrate Meg’s birthday, then they were all staying at Rachel’s. I can’t believe …’ Fresh tears rolled down her cheeks. ‘They’ve all been friends since primary school. I can’t believe they left her … I can’t believe they didn’t tell me she wasn’t with them …’

‘We don’t know what happened yet,’ said Wozza. ‘We need to talk to the girls.’

‘They should be at school now,’ said Trish with a glance at her watch. She gave us their addresses, just in case they weren’t. I took notes.

‘Does Meg have a boyfriend?’ Wozza asked.

Trish shook her head. ‘She used to date Nathan Forester until …’ Her voice trailed off.

‘They have a fight?’ Wozza prompted.

‘No,’ said Trish. ‘They were just … young.’

I looked closely at Meg’s mother. Something crossed her face, a memory perhaps, and not a good one. ‘Can you tell us what happened between Meg and the Forester boy?’

She shook her head. ‘It has nothing to do with this. It’s irrelevant. They’re just kids.’

There was something about her reaction that didn’t feel right. I suspected we would need to look into this further.
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CHAPTER 12

SCHOOL CORRIDORS OF SMALL POWERS

A rape kit had been done and Meg’s clothes were bagged and tagged. We returned to the station, where I carried the brown paper bag in from the car and logged it into evidence, then we headed straight to the school to talk to Meg’s friends. It was the last day of the school term so it was a chance to catch them all together.

Once we were walking back to the car, I noticed Wozza looked like he’d taken a knock on this case. I could only imagine that having three daughters of your own would have to make you take the attack of a teenaged girl in the town a little personally. I had things I took personally too. Getting a new partner was about figuring these things out so that a synchronicity developed.

‘Cases like this are tough,’ I said.

‘You can say that again,’ said Wozza with a small shake of his head. He clicked the car unlocked and we both climbed in. Then he changed the subject. ‘Meg’s mum reacted weirdly when she mentioned the Forester kid,’ Wozza said.

‘Forester? Where have I heard that name before?’ My forehead creased. I reached into my back pocket, took out my notebook. ‘Forester. The guy we saw this morning—the one who sprayed the graffiti kid. Reckon it’s his kid?’

‘Curiouser and curiouser,’ said Wozza. ‘The kid who might be Frank Forester’s son went out with Meg Mulligan and …’ ‘You think there could be a connection between Meg’s attack and his shop being targeted?’

‘On one hand, there’s no such thing as coincidence,’ said Wozza, ‘but on the other hand, it’s a small town; everyone’s connected.’

‘Well, how is Jack Barratt connected to all of this?’

‘You think it was Jack?’ asked Wozza. ‘Could he have done this the day after he got out on bail?’

‘I don’t know.’ I shook my head. ‘Could he be stupid enough to use his real name?’

‘I’ve caught a lot of crooks because they’re stupid,’ said Wozza.

I grinned. ‘Me too,’ I said. ‘I was looking for a crook once. We got intel that he was at a shopping mall. I got centre management to put an announcement over the PA asking him to come to the customer service area. Couple of minutes later, there he was. It was like reeling in a fish.’

‘Nice one.’ Wozza grinned in appreciation. ‘My funniest catch was when I fell on one. I was chasing a bloke and he jumped a fence. I jumped over after him. Didn’t realise he’d come a cropper and I landed right on top of him.’

‘Did you buy him dinner first?’ I asked.

Wozza laughed. His mood lightened.

I said, ‘As soon as Meg Mulligan wakes up, we need to ask if her Jack had a fresh set of black eyes. You saw him in court. Bit hard to hide something like that.’

Wozza nodded. ‘Part of his face was the colour of a plum.’

‘First, we need to talk to the school principal, then we have to find’—I checked my notes—‘Rachel, Jess and Anna. See what they’ve got to say.’

Wozza pulled into the school grounds. Parked illegally, right near the door.

If Rachel, Jess and Anna were at school, I wondered why there hadn’t been a whisper about their missing friend. Why weren’t they shouting her disappearance from the rooftops? Then again, there were many reasons girls kept secrets.

‘C’mon,’ said Wozza, hauling himself out of the car. ‘No rest for the wicked.’

I frowned. The wicked in this small town were very busy indeed.
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The Deception Bay High School was red-bricked and square, and somehow a bit taller than the primary school version down the road where two of Wozza’s daughters went, and where I had experienced some sporadic schooling many years ago when my mother went off on one of her missions—inoculations in Africa, orphanages in Nepal—and left me with my grandmother. I was plucked out of my school in the city and landed at Deception Bay Primary.

As we looked for the front entrance, a gaggle of tall boys with lank hair and untucked shirts walked past, nudging and pushing each other in the way peculiar to boys of that age.

Wozza groaned. ‘Oh jeez, I bet my Sophie brings home one just like that.’

I elbowed my partner in the arm. ‘Sophie’s little. Give her at least a couple more years before she raises your blood pressure.’ I pictured a slightly older Wozza greeting Sophie’s potential suitors at the door with his police badge in hand. I looked sideways at him. He was in his mid-forties, not as fit as he should be, thick around the middle, and his work suit was a bit crumpled. There was a smudge of jam on his tie. Sophie and her sisters could do a lot worse for a dad, I thought.

We located a sign that pointed to the front office and followed it to a reception area. Behind a glass sliding window, an officious-looking woman in a cardigan sat at a desk. She looked at us suspiciously over the top of her spectacles.

‘Yes?’ she said, elongating the one syllable into two.

‘We’re from the police,’ I said, holding up my badge. ‘We’d like to speak to the principal.’

‘I’m afraid that’s not possible,’ the woman said curtly. ‘He’s in a meeting.’ She looked smug.

‘This is a time-sensitive matter,’ I said, trying to ignore her blatant rudeness.

‘Not possible,’ she sniffed and turned back to her typing.

‘Is he on the premises?’ I asked.

‘Yes,’ the secretary replied, as if we should’ve known the answer.

‘Okay then.’ I turned and walked down the corridor into the building.

Wozza raised his hands in mock helplessness at the secretary and followed me.

‘You can’t just—’ she screeched.

She hurried out of the office and followed us as I opened doors to look inside offices. I came to one with the title DEPUTY PRINCIPAL stencilled on the door and found a woman sitting behind a desk. She looked much friendlier than the secretary.

‘I’m sorry to disturb you, but would you mind telling me where I can find the principal? My partner and I are from the Deception Bay CIB. We need to see him on a matter of some urgency.’

‘Of course.’ The woman jumped up from her chair and came around her desk to us.

The secretary caught up and began apologising to the deputy principal. ‘I’m so sorry, Margaret,’ she said, in the kind of high-pitched voice that reminded me of a cockatoo. ‘These rude people just barged past. I tried to tell them Duncan’s in a meeting, but they wouldn’t listen.’

‘It’s all right, Judy,’ said the deputy principal. ‘I’ll take it from here.’

‘But …’ Judy glared at me but I didn’t react or back down, which made her bristle, huff, then turn on her sensible heels and head back in the direction of the office.

‘Don’t mind her,’ said the deputy principal. ‘She’s been here since the ark. Thinks she owns the place.’

‘You have my condolences,’ said Wozza.

The deputy principal snorted a loud spontaneous laugh. ‘I’m Margaret Donaldson,’ she said, shaking both our hands. ‘What can I do for you?’

‘We need to talk to the principal and we then need to speak to some of your students,’ I said.

‘Can I ask what this is about?’ Margaret looked concerned.

‘It’s one of your students. Someone’s been hurt …’ Wozza said.

Margaret gasped in shock. ‘Who? What’s happened?’

‘We really need to speak with the principal,’ I said.

‘Of course.’ She took off up the corridor, past another couple of doors and opened the third.

Wozza and I followed. From behind her, we could see a bunch of people sitting around a large oval table. Margaret spoke in a quiet voice and a man who looked to be in his late fifties sitting at the far end of the table stood up and came to the door. Margaret beckoned him out and shut the door after him.

I stepped forward and introduced myself, flashing my badge at the same time.

The principal looked at me dismissively, then spoke to Wozza. ‘I’m Duncan Edwards,’ he said, holding out his hand. Wozza shook it.

‘We need to speak to you,’ I said.

He nodded, poker-faced. I watched him closely. At this early stage in the investigation, any male in Meg Mulligan’s sphere needed to be looked at. A school principal was no exception.

‘Come into my office.’

We all followed him to an office next to the boardroom. It was twice as big as Margaret’s. Duncan Edwards took the power position on the business side of the desk while we were relegated to less grand chairs on the visitor side. I remained standing.

I pulled no punches. ‘Meg Mulligan was attacked last night while she was out celebrating her eighteenth birthday with some friends—girls from this school. We are going to need to talk to them to establish their movements.’

‘I will need to be present—’ said Duncan Edwards at the exact same moment Margaret gasped, ‘Is Meg okay?’

‘She’s at the hospital,’ I said.

Margaret gave a strangled cry. ‘Oh God!’

‘We don’t know the extent of her injuries, but she’s in good hands,’ I said. ‘We need to speak to the girls she was with last night.’ I flicked open my notebook and read the three names: ‘Rachel, Jess, Anna. And Nathan Forester,’ I added.

Margaret stood straight away. ‘They’re friends of hers. I know who they are.’ She left the office to locate the students.

Duncan Edwards stood up, stretched to full height. ‘I’m going to have to insist that I am present during your meeting with these students,’ he said.

I’d already taken his measure. Officious. Pompous. Bullish. And in this small school world, he would be used to getting his own way.

‘I appreciate that you want to be there for the students’—an overly generous interpretation of his request, I thought—‘but they are eighteen, which means they’re adults. Your presence won’t be required.’

‘But—’

‘Can you point us to a room we could use?’ asked Wozza, getting up from his chair.

I watched Duncan Edwards carefully. He did not look happy, but he also looked like a man who wouldn’t touch a battle he couldn’t win with a ten-foot pole. Without a word, he came out from behind his desk and walked past me and Wozza. I got a waft of Old Spice aftershave as he passed.

We followed him into a small room with a round table in the middle and six chairs around it. It would do just fine. The room had a window into the corridor; I would have to make sure the girls faced inwards, not outwards; I didn’t want Duncan Edwards—or anyone for that matter—looking in and getting any inkling of what the girls were saying. As soon as the principal left us with a barely concealed huff, I arranged the chairs accordingly.

‘You made a new friend there,’ said Wozza.

I laughed. Luckily, making friends wasn’t on the top of my to-do list. ‘We’ll sit there.’ I indicated the two seats facing outwards.

Wozza looked up at the window and nodded. He understood.

Minutes later, Margaret appeared with three girls in tow. She introduced them. Jess was the taller of the trio. She had a confident look about her; long dark hair artfully tied up in a loose bun on top of her head. Rachel and Anna were a little blotchy, in that awkward stage schoolgirls go through. I remembered my own braces/pimples combo. Anna had braces. Rachel didn’t but needed them.

‘And Nathan Forester?’ Wozza asked Margaret.

‘I checked the roll. He isn’t at school today.’

I glanced at Wozza. Nathan’s absence wasn’t a good sign. In a low voice, I said to Margaret, ‘Is Nathan’s dad the lawyer in town? Frank Forester?’

A look I couldn’t read passed over her face, then a slight incline of her head told me Frank was indeed Nathan’s father.

The girls looked nervous. I thanked Margaret then pointed to the three chairs and invited them to sit.

Wozza closed the door.

Jess took the lead, as I’d suspected she might.

‘What’s going on?’ she asked.

‘I’m Senior Detective Pollard and this is Senior Detective Harvey.’ I pointed to Wozza. ‘Earlier today, we picked Meg Mulligan up from the side of the road and now she’s in hospital.’ I stopped. Watched for a reaction.

Got one.

Shock. Disbelief. Fear.

The girls looked at each other, mouths agape. Finally, Jess spoke. ‘But … she was fine at the pub …’

Wozza said, ‘Can you tell us what happened last night?’

Rachel spoke. ‘Meg broke up with Nathan Forester a couple of weeks ago, so we wanted to take her to the pub for her eighteenth so she could …’ Rachel suddenly looked embarrassed.

Jess filled the silence. ‘Maybe find someone new,’ she said with authority. ‘You have to date your way out of a broken heart.’

I noted the teen version of healing. More experienced women knew that a quick replacement only masked a broken heart. My own heart still ached after leaving Daniel. Four months later, and there was no such thing as a quick replacement when every man felt like a poor comparison to him.

Anna chimed in with a voice slightly distorted by her braces. ‘Then Nathan turned up at the pub. Meg isn’t really over him.’

‘Did they go off together?’ I kept my voice even.

Jess looked at me, brow furrowing as the pieces slid into place. ‘Did Nathan do something to her?’

Wozza answered. ‘We don’t know what happened to Meg. She doesn’t remember.’

‘Why didn’t she go home with you?’ I asked.

Again, they looked at each other; uncomfortable. Anna spoke: ‘We thought she must’ve left with Nathan … you know … to celebrate.’

I understood. Meg would celebrate her eighteenth by going off with Nathan, and her friends would cover for her. ‘Didn’t you think it was odd that she didn’t turn up for school today?’

A flood of colour rose in Rachel’s cheeks. ‘Nathan’s not here either,’ she said. ‘We thought maybe they … got a room or something.’

I made a note in my notebook. Where is Nathan?

Wozza said, ‘Meg told us about some men at the pub who were buying you drinks. Do you know who they were?’

‘First, it was some guys from the footy club,’ said Jess, flicking a tendril of hair from her face.

Wozza asked if the girls knew who the guys were.

‘I’ve seen them around before,’ said Anna. ‘Some are friends of my brother’s.’

‘Then there was that other guy,’ said Rachel. ‘Said his name was Jack. He looked like that guy who works at the school holiday program.’

‘The cute one?’ said Anna.

Rachel nodded.

‘Did you notice anything about him?’ asked Wozza, his voice casual.

I wanted to add, Like two huge black eyes? but stopped myself.

The girls described Jack as being tall and kind of nice-looking ‘for an older dude’.

‘Any distinguishing features? Any … marks on his face?’ said Wozza.

The girls shook their heads.

Wrong Jack.

They hadn’t noticed anyone else hanging around them, and they had left when they realised Meg was gone. They thought she left with Nathan.

‘I messaged her, but she didn’t answer,’ said Rachel. ‘I just assumed she was too busy to check her phone.’ She suddenly looked horrified when she realised there was a more sinister reason for Meg’s silence.

‘How long did Jack stay after Meg left?’ I asked.

The girls looked at each other.

‘I don’t remember seeing him after she left,’ said Jess.

‘Yeah,’ said Rachel. ‘He bought us one round of drinks after an old guy pestered us and then …’ She looked upwards in thought.

‘Then we got talking to those guys from the footy club,’ finished Anna.

‘And after that,’ said Jess, frowning, ‘no Jack, no Meg.’

‘I was sure she went off with Nathan …’ Rachel stopped, and she put her hand over her mouth. A sob escaped her. ‘What have we done?’

I was quick to reassure her. ‘You haven’t done anything. You weren’t to know.’ There was no sense adding to their guilt. After all, they weren’t the ones who separated Meg from the herd and pounced.

We got as much information as we could—including Nathan Forester’s address—then Wozza and I left the girls and bade goodbye to Margaret, who was waiting anxiously outside in the corridor.

‘Let me know if there’s anything I can do,’ she said.

We were just about to take our leave, when I turned back to Margaret. ‘Actually, there is something you can do. Can you get us the names of all the people who work at the school holiday program?’

‘Absolutely,’ said Margaret. ‘I’ll email the list to you.’

I handed her my card, and Wozza and I left the building.

Duncan Edwards was nowhere to be seen.
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CHAPTER 13

THE LOST BOY

Nathan Forester was tall like his father, but with none of the easy confidence. When he opened the door, a musty stale smell came out from behind him. The house was one of the heritage types that dotted Deception Bay, all stained glass and old bluestone. But sometimes a simple smell was enough to suggest something wasn’t right.

I introduced myself and Wozza and asked if we could come in. Nathan looked torn; he clearly didn’t want us to come in, but he wasn’t old enough or wise enough to keep us out.

‘Sure,’ he said finally. He pushed the creaky wire door open, then stepped back to let us pass.

‘Is your mum home?’ I asked.

‘Nah,’ said Nathan, a little sullenly. ‘She lives in Queensland with her boyfriend.’ There was an edge of contempt to his voice.

Like my farmhouse, this house had a long passageway with rooms off either side. At the end of the passageway was the kitchen. The smell was much stronger inside the house, musty and possibly even mouldy in places. Threadbare carpet muffled the sound of our footsteps down the hall. The kitchen had a small round table, kicked and scuffed. Dishes piled in the sink and on the draining rack.

‘Jeez,’ said Wozza, ‘who cleans up around here?’

The boy looked around at the mess as if seeing it for the first time. ‘No one, I guess.’

He gestured at the table and I pulled out a chair and sat. Wozza and Nathan followed my lead.

‘We need to talk to you about Meg Mulligan.’

‘Why?’ Nathan’s voice was petulant. ‘We broke up.’

‘Why weren’t you at school today?’ asked Wozza.

‘Didn’t feel like it.’

It was like getting blood out of a stone. Didn’t stop me, though. ‘Does your dad know you’re not at school?’

Nathan gave a mirthless laugh, then shrugged.

‘When did you last see Meg?’ I watched the young man for signs that he might know what happened to her. I saw none.

‘Last night. I went down the pub. Jess posted Meg’s birthday pictures on Instagram so I knew she’d be there.’ Nathan looked down at his hands. Fingernails bitten to the quick. He picked up a coaster and began turning it around and around.

‘Was she there?’ asked Wozza, knowing the answer.

‘Yeah.’

‘Tell us what happened when you saw her,’ I said.

Nathan looked up and met my eyes, the dull look suddenly sparking. ‘What’s this about?’ he said. ‘Has something happened to Meg?’

‘Why do you ask that?’ Wozza leaned forward.

Nathan bit his lip. ‘Because you’re here asking me questions.’

‘Tell us about seeing Meg at the pub,’ I said, careful to keep my voice even.

‘They posted on Instagram at seven thirty. When I saw the post, I went down there. I kind of hung back—you know, just to watch her.’

I made a note of the times. ‘Did she see you?’

He shook his head. ‘Anyway, this guy bought her a drink and I’d had a beer and I thought it’s now or never. I went up to her and said happy birthday and she looked happy I was there.’ Nathan grimaced at the memory.

‘Who bought her the drink?’ I asked a little sharply.

Nathan thought for a moment. ‘Dunno. From where I was standing, it was a bit hard to see. And anyway, I was focused on Meg.’

‘Would you recognise him again if you saw him?’

Nathan shrugged. ‘I guess.’

‘She was happy to see you?’ Wozza prompted.

‘I think so … at least, she seemed to be. She agreed to go outside with me and talk. I was gonna ask her if we could patch things up between us.’

From Nathan’s expression, it was easy to see the conversation hadn’t gone well; there was a fragility around him that did not suggest a reconciliation. ‘What happened then?’ I asked.

‘She was fine until we got outside, then she started acting all drunk. I reckon she was taking the piss out of me, because one minute she was fine, then a minute later she was slurring and staggering and doing this stupid giggle.’ Nathan’s lip trembled. ‘And all I wanted to do was tell her … how I felt about her.’

A grim realisation. I knew what had happened. The drink Meg was given just before Nathan asked her to go outside must’ve been spiked. Meg wasn’t acting drunk; she was a vulnerable drugged teen outside a pub. ‘What did you do then?’

Nathan looked at me. ‘She made me so angry …’ He bowed his head and finished in a low voice, ‘I called her a bitch and walked home.’

‘So you just left her there? Outside the pub?’ said Wozza.

‘Yep,’ said Nathan.

‘Did you see anyone else outside?’ I asked, marvelling at the stupendous dark luck afforded whoever it was spiking the drinks of women in this spate of attacks.

Nathan thought for a moment then shook his head. ‘Has something happened to Meg?’ he asked again.

‘Yes,’ said Wozza. ‘Something happened to Meg.’

After we’d given him the skeleton version of Meg’s attack, Nathan sat at the kitchen table, silent and stunned. As we rose to leave, I remembered how cagey Meg’s mum had been when we asked her about the break-up.

‘Why did you two break up?’ I asked in a gentle voice.

Nathan looked at me. Took a moment to focus, like he was processing the question. ‘It was so dumb,’ he said. ‘She used to come round here all the time. One day, she came round and I was late getting home to meet her here. By the time I got home, she’d gone. When I went round to her place, she said she couldn’t see me anymore. I didn’t know why.’

‘What? So you left her sitting on your front step and she dumped you?’ Wozza asked.

Nathan turned to him. ‘It wasn’t that bad. Dad was home. He let her in.’

I kept my voice casual. ‘What did your dad say happened?’

‘Nothing. He said she just cracked it and left.’

Catching Wozza’s eye, I ended the conversation. We left Nathan alone with his misery.
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Walking to the car, Wozza and I discussed Nathan Forester and what we had both just witnessed.

Wozza looked concerned. ‘Do you reckon his dad said something to her?’

‘Or did something to her …’ I let that hang between us.

On the drive back to the station, we both agreed that Nathan’s demeanour suggested he was telling the truth. He had seemed genuinely surprised—then genuinely distressed—when he learned Meg had been attacked, probably right after he left her.

While I didn’t think Nathan had anything to do with it, there was something about the boy that I couldn’t quite put my finger on. Was it something he wasn’t telling us? He had a kind of nervous caginess I’d seen all the time in street kids in the city. And what was with that house? What kind of parent was Frank Forester?

Next stop, the pub. The place Meg Mulligan had been when she was taken.
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It was late afternoon and there was a biting chill in the air when we stepped out of the car outside the Royal. The grand old pub loomed over the footpath, double-storeyed with wrought-iron balcony railings. A chalkboard outside the front door declared steak to be on the lunch menu today. Inside the pub, a huge fireplace was ablaze with a welcoming fire; it worked with the discreet lighting to cast the place in a warm golden glow.

Ralph Murphy greeted us as we came in. Ralph had been the proprietor of the Royal since I was a child. His wife was a good friend of my nan. There were at least seven Murphy kids I could remember. ‘What can I get you?’ he said with a jovial bartender’s hospitality.

‘Unfortunately, nothing,’ said Wozza, glancing at the beer taps, dotted with inviting condensation. ‘We’re working, Ralphie. Got a couple of questions.’

‘Shoot,’ said Ralph amiably, then laughed and raised his hands in submission. ‘Don’t mean that literally, Woz.’

Gun jokes were an occupational hazard.

‘I’m Antigone Pollard.’ I reached over the bar and shook Ralph’s hand. ‘I’m fairly certain I went to school with one of your kids. Ned?’

‘That’d be right,’ said Ralph with a twinkle in his eye. ‘He’s my black sheep. Divorced already. Can’t hold down a job. Are you single? Maybe I could fix you up.’

‘Tempting, but no,’ I said dryly, moving quickly to questions. ‘Were you working the bar last night?’

Ralph’s forehead creased and he scratched his head. ‘Yep. I was on. Bit of a crowd here.’

‘Got names?’ asked Wozza.

‘Oh, you know, the usual corner of old-timers. Couple of young ’uns. Regulars: Greg, Jimbo, One Eye, Lachie, Billy-o, Shags, Chuckles, Timmy Boy.’

Wozza nodded as if these crazy-arse names meant something to him. I watched Ralph for signs of discomfort or wariness. Saw none. Then I realised. ‘Lachie? Would that be Lachie Murtog?’

‘One and the same,’ said Ralph.

‘What about Meg Mulligan?’ said Wozza. ‘She was here last night.’

‘Yep,’ Ralph said. ‘Known Meg since she was knee-high to a grasshopper. She was here with a couple of her mates. It was her birthday. Her first legal drink.’

‘Did you see her leave?’ I asked.

‘Jeez, it was a busy night,’ said Ralph, rubbing his forehead. ‘I thought she left with the Forester kid. He was here moping around on his own, sitting on one beer. Then they both went out the back door. Last I saw of them.’

Wozza checked the ceiling. ‘Does the Royal have CCTV?’

Ralph laughed. ‘Nah, mate.’

When we broke the news to Ralph that Meg had met with foul play last night, he was shocked.

‘Nathan?’

‘Not looking that way,’ said Wozza. ‘It appears Nathan walked out with her but left her there. You sure you didn’t see her again?’

Ralph didn’t think he had. He looked devastated.

‘What about Jack Barratt?’ asked Wozza. ‘Did he come in?’

Ralph poured himself a lemonade from the tap. Took a swallow. Glanced at me. ‘Look, I heard what he did to you. He’s always seemed like a good bloke. S’pose you never can tell.’

‘Did you see him last night?’ I said, wanting to avoid any kind of discussion about what a ‘good bloke’ Jack Barratt was.

‘Came in here late afternoon. Told him he wasn’t welcome. Sent him on his way.’

I raised my eyebrows in a question.

Ralph shrugged. ‘I’ve got four daughters,’ he said quietly. ‘If there’s any chance that he’s the bastard targeting women in pubs, then he’s not welcome here.’

I got a lump in my throat. Sometimes kindness came from the unlikeliest of allies. I gave him a small nod of gratitude. He nodded back; no words necessary.

‘How did he react when you asked him to leave?’ asked Wozza.

‘He wasn’t happy,’ said Ralph, ‘but the publican’s the boss.’ He shrugged, acknowledging his authority humbly.
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Outside the pub, Wozza and I went through what we knew. Jack Barratt had been at the Royal late afternoon, but Ralph had kicked him out. He’d been gone before Meg and her friends arrived. And Lachie Murtog had been there at the same time as Meg. Wozza took out his notepad and scribbled down the names Ralph had given him. We would need to talk to all of them.
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CHAPTER 14

THE COMFORT OF A NANA

It had been a long Friday and I was looking forward to its end. It was after six by the time I turned the lights off in the office and headed out. Wozza had left earlier. His daughters needed collecting from various locations around town and I marvelled at the multitasking ability of parents. His departure had been reluctant, but uniform patrols were rostered to the four pubs around town, and after talking to Ralph Murphy at the Royal, Wozza and I had visited the other three and warned their staff about behaviours to watch out for.

I stayed later to type up notes from the day’s interviews before reviewing what we had. At the end, I was none the wiser about what had happened to Meg at the pub last night. Her friends thought she left with Nathan. Nathan thought she went back inside. Someone had slipped something into Meg’s drink—quickly. By the time she got outside with Nathan, it looked like she was drunk. Whatever the truth, Meg had a long road ahead of her. While some might think it was best not to remember, I had interviewed enough victims to understand that not knowing could be like fire ants crawling under your skin.

I thought about Jack Barratt. I wondered if there was any way he could have targeted Meg. Suddenly, I sat up a little straighter in my chair. We knew he wasn’t in the pub, but maybe he was loitering around outside, and there was Meg, alone and drugged … but then I slumped. That didn’t make sense. From what Nathan had said, Meg was already under the influence of something when she went outside. A follow-up call to Forensics suggested the wine sample from the night I drank with Jack at the pub was in a two-week-long queue. We hadn’t caught up with Lachie Murtog to ask him about Jack’s so-called cat or indeed, his connection to Jack

Paperwork and time—the two things TV cop shows got so wrong.
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The sun had set by the time I got to the Weeping Willow Nursing Home, a ramshackle old homestead on the cliffs, turned into aged care accommodation. It was surrounded by the most beautiful weeping willows with old gnarled trunks veiled by waterfalls of green-covered branches. Also, the abode of Nana Pollard. The home was clean and neat, and fresh flowers from the garden in vases around the place gave it a homely feel. Large bowls of potpourri made the whole place smell like roses. The furniture was mostly antique, wooden and floral fabrics. Nan always said it reminded her of home.

I found my grandmother sitting by the fireplace in the communal lounge room, rug over her knees, already in her dressing-gown even though dinner wasn’t long over. No one stood on ceremony here. She looked well and I was pleased. I knew the decision to move here hadn’t been an easy one, but I think—even though she would never admit it—that she liked being cared for after a lifetime of caring for others.

‘Oh, sweetie,’ said Nan when she saw me, ‘you shouldn’t bother to visit me when you’ve been at work all day.’

‘Don’t be silly, Nan,’ I replied, giving her a hug. ‘There’s no place I’d rather be.’ And it was true. This frail old woman had been like a second mother to me. There was something about my grandmother, who looked at me with pure love, that was different from my mother, who looked at me with … expectation? Disappointment? Maybe pure love skipped a generation. Grandparents were flexible; if you became a cop, not a doctor, they were still happy.

I sank into my favourite chair on the other side of the fireplace. Aside from regular visits here, I tried to take Nan back to the farm every time I had a day off. It brought tears to my eyes when I saw her slowly walk the long hallway, running her hands along the wall, as if feeling the memories. She did the same with her possessions; the crocheted table runner, the frame of a kitchen chair, absorbing the experience of coming home through her skin.

‘How’s that dog of yours?’ Nan asked.

‘He’s fine. Caught a rabbit the other day.’ I grimaced, even though by the time I got home, there wasn’t much left but a scattering of fur and a very pleased dog.

‘That’s the country for you,’ said Nan.

When Nan lived at the farm, there was always a string of dogs. I remembered running along behind her as she walked her pack through the paddocks each day. This memory was one of the reasons I felt so drawn to adopt Waffles; the farm wouldn’t be the same without a dog.

‘Waffles is fine. It’s me who has to get used to it.’

‘And have you heard from’—Nan hesitated—‘Daniel?’ Her old eyes were astute. Always had been. She would have made a good detective.

Tears came unbidden. Most of the time, I could hide it, but never from Nan. With her, I could feel as vulnerable as a child. I blinked the tears away.

‘I got a text that I didn’t answer. He misses me.’

‘Are you sure you can’t—’

‘Yes, I’m sure.’ And I was sure. No matter how many wonderful memories I had of our time together, I would never forget the way he spoke to me on the day it all ended. Of course, it had been a while in the build-up. I had noticed something like jealousy creep into his voice whenever I spoke about Gemma, like she took up too much of my time or headspace. I could sense it, but I never called him on it. I should have, but I didn’t. Daniel was a detective inspector and a decade my senior. Looking back, I deferred to him in a lot of things. Every case I had, he’d had one that was worse. It had never bothered me and I hadn’t even really noticed it until Gemma. Daniel said that what happened to her wasn’t that bad in the scheme of things. He’d seen women die of their injuries. Kept saying she was stupid to go to the park with him. Kept saying she’d get over it. Problem was, these proclamations came over a wine on our couch at night after I mentioned I’d seen Gemma. The broken distraught girl from my day was dismissed by night because he knew better. He knew more.

Only he didn’t. He knew nothing.

‘And how’s work?’ said Nan.

I blew out a deep breath. ‘I’ve had easier days.’

‘Anything you can talk about?’

I picked the one thing I could. Kept my voice low. ‘Do you remember about a decade ago, when Brett Millard shot his wife and suicided? Left a little girl alone in the house till they were discovered days later? I’m pretty sure it was the same Brett Millard that I went to school with.’

‘You did,’ said Nan, her brow furrowing.

‘How did I not know about this?’ I asked, incredulous. Even if I didn’t see Nan as much as I’d have liked, we spoke on the phone all the time.

Nan looked thoughtful. ‘If I remember rightly, it was when you were overseas, doing that course.’

‘You’re right!’ I said, suddenly realising. ‘It would have been when I was in America.’ About a decade ago, as a young police recruit, the force had offered a scholarship for a three-month firearms training course at Quantico. I’d applied and got it. Those three months in the US were like living in an information bubble.

Nan continued. ‘It was the talk of the town at the time—or should I say the murmur of the town. Everyone had an opinion, but out of respect for the families involved, people didn’t speak too loudly. Even Ernie at the local paper kept the reports down to the bare minimum. And of course, Sergeant Wheeler did his best to keep a lid on things. Shamed a couple of men at the pub when they started talking about it. They closed up like clams. I suppose we were all horrified for the little girl.’

‘Sergeant Wheeler?’

Nan shrugged. ‘He had something to do with it. Not that the police did much. Open-and-shut case, they said.’

‘I couldn’t even find much about it online.’

Nan’s eyes sparkled with pride. ‘The power of small-town protection. We can close up like a fortress when we want.’

I kept my tone casual. ‘Did you know the family well? I remember going around to their house.’

‘Oh yes,’ said Nan. ‘Carmel Millard was in the CWA. It was her son Brett who married the Mowbray girl. Nice couple they were, although Brett was a bit of a scallywag.’

Scallywag. The term wrenched. That was how Norma O’Mealley had described Crystal. The girl was probably just like her father, the father who no one spoke about, the father who murdered her mother. Nan’s voice continued as my mind wandered to the girl, but my attention was brought back into sharp focus when Nan mentioned Norma.

‘Of course, Norma felt terrible after it all happened.’

‘Norma?’

Nan nodded. ‘Yes, Norma O’Mealley.’

‘Your friend from the CWA? What did she have to do with it?’

‘Well, Norma was supposed to call over to the farmhouse on the day it happened. Young Shayna Millard had asked her for some cooking lessons and Norma went there on Fridays at eleven. Everyone knew that. Shayna was getting quite good at it. She wanted to enter her teacake into the town fair. Anyway, when Norma got there, she knocked and there was no answer. Shayna’s car was parked outside the farmhouse, but Brett’s car wasn’t there. Norma assumed that the family had gone out in Brett’s car and Shayna had forgotten about the cooking lesson. She didn’t think much of it and went home. It only came out later that they were both dead inside, and the little one was in there, hungry and alone.’ Nan shivered and pulled the rug over her knees with gnarled old hands. ‘If only she had’ve tried the front door; it was open. She could’ve gone in and found the little girl.’

‘Where was Brett’s car?’ I asked, to distract Nan away from if onlys. In my experience, if only questions hurt too much. The little girl—Crystal—had been in the house for days, alone with her dead parents, scavenging for food, snuggling up to her dead mother, and no one could change that.

Nan sighed. ‘It turned out that he’d had a car accident the week before and the car was at the repair shop. Norma wasn’t to know that.’

‘Of course not,’ I said soothingly. As we were speaking, so many memories of little Bretty Millard came flooding back. I hadn’t thought about him in years—and it occurred to me now there were some complex reasons for that.
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CHAPTER 15

THE NAUGHTY BOY IN THE ATTIC

Waffles greeted me at the gate as usual, and I resisted the urge to plant my foot and speed us both up the driveway. I also resisted the urge to climb the narrow staircase off the kitchen that led to the attic; I had to feed Waffles first. He liked his routine.

As soon as he was wolfing down his kibble and scraping his bowl on the wooden floor, I grabbed my old police-issue torch from the kitchen dresser. The ancient stairs made horror-movie creaks as I climbed to the top, praying the light would still work. It did. A dim bulb cast shadows across the space, making all the stored bulky furniture look like looming bears.

It was dusty. I had been up there a couple of months ago in the daylight, not long after moving in. The attic was so cluttered that any thought of clearing it out had gone into the too-hard basket, and I had shut the door on the overflowing boxes, old lamps, trunks and baby cribs.

I found the battered green suitcase that contained my childhood things tucked away at the bottom of an old wooden wardrobe. I pulled it out, sat down on the floor in front of it, then clicked the rusted latches. The camphor smell of mothballs. Nan scattered them around like confetti and the old suitcase hadn’t escaped. Probably just as well, because everything was intact, just a little yellowed and brittle. Using torchlight for extra illumination, I flicked through old school report cards, stories I’d written and paintings I’d done, until I came to the thing I was looking for. It was a class photo taken when I was in year three at Deception Bay Primary School. I stood in the middle row, wild-haired and gap-toothed, next to a dark-haired boy. I knew without checking the names typed below the photo. The boy was Brett Millard.

Bretty M, the naughty boy.

And so, naturally, I’d been drawn to him, because he had the confidence and daring that I’d wished I had at that age.

The memories came flooding back. Every time the teacher turned her back on him, Brett would be up to mischief. If there was a window broken at Deception Bay Primary, Brett would’ve been on the throwing end of the rock. If something went missing or pigtails were pulled, Brett would be there. Back then, his actions were exciting, but thinking back as an adult, I realised he must have been a nightmare for his parents and teachers.

And suddenly, a memory came to me, as clear as a bell.

One afternoon, I had gone around to Brett’s place to play. We were sitting on the floor of his bedroom when his father burst into the room. He was red-faced and angry and screaming. I didn’t understand all of it, but I got the gist—money had been stolen from the school and Brett had been accused of it and the school principal had called Brett’s dad.

I was frozen, mesmerised by the violence of the yelling, when suddenly Brett’s father raised his arm and I saw he had a cane. Brett looked like he was dancing on hot coals as his father swung the cane at his legs. His father’s arm moved in an arc, up and down, back and forth; the cane whistled through the air, followed by a sharp crack as it connected with Brett’s thin white legs over and over. A flap of his dad’s hair—usually oiled flat—came loose and whipped back and forth like a barn door in a storm. My mouth gaped in horror and I couldn’t move.

Finally, Mr Millard stopped, snapped the cane in half over his knee, and threw the pieces at his son, who cowered in a squat, arms around his head. The door slammed behind him. I took a gulp of air and ran over to Brett. I clung to him, crying.

‘Are you okay?’ I said, my voice no more than a whimper.

Brett pulled himself upright and choked back a sob. His cheeks were wet with tears, but I watched a transformation: Brett’s face uncrumpled and he gave a weak grin.

‘I’m okay,’ he said.

I looked down at his legs, which were crisscrossed with angry red welts. I didn’t know what to say.

‘Don’t tell anyone, okay?’ he whispered.

‘Why not?’ I said, even though I couldn’t think of anyone I would tell.

‘If your nan knows, she won’t let you come around and play anymore.’

I knew that was true.

Just as I was about to leave, I turned to Brett and whispered, ‘Did you take the money from school?’

Brett met my eyes. Then nodded.

Not long after that, I had moved back to Melbourne with my mother, and by the next stay with Nan, Brett had moved on to hang with a tougher group of like-minded young kids, and I found others to play with. Our time together had been intense but brief. I wondered if I had unconsciously repressed the whipping Brett had taken.

It can be confronting to look back at childhood through an adult lens; a police lens made it worse. As an adult and as a cop, I could only shake my head at my behaviour. Brett had needed me to speak up not cover up. Had my silence subjected him to years of beatings until he found Shayna and married young? And what sort of father had Brett been to his daughter before he lost all reason and murdered her mother? Did it all stem from that day in his bedroom? Or was that just one incident in a long line of incidents?

It was like I had put the memory of what happened to Brett in a box in my mind and locked it shut. Now that my own complicity came flooding back, I wondered how this event had subconsciously shaped me. Did I see shadows of Brett’s childhood vulnerability in Gemma? Was I destined to meet a string of damaged vulnerable people who were doomed, no matter how hard I tried to be there for them? I pushed the thought from my head.

Thinking like that was not helpful.

I set the photo aside, then piled the rest of the contents back into the suitcase and clicked the latches shut. At the doorway of the attic, I flicked off the light.

At that moment, Waffles started barking.
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CHAPTER 16

THE INTRUDER

When a normal dog barks, the owner’s first reaction might be annoyance. But when a trained police dog barks, it’s an alert—he senses a threat. From the top of the attic stairs, I saw Waffles at the French doors, barking like crazy at something outside.

Grabbing the torch, I moved quickly down the stairs. Waffles was at the back door. He was in a delighted frenzy, barking his continuous alert bark, tail wagging like a windscreen wiper. I looked outside but couldn’t see anything in the pitch-black country night. Adrenaline surged through me; made me feel taller. Waffle’s lead was on the bench and I grabbed it and snapped it on his collar. Despite their regal looks, police dogs in work mode were incredibly dangerous and so was Waffles right at this moment.

‘C’mon, boy,’ I said and opened the back door. Like a rock from a slingshot, Waffles flew outside. He raced towards the back shed, bounding gracefully in the dark. I used half my own strength and half the dog’s strength to keep up. At the shed, Waffles skidded to a halt and barked ferociously at the door. I held the lead tightly.

‘Who’s in there?’ I called, hearing the catch in my voice as the adrenaline coursed through me like a hit of narcotic.

I couldn’t hear any response, but that may have been because of Waffles’ barking. It was pointless trying to shut him up when he was in this state of excitement. Police dogs read adrenaline in their handlers as a signal that they are going to work—which for them is the equivalent of play. They also sense fear. Whoever was on the other side of the shed door was scared, and Waffles fed off it like a good alpha-male police dog should.

I reached out, turned the handle of the shed door, then yanked it open. I held on to Waffles, who was nearly out of his mind. His deep baritone bark echoed into the space.

‘Come out!’ I called, stepping back and shining the torch into the shed.

A large figure came from behind the door and charged. I caught the glint of a huge knife blade in the torch beam.

‘Attack!’ I yelled to Waffles and let go of the lead.

Like a spring, Waffles flew into the air, and I swung the heavy police-issue torch at the arm holding the knife. The man screamed and the knife clunked to the ground. I kicked it clear as he was knocked to the ground by a big black furious ball of fur and teeth, snarling and biting.

‘Stop!’ I ordered, and like he was trained to do, Waffles instantly stopped biting and returned to my side.

‘Fucken hell!’ panted the wounded man.

‘Who are you?’ I yelled. ‘What the hell are you doing in my shed?’

The man tried to scramble to his feet.

‘Don’t move!’ I ordered. ‘Or I’ll set the dog on you again!’ I pulled my phone from my back pocket and with shaking hands dialled the police station.

Jane picked up.

‘I’ve got an offender’s-on at my place,’ I told her. ‘I need a car …’ I shone my torch on the man. Saw blood. ‘And send an ambulance.’

‘Jeez, what did you do to this one?’ said Jane, a note of awe in her voice.

‘It wasn’t me this time; it was Waffles.’

I knew that the car and the ambulance were at least ten minutes away and that gave me time alone with the man. By the time I finished on the phone to Jane, my breathing had slowed, although Waffles was still panting a bit, and his long tongue was hanging out. There was also drool.

‘What’s your name?’ My voice was lower now, more menacing. Waffles picked up on it and growled.

‘I need a doctor,’ the man cried, rolling from side to side, clutching his arm.

I searched his distorted features for a face I recognised. Nope. I’d never seen this man before. What the hell was he doing in my shed? How did he get here? Did he hide because he heard Waffles bark? If so, what was he doing on my property? He writhed. I understood his pain since I had clocked him one with the torch and Waffles had bitten him. The arm was sure to be broken and he would probably need surgery for the bites. While he was preoccupied with his pain, I moved closer. Waffles stayed at my heels.

‘Lie still,’ I said, then patted him down for weapons. The last thing I wanted was for the guy to pull another knife on the ambos. His legs and ankles were clear. Bulk in his shirt pocket turned out to be a phone. I grabbed it out and put it on the ground, out of his reach. While the man writhed in pain, I rolled him over and pulled keys and a wallet from his back pocket. I flicked open the wallet.

Just as the sirens made themselves heard in the distance, I pulled out a licence. Looked at the picture, then compared it to the man. Both looked like thugs.

‘Can’t say it’s a pleasure to meet you, Matthew Bunting,’ I said. ‘I’m guessing right now you’re rethinking your late-night visit to my house.’

‘Bitch,’ he snarled and tried to sit up.

Waffles jumped forward and bit him on the leg. The man screamed with pain.

I called him off. ‘The thing with police dogs,’ I told Bunting, ‘is if they perceive a threat to their handler, they’re trained to attack. So you might want to reconsider your tone.’
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RECORD OF INTERVIEW

Record of Conversation between Constable Randall Casey and Matthew Bunting conducted at Deception Bay Hospital, Friday, 19 September, 10.13 pm

That bitch set her dog on me! Sure I was trespassing, but I know my rights. The punishment for trespassing shouldn’t be murder and that bloody dog nearly killed me. I want that dog put down! I want her charged! Awwwww! Oh God, I’m gonna puke.

[recording suspended due to vomiting]
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CHAPTER 17

A HALL FULL OF WOMEN WITH CAKE

I rose with the roosters on Saturday morning, feeling a little hungover, even though the only beverage I’d had was a strong cup of tea after Matthew Bunting had been loaded into the ambulance. While Randall accompanied the intruder to hospital, Jane had stayed behind with me, taking diligent notes about what had transpired and bagging the knife—a stark reminder that things could have turned pear-shaped. Why the man had been in my shed was a question for after his surgery.

I took Waffles for an early-morning run around the farm, and as we crested the boundary fence to the north of the property, I saw a white ute parked on the dirt access road. Number plates covered in mud. Damage to the front bumper bar and one headlight was broken. We climbed through the fence. Waffles sniffed enthusiastically at the driver’s-side door then looked up at me with his big brown eyes. I recognised the ute. He recognised the scent.

‘I know, buddy,’ I said, patting his head.

I pulled out my phone and took photos. Scuffed the mud off the plates, took photos of them. The ute was locked, so I headed back to the farmhouse with Waffles and called it in. The duty officer would organise for it to be towed. I was pretty sure the broken bits we’d collected from the road the other night when I’d stopped the ute in the main street would match the damage on this vehicle.

I pondered all this while Waffles and I played several games of fetch and tug-of-war with his favourite toy, an old rope twisted into a knot. Waffles pranced about, head held high, spring in his step; he knew he’d done good.

As the sun rose further in the sky, I rang the hospital. Meg Mulligan had a series of tests and doctor visits scheduled for the morning. The earliest she could give a statement would be late afternoon. Ditto for Matthew Bunting. I rang Wozza and arranged to meet him at work later, then showered and dressed in a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. I pulled on a blazer and a pair of R. M. Williams boots, pleased I didn’t have to cancel the CWA talk at 9 am. Not only did I not want to let Norma O’Mealley down, but I also wanted to try to find out what else the CWA president knew about the Millard murder-suicide.

I checked Waffles’ water bowl was full and tossed a rubber toy filled with kibble onto the verandah; that would keep him busy for a while. While I watched him pounce on it like a giant kitten, I called my friend Pip to confirm her trip up to the farm tomorrow, but I also wanted to hear her voice, which was light when she answered but didn’t stay that way. I told her about the man in the shed with the knife. Meg. Merv. Millards. She copped the lot. Like when we’d worked together, she listened, processed, then spoke.

‘We’ll talk about this over lunch tomorrow. In the meantime, I’m going to pull the file on the Millards. Sounds like you need to know what happened.’ She made her usual joke about needing a camel and a cut lunch to find me all the way out in the country. Then she was gone.

Sometimes gratitude makes your eyes fill.
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The CWA hall was an old weatherboard building, painted cream and dark green and nestled at the corner of a bushland reserve. There seemed to be a lot of women heading for the hall when I drove into the adjacent car park. No sooner was I out of my car than Norma O’Mealley hurried over. She must’ve been keeping an eye out for me.

‘Welcome to the CWA!’ she said.

‘Thanks for having me,’ I said. ‘And by the way, that cake you made for us was excellent. My senior sergeant had three slices.’

Norma blushed. ‘I’ve won ribbons with that cake,’ she said.

‘I can see why.’

I followed Norma into the chilly hall, which smelled like the musty old tents that were no doubt stored here as well. The hall doubled as the scouts’ meeting place and was lined with flags and emblems. There was a long trestle table set up at the back, and it was covered with a red-and white-chequered tablecloth. At one end was a stainless-steel urn surrounded by a sea of white cups and saucers, teabags and a coffee container. At the other end were cling-wrapped plates of cakes and scones.

I stepped to the front of the crowd—I estimated about a hundred women—and Norma stood by my side. I scanned the faces. Earnest, good women. My cop brain, always on, I wondered if any of these women had been targeted by Jack. The under-reporting statistics were always stark in my mind: around eighty per cent of sexual assault victims don’t come forward.

Once everyone was seated, Norma moved forward and tapped on an old microphone on a stand. There was more masking tape than microphone, holding everything together. Her tap echoed and was followed by a high-pitched whine of feedback from the speakers before everything settled.

‘Ladies, we have a very special guest with us today from the Deception Bay police. Detective Antigone Pollard is new here. She’s from Melbourne, but of course we all know her grandmother, Annie Pollard.’

The women clapped enthusiastically. Norma stepped aside and I took my place at the microphone. At a glance, it looked like all the local demographics were present: old, young, professional, retired. But as a police officer I knew that, regardless of position, any of them could fall victim to man’s inhumanity to woman.

‘Thank you so much for having me,’ I began as a small flutter arrived in my stomach. No matter what atrocities I dealt with at work, speaking in front of an audience always did what even the worst bad guy couldn’t—made me feel nervous. I cleared my throat. ‘I guess the most important message I want to talk about today is the safety of women. As you’ve read in the newspapers, there have been a number of incidents recently where women have been targeted in pubs and had their drinks spiked.’

‘Heard you put a stop to that with a karate chop,’ an older woman in the front row said with a chuckle. Her comment was followed by a hearty round of applause.

‘I can’t talk about ongoing investigations—and it was more headbutt than karate chop—but the point is, we all’—I emphasised the all to include myself—‘need to be careful. There are a lot of good guys out there, but among them are men who prey on women.’

‘What kinds of things can we do?’ asked Norma from her seat at the side.

‘Aside from teaching our young men not to rape women?’ I said. Sometimes I couldn’t help myself. I saw surprised looks from a number of women and hurried to explain. ‘When you think about it, we respond to attacks on women by telling women to alter their behaviour. But it’s not us who are doing anything wrong.’

Lots of murmuring and nodding.

‘Every time we hear a joke or a stereotype about women nagging or being inferior and we let it pass, every time we tell a girl to ignore inappropriate behaviour because it might be because a boy likes her’—I stopped and looked around the room; you could have heard a pin drop—‘we are suggesting the solutions lie with women. It’s almost like we take the actual cause out of the equation.’

A middle-aged woman in the front row raised her hand. I nodded in her direction.

‘I think you’re right, but in the meantime, is there anything we can do?’

I dismounted my high horse. ‘Sure. If you go to pubs, never leave your drink unattended is the first thing,’ I said. ‘From the moment you watch the bartender pour it to the moment you finish it, always keep it in your view or, better still, keep it in your hand. I investigated a case in Melbourne where a woman had a tradesman come to her home to give her a quote. She made them both a coffee. He distracted her by pointing to a painting and asking a question about it. The next minute, she started to feel drowsy. It was as simple and as cunning as that. The man was a sex offender and he unlocked the door at the back of her house, then, when she tumbled into bed after he left, he came back.’

Several women shivered with horror.

‘Another tip is to be careful who you drink with at the pub. It’s easy to be swayed by a handsome face and a kind word.’

A woman in the back row raised her hand. ‘I feel like it’s too dangerous to go out now.’

I sighed. It was a common reaction; injustice replaced the butterflies in my stomach. ‘The irony is that even though there are predators out there, women have more chance of being harmed by the men they eat breakfast with than any stranger.’ I paused to let that sink in for a moment.

A couple of women looked down into their laps.

‘In Australia, more than one woman a week is murdered by her partner or ex-partner. But that only tells a fraction of the story. For every woman who dies, there are thousands of women who live in abusive relationships and are subject to verbal or physical violence on a regular basis.’

A buxom woman in the second row snorted rather loudly. I stopped and the women either side of her turned to look.

‘More fool them for staying,’ she sniffed. ‘I would never stay with a violent man.’

The comment set off a chain of murmurs among the audience. But not everyone joined in.

I often heard this kind of response and hastened to address it. ‘I think we all have to appreciate that violence in the home does not occur out of the blue. In my investigative experience, it begins with a systematic chipping away at the woman’s self-esteem. This is often followed by isolation; the man will argue with the woman’s friends and family, or be so unpleasant that they stop visiting. He may even insist the woman not work outside the home and, if she does, he controls the finances.’ As I spoke, I could see a lot of women nodding, understanding these patterns in the lives of people they knew, or perhaps acknowledging their own story.

‘I’d still leave,’ said the buxom woman.

‘Maybe you would,’ I agreed, ‘but until you’re alone and isolated, with no money and a couple of kids, and have to choose between staying with an abusive man or leaving and making your children homeless, it’s hard to know what any of us would choose. And remember, these women are incredibly vulnerable; don’t make it worse by blaming them for what their partners do.’

The woman looked chastened.

‘So what do we do about it?’ asked Norma, glancing sideways at the woman beside her. I’d noticed her before the talk. Especially her swollen jaw, not quite disguised with make-up.

The woman was listening with rapt attention.

‘Instead of asking: Why doesn’t she leave?, we need to ask: Why does he hit her? Greater minds than ours are trying to find the answers to family violence,’ I said, ‘but here’s what I know. Violence becomes a success strategy for men who behave like this; it ensures they always get their own way. Now, here’s what I know about dominance. Some people—male and female—feel the need to establish a pecking order in their dealings with others. These kinds of people will push or snip until you either fight back or back down. The minute you back down, they win. If you fight back, they back down.’

More nodding from the audience.

‘When I come across people and identify this pattern,’ I said, ‘I try to call them on it. It’s not the most comfortable thing to do, but boy, does it save you a lot of stress further down the track.’ As I said this, a vision of Bill Wheeler filled my mind, his lip curled in disdain, his attitude of superiority. I knew that sooner or later we were going to have to lock horns. I didn’t relish the prospect. But that wouldn’t stop me.

‘And if that doesn’t work, headbutt them!’ said a tiny old lady in the front row.

‘A good second option,’ I said with a laugh.

When all the questions were exhausted, Norma stood up and moved to the microphone. ‘Thanks so much for coming, Detective. We hope you can stay and have a cup of tea and perhaps answer more questions, if people have any.’

‘Only if there’s cake!’ I said to a burst of laughter.

‘Oh, there’s cake,’ said Norma, sweeping an arm out and gesturing to the laden trestle table.
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Holding a plate of sponge cake, I was quickly surrounded by several women. I answered questions between bites, declaring I’d never tasted a lighter sponge. Some of the questions were from young women: How did you fight back in the car park? And some were general: Where can women go if they want to leave? The more pointed were: What if you know someone in that situation?

Handing me a fresh cup of tea, Norma introduced Joyce Tippet, the woman she’d been sitting next to during the talk. ‘Joyce is the mayor’s wife,’ said Norma, her voice a little flat.

I shook Joyce’s hand, and got a shock as our eyes met. For the briefest of moments, I saw such desolation and despair, but it was as fleeting as a wisp of smoke. Instead of asking Joyce about her husband, I asked her about herself. ‘Local or import?’ I said.

Joyce looked wistful. ‘Melbourne born and bred. I was a scientist, happily working in a city lab, when I met my husband.’ She raised her arms a little, palms up, and looked around her as if to say: And look where I ended up.

I noted the hesitation in Joyce’s voice. ‘What was your field of expertise?’ I asked.

‘Toxicology,’ said Joyce. She lowered her eyes. ‘I even did a stint at the police Forensics lab.’

‘We rely on our scientists. They do amazing work,’ I said. ‘Were there opportunities here for a toxicologist?’ I knew what her answer would be.

‘Well … Richard’s family have been here for years. After the children were born, I guess I …’

‘Of course,’ I said quickly.

We were interrupted by a cluster of women coming to join our group and the conversation returned to family violence.

Norma floated her theory. ‘I think silence is a woman’s worst enemy.’

I immediately thought of Brett Millard; how had my childhood silence hurt him in the long run? I agreed with Norma. ‘Not only does it hurt victims, but it allows the perpetrator to get away with it.’

Joyce Tippet looked up quickly; her eyes widened.

A shy girl in her late teens stood to the side. Her tea was untouched, so carefully was she listening to the conversation. Finally, she spoke. ‘Could you teach us?’ she asked. ‘You know. Teach us karate.’ Her face turned scarlet and she looked down at her tea.

‘Oh, Kath,’ said Norma, ‘I’m sure Detective Pollard is too busy for that.’

I took in the girl and her reticence, the hopeful looks of other women in the group, and before I knew it, I’d agreed. ‘Like I said before, I don’t do karate; my specialty is judo. But I think a more general approach to self-defence is what women need. And I’m happy to help.’ The idea wasn’t entirely crazy. It might make them feel safer, and I figured if I spent time with the local women, not only might I make some new friends, I could also sound them out on who they thought might be responsible for the pub attacks.

By the time I had eaten all the cake I could and finished two cups of tea, the crowd had started to dwindle as the women returned to their normal Saturday-morning lives. A small group stayed behind to clear things away and wash the dishes. All through the talk and the subsequent chatting, I had noticed a tall thin woman watching me closely; the kind of scrutiny that suggested she wanted to speak but something was stopping her. As the woman returned from the kitchen for another stack of teacups, I introduced myself.

Colour rose in her cheeks as she wiped her hands on her apron, then stuck one out to shake my hand. ‘I’m Carmel,’ she said. ‘Your talk … your talk was very good.’

‘Have we met before?’ I asked, studying her closely.

‘I—I don’t think so.’ She looked down at her hands.

‘I hope my talk struck a chord with people,’ I said. ‘Violence towards women is not an easy topic.’

The woman nodded, then looked away. ‘Best clear these dishes.’ And then she was gone.

Carmel. I had heard the name only recently … Of course! I pulled the memory from my childhood; a younger version of the woman I had just spoken to. Brett Millard’s mother. So, Crystal did still have a grandmother in town, despite Russell Mowbray saying she didn’t. I wondered if Crystal knew about this one—or whether Carmel was yet another secret everyone was keeping from the scallywag girl. Was losing her granddaughter the price Carmel Millard paid for raising a murderer?

When Norma appeared at my elbow, loaded up with dishes for the kitchen, I decided it was hardly the time to ask her about the Millard case—not with Brett’s mother just metres away. That conversation would have to wait.
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CHAPTER 18

MORE THAN ONE

It started raining just as I arrived at the Deception Bay police station around 11 am. Winter was refusing to release her stubborn hold on the town. The station had an icy feeling about it. I checked in with the uniforms, who had nothing to report from their pub surveillance. Wozza arrived soon after, dressed in a tracksuit. He’d spent the morning coaching his daughter’s footy team. He disappeared in the direction of the men’s locker room and returned changed into the suit that had been hanging crookedly on the back of our office door.

‘Are you okay after last night?’ he said. ‘I just read the handover notes. You can call me, you know, if anything like that happens again.’

I waved away his concern. ‘It was a little intense, but Waffles did what he’s trained to do, and …’ My voice trailed off as the image of the knife flashed before my eyes.

‘Heard anything about Meg?’ he asked.

I had already called the hospital; Meg was awake and able to give a statement. ‘We’re good to go. Ready?’

Before either of us could move, Sergeant Bill Wheeler stormed into our office. There was something wrong; his face was red and his mouth was set in a thin line. He breathed in deeply, as if he was trying to calm himself.

His fury was directed at me. ‘The dog attack?’

‘Yes, boss?’ I could hear the weakness in my voice. Aggression always put the recipient on the back foot, on the defence. The timing was ironic given the topic of my morning talk to the CWA.

‘I’ve just had the hospital on the phone. Your dog has caused some considerable damage to the victim.’

My eyes widened. ‘Boss, he was on my property!’

‘Since when is being on your property’—Wheeler spat the words—‘punishable by a dog attack? He’s got a broken arm and bites. You’re a police officer. You know due process.’

I stood up. ‘The victim,’ I said as firmly as I could, ‘was armed with a knife and came towards me after trespassing onto my property in the middle of the night.’

‘So you say,’ said Wheeler.

What the hell?

There was no answer to this, so I said nothing. What had set Bill Wheeler off? I wondered.

Before I could wonder any further, he snapped, ‘And what’s this about you volunteering to teach self-defence at the CWA?’

I was shocked. I had said that an hour ago! How could he know already? My throat went suddenly dry. ‘Is there a problem with that, boss?’ I tried to keep my voice even, but I could feel my colour rising. If this was anyone else, I’d stand my ground, but I had learned hard lessons about the police hierarchy—it was a career-limiting move to defy your boss.

Wheeler put his hands on his hips. ‘Quite frankly, I’m surprised at that question, Pollard. You know the rules.’

‘The rules?’

‘Can you imagine the potential lawsuits! Just say old Mrs So-and-So attacks and injures her husband and claims: I only did it because Senior Detective Pollard told me to. How do you think that would look for us, Pollard?’

‘I—’ I opened my mouth to speak, then closed it again as I realised that his questions didn’t require any answers from me. That didn’t stop words choking in my throat as they tried to get out.

‘Let’s not forget what happened in Melbourne. Cancel the classes!’ Wheeler turned around to face Wozza, who was staring at him, open-mouthed. ‘How’s the investigation going, Woz?’ he said, returning to his normal voice so quickly it made me wonder if he was a sociopath.

Wozza spluttered, taking a moment to change gear. I stared at Wheeler’s back as my partner explained in detail everything we knew. A feeling of pure hatred rose in me; hatred mixed with impotence. How dare he tell me what I could and couldn’t do in my spare time! How dare he suggest that women learning to protect themselves against abusive men might be a danger to the abusive men! And how dare he mention Melbourne!

When Wozza came to the end of his narrative about the case, Wheeler thanked him for all the hard work and long hours he was putting in, then turned, looked at me and shook his head. ‘What makes you think you can teach self-defence?’ He said it in the same tone as if I had offered to teach them prostitution.

I looked him right in the eye. ‘I am a second dan black belt in judo,’ I said.

He looked me up and down with something like contempt. ‘It’s not a competition, Pollard,’ he said.

‘Unless you’re a third dan, sir, it really isn’t.’

He gave me a look of utter loathing, then turned and banged the door shut behind him.

Wozza let out a long breath. ‘That guy fell out of the arsehole tree and hit every branch coming down.’

I burst out laughing, a laugh that released the pent-up anger and turned it into something less toxic. I plucked a tissue from a box on my desk and wiped tears from my eyes. ‘I just … I don’t know where to start …’

Wozza shook his head slowly from side to side in sympathy.

‘God. Being on the receiving end of that feels like being assaulted. Punched in the gut with your hands tied behind your back.’

‘Are you still going to do the self-defence classes?’ Wozza’s voice was tentative.

‘Too bloody right I am.’ I stood and grabbed my jacket.

‘So …’ He hesitated. ‘What happened in Melbourne?’

Without looking at him, I said, ‘I don’t want to talk about it.’
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It only took a couple of minutes to get to the hospital, a couple of minutes talking about anything but Melbourne. Wozza had a hangdog look.

‘Sorry I didn’t jump in back at the station. I should have.’

I waved his apology away. ‘I can fight my own battles,’ I said.

‘Yeah, but I should’ve …’

I turned to him. Caught his eye. ‘We’re good,’ I said, knowing that if he had said anything, Wheeler might have turned on him too—although I suspected what I copped was reserved for female staff members.

‘One of his mates applied for your position,’ said Wozza. ‘But he was knocked back. I reckon Wheels is taking it out on you. Put his nose out of joint when the brass on the interview panel overruled him.’

‘That would explain his dislike.’ The older I got, the less energy I had to fight battles when I didn’t even realise I had entered the arena. I swung the car into a bay reserved for police, right near the hospital entrance just as the rain started again. Leaving the cold of the outside, we entered the warm foyer. A volunteer in a pink cardigan told us where we could find Meg.

The small room contained one hospital bed with a chest of drawers on one side and a vinyl armchair the colour of earwax on the other. Trish Mulligan occupied the chair, looking like she hadn’t slept since her daughter was brought in. Meg herself was sitting up in the bed. Her facial bruises had deepened, and her hair was bunched to the back to accommodate the bandage wrapped around her head. Despite her injuries, Meg’s face lit up when she saw us.

‘You’re the ones who found me yesterday!’ she said. ‘Thank you so much!’

Wozza looked embarrassed. ‘Just part of the job, Meg,’ he told her, but there was a tiny crack in his voice that said it was much more than that.

I looked at her closely. ‘How are you feeling?’

‘I’m on a bunch of drugs that stop me from feeling much,’ said Meg, ‘so I guess that means I’m feeling better.’

‘Meg,’ admonished Trish, looking fondly at her daughter.

‘Relax, Mum,’ Meg said. ‘I promise I won’t become addicted to whatever that is.’ She nodded towards the drip.

‘Meg, we need to talk to you about what you remember from your birthday night,’ said Wozza. ‘Do you feel up to it?’ ‘She wants to help,’ said Trish, ‘but don’t tire her out.’ She stood up, groaning like her muscles had seized up.

‘You can stay if you want,’ I said.

‘I want Meg to talk to you openly,’ said Trish. ‘That’s not always possible when your mum is sitting next to you. I’m going to dash home and have a quick shower and a bite to eat.’ She turned to her daughter and kissed her on the forehead. ‘I’ll be back soon.’

Meg smiled, then winced and touched her cheek gingerly. The smile had hurt. She watched her mother leave then turned her attention to us.

I sat down in the chair vacated by Trish Mulligan. It was warm. I opened my police notebook. ‘I’m glad you’re okay to answer some questions,’ I said in a soft voice. I glanced at the door of the hospital ward, and Wozza took the hint and walked over to close it.

Meg moved uncomfortably to shift her position. ‘This is going to hurt like hell when those drugs wear off,’ she said ruefully. I put my phone on Meg’s tea tray to record the conversation. ‘What do you remember about Thursday night?’

Meg looked at the phone and her face darkened. ‘It was just supposed to be a birthday drink to celebrate turning eighteen …’ Her voice trailed off and she reached for a tissue. ‘I remember a couple of guys buying us drinks, then Nathan turned up.’ Meg picked up a plastic cup with a straw in it. She took a sip. The rain outside began tapping louder on Meg’s window and water dripped down it like tears. ‘Nathan wanted to talk to me outside and I went.’

‘How many drinks had you had when you went outside?’ I asked.

‘Maybe two,’ said Meg, ‘but I hadn’t finished them. We bought a round when we got to the pub, then some guys bought us all a beer, but I don’t like beer, so I pretended to take a sip to be polite, but then left it on a table. Then that guy called Jack bought us all wine, but I’d barely had any when I went outside with Nathan.’

Again, the name jarred. What were the odds of there being two sex offenders called Jack operating in a small country town with the same MO?

‘Did Jack have any marks on his face? Bruises?’ I asked.

Meg thought for a moment. ‘Not that I remember. He looked pretty normal to me.’

So it wasn’t him. My heart sank a little. Jack was a good suspect, but there was no hiding panda eyes.

‘The guy who bought you the drink—do you remember seeing him before?’ asked Wozza.

Meg rubbed at the bandage on her head, then shrugged. ‘Maybe. I don’t know. He just looked like a regular guy.’

‘Have you been drunk before?’ asked Wozza.

Meg looked embarrassed. ‘A couple of times,’ she said. ‘You know what it’s like.’

Wozza nodded sheepishly. ‘Yep.’

‘Meg, I want you to think carefully about this,’ I said. ‘Do you think the level of alcohol you drank matched the level of intoxication you felt?’

Meg’s eyes widened, then she shook her head. ‘No, it didn’t match. Do you think someone put something in my drink?’

‘It might explain why you can’t remember anything,’ I said.

‘They did tests when we brought you in,’ said Wozza. ‘We’ll know for sure when the results come back.’

Meg picked at the corner of the surgical tape that held her cannula in place.

‘What did you talk to Nathan about?’ I asked, adjusting the phone position slightly.

‘He wanted to get back together, but I couldn’t talk to him properly because the cold air literally made my head spin. He got really angry and I remember him leaving …’

‘Can you tell us why you broke up with Nathan?’ I watched Meg’s expression for clues.

Her face crumpled for a second, then righted itself. Steeled itself. ‘I just … I decided I didn’t want to go out with him anymore.’

‘Any reason in particular?’ said Wozza in his gentle dad-voice.

Meg just shook her head and looked miserable. But there was something in her eyes. Fear?

When she didn’t answer, I changed the subject. ‘What do you remember after he left?’

Meg looked from me to Wozza and shook her head bleakly. ‘Nothing. At least, nothing until you picked me up.’

‘In the car yesterday, you said something like they threw you out of the car. Do you remember that?’

Meg looked towards the ceiling as she searched her memory. ‘I have this vague idea that I was in a car and there was more than one person with me. They didn’t even stop the car properly. They pushed me out and I—’ She raised her left elbow and I saw the elbow and forearm were grazed.

‘You hit the gravel?’

‘Yep.’ Meg took a deep breath.

‘We can take a break if this is too hard for you,’ I said gently.

‘No!’ Meg’s eyes flashed. ‘I don’t want to be a victim here. I don’t want this to ruin me. I didn’t do anything wrong.’

‘No, you didn’t. And good on you,’ I said, admiring her spirit.

Before I finished, I had one more question: ‘Did you get Rachel’s SMS? From the night at the pub?’

Meg shook her head. ‘I accidentally left my phone on the dressing table in my bedroom at home. We had it out taking birthday selfies for Insta. By the time I realised I didn’t have it, I figured the others had theirs if we needed one to call a cab or anything.’

No phone meant no electronic trail.
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We met Trish Mulligan on the way out. She looked showered and fresh in a change of clothes. I could only imagine what she was going through. As much as parents wanted to protect their children, the harsh reality was that there always came a day when they had to go through something on their own and there was nothing parents could do but stand by their side and be there for them. Bad things happened to good kids. I could only hope that the aftermath would serve to make them stronger, not crush them. Early signs were good.

‘I just spoke to the doctor,’ said Trish. ‘She said everything went well. Meg was very lucky.’

‘She seems like a tough kid,’ said Wozza.

Trish nodded thoughtfully. ‘Yes, she is.’

As soon as we were clear of the Mulligans, I said one word to Wozza. ‘They.’ And he nodded grimly like he had the same word stuck in his head.

They. More than one.
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Randall was on duty, sitting on a chair outside a room two doors down from Meg’s. I saw him and raised a hand to wave, then realised he must be guarding Matthew Bunting, my intruder from last night. I nodded to Wozza and we both headed over.

‘How’s it going?’ said Wozza.

‘All quiet here.’ Randall stretched his arms and yawned. He’d done a quick changeover and copped an afternoon shift.

A doctor passed us and opened the door to Bunting’s room. I leaned over for a look and as the door slowly closed itself, I caught a glimpse of him. His right arm was bandaged like a mummy, propped awkwardly in front of him on several cushions. His left leg lay on top of the sheets. It too was heavily bandaged, courtesy of Waffles.

When the doctor came out, Wozza flashed his badge. ‘How is he, doc?’

The doctor looked at us, then at Randall. ‘He’ll live. His arm’s broken and he’s suffered dog-bite wounds to the leg which we’ve repaired. He will be here for another couple of days at least.’

If it was up to me, I would have gone in and demanded to know what the hell the guy was doing on my property, but I fought my natural inclination. I knew from experience that a righteous spur-of-the-moment demand for answers could—later on in court—be labelled bullying, coercion and witness-tampering.

I was saved from temptation by the pinging of my phone. Wozza’s pinged too.

A body had been found.
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CHAPTER 19

DEAD MERV

At death, a body begins to break down. Blood pools to the lowest sections, so in places the skin looks either ghostly white or a vivid splotchy purple. Rigor mortis comes and goes, and in this case it was gone.

In a small kitchen at the back of an old stale-smelling house, a man lay sprawled on the floor, face down, milky eyes open. Blood had pooled on the part of his face touching the floor, marking the indent from the lino pattern onto his skin.

‘Do we know who he is?’ asked Wozza, staring down at the dead man, then snapping on a pair of gloves. I pulled a pair from my pocket and did the same.

Jane adjusted her police radio to turn down the volume. ‘According to the neighbour who put in the concern-for-welfare check, he’s Mervin Geoffrey Evans.’

‘Well, Mervin Geoffrey Evans, how did you die?’ said Wozza, trying to sound like Vincent Price, but sounding more like the Count from Sesame Street.

Mervin Geoffrey Evans did not answer.

I checked the back door. Locked. ‘Was the front door open when you got here?’ I asked Jane.

‘No,’ said Jane. ‘We got a call from the woman next door. She had a key. When she hadn’t seen him’—Jane nodded towards Mervin Geoffrey Evans, dead on the floor—‘for a couple of days, she called us. I got the key from her and found him. She reckons she saw the newspapers stacking up. Car in the driveway. Bins left out.’ Again, Jane looked over at the body.

‘How many newspapers?’ I asked.

‘Just Friday’s and today’s. Thursday’s is there.’ Jane nodded to the kitchen table, where Thursday’s Herald Sun was open at the racing form guide.

‘Astute neighbour.’ I squatted down to get a better look at the deceased. Drinker’s nose. Thick unruly white-grey hair. Mottled skin.

And then the shock of recognition.

Mervin Geoffrey Evans. Merv. ‘Hey,’ I said, ‘this is the guy who hassled me at the pub before Jack approached.’

‘Do you think he was in cahoots with Jack?’ asked Jane, wide-eyed.

‘I honestly don’t know,’ I said.

‘Maybe Jack killed him to stop him from talking.’ There was an excitement to Jane’s voice as she connected conspiracy-theory dots.

I stood up. ‘We need to get hold of his doctor to see if there were concerns about his health.’

Wozza raised his eyebrows. ‘You think there’s something suspicious about this? Because if there is, we need to clear out and call the Crime Scene techs.’

‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘But considering the connection, we can’t take any chances.’ We all unconsciously stepped back from the body. Using my phone, I took pictures of the kitchen and the body, and then took a video of the room. I flipped open my notebook. ‘Jane, is there an address book near the phone? See if there’s a number for his doctor.’

Jane went to look.

I turned to Wozza. ‘If we can’t find one, how many doctors are there in Deception Bay?’

‘There’s the bulk-billing place on the highway,’ said Wozza, ‘and Doc Caldicott on the main street. We should try Doc Caldicott first. Her surgery is two doors down from the TAB.’ He pulled out his phone and disappeared down the hallway to make the call.

Wozza passed Jane as she emerged from the lounge room holding an old address book. Together, we flicked through it, trying to decipher really bad handwriting to read the couple of entries.

Wozza came back inside. He had beat us to it. ‘Just spoke to Doc Caldicott. She said Merv was diagnosed with epilepsy a couple of years back and was on a drug called’—he flipped open his notebook—‘Tegretol. And he was on the cusp of type two diabetes on account of his lifestyle.’ Wozza paused and glanced at the filthy dishes piled up in the sink then glanced down at dead Merv. ‘She reckons there’s nothing specific she can see that would explain his sudden demise, but it could be a heart attack. Or stroke.’

We all stepped outside and closed the door behind us. I made the call to Crime Scene. Jane would wait for the techs. When they were finished, she’d call the government undertaker to transport the body.

‘Are you gonna wait with me?’ she asked, a tiny but noticeable tremor in her voice.

Wozza looked at her. ‘If God had wanted me to wait around for the techies, he wouldn’t have invented constables.’

Jane laughed nervously as she headed to the warmth of the police car, and we headed next door to talk to the neighbour who’d made the report.

Unlike Merv’s neglected cottage, the house next door was pristine. Neat rosebushes clipped for the winter, lush green lawn. Two huge magnolia trees, bereft of leaves but covered in spring buds, stood sentinel on either side of the path to the door. The rain had stopped but the whole garden glistened in the damp. Wozza lifted the small brass door knocker and tapped. The door opened immediately.

It was Carmel Millard.

Wozza held out his police identification, but I was momentarily startled, coming face to face with Brett’s mother again. The glimpse of her at the CWA meeting hadn’t allowed me time to take in the deep lines on her face and the furrows that creased her brow into permanent worry lines.

‘Mrs Millard,’ I said, stepping forward. ‘I’m Antigone Pollard. We met this morning, but I remember you from when I was little.’

Carmel peered closely at me, and a look of recognition crossed her features. ‘I didn’t think you’d remember me. Antigone Pollard,’ she said in wonder, as her eyes seemed to search my face for signs of the child I had been. ‘You were just a little girl.’

‘It was a long time ago,’ I said. ‘May we come in?’

Carmel opened the door wider, and we followed her into the first room off the hallway. A lounge room. She gestured at two overstuffed chairs, and Wozza and I sat. She sat on a couch opposite.

‘Is Merv … ?’ Carmel let the question ask itself.

‘I’m afraid the news is not good,’ I said. ‘Were you two … close?’ As I said it, I couldn’t picture the neat woman in front of me with the big ugly drunk I’d seen at the pub.

Carmel shook her head. ‘You know how it is with neighbours. We stop to pass the time of day, but that’s about it. He’s not really …’ Her voice trailed off.

I understood. Merv wasn’t really Carmel’s kind of person.

‘You had a key to his house?’

Carmel looked sad. ‘He insisted. He read an article about people dropping off the perch and not being found for years. I thought something might be wrong when he didn’t collect his newspaper. I’m up with the sparrows every morning. I go out and get my paper. Merv gets the paper delivered too. I pick up both papers from where the newsagent flings them from the window of his car, and I put Merv’s up on the little table on his front porch. He has trouble bending over. I saw him once. He’d dropped his packet of cigarettes as he was opening his front gate. He turned as red as a beetroot trying to pick them up.’ Carmel’s voice suddenly trembled. ‘It’s horrible to think of him, alone in there.’ She nodded in the direction of the house next door.

‘I don’t think he suffered,’ said Wozza gently. ‘And he’s lucky to have you to report this so quickly. Some folks aren’t that fortunate.’

Carmel nodded.

‘Did Merv have many visitors?’ I asked.

‘Not really,’ she said. ‘Occasionally, an old fellow might stop by. Mostly, he goes to the pub. And the TAB.’

‘Does he win?’ asked Wozza.

‘We’ve never discussed it, but by the looks of him and his house, if he does win, he must spend it on beer and cigarettes.’

‘Have you noticed anything unusual about Merv lately?’ I said.

Carmel’s eyes suddenly widened. ‘Yes!’ she said. ‘Something odd happened on Thursday afternoon. Jack—’ She broke off.

‘Jack?’ My heartrate increased a notch.

‘The man you …’ Carmel looked unsure of herself.

I raised my eyebrows in a question.

‘Jack Barratt came and banged on Merv’s door. I was pruning in the front garden and I called over to tell him Merv wasn’t home. He’d gone down the pub.’

‘How do you know Jack Barratt?’ I asked.

Carmel glanced in my direction, a look of pain shooting across her features as she did. ‘He was a friend of my son’s,’ she said in a quiet voice.

’Yes.’ I realised the two would have been a similar age.

‘Did you tell him which pub?’ Wozza asked.

Carmel looked guilty. ‘Normally, I don’t know which pub Merv goes to, but I was heading off to the shops on Thursday afternoon at the same time he left for the pub, and we walked to the end of the street together. He said he was avoiding the Commercial because of all the police—’ Carmel’s hand flew to her mouth. ‘I suppose he meant you.’ She blushed.

‘There’s a distinct possibility,’ I said wryly.

‘He said he was going to the Royal instead. And that was the last time I saw him.’

‘And did you tell Jack that Merv was at the Royal?’ Wozza asked.

She nodded. ‘He said he’d catch up with him there.’

From our conversation with Ralph at the Royal we knew Jack had gone there to see Merv. ‘Did Merv have any family?’ I asked.

‘There’s a sister in Melbourne,’ said Carmel, getting up out of her chair. ‘I have her number in my teledex.’
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Back in the car, Wozza drove while I flipped through my notes. ‘So we have Merv and Jack, clearly connected, at the Royal in the afternoon—and Meg in the same pub that evening.’

‘We just need to find out how these two facts are connected,’ said Wozza.

So many questions. Blokes like Merv drank for hours. He could’ve still been at the pub when Meg and her friends got there. He could’ve seen what happened. Why would Jack Barratt head straight over to Merv’s after he was bailed? What was the connection between the two? I shared these thoughts with Wozza. He had a few of his own.

‘Where do you know her from?’ he asked, tilting his head back in the direction of Carmel Millard’s house.

I sighed. ‘Weirdest thing. Remember Brett Millard, the murder-suicide guy? Carmel is Brett’s mother.’

‘Small world,’ said Wozza, shaking his head, but he didn’t look surprised. Connections like that were common in country towns. Scratch the surface and everyone is linked.

I looked at him. ‘It’s crazy,’ I said, ‘but ever since the case has come on to my radar, I’ve been remembering things. Like, Brett’s dad was a violent bastard.’

‘Like father, like son? Is that what you’re saying?’

I considered this through the filter of my memories of a kind, funny boy with a dash of the devil in him. Shrugged. ‘I honestly don’t know.’

The Royal was a short walk and an even shorter drive from Merv’s place, and Wozza pulled the car up out the front.

It was time to talk to the bartender. Again.
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Ralph Murphy was in the same place behind the bar as if he hadn’t moved since our visit the day before.

‘G’day, Ralphie,’ said Wozza.

‘Long time, no see,’ said Ralph.

‘Do you remember Merv Evans being in here Thursday night?’ Wozza asked.

‘Yeah,’ said Ralph. ‘It’s blokes like him that put publicans’ kids through school.’

Ripping the bandaid off, Wozza said, ‘I hope your kids are all through school, because Merv’s met his Maker.’

‘Bloody hell!’ said Ralph, tossing the remains of a glass of lemonade in the sink and pouring himself a beer. ‘Jeez. What happened to him?’

‘Dunno yet,’ said Wozza. ‘Too early to tell.’

On a hunch, I asked Ralph once more about his encounter with Jack on Thursday afternoon.

‘Nah, after I told him to leave, I didn’t seem him again. But he had been looking for Merv.’

‘Were they mates?’ asked Wozza.

‘Hard to tell,’ said Ralph. ‘Every so often, they’d huddle together. Now that I come to think about it, I reckon Jack slipped him a few bucks now and again.’

‘What?’ My voice came out sharper than I intended. ‘How do you know?’

Ralph’s eyes narrowed. He was clearly observant in his role as publican. ‘Couple of weeks ago, Merv came up to buy a round for his mates. He opened his wallet—old moth-eaten thing it was—and pulled out his last twenty-dollar note. Then Jack comes in, takes him aside, and the next time he comes up to buy a round, Merv’s wallet’s not empty anymore. He had a bunch of twenties.’

Ralph looked over at a table of old men in the corner. Hard old guys with betting slips on the table in front of them, half-drunk beers in smudged glasses. One of them coughing into a dirty hanky, sounding like he had swallowed a frog. I followed his gaze. We thanked him and walked over to the old blokes in the corner.

On the way, I whispered to Wozza, ‘Do you think Jack might have been paying Merv to harass women?’

‘Maybe,’ Wozza replied in a low voice.

Wozza seemed to know the old guys, as he greeted them by name. He asked if they remembered Merv being in the pub on Thursday night.

The old bloke frog-coughed before replying with a laugh. ‘Pissed as a newt, he was. Fucken legless. Don’t know how he made it home. Lucky he just lives up the road.’

‘Did he drink more than usual?’ asked Wozza. ‘It’d take a gutful to get any of you blokes legless.’

Another old fellow, eyes yellow and rheumy, nodded thoughtfully. ‘Didn’t seem to,’ he said, ‘now that you mention it.’

A thought occurred to me. If someone drugged the beer Meg discarded, then Merv wandered past, picked it up and drank it, that would account for his inebriated state. Maybe he staggered home, then collapsed. I shared this theory with Wozza once we were outside again in the brisk air.

‘Problem is,’ said Wozza, ‘the amount of drugs in all the drinks so far is only enough to incapacitate the girls, not kill them. How come Merv died?’

I shrugged. ‘Maybe he passed out and banged his head on the kitchen floor. Maybe he had an allergic reaction. Maybe his system couldn’t tolerate the drug. Or maybe they accidentally put too much in that particular drink. Who knows?’

‘If that’s the case,’ said Wozza, suddenly serious, ‘then it’s only a matter of time before a girl dies. These guys are persistent. They’re hanging around unnoticed, but they saw Meg put the beer down and they’ve come in for a second go when she got a drink she liked.’

At that moment, a huge grey cloud drifted across the weak sunlight and cast a pall across Deception Bay. I shivered.

As we got into the car, Jane radioed through. The Crime Scene techs had arrived and were processing Merv’s house. They’d be a while. We had time to visit Doc Caldicott and get her thoughts on what could have killed Merv.
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The reception area of the medical clinic in the main street had the usual semi-comfortable chairs, wooden legs, vinyl-covered seats in an olive green, old magazines with lies on the covers about baby bumps that history showed had never turned into babies, and a toy corner for sniffly youngsters, which was currently occupied by two such specimens. One had a cough that sounded like a seal, the other had red eyes with crusty corners. I avoided them both and headed straight to the counter. Wozza stopped to say hi to a man waiting in one of the chairs.

At the reception desk sat a woman in her mid-fifties with GAIL on a name badge pinned to her navy nurse’s cardigan. I was about to introduce myself, when she said, ‘Oh! You’re from the CWA this morning. Great talk you gave!’ Then she lowered her voice and looked around the waiting room. ‘And timely, if I do say so myself.’

‘Thanks.’ I lowered my voice to match hers. ‘We need to have a quick chat to Dr Caldicott, if she’s free. We’ve had a death …’

Gail looked concerned. ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘The doctor should be finished in a minute. I’ll squeeze you in before the next patient.’

‘I’d really appreciate that,’ I said.

Just then, a door opened further up a corridor past the reception counter and a man walked out with his arm in a sling. Dr Caldicott, a woman about the same age as my mother, followed him out.

‘Take it easy on ladders next time, Dave,’ she said.

Dave grunted and shuffled past me.

Gail waved her over and nodded towards me and Wozza. I stepped forward and introduced myself to the doctor. ‘I called you earlier,’ Wozza added, coming over to join us.

She agreed to give us a moment of her time, and we followed her into the office.

‘Merv Evans?’ she asked as she sat heavily in her chair. She looked tired.

Wozza and I sat in the two chairs for patients. I got out my notebook and flipped it open to a clean page.

‘We’ve just come from Merv’s place,’ I told her. ‘He’s been deceased for a couple of days, as far as we can tell. Unless he’s being treated for a pre-existing terminal condition, there’ll be a post-mortem.’

‘They’ll probably get me to do that,’ said the doctor, pushing her glasses up her nose a bit and tapping her keyboard to bring the screen to life. ‘He’ll go to the Deception Bay Hospital mortuary. Unless it’s a big case—where they’ll do it in the city—they like to keep it local.’ She typed Merv’s name into her directory and scanned the screen of information that came up. She murmured, nodded to herself, then turned to us. ‘Aside from the epilepsy I told you about before—which he controlled with medication—there’s really nothing here to indicate a possible medical reason for his death aside from the usual. Heart attack. Stroke. Aneurysm.’

‘He was a big drinker,’ said Wozza.

She nodded. ‘It didn’t do him any favours; might have been a contributing factor.’

‘Any other medications he might have been taking?’ I asked.

Dr Caldicott checked her screen again. ‘Tegretol for the epilepsy. An anti-inflammatory for arthritis.’

‘I don’t want to pre-empt the post-mortem,’ I said, ‘but we’ve had a spate of drug-facilitated sexual assaults where the perpetrator has used chloral hydrate. We’ve just heard from some of Merv’s drinking buddies that he seemed more intoxicated than usual the other night at the pub. We’re wondering if he might have accidentally picked up a spiked beer.’

Doc Caldicott flicked through a thick book which looked from where I was sitting like a pharmaceutical almanac. She ran her finger down a column of text, then another. ‘Here it is. Hmm.’ She murmured to herself as she read, then looked up at us. ‘Chloral hydrate would not play nicely with Tegretol. Even a therapeutic dose might prove fatal. Seems there’ve been cases of this before.’

I made a note of this in my notebook.

‘How often did Merv come in?’ Wozza asked.

The doctor looked at the dates. ‘Not often. Typical of blokes like him. Only came when it was absolutely necessary, like for prescription updates. He only consented to a check-up when I bullied him into it.’

I liked Doc Caldicott. She was no-nonsense and called it like it was. I tried not to picture Merv and men like him grumbling their way through their prostate checks.

She stood up. ‘If there’s anything else you need, don’t hesitate to call or drop by. Gail can always squeeze you in.’

Seconds later, we were ejected into the corridor and Gail was leading in the crusty-eyed child and its mother.

Wozza blurted out, ‘It reminds me of that book, Eggshell Skull!’

I nodded. It was one of my favourites and I’d lent it to him not long after we started working together. The book was based around the legal principle that you take your victim as you find them. If you punched someone in the head and they had a skull as fragile as an eggshell and they died, it was your fault, even if the extent of harm would be less in an ‘average’ person.

Wozza was on a roll. Reading was good for him. ‘So, if these guys have drugged random drinks around the pub and Merv drank one of them …’

‘They murdered him,’ I finished.

‘They did indeed!’ Wozza said. ‘This investigation just bumped up a notch.’
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When Jane radioed to tell us the Crime Scene techs were packing up, Wozza and I headed back to Merv’s house.

Putting on a pair of gloves for the second time that day, I stepped back inside Merv’s grimy kitchen. He was still lying on the kitchen floor, waiting for the government undertaker. I went past the kitchen and down the hallway to the bathroom. I needed to check out his medicine cabinet. It was a mirrored door above the bathroom sink. With some resistance, it finally opened. In keeping with the rest of the place, the three shelves inside were dirty and encrusted from years of never being cleaned. They were almost bare aside from half a packet of disposable razors and a generic-brand can of shaving cream and deodorant. There was a cracked cake of yellow soap that looked older than Merv. I closed the door and caught sight of myself in the mirror. It was smudged, but even so, I looked tired. Needed an early night.

‘Antigone?’ Wozza called from somewhere in the house.

‘Yep?’

‘The medication is in here. Bedroom.’

I followed my partner’s voice and stepped into a dark musty bedroom further down the hall. ‘Whatcha got?’

‘He keeps his medication by the bed.’ Wozza stood aside to reveal a small bedside chest of drawers. On the top were half-a-dozen bottles of pills, all with Filmore’s Pharmacy labels.

From where I stood, one looked like aspirin and the others looked prescription.

‘Tegretol?’

‘Yep.’ Wozza indicated one of the bottles with his gloved pointer finger.

‘Find anything else of interest?’ I asked.

‘Nothing you want to know about,’ he said.

I shuddered and returned to the kitchen.

There was an old mobile phone on the bench plugged into a charger. No passcode required. There was a list of numbers called and calls received. No one had called since Thursday afternoon. I bagged phone and charger. We could check the numbers against ones we knew and see who Merv had been speaking to. I’d bet London to a brick that one of those numbers belonged to Jack Barratt.

Next to the phone was an old brown wallet. I opened it carefully. The plastic window inside was empty—no family photos, no reminders of loved ones. Maybe he didn’t have any. I looked down at Merv, dead on the kitchen floor, and thought fleetingly about life and death. Was this all there was for some? You lived, you drank, you went to the TAB, won a few, lost a few, then died? What did Merv leave behind? In death, are we simply the sum total of the life we lived? Or the sum total of those who loved us?

And if so, what would I leave behind?

‘Anything in the wallet?’ Wozza’s voice behind me made me jump.

‘Didn’t hear you coming,’ I said, peeling open the space at the back of the wallet that held the notes. Extracting a small bunch of twenties, I dropped them onto the table and fanned them out. Took a photo with my phone. Two hundred dollars.

‘Bloody hell,’ said Wozza. ‘Could those twenties have come from Jack?’

‘One way to find out,’ I said, then carefully collected the notes and popped them into an evidence bag for fingerprinting.

‘And if this is unrelated to Jack, robbery’s not a motive,’ said Wozza.

‘Nope. No robbery.’

Jane announced the arrival of the government undertakers and soon the kitchen was full of people manoeuvring Merv’s mortal remains onto a stretcher.
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CHAPTER 20

SUNDAY LUNCH AND A HOMICIDE FILE

I needed the day off more than I could say. Cases can get under your skin, but unless you take the occasional step back, they consume you like fire. I awoke with the Sunday sun, shook off the lethargy I felt after the last couple of days, and whistled to Waffles. I could hear his nails scrabbling on the wooden floor in the living room as he leaped off his cushion and bolted to my side. He sat on the floor by the bed, his body vibrating with excitement, tail sweeping back and forth.

‘Gee, I wonder who wants a walk?’ I said, my voice croaky from sleep.

Sarcasm was lost on Waffles and the word ‘walk’ made him add an excited high-pitched whine to his repertoire of sounds. Five minutes later, dressed for a run, I flung open the French doors and Waffles shot out like a cheetah. I loved to watch him run full pelt.

The dog made his way straight for the shed. No doubt the memory of Friday night’s catch was fresh in his mind. As I stretched, I watched him skid to a halt and sniff enthusiastically at the shed door, tail wagging. Nothing. He moved around the perimeter, and when he was sure it was safe, he raised his leg and piddled on the side of the shed.

‘C’mon, lazy bones!’ I shouted as I took off and ran past him.

Waffles didn’t need to be asked twice.
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After breakfast, Waffles and I collected Nan from the nursing home and drove her back to the farm. Nan treated Waffles like a favourite grandchild and he lapped it up like Little Lord Fauntleroy.

‘Where’s his brush?’ she asked.

I picked up the brush from the bench and handed it to Nan, who settled into her favourite armchair. ‘You spoil him,’ I chided.

‘Nonsense!’ Nan said, as Waffles rested his huge black head on her lap and looked at her adoringly.

‘I’m making your teacake recipe,’ I said as I went around to the business side of the bench and took out Nan’s mixing bowl from the cupboard beneath it. Soon, the bowl was joined by caddies of flour and caster sugar, eggs, butter, milk and a shaker of cinnamon. It was the reverse of when I was a child staying with Nan. Then, I’d watch her, elbows on the bench, as she stirred and folded, ready to help or lick the wooden spoon at a moment’s notice. Now, I wielded those same kitchen implements while Nan watched on. The cooking circle of life.

‘What time is Pip due?’ asked Nan.

I glanced at the clock. ‘She’s coming for lunch, so she shouldn’t be far off.’

‘I was so pleased to hear she got the promotion!’

I nodded, brushing flour off my hands with a tea towel. I was looking forward to spending the day with Pip. When I decided to relocate, I hadn’t really considered the friends I’d leave behind. Sometimes the desire to take flight outweighs everything else. Pip was different, though. Ever since I was a newly minted constable in a station largely populated with men, Pip had taken me under her wing. Right from the start, I admired the way she handled the male cops, who could seem intimidating to me as a new recruit. I watched as she steamrolled across unjust opposition. Put condescending men in their place. I once witnessed her approach a bunch of sergeants who were being wildly inappropriate about female police officers. Pip went up to the worst offender and asked where he lived.

‘Why do you want to know?’ he said arrogantly, catching the eye of his comrades and ready to laugh at Pip’s expense, even though she was the senior officer.

‘Oh, I’m just making sure that when I sue you for harassment and take you for everything you’ve got, including your house, it’s somewhere I want to live.’ And then she turned and walked off, leaving a dead silence in her wake.
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Just before midday, Waffles galloped to the front door and let out a single bark. I followed him and opened the door in time to see Pip’s car sweep up the driveway.

Her familiar face was almost hidden behind a huge bunch of flowers as she got out of the car and made her way up the steps to the verandah. With her free hand, she patted Waffles’ head. Then reached for me and hugged me.

‘Talk about the arse-end of the world!’ she said by way of greeting.

‘Shhh,’ I said in mock horror. ‘Nan’s inside.’

‘Whoops,’ said Pip unapologetically, following me into the house.

‘Don’t get up,’ said Pip as Nan gripped the arms of her chair and went to stand. Instead, Pip leaned down to hug her. ‘So great to see you again.’

Nan beamed. ‘I was just telling Antigone how thrilled I was to hear about your promotion,’ she said.

Pip waved away the compliment with a laugh. ‘To be honest, I was looking forward to today so I could leave work behind.’

‘Is it crazy in town?’ I asked, as I poured cake batter into the greased tin then popped it into the oven.

‘Crazy was last week. This week is …’ Pip’s voice trailed off and she shrugged. She turned to face the French doors and stared out over the green countryside. ‘This has to be one of the best antidotes to crazy ever. It’s so beautiful.’

‘Go out and have a wander,’ said Nan proudly.

Pip stepped out through the doors and took a deep breath of fresh country air. Waffles followed her out. The two disappeared around the side of the verandah.

‘Go with her,’ said Nan. ‘Show her around the farm. I’ll keep an eye on the oven.’

I didn’t need to be told twice. I grabbed my scarf and walked out the door. I caught up with Pip by the big old apple tree in the yard at the back of the house.

‘This is heaven,’ exclaimed Pip. ‘Now I almost get why you moved.’

I looked at the surrounding fields, bordered by ghost gums, and tried to imagine seeing it for the first time. The smell of eucalyptus, the blue of the sky, the land truly green again after a decade of drought. As we walked, I put an arm around Pip and gave her a quick hug. ‘I’m so glad you came.’

‘So tell me all about it,’ she said.

I blew out a slow breath. In the shadows of the fruit trees, I gave Pip a longer version of events than I’d been able to give her on the phone the day before.

‘Bloody hell,’ said Pip. ‘I am sure in your going-away speech you said something about heading to the quiet life in the country.’

A laugh burst from me, as loud and fresh as the raucous ones from the kookaburras sitting on a nearby fence.

‘But seriously, anything I can do to help?’ Pip’s face was suddenly full of concern. She had been there through the whole Gemma case. She had seen the toll it took.

I shrugged. ‘Not really. But I am concerned about the way my boss is handling it. When he’s fired up, he’s like a ball of anger—it makes any kind of reasoned conversation impossible.’ I thought for a moment. ‘Which I suppose is why he does it.’ ‘I can—’

‘No! You can’t. I have to handle this myself.’ I stopped walking and looked at my old boss with a sudden nostalgic yearning for the days when Pip was the one I took problems to. Back then, discussions were solution-based, not blame-based.

I nodded towards the house and started heading back. Pip bent over, grabbed a stick and flung it. Waffles bolted like a puppy, seized the stick, and pranced back with it. Just before reaching Pip, he dodged around her and took off.

‘Scallywag,’ said Pip.

There was that word again.
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Lunch was a fine affair. I had baked a quiche and tossed a salad. The teacake was delicious, and the teapot got a workout throughout the cold afternoon. I stoked the fire and the farmhouse kitchen was toasty warm against the world.

Nan was quite expansive about the Millard murder, since she had two police officers as lunch companions. Before her rise through the ranks, Pip had worked in Homicide and told Nan she knew the detectives who’d investigated it originally. Nan looked puzzled.

‘They weren’t here for long then,’ she said. ‘Bill Wheeler seemed to do most of the investigation, such as it was.’

‘From memory, it looked pretty cut and dried,’ Pip said. ‘Husband kills wife. Happens every week.’

‘Every week!’ said Nan, astonished. ‘Why isn’t it ever in the newspapers?’

Pip shrugged. ‘Not newsworthy as far as the media goes, but let me tell you, when you attend these cases, and see women mown down in their own homes, you’re hard-pressed to think of anything more newsworthy.’

‘We kept it out of the papers here,’ said Nan. ‘Not because it wasn’t newsworthy, but because we needed to protect that little girl.’

I asked Nan why Carmel Millard was persona non grata as far as the Mowbrays were concerned.

Nan looked sad. ‘Sometimes it’s just too hard,’ she said. ‘And there was the incident at the funeral …’

Pip and I looked at each other and said together: ‘What incident at the funeral?’

Nan laughed and patted her chin with her linen napkin. ‘It was the talk of the town at the time. Brett’s father, Gordon Millard—’

‘The arsehole,’ I broke in.

Nan raised her eyebrows.

‘Sorry,’ I muttered, ‘but I saw him beat Brett when I was a kid.’

Nan looked surprised. ‘Really? You never told me that.’

‘I was afraid if I did, you wouldn’t let me go there again.’

Nan nodded. ‘You’re probably right,’ she said. ‘In light of that, what happened at the funeral makes more sense.’

Pip and I both leaned forward. Nan had a way of telling stories that made everyone lean forward.

‘They held it at the Catholic church. St Mary’s. Now, old Father Deitch was a bit of a pill, but that doesn’t give the congregation carte blanche to do whatever they choose. I know he rambled on a bit, but when Gordon stood up and cleared his throat—right in the middle of Father Deitch’s sermon—everyone held their breath.’ Nan paused.

‘Don’t leave us hanging, Nan,’ said Pip.

Nan laughed and continued. ‘Father Deitch was trying to be careful, but you know what priests are like—subtle as mallets. He started on the evils of violence, and then suddenly, there was Gordon Millard standing up in his seat and screaming at the top of his lungs, You blame my son? What about them? Then he pointed to Shayna’s family as if they’d pulled the trigger. Then he stormed out of the church. Well, people were horrified. Of course, Shayna’s family were shocked. You could see it in their eyes afterwards. Carmel tried to apologise, but it was all too much. If you ask me, I think Gordon’s outburst gave them a glimpse of the rage that Brett Millard must have been in when he shot Shayna.’

Pip shook her head. ‘Classic transference of blame. Ironically, his outburst reinforced the very thing he was denying.’

Nan nodded. ‘After that, the door was firmly shut to the Millards. They lost their son and their granddaughter.’

‘Whatever happened to Gordon?’ I asked. Carmel was now clearly on her own and seemed much happier for it.

‘You’d never believe it,’ said Nan, shaking her head, ‘but he left Carmel for another woman. Someone he worked with.’

I shuddered. Hard to believe anyone could fall for someone like him, but maybe he didn’t behave like an arsehole all the time. I thought again of Brett. Another memory came back to me. Once, I fell off my bike and he gave me a dink all the way home and helped put a bandaid on my knee. He was full of concern and kindness. Try as I might, I just couldn’t reconcile the boy I remembered from all those years ago with the man who took a shotgun to his sleeping wife and left his small daughter all alone, scavenging for food. He was nothing like his father. Could he really have changed so much in the transition from boy to man?
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When it was time to leave, Pip offered to drop Nan back to the nursing home. Nan was quite excited at the thought of driving in Pip’s new car, which had come with the promotion. Once Nan was safely buckled into the front seat, Pip walked around and flipped the boot open. She took out a box and handed it to me.

‘Here’s the Millard homicide file. I didn’t forget.’

‘Why didn’t you say so earlier?’

‘I reckon your nan would want to look at it, and I didn’t want to be responsible for her passing out when she saw the crime scene photos.’

‘Good call.’ I laughed.

She pecked me on the cheek. ‘Let me know if you need anything else.’

As the car disappeared down the driveway, I thought again how grateful I was for Pip’s friendship.

I carried the box back into the warmth of the house and put it down on the kitchen table. Then I put the kettle on and settled into an evening of reading by the fire.

The file contained all the statements—not just the main ones I’d accessed online. It also had three sets of crime scene photos, each set spiral bound, with a blue cardboard cover labelled with the Victoria Police insignia. They showed the scene in full living colour.

Shayna lying on the bed, arm flung out, mottled purple with decomposition.

Froot Loops scattered across the lounge room floor. An upended biscuit jar.

Brett in the kitchen.

Even in death there were shadows of the boy I’d known. My eyes filled with tears and I quickly brushed them away. Beside him on the floor was an electric frying pan. It looked like the cord had been wrenched from the wall, which I guess was lucky, because if it had been left on for days it could have burned the whole place down. From the photos, it looked like Brett had been cooking something. A half-loaf of bread and a block of cheese. A fallen spatula on the floor. Maybe toasted sandwiches? I put a hand to my mouth as I realised that Crystal must’ve eaten whatever Brett was cooking from the floor, since there was no sign of it. The switch on the power point was on. I frowned. Since when do husbands shoot their wives, then make a toasted sandwich, then shoot themselves midway through?

And where was the gun?

I kept going through the photos. Finally, there was a picture of a gun on a path outside the back door. How the hell did it get there? As a detective, I knew that cases always had loose ends and not everything is explained. But looking at these photos, this did not look like a murder-suicide scene.

It looked like a double murder.
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CHAPTER 21

A NAYLE IN THE COFFIN

That night, I dreamed again of Gemma. Waking before dawn in a cold sweat, I crawled out of bed. Any chance for more sleep had passed. I couldn’t get Gemma out of my mind. The time she had come into the CIB office, frantic. She was late for our coffee date, and when she finally arrived, she was trembling. On the drive over, she said, she had listened to talkback radio. A shock jock called Drew Nayle. He’d interviewed Noah Shepherd’s dad. I’d asked her what he said, but she was too upset to say much.

I still had the transcript of the interview. As I waited for the kettle to boil, I fetched a box from the spare room. I’d brought it with me from Melbourne but hadn’t opened it since I’d arrived. I retrieved the piece of paper I was looking for, poured a nice hot cup of tea and settled into Nan’s armchair. In the lamplight, with Waffles curled up next to my chair, I read it with the same horror Gemma had experienced.

Interview with commentator Drew Nayle and Bob Shepherd, radio station 3PPP, Friday, 10 May, 11.30 am

Drew Nayle: I’m here in the studio with Bob Shepherd, father of Noah Shepherd, last week acquitted in the County Court of rape. How are you feeling about the verdict, Bob?

Bob Shepherd: Well, Drew, we are obviously relieved. Our family has been to hell and back. Noah has barely left the house. He’s lost about ten kilos and we’ve had to delay his graduation from university because of all the adverse publicity he’s copped. I just hope now he’s been found innocent, we can put this all behind us.

DN: It’s certainly been a roller-coaster. You’ve stood by your son. How’s he bearing up?

BS: Oh, he’s been through the ringer. He’s never denied what happened and he’s been open and honest the whole way. I think every man has to be bloody careful these days. He genuinely believed the young lady consented and acted accordingly, only to be accused later on. I have to be honest, it’s taken its toll on him. We look at our son and shake our heads. It’s like his whole life has been ruined for just one night of fun.

DN: Is the law around this a total ass?

BS: Absolutely! I mean, you see your strapping young son get dressed up to enjoy a night out with his mates, and the next thing his face is plastered all over the front page of every newspaper while the young lady gets anonymity. Talk about innocent until proven guilty—for us it was the opposite. I mean, how’s a young man supposed to tell the difference? If the girl is there and she is participating … these young women flirt. They tease. They wear miniskirts the size of face washers, clothes that leave nothing to the imagination. Then the militant feminists get a hold of it and it’s all his fault.

DN: Oh, don’t get me started on the militant feminists! [laughs]

BS: They make it impossible, Drew, let me tell you. First there was the lady detective who took the victim’s word and ignored our son’s side of the story. Then the feminist journalists jump on the band wagon.

DN: It’s like the world has given this power to young ladies to point the finger. It’s worse than a gun. They point it at a bloke and it’s like they’ve shot him.

BS: You’re absolutely right, Drew. It’s like my boy went out one night and returned home a shell of his former self.

DN: Where are the feminists now?

BS: Yes! They’re tight-lipped when the man is proven innocent.

DN: So, where to from here?

BS: I’m glad you asked that, Drew. On advice from our QC, we’ve decided to sue the girl who falsely accused our son. She has defamed him and, by association, defamed our family’s good name. This will make women like her think twice before ruining the future of bright young men.

DN: Untold damage to his future.

BS: Yes! We are just lucky that Noah was given a position at a prominent accounting firm after all the publicity. We’re lucky people rallied and took his side. Some people still believe in justice.

DN: We’ve got to go to an ad break now. Thanks for joining us, Bob, and I wish you and your family all the best with the lawsuit. And good on you for fighting back.

BS: Thanks, Drew. It’s been great to have the opportunity to set the record straight.

When I finished reading, I wiped tears from my eyes and scrunched up the transcript. I got up from my chair, walked over to the fireplace and tucked it firmly into the grate. I struck a long match from a box I kept near the hearth then set the transcript on fire and watched the words burn into ashes.

Then, as I sipped my tea, I finished what I’d started before. A list of all the things that didn’t add up in the Millard case.
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CHAPTER 22

TROUBLE IN THE TEA AISLE

First thing in the office on Monday morning, after I’d shared my concerns about the Millard case with Wozza, we turned back to Meg’s investigation and discussed strategy for our investigation to find the person—or people—responsible for the attack on her. Given that Pete from Bellanook CIB had the Ruth Bader Ginsburg tattoo lead, he’d said he’d do the phone data request. I gave him a call to see if he’d found anything. I put him on speaker so Wozza could hear.

Pete’s excited voice echoed around our office. ‘Jack Barratt was in Bellanook on the night our first victim was attacked.’

‘That’s great!’ Wozza said.

Pete hesitated. ‘Well, yes and no. We could triangulate the data, but all the techies could commit to was that he was “in the vicinity” of the hotel where our victim was drinking. His phone data has him heading back to Deception Bay around the time of the attack.’

Opening the scans of the photos we’d found in the search of Jack’s place on my desktop screen, I lined them all up and looked not at the victims but at the surrounds. Old mattress. Dirty concrete floor. In several of the images, bits of the wall beyond were visible. As far as I could tell, it looked like grey besser block.

‘Pete, I sent you the polaroid scans. Do you think he could have drugged your victim and brought her back here? The place they’re taken to looks like some kind of garage.’

‘Or a workshop,’ said Wozza, looking over my shoulder at the images.

‘I think we need to check out Jack’s work again.’ I turned to Wozza. ‘Did you see anything like this when you collected his timesheet the other day?’

‘Nup. But I only went to the front office.’

We promised to keep Pete in the loop and headed for the car.
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Deception Bay had only one transport company in town. It was on the outskirts among the other businesses that required space: a car yard, plant nursery, service station and agricultural equipment yard. Deception Bay Transport was next to the nursery. Wozza pulled up in the car park and we headed inside.

The manager was an older woman called Wendy. We explained that we were working on the sexual assault cases and would like to look around the premises. She scoffed in a pack-a-day kind of voice. ‘I’ve read about that in the newspapers. Can’t imagine that Jack is involved in any way. He’s a good bloke. And if you ask me, these girls, they dress in skimpy clothes and go off to the pub and then cry rape the next day.’

I watched her hard face as she spoke. No compassion, no grey areas for her. And no fault on the part of the men.

‘I mean, what do they expect?’ Wendy finished her rant and pursed her lips.

Before I could respond, Wozza stepped in.

‘They expect a safe night at the pub. Not sexual assault.’

Wendy’s eyes widened for a moment. Then she looked down and said in a quieter voice, ‘What would you like to see?’

‘We just want to take a look around,’ I said. ‘And is Jack Barratt here?’

‘Nah, Jack’s on a job today. Not due back till three.’

We followed Wendy around the premises. There were no besser block walls to be seen and no dirty floors. The place was big and cavernous and clean. No side rooms with a dirty mattress on the floor. Nowhere the polaroid photos could have been taken. We thanked Wendy and left.
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Back at the office, we discussed the case until Wozza’s stomach rumbled.

‘What time is the autopsy?’ he asked, checking his watch.

The post-mortem examination of Mervin Geoffrey Evans would be our first together. I hoped Wozza wasn’t a fainter.

‘You’re not a fainter, are you?’

‘Not since the last time,’ he deadpanned.

‘Good. Got an email from the hospital mortuary. It’s scheduled for midday.’
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I offered to get the morning coffees. Wozza was up to his elbows in paperwork and he felt that a pastry followed by a second pastry would give him the fortitude to finish. My ulterior motive was that the bakery was near Filmore’s Pharmacy and I wanted to see how Crystal was going on her first day on the job. I parked out the front of the chemist. Through the doorway, I spotted Norma and Crystal, heads bent over the cash register, deep in conversation. Crystal was dressed in a neat white uniform and looked quite the part. Her multicoloured hair was swept into a messy bun on top of her head. I was almost at the counter by the time the two looked up and saw me. Both broke simultaneously into a smile.

‘Looks like you’ve settled in,’ I said to Crystal, noticing in her dark eyes a resemblance to her father.

‘Norma’s showing me how to use the cash register,’ she said proudly. ‘I’ve nearly got it. Watch this.’ Crystal jabbed at a couple of buttons and the cash drawer dinged open.

Norma looked at the young girl proudly. ‘She’s a quick learner,’ she said. ‘And you were a big hit on Saturday at the CWA, Antigone. The girls are all very excited about the self-defence classes.’

‘About that …’ I said. ‘My boss isn’t exactly happy with me for offering to do them.’

‘Oh no,’ said Norma. ‘Everyone will be really disappointed.’

I held up my hand. ‘I didn’t say I was going to listen to him. We might have to be a bit creative, though.’

Norma had a glint in her eyes. ‘What did you have in mind?’

‘Just say I joined the CWA and you let me use your space to train,’ I said. ‘And just say, while I was training in your space, other people decided to train at the same time …’

Crystal laughed. ‘That’d show your stupid boss,’ she said.

Norma patted her hand. ‘There are always ways to get around the blustering of men,’ she said.

‘How about I train on, say, Tuesday nights around six?’ I suggested.

Norma winked at me. ‘I’ll let the girls know,’ she said.

Looking from Norma to me, Crystal winked too. The kid was indeed a fast learner.

The girl Crystal was replacing—Dawn, who I’d met the week before when Crystal had shoplifted—appeared from the back room. Her eyes met mine and I could see it took her a moment to place me. Then she realised and smiled shyly. ‘Hi,’ she said.

‘How’s your replacement working out?’ I asked, nodding towards Crystal.

‘Great,’ she said. ‘I head back to uni next week, so it’s good Mr Filmore found someone in time.’

On a whim, I asked to talk to Filmore, since all Merv’s medications had come from here. Turned out Monday was his lawn bowls day. I beckoned Norma over and spoke in a low voice. ‘We had a deceased man on the weekend who got his prescriptions filled here,’ I said. ‘I thought while I was in the neighbourhood, I could check his medication history.’

Norma said, ‘Dawn can help you with that! She’s studying to be a pharmacist. Helps Mr Filmore all the time, don’t you, Dawn? Anything she doesn’t know, ask me.’

Dawn blushed. ‘Sure I can help. Um, do you need a warrant to check our records? We haven’t got to that bit at uni yet.’ She looked embarrassed to ask.

‘The man is deceased,’ I explained. ‘I’m sure Doc Caldicott will be requesting the records too. For the post-mortem.’

‘Is there going to be an autopsy?’ asked Dawn, wide-eyed.

I nodded. Clearly things didn’t usually get this dramatic in Deception Bay.

She led me down the back to the prescriptions counter. She clicked the mouse at a computer and the screen came to life.

‘His name is Mervin Geoffrey Evans,’ I said.

She typed the name into the keyboard. Her forehead creased with concentration. She read out the same medications we’d found at Merv’s house, bottle for bottle.

‘Was he ever prescribed chloral hydrate?’ I asked. ‘Back when it was legal?’

Dawn scanned the screen. ‘No, doesn’t look like it,’ she said.

I thanked her, then followed another burst of laughter down the front to where Norma and Crystal were. ‘I’ll leave you all to it,’ I said, pleased that Crystal had settled in so well. She waved as I left the shop.

Outside, I quickly stepped aside to avoid Carmel Millard, who had stopped short on the footpath. The woman hardly noticed the near miss; her attention was on Crystal and Norma at the counter.

‘Sorry,’ I said.

‘What? Oh, I didn’t see you.’ Carmel’s eyes were torn between me and the chemist doorway.

I remembered the younger version of her. Mrs Millard ruled the house in a way my younger self found a little scary. Toys had to be put away. Rooms had to be cleaned, dishes done. Any kid visitors such as me were quickly roped in to help, forming working bees of cleaning in the heightened tension before Mr Millard was due home. After a while, my ears tuned in like the rest of the family to his coming-home noises: the purr of his car in the driveway, the click of the side gate, and then his appearance outside the huge living room window as he strolled past on his way to the front door with long confident strides, and Mrs Millard racing to the door to let him in. His arrival was always my cue to leave.

I continued on up the street and let her watch her granddaughter uninterrupted.

Just before the bakery was the large, modern Deception Bay supermarket. It reminded me we were nearly out of tea at the station. I decided to duck in for a packet before buying Wozza’s pastries. I dodged around shoppers with large trolleys and headed for the aisle that held the tea. As I got closer, I became aware of raised voices. A man and a woman stood just in front of the tea I wanted. She, head down. Trembling. He, finger jabbing in her direction. Voice, a low hissing rumble. I stopped short and took in the situation. Apart from the couple, the aisle was empty. At the far end, I saw an older woman push her trolley into the aisle, take in the angry man and the woman he was berating, then hastily reverse out and disappear.

The man got louder. Angrier.

Her voice was soft. Placatory. Trying to de-escalate.

It wasn’t working.

Down my end, another shopper, a man this time, turned into the aisle, took in the situation, then turned back out again.

And suddenly, my blood boiled. I don’t know where the feeling came from, but there rose inside me a rage from the depths of hell. Everything that had happened in the last few days: Meg; Wheeler accusing me; Jack Barratt and his sneering … and now, in the Deception Bay supermarket, regular folk shying away from another violent man as if his fury protected him, gave him some sort of shield.

Until now.

I headed towards them. Closing the gap with every stride.

In his rage, he didn’t see me. She did. And I felt a shock of recognition. It was the woman from the CWA. Joyce Tippet. The one who worked in Melbourne in Forensics until she married this arsehole and came here.

‘What seems to be the problem?’ I asked in a voice that was loud and commanding. A cop voice.

The man blustered to an angry halt and looked at me, eyes taking a second to focus on someone other than the object of his rage. He glared at me. I took a step closer as his nostrils flared. My stance was a fighting one.

‘How dare you interrupt a private conversation!’ His voice dripping with privilege; his accent private school, gilded with family money.

I looked him up and down with a contempt I did not trouble to conceal. In a voice louder than his, I said, ‘And how dare you speak to a woman like you are talking to her!’ I wasn’t de-escalating. I was escalating. Provoking him.

My volume shocked him, and he suddenly looked around as if remembering where he was.

I turned to Joyce and lowered my voice. ‘Are you okay?’ I touched her arm gently.

She looked amazed. ‘You can see me?’ she whispered.

‘Yes, I see you. What he is doing is wrong.’

The next thing I knew, the man grabbed my arm and tried to shove me out of the way. Joyce gave a panicked scream. I twisted myself free of his grip and stood right in his grille, fists clenched.

‘Try it with me. I dare you.’ My eyes flashed in fury, my voice low and menacing. Without breaking eye contact, I reached into my back pocket and pulled out my badge. Flicked it open in front of his face.

There was a flinch, then his eyes narrowed. ‘I know your boss,’ he said, cocky now.

‘And?’ I challenged, wanting to hear straight from Richard Tippet’s own mouth what he thought knowing Wheels would do for him.

Some of the bluster left his face when he realised I’d called his bluff. But like a boy in a schoolyard, he had to have the last word. ‘Well, he’ll be hearing about this!’

‘Oh yes, he will.’ I never let them have the last word.

And then, suddenly, there was another shopper right there. A man I recognised. He spoke.

‘Er … is everything okay?’ he asked, looking from me to Richard Tippet.

Tippet took a step back from me and straightened his shirt. Tucked it in. ‘Yes, Russell,’ he said. ‘Everything is fine.’

Russell Mowbray, Crystal’s uncle, stood like he’d forgotten how to move. In one arm, he cradled a red plastic shopping basket filled with vegetables and milk.

‘I just needed some tea.’ Russell gestured towards the same tea that I drank. The tea that had brought me into this aisle.

‘Come on, Joyce,’ Tippet said brusquely, and he stalked off without a backward glance.

Joyce hesitated, not moving. She looked at me with a mixture of gratitude and embarrassment. ‘Sometimes he just gets …’ And then she stopped.

‘Are you okay?’ I asked again, looking deep into her frightened eyes. ‘If he’s doing this in public, what’s he like at home?’

Her eyes filled with fear. ‘He’s the mayor,’ she whispered helplessly.

‘I don’t care if he’s the prime minister,’ I said in a low voice.

Joyce put a cold hand on my forearm. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘Thank you for seeing.’ And then she was gone, hurrying after her husband.

I stared after her, my system flushed with adrenaline, and was startled when Russell Mowbray spoke.

‘You don’t see that every day,’ he said.

‘What do you mean?’ I turned to face him, struck again by his kind eyes and three-day growth.

‘Your boss yelling at his wife in the supermarket.’

‘Your boss?’ I asked, confused. ‘I thought he was the mayor.’

‘He is,’ said Russell. ‘Before he was elected, he ran Deception Bay Premium Insurances. Still does, actually. That’s where I work.’

He tossed a packet of tea into his basket and I grabbed a packet too. Without planning it, we headed towards the checkout together. In his deep voice, Russell told me that he’d been working for DB Premium for fifteen years. He’d started as a junior and managed the branch now that his boss was busy with his mayoral duties. Tippet’s move to the council chambers had proven quite the boon to the only insurance company in town. Business was booming, with several lucrative town contracts coming their way.

‘Is that legal?’ I asked.

Russell stopped unloading his groceries onto the conveyor belt and looked at me. ‘Why wouldn’t it be?’ he asked.

Why, indeed? Another thing to look into.

I handed my packet of tea to the checkout girl opposite and fished in my pocket for money. I waited for Russell to finish, wanting to learn more about Richard Tippet. We walked out into the street together and I took a chance.

‘Wanna get a coffee at the bakery?’ I asked. As a cop, you get used to the moment of hesitation. It’s not like an ordinary person asking you for coffee; it’s someone who could potentially arrest you. The quick pondering of an ulterior motive: What does she really want? Is she carrying a gun? The flash of guilt for not quite stopping at the stop sign yesterday; could this cop possibly know that?

‘Um … sure,’ Russell said.

The Deception Bay bakery was my favourite place in town. It doubled as a cafe and the space inside was warmed by a huge open fireplace. Bookshelves lined one wall and were filled with books people left behind to be swapped, borrowed or exchanged on an honour system. I came to the bakery so often I’d become quite friendly with Angie behind the counter.

‘Hey, Antigone!’ she said as I entered with Russell.

‘Hi, Ange!’ I nodded over towards the fireplace.

‘Take a seat,’ she said. ‘I’ll be with you in a tick.’

By the fireplace was a cluster of armchairs. Being too early for the lunchtime rush, they were vacant. Russell followed me over and placed his shopping bag down next to one of the overstuffed chairs. He eased himself down and sank into the softness. I followed suit.

Angie came over. Her crisp black apron was smudged in places with what looked like flour. ‘Jeez, you’ve been busy lately,’ she said.

I glanced sideways at Russell. Not a social call.

She got the picture. ‘What’ll it be?’

‘The usual for me,’ I said. My lattes with chocolate on top were well known. Angie didn’t use chocolate powder. Instead, she grated tiny curls of milk chocolate on top of the froth. Her coffees were a masterpiece. ‘Oh, and I need two pastries to go for Wozza.’

Russell ordered a cappuccino, then turned to me. ‘Never would have thought Tippet would behave like that.’

‘What’s he normally like?’

‘He’s a nice bloke. Don’t have much to do with him now that he’s mayor. He pretty much leaves running the office to us. It’s a good business.’

Russell looked nervous. A small part of me felt bad for that. A big part of me didn’t. But I needed to coax him into easy conversation. Crystal was the place to start. The common ground. I smiled the smile I knew made my eyes shine. A gun wasn’t the only weapon I had.

‘I just popped in and saw Crystal,’ I said. ‘She’s taking to work like a duck to water.’

He let out a breath and visibly relaxed. ‘You too, huh?’ he said. ‘I’ve gone past twice to spy on her through the window.’

We both laughed. I wondered if he’d seen Carmel Millard. And if so, I wondered what had passed between the two.

‘She looks like a good kid,’ I said. ‘After we spoke last week, I remembered her dad, Brett. I went to school with him for a while.’ I let that hang in the air and waited. People have an innate desire to fill silence.

Russell looked torn. ‘Look, I liked him, but when a guy murders your sister …’ His voice trailed off.

‘I got the file,’ I said quietly.

Russell’s eyes met mine. His expression was hard to fathom. Loss. And something else.

I pressed on. ‘Can I ask you a question?’

He nodded glumly, knowing he didn’t really have a choice.

‘According to police statements, the gun was found outside.’

Angie arrived with our order and a paper bag with Wozza’s pastries. I used the spoon to scoop up foam and chocolate. Took my time.

‘Do you think Crystal could have dragged it out the screen door? Do you think she would have?’

Russell looked up from his coffee. ‘You know, I’ve always wondered about that,’ he said. ‘Not that I could ask her, since the topic’s off limits. But kids on farms have the fear of God put in them about guns. Does that mean she wouldn’t have touched it? Maybe. Or maybe it’s why she dragged it outside.’

I said nothing.

‘And Brett must’ve left the screen door unlatched, because Crissy couldn’t reach the latch. There was a hook he’d put up higher than the handle to keep her in. I helped him do it. She’d got out one day and Shayna was beside herself. Thought Crissy’d end up in the dam. I went over with my drill. Ended up staying half the day. We put new flywire in the screen door as well. Brett was a bit of a knob when it came to fixing stuff. You learn skills like this from your dad and his dad was …’

I sat forward, hands around my mug. ‘I knew his dad when I was a kid. I know what you mean.’

Russell shook his head. ‘When you think about it, he didn’t stand a chance. He didn’t have a good dad and I’m not sure Brett knew how to be a good dad himself. Sometimes blokes just fall into the patterns they’ve always seen.’

I pondered this. Could Brett have gone from hating his father like he did when we were kids to behaving like him when he was an adult? I turned from Russell to stare at the fire. Beside me, I felt him do the same. The flames crackled and danced and made the conversation a little hypnotic.

‘Our dad is great,’ said Russell. ‘Give you the shirt off his back. Do anything for anyone.’

‘Is he why you took on Crystal?’

Russell laughed. ‘I guess it came more naturally to me than it did to Brett. And anyway, there was no one else.’

I nodded slowly. Took a sip of coffee. ‘What about Carmel Millard?’

Russell stiffened. Looked at his watch. ‘Look, I gotta go,’ he said. ‘I need to get back to the office.’ And with a flurry of shopping bags and slapping a ten-dollar note on the coffee table in front of the fire, he was gone.
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Up at the counter, I paid for the coffees and ordered a takeaway flat white for Wozza to go with his pastries.

Angie nodded towards the empty doorway. ‘That seemed to go well,’ she said dryly.

We both laughed. ‘Yes, I have a way with men,’ I said. ‘What can I say? It’s my superpower.’
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Back at the office, I handed Wozza his coffee and pastries. He looked at them with as much fondness as I’d seen him look at members of his own family. I told him what I’d found out on my visit up the street, leading with my run-in with the mayor and finishing with the door latch.

‘I’ve got a copy of the Millard file in the car,’ I told him. ‘If we have time later, want to take a look at it?’

‘Sure,’ he said. ‘And I’ve got a present for you too. Did a search on your knife-wielding shed friend, Matthew Bunting.’

‘Oh?’

‘Lives in Melbourne. Works as a bouncer. Gun Alley Nightclub. Ring any bells?’

Wozza must’ve noticed the blood drain from my face. He went to stand up but I held up my hand. ‘I’m okay.’ I turned away from him and sat down at my desk, then busied myself at my computer while he stared at me, eyebrows raised in a question.

‘So you know the Gun Alley Nightclub then?’ Wozza wasn’t going to let it go.

Finally, I nodded. The Gun Alley Nightclub, the club frequented by Noah Shepherd, the scene of the attack on Gemma.

He looked at his watch. It was nearly time for Merv’s postmortem examination. ‘Ring the hospital,’ he said. ‘See if we’re cleared to interview Matthew Bunting.’

‘Wozza—’

‘We can visit him as soon as we’ve seen what Merv looks like on the inside.’
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CHAPTER 23

THE INSIDES OF MERV

Doc Caldicott was right in her prediction that she’d do Merv’s post-mortem examination. By the time we arrived at the Deception Bay Hospital mortuary, she was gowned up and ready. This was my first visit. It was different from the city. There was no viewing room, so Wozza and I joined the doc at the autopsy table. Surround-sound. Surround-smell.

Lying on a stainless-steel table, Merv was covered with a sheet. The room was cold and I saw Wozza shiver. I pulled my jacket tighter around me. A mortuary assistant—a young man in his thirties with pale hands and long fingers which looked perfectly suited to working with the dead—pushed a trolley on which sat a tray of instruments and parked it next to the body.

Doc Caldicott slipped on a pair of rubber gloves then picked up a small digital handheld recorder and clicked the record button. She began by identifying Merv and listing his height, weight and age. As she spoke, the morgue assistant peeled back the sheet. Merv’s body had been stripped and hosed down. His skin was mottled and grey. His mouth was half open; so were his eyes. There was no dignity in death, particularly not if you ended up here.

The doctor moved around the table, speaking as she went. ‘No visible signs of injury on the torso. Slight bruising on the forehead above the left eye, consistent with a fall. The deceased was found lying on his kitchen floor.’

With the hand not holding the recorder, she picked up Merv’s right hand and unfurled the fingers. Finding it hard to do, she put down the recorder and looked at Merv’s fingernails, knuckles and palms. She did the same with his arms. Picked up the recorder again. ‘No sign of any defensive wounds on the hands or arms.’ She systematically made her way around Merv’s body and found no outer signs of what may have caused his demise.

After the external examination, it was time for the bit I always hated: the Y incision. I steeled myself to watch nonetheless. Removal of the internal organs for examination, weighing and measuring. All appeared typical for a man of his age and habits, according to Doc Caldicott’s narrative into the recorder. Then the head: the incision, the peeling back of Merv’s face. Beside me, Wozza swallowed in a gulp. Clearly not his favourite part either. Maybe the pastries I’d bought him earlier weren’t such a good idea.

The saw. The removal of the brain.

‘Oh jeez,’ Wozza murmured, looking away from the body and over to a bright calendar on the opposite wall. September’s picture was a puppy. Much more appealing than the insides of Merv.

‘Small haematoma here consistent with the fall.’ She pointed to something on the brain. Wozza and I looked at it politely, then looked away. ‘Not necessarily a bump that would kill him, though.’

When she had finished, Doc Caldicott turned to us. Beside her on the bench were a number of specimen bottles she’d collected as she went along. ‘All looks pretty normal to me. Some signs of early heart and liver disease, but nothing out of the ordinary considering age and general health. No sign of obvious injury. Nothing to suggest what the cause of death might be. Let’s hope the lab finds something. I’ve ordered a tox screen too.’ She peeled off her bloodied rubber gloves and tossed them into a waste bin.

‘Thanks, Doc,’ said Wozza.

A thought occurred to me. ‘Doc, did you do the post-mortem examinations for the Millards? Young couple. Ten years back. Apparent murder-suicide?’

Doc Caldicott frowned up the memory. ‘Oh, I remember that case,’ she said. ‘The little girl was left in the house.’

I nodded. ‘So you did the examinations?’

She shook her head. ‘No, I didn’t. It was the strangest thing. Normally post-mortems fall to me in Deception Bay. But the police officer in charge at the time insisted old George Gilbert did them.’

‘Wonky George?’ asked Wozza, wonder in his voice.

‘And that was one of his more flattering nicknames,’ said the doctor. ‘The sergeant insisted on George.’

‘Do you think he did a’—I tried to be delicate—‘a less thorough job than you might have?’

Doc Caldicott caught my gaze. She could see what I was trying to ask, but while some things can be stated others need to be hinted at.

‘At the time, I had the distinct impression that the sergeant thought since Dr Gilbert was, er, older that he must be senior to me. Of course it wasn’t true. Dr Gilbert had done half the study I had.’ She paused. ‘Look, in a small town, everyone pitches in where they can. There’s a bit of civic pride when we can handle these things in-house and not send them to Melbourne. Over the years, George has done his fair share, but he usually gets the … easier jobs—heart attacks and such.’

‘Did you see the Millards when they were in the morgue?’ Wozza asked.

Doc Caldicott turned on a large tap with her elbow and started scrubbing her hands. ‘I remember seeing the bullet wound in the deceased male and wondering how Dr Gilbert could have called it a close-range injury. I would not have concluded suicide. I did try to raise my concerns with Sergeant Wheeler, but he just wasn’t interested.’

We thanked her.

She nodded over at Merv’s body. ‘I’ll let you know as soon as I get the tox screen back,’ she promised.

We escaped before the morgue assistant gathered all Merv’s insides into a big garbage bag for repacking into his middle. We both knew it would happen. Didn’t need to stay and witness it, though.
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The morgue was at the rear of the hospital. On the way through to the general wards, Wozza and I had a hurried conversation.

‘They could have been murdered!’ I said the minute we cleared the morgue.

‘This is a total fuck-up,’ said Wozza. ‘What was Wheels thinking getting Wonky George to do the post-mortems?’

‘Was it a gender thing? Or did he want the less competent doctor because there was something to hide?’

‘What do you think?’ Wozza panted, his voice strained

Glancing at him, I slowed my pace a little. ‘He chose the best man for the job and got a result that served no one.’

Once we got to the front entrance again, I checked Matthew Bunting’s room at the reception desk. Room 6 turned out to be the same room he was in when we’d last glimpsed him on Saturday.

‘There’s no guard at the door,’ said Wozza, pointing to the empty chair where Randall sat last time we’d visited. He got out his mobile and pressed a couple of buttons, then listened. ‘Randall, my boy,’ he said. ‘We’re at the hospital. The bloke you were guarding on Saturday morning—who’s rostered on to guard him now?’ He listened, then, ‘Uh-huh. Hmm. What?’ He’d been looking down at the hospital floor and his eyes shot up and met mine. ‘Cheers, thanks.’ He jabbed at a button and put his phone back in his pocket.

‘Let me guess,’ I said, putting my fingers on my forehead like I was psychic. ‘Wheels called off the guard?’

‘Budget, apparently.’ The expression on Wozza’s face told me he didn’t believe that any more than I did.

Since I was the cause of Matthew Bunting’s injuries, I hung back and let Wozza run this one. From the glimpse I got of Bunting, he didn’t look like a flight risk, even without a police guard. His arm was plastered and his leg heavily bandaged and elevated. Wozza walked into the room, introduced himself and swept the bed curtain closed around the bed. This allowed me to enter the room undetected and listen on the other side of the curtain.

On the drive over to the hospital, I’d filled Wozza in on the short version of Gemma’s case. I was confident he knew enough to ask the right questions. After the tiny hospital television hanging from the ceiling was muted and pleasantries were exchanged, Wozza began.

‘Mr Bunting, can you tell me what you were doing in the shed on the property of Senior Detective Pollard on Friday night?’

‘Look, mate,’ began Bunting in that low bloke-to-bloke voice I heard so often, ‘you know how it is. I was just trying to scare the bitch.’

‘Really?’ said Wozza, in a friendly you-can-tell-me voice. He had it down pat, particularly with the slow country drawl he effected.

‘Yeah, you know, pay her back.’

‘Oh sure,’ said Wozza conspiratorially. ‘You go hide in someone’s shed with a knife that looks like it’s from a horror movie …’

Bunting chuckled. ‘Yeah, exactly.’

‘Didn’t work out how you planned, though, did it?’ Wozza managed to sound regretful.

‘Fucken dog! They never said anything about a dog.’

Wozza said in a low voice, like it was a secret: ‘You know, that dog was a police dog.’

‘Oh jeez! No fucken wonder! Look what it did!’

I heard the rustle of sheets and figured Bunting was showing the bits of him that Waffles had damaged.

‘So, what—you were going to scare her with the knife? Like wave it at her?’ Wozza’s voice was casual.

‘Yeah, fucken hold it to her throat, maybe. But I swear I wasn’t going to hurt her, like.’

‘Any reason in particular? You hate her or something?’

‘Nah, mate. Don’t even know her.’

Wozza laughed good-naturedly. ‘Mate, you just pick random women and hide in their sheds?’

From my position on the other side of the curtain, Matthew Bunting didn’t sound like the sharpest tool in the shed, no pun intended. So what the hell had he been doing in my shed and who were the ‘they’ he’d referred to? And what was his connection to Noah Shepherd?

‘So, you’re a bouncer in the city? What’s that like?’

‘Good job, mate.’

I heard the slurp of a straw and guessed Bunting was enjoying a drink while he spoke. He didn’t sound curious about how Wozza knew he was a bouncer.

‘Funny coincidence,’ said Wozza. ‘The nightclub you work at was the scene of an assault and Senior Detective Pollard worked that case. Small world, isn’t it? I thought things like that only happened in country towns like this.’

Silence.

Then a sullen grunt. ‘Noah never did nuthin’. That bitch pointed the finger at him and he did nuthin’! That copper dragged him through the mud.’

‘Mr Bunting—may I call you Matty?—if I were to, say, check your bank records, would I see a payment from anyone who shouldn’t be there?’

More mumbling, sounded like denying.

‘Because, if you didn’t know the copper whose shed you were hiding in and you’re connected to a club where she worked a case, I’m gonna jump to some pretty big conclusions here.’

‘Can’t say, mate,’ said Bunting.

‘I’ve seen it before,’ said Wozza sadly. ‘Bloody rich people paying regular blokes like you to do the dirty work. And where are they now? Probably in the city eating their caviar and drinking lattes’—Wozza drew out the word so it sounded like laaaah-tays—‘leaving you alone to face the music.’

A grunt. A click. And the sounds of a game show theme song came through the curtain. Sounded like Matthew Bunting had said all he was going to for today.
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On the way back to the police station, Wozza and I discussed his impressions from the side of the curtain that contained Matthew Bunting and from mine that didn’t.

‘Is it possible this Noah Shepherd paid him to attack you?’

I considered the question. ‘After everything that happened, it’s hard to believe. Surely, after Gemma, they would’ve just retreated back into their own world. Why would they come after me now?’

Wozza disagreed. ‘I’ve seen it before,’ he said. ‘Parents who blame everyone but themselves when their kid does the wrong thing; they blame the kids he hangs out with, they blame the school, the teachers—shifts the blame away from the kid or their own parenting. It’s much easier when you think about it. But one day, they run out of people to blame. Here in the country it’s worse, cos the kid who won’t take responsibility for his behaviour can end up in a car wrapped around a tree, drunk and dead.’

I nodded, pondering this. From that angle, it made sense. Noah Shepherd’s predicament was all my fault, because I pursued him; it wasn’t because of what he had done.

‘Looks like you’ve got some bank records to check,’ I said, knowing in my heart what Wozza would find. ‘And I’ve got to go tell Wheels that I accosted his good mate Richard Tippet in the tea aisle at the supermarket.’


OceanofPDF.com



CHAPTER 24

THE DEVIL’S CORNER

I left work the minute the shift finished at 3 pm. I needed to go home and shower Merv’s frosty smell from my hair. Change my clothes and quieten the reverberations of Wheels’s rant from my mind. Who do you think you are? What gives you the right to … ? How dare you … ? I took my telling-off in a judo stance: feet apart, balanced, hands behind my back, full eye contact, silence. As Wheels vented, I thought about the principle at the core of judo—use your opponent’s strength against them. When pushing against an opponent, the strongest wins, but when one pushes and the other pulls, the one pushing loses balance.

It was true in life as well.

‘You just think you can come to Deception Bay and push your weight around?’

‘No, sir,’ I said with mock sincerity. Funny how men like Wheels always accused others of engaging in their own behaviours. I took the first part of the rant on the chin, then simply walked out the door. Sometimes that’s the only way to stop your boss from an angry tirade. With me present, he had power. With me gone, he either stops ranting or he’s just yelling at a wall.
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Waffles met me at the gate and rode up in the car with me to the front door. I gave him the short version of my day. He sat without comment, quiet in his expectations as only dogs can be. The look in his gentle brown eyes said: Sorry about your day. A run with me might make it better.

I showered quickly, then dressed in my running clothes while Waffles sat patiently by the French doors ready to bolt out the back—until I rattled my keys. The look on his face was priceless. His tail wagged like a helicopter rotor, tongue out, toenails clicking on the wooden floor as he skidded towards me.

‘Come on, boy!’ I called. ‘Car!’

Waffles flew down the hallway. Going in the car was one of his many favourite things in the world. He jumped into the front seat and licked my face as I leaned over to fasten him into his harness.

‘Dude!’ I cried, wiping my cheek.

Waffles stared straight ahead as if willing me to get going. I laughed and turned on the engine. The sea was what I craved. A run along the cliffs to clear my head. I needed to see the waves crash onto the rocks. I needed to feel small in the majesty of nature.

We drove slowly through town and I felt better as soon as we rounded the bend into the car park of the Devil’s Corner. Waffles barked joyfully, although I think his joy was at the row of seagulls sitting on the white wooden barrier between the car park and the cliff beyond. I pulled over and climbed out, pocketing my keys and phone. Around the passenger side, I unclipped Waffles and put him on the lead. He jumped down like a lion and roared at the seagulls, who looked at him with comic disdain. They flew up and out of reach when we got closer.

Deception Bay got its name from its deceptive coastal waters—calm on the surface, but with jagged and dangerous rocks beneath. The Devil’s Corner—a dangerous cove at the bottom of sheer cliffs—was the pinnacle of this maritime carnage. A swirling undercurrent pulled ships into its deathly orbit. I ignored the steep wooden steps that led down to the beach below and headed for the cliff path. Huge luminescent-green swells rose and turned into waves that smashed relentlessly against the cliffs. The sound mixed with the aarrrk of the seagulls soaring on the wind, so much more regal than when they begged for chips at picnic tables. In flight, they became true.

I breathed in deeply. And out. In deeply. And out.

Then it was time to run. Wrapping Waffles’ lead firmly around my wrist, I took off and he adjusted his pace to mine. We hit the cliff path and the wind picked up and brought with it the smell of salt and seaweed and freedom. For a brief moment the moody clouds stepped aside, and a stream of brilliant spring sunshine swept through.

I kept up a steady pace. The path was deserted. Too cold for locals who had grown so accustomed to coastal beauty they could ignore it. When the trees that lined the path ended and opened into the clearing, I stopped, caught my breath, then found a suitable stick to throw for Waffles to fetch. I flung it wide in an arc and Waffles started to chase it, then skidded to a halt. He turned back towards me, excited, alert. He barked. Someone was coming.

Soon, we could both hear the pounding of a runner on the path, the steady huff of breath. The runner burst into the clearing from the path along the cliff. A shock of recognition. I noticed the panda eyes first. Jack Barratt.

He nodded in a friendly way, until he realised it was me and slowed to a halt, jogging on the spot. Finally, he laughed and headed over. Waffles returned to my side and sat next to my leg, leaning on me a little as if to reassure me he was there. I rested a hand on his head, wondering how this would play out.

‘Well, if it isn’t our friendly neighbourhood detective!’ Jack stopped about a metre away from me. He rubbed his hands on his white singlet adorned with the red-and-black Bintang beer logo then interlocked his fingers, cracking his knuckles. Classic fight preparation moves.

Wanker.

‘Nice shiners,’ I said, looking at his black eyes.

‘You should see the other guy,’ Jack said, his voice light, his eyes mean.

I crossed my arms. Said nothing.

Jack was clearly a man who never met a silence he didn’t want to fill. The type of offender cops loved the most.

‘So you’re going ahead with your bullshit charge?’ The note of a threat rose in his voice.

I shrugged. ‘Sure. Why not?’

He took a step forward, hands clenching into fists. Hadn’t taken any notice of Waffles until the growl that started deep inside my dog then worked its way to the surface and ended with a warning bark.

‘You think I’m afraid of that?’ Jack leaned forward and started barking at Waffles like a man possessed. Then he darted at me, grabbing me by the throat.

Big mistake.

Before I had time to respond with an eye gouge, Waffles lunged up and bit Jack on the arm, digging his teeth into flesh and shaking his head. Jack let go of me and screamed like a banshee.

‘Stop!’ I commanded, and Waffles let go immediately.

Jack bolted and Waffles chased him. He sprinted for the path and hurled himself over the barrier onto a metre-wide strip of ground between the rail and the cliff drop of the Devil’s Corner. Waffles jumped up and rested his front paws on the barrier. He barked his continuous bark, designed to show off all his most ferocious teeth. I ran over to him.

Nursing his bitten arm, which was bleeding profusely, Jack edged backwards, away from Waffles. Towards the cliff edge.

I grabbed Waffles’ collar and pulled him down from the barrier. Once I put distance between us, I called to Jack. ‘You’re pretty close to the edge.’ I kept my voice even. Seeing him standing frozen on the edge of the abyss, it occurred to me in a blinding flash that the world be a better place if he went over. Women would be safer.

I didn’t take my eyes off him.

First, he held my gaze, but then he winced and looked down at his bleeding arm. ‘Oh jeez!’ he said and took a half-stumbling step back. He was too close to the edge. A cluster of rocks underfoot dislodged and clattered over the rim.

I gasped, an involuntary reaction to another human in peril.

‘You need to come back over the barrier,’ I called.

‘Fuck off, bitch! I’m not coming back over till you piss off.’

This was one of those moments when an important choice had to be made. All my training told me to talk him off the ledge, to call for help, but my natural revulsion towards this violent man and the lingering pain where he’d grabbed my throat won out. Without another word, I clipped on Waffles’ lead and took off back down the path, leaving Jack Barratt on the brink of the Devil’s Corner.

As we hit the path, I could sense Waffles was still on high alert, wrenching at the lead and barking into a copse of trees.

I scanned the trees. Couldn’t see anyone. ‘Come on, boy,’ I panted and pulled him back into line. The trip up had been filled with joy. The trip back, fuelled by anger.
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Back in the car park, Waffles and I climbed into the car. My hands still shook a little as I buckled him in, even though the run back to the car had drained a lot of the adrenaline from my cliff-top encounter. When I climbed into the driver’s seat, Waffles leaned into me and rested his head on my shoulder. I patted him and told him what a good boy he was. All the while, my eyes never left the path. Jack shouldn’t be too far behind us. The rest of the car park was empty; Jack lived in town, so he must have run here from his place.

Now that I had a moment to gather my thoughts, I considered what had happened. Jack was dangerous but also profoundly stupid taking me on a second time. Arrogance and stupidity were a bad mix. I leaned my head back against the headrest. What should I do now? I was the cop investigating Jack for potentially drugging my drink. I had arrested him. He’d accused me in court of attacking him because I had refused his advances, and now he had been injured by my dog. God only knew what spin he would put on this encounter. I needed to strategise. Assuming the worst, Jack would call this an unprovoked attack by my dog—or, worse, he would say I had ordered my dog to attack him. I unzipped my jacket pocket, pulled out my phone and dialled Pip’s number.

‘Have you got a moment to talk?’ I asked as soon as she answered.

‘Sure.’ Pip sounded like she was in a cafe.

I told her what had transpired with Jack. When I got to the bit about him grabbing my throat, she sucked in a breath and I had to assure her that I was okay. Pip, knowing how I felt about Wheels, asked if I was comfortable reporting the incident to him.

‘He won’t take this well.’

She had an alternative. Turned out Pip was good mates with the local divisional district inspector—the DDI. ‘Take it straight to her,’ she advised. ‘Get your throat checked out by a doctor. Photograph any marks. Write up a report of the incident. I’ll have my staff officer call the DDI and let her know to expect your report. Are you still in the car park?’

I looked over in the direction of the path. ‘Yep. He hasn’t emerged yet.’

‘Give it a couple of minutes and then call it in if he doesn’t,’ said Pip. ‘Duty of care applies to arseholes as well.’ She ended the call.

I watched the path until finally I saw a figure blinking in and out of view through the trees. It was resignation rather than relief I felt, and I didn’t want to be around for Round 2. I turned the engine on and was gone before he made it to the car park.
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CHAPTER 25

THE WISHING POOL

I parked in the visitor’s car park at the front of the police station and headed in the front door clutching a certificate from Doc Caldicott, who had noted and photographed red marks and the beginning of bruising on my neck where Jack had grabbed me. Next, I needed to write my statement for the DDI. Randall was on the front counter and grinned like a child when we appeared. The grin was for Waffles, not me.

‘You brought Waffles!’ he said as he reached under the counter to press the door release. He came through the internal door and met us in the corridor. ‘Can I pat him?’ he asked.

‘Sure you can,’ I said, remembering the first time he’d met Waffles. Randall had moved too quickly towards us and Waffles had let him know the danger in doing that. Luckily, it had been a warning growl rather than a bite. I scratched Waffles behind the ears and Randall leaned down to pat him. Waffles lapped it up like a prince.

‘I thought you’d left for the day,’ Randall said, casting a glance at my running clothes.

‘Me too. Looks like we were both wrong. I just need to do something in my office.’

I headed down the corridor to the CIB office, Waffles at my heel. As I leaned on the doorhandle, flicking through my keys, I realised it wasn’t locked. Wozza must’ve come back too, I thought—even though he’d listed a million kid-related things he had planned for the afternoon for his daughters now that the school holidays had started.

There was a man bending over my desk, rifling through the pages of the sexual assault file. I had a copy of Meg’s statement, Pete’s victim and the other four. And the polaroids. Statements that had been stacked neatly were now fanned. Waffles barked. One bark. Deep. Baritone. The man started and turned around.

Bill Wheeler.

What the hell was Wheels doing going through my desk?

I considered my options and went with silence. Silent expectation. I crossed my arms in front of me. Waffles stood by my side, sensing my mood. Normally he would sit, settle and lean against my leg, but not today. We both had our power stance on.

Wheels stumbled for words. Face red. Caught in the act. I could almost hear the clunking and grinding as his brain scrambled for an excuse.

‘Er … Um … I’m looking for the bail application on Jack Barratt,’ he said finally.

We both knew he was lying.

I looked him up and down, pausing before answering. Just so he was clear I knew. ‘It’s on your desk, boss,’ I said. ‘Remember? I gave it to you the other day. You put it in your in-tray.’

Wheels slapped his forehead like he was in a pantomime. ‘Oh, that’s right,’ he said. And then, because he had to restore the balance of power, he straightened up and looked at Waffles. ‘Not sure the rules permit bringing a dog into the office.’

The change in his tone was striking. So was mine.

‘Well, boss, I didn’t expect anyone would be in my office.’

He sniffed. ‘I’ll leave you to it then.’ He brushed past me, leaving a musty smell in his wake.

Strange that in his absence it felt like Wheels was still there, looking over my shoulder. I gave an involuntary shudder. Beside me, Waffles did the same. Only he did a kind of shake that started at his nose, engaged his whole body and ended at the tip of his tail.

‘Glad you got that out of your system, buddy,’ I told him.

I looked down at the papers Wheels had spilled out of the folder. There was no way he’d think any bail application could be in what was clearly the case file. I almost didn’t want to touch the papers; it was like they were the scene of a crime. I was being fanciful, I knew.

I sat down at my desk, glad I’d told Pip and not Wheels about my encounter with Jack Barratt on the cliff. I pulled out my official police diary and noted down exactly what had happened from the first sneer to the last fuck-off-bitch. Once it was in my diary, I typed up the account and emailed it to the DDI.

Asleep at my feet, Waffles stirred. I closed my eyes. Sometimes life felt too heavy.

Left to themselves, thoughts wandered through my mind: Jack Barratt, Meg, Merv, Carmel Millard. Brett. The suicide. The gun. And then a memory fired. Something Russell Mowbray mentioned. He said he’d helped Brett fix a latch to the door so that Crystal couldn’t get out. Was the door latched? I hadn’t noticed in the crime scene photos. I sat up, fully alert. The file was in my car but I didn’t want to risk bringing it in here. There was only one place I could think of going.
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I knew which house was Wozza’s because he pointed to it every time we drove past and said, ‘That’s my house.’ From the outside, it looked just like him—solid but a bit ramshackle. The lawn was unkempt, and the garden beds were full of weeds. Kids’ bikes and toys lay scattered around like an obstacle course. I parked outside then, with Waffles on the lead, grabbed the Millard homicide box from the boot.

Wozza answered before I knocked. ‘Saw you pull up,’ he said, opening the screen door with a screech of hinges. He took in the box in my arms and my hyped-up appearance, and a look of concern crossed his face. ‘Everything okay?’

I shook my head, then nodded at Waffles. ‘Can I bring him in?’

‘Sure,’ Wozza said. ‘The kids will love him.’

I followed Wozza down a short hallway that smelled like baking and opened into a chaotic kitchen. Wozza’s wife, Jess, stood behind the bench tipping a freshly baked cake onto a wire rack.

‘Hey, Antigone!’ she said brightly. We had met a bunch of times when she dropped into the station to exchange children with Wozza. I had liked her immediately, and since I was Wozza’s partner she instantly treated me like one of the family. ‘You’re just in time for cake.’ She peeled off her oven mitts and came around to give Waffles a hug. ‘Oh, you are a beautiful boy!’ she said.

His eyes rolled in ecstasy as she scratched him under the chin.

‘Why don’t you ever do that to me?’ Wozza protested.

‘You’re not this cute,’ said Jess.

‘Fair call.’ Wozza pointed to a chair. ‘Take a seat,’ he said, turning to the bench to put the kettle on.

When Jess turned her attention from Waffles to me, she must have noticed the look on my face. She said nothing and sat down at the table with me.

‘Sorry for barging in on you both, but I’ve had a hell of a day and I need to talk about it.’

Jess leaned forward on her elbows. Wozza finished making tea and brought the pot and cups and a jug of milk to the table.

I gave them the short version of my encounter with Jack and how I’d gone to the station to report it and found Wheels going through my desk.

Wozza’s eyes widened. ‘Bloody hell,’ he said. ‘Are you okay? I can see bruising on your neck.’

I nodded.

‘And you reckon Jack Barratt is okay?’

I shrugged. ‘I drove off as soon as I saw him approaching through the trees. He was upright and walking.’

Wozza asked if I’d made notes about the encounter.

‘I sent a report through to the DDI,’ I said.

He laughed. ‘Wheels’ll be sticking pins in an Antigone voodoo doll for going over his head.’

I sighed. Nothing new in that.

‘What do you reckon Wheels was looking for?’ asked Jess.

‘No idea. But that’s not what I want to talk to you about.’ I pulled out the blue spiral binder of crime scene photos from the Millard homicide box, remembering a close-up picture of the door. I hadn’t taken any notice because the photo had focused on the fingerprint dust around the handle. I’d seen so many dusted doors; they were featured in nearly every packet of crime scene photos I’d ever seen. Urgently, I flicked through them—past the front of the house, empty living room, food scattered on the floor, phone off the hook, Shayna dead in bed, Brett on the floor in the kitchen to the open kitchen door and, finally, the wire door. There it was.

Latched.

My heart thumped. Alert. Wired. I blew out a deep breath. I could see Wozza had made the connection. He used the photos like a storybook to bring Jess up to speed.

I tuned out and looked through the statements. The first cop on the scene had been a guy called Dean Lafford. Retired now, but still local. I’d met him one day when he’d come in to register a new gun. He’d told a few war stories in the muster room. Seemed like a good bloke. I scanned through his statement. Got the call … drove out to the house … front door unlocked … found small female child, dirty and dishevelled, two bodies … took child outside to police vehicle … radioed detectives. Nothing about going near the back door, nothing about securing the latch. And why would he? I pictured the scene. Protocol dictated he check to ascertain whether life was present in the bodies. He would also have done a quick walk-through to check for the presence of any other persons then beat a hasty retreat with the child. I imagined Lafford scooping her up, both to protect her and to ensure she was with him in case there was anyone else there as he hurried through the house.

Tracing the photograph of the locked screen door with my finger, I knew there was no way a four-year-old could have opened it. She wouldn’t have been tall enough. It was designed so she couldn’t reach it. And there was nothing close she could have climbed on. There was something very wrong about this investigation. How could the police at the time have possibly concluded a tiny child could drag a gun out a door she couldn’t open? Because if Crystal couldn’t put the gun outside, then Brett couldn’t have shot himself dead, then flung the gun out of harm’s way, then relatched the door.

Jess looked at both of us. ‘What the hell?’

Wozza let out a low whistle as he poured me a cup of tea and cut a generous slice of cake. ‘If ever there was a time to have dessert before dinner, this is it,’ he said.

‘I’m no expert,’ said Jess, ‘but it looks like you’ve got a murder on your hands.’

Wozza dialled for some pizza and opened the thick file sitting on the table.

I looked at Jess. ‘You up for it?’

‘Hell yeah,’ she said. ‘I’ve listened to every true-crime podcast in existence.’ She held up her hand and counted them off. ‘Casefile, Australian True Crime, Trace. I’m totally up for it.’ Jess cleared the large dining table so we could spread out.

Half an hour later, the kids were in the family room down the hallway watching Moana and eating pizza, and us adults were trying not to drip pizza cheese on crime scene photos. Front and centre was the photo of the wire-door latch. Definitely latched. Definitely too high for Crystal to reach.

‘I don’t get it,’ said Wozza, staring at the photo. ‘Why didn’t they see this back then?’

‘Maybe they did see it,’ said Jess, ‘and they decided to ignore it.’

Wozza reached for his phone. ‘One way to find out,’ he said, scrolling through his contact list. He clicked on a number for Dean Lafford then clicked speaker.

‘Woz! Mate.’ Dean’s voice echoed around the table.

Wozza quickly explained why he was calling.

Dean remembered the case like it was yesterday. ‘Bloody tragic,’ he said. ‘I did a quick check for signs of life, then grabbed that kid and got the hell out of there.’

‘So you didn’t touch the back door?’ Wozza asked.

‘Nah, mate. Left the scene just the way I found it, except for taking the kid.’

Wozza thanked him and hung up.

I picked up the picture of Shayna. She was lying on top of the blankets, one arm draped over the side of the bed, the other flung out sideways across the bed. ‘Could she have been standing up and fallen back on top of the blankets?’

Wozza and Jess looked at the picture.

‘What if Shayna was having a lie down,’ said Jess, ‘and Brett was cooking toasties for dinner, then he’s shot from outside—’

Wozza picked up the theory. ‘And she’s woken by the shot and gets up to investigate—’

I brought it home. ‘Then the killer comes in the unlocked front door, shoots her and she falls back onto the bed.’

‘It would explain why she’s on top of the blankets.’ Wozza traced a finger over the picture. ‘And because the front door was unlocked, the killer could have left the gun out the back, closer to Brett and never realised that while the back door was open, the wire door was latched.’

‘That would work,’ said Jess. ‘People didn’t used to lock their doors much in Deception Bay.’

It made sense. ‘We really need to get a look at that wire door,’ I said.

Finishing a slice of pizza and wiping my hands on a serviette, I shuffled through the pile of papers and found Wheels’s statement. At Jess’s urging, I read it aloud:


My full name is William Harold WHEELER and I am a Detective Sergeant at the Deception Bay Police Station.

At approximately 7.35 am on the day in question, I received a call from Sally HENDERSON regarding her concern for the welfare of Brett and Shayna MILLARD and their daughter, Crystal MILLARD, aged 4, residing at their farm in Pine Tree Gully Road.

I dispatched Senior Constable LAFFORD to perform a Concern for Welfare check. At approximately 8.20 am, LAFFORD reported two deceased adults at the premises. The MILLARD child was unharmed.

I attended the scene and observed one deceased adult male on the floor in the kitchen and a deceased adult female in the main bedroom.

I observed four unpaid bills on the kitchen table stamped OVERDUE. The total amount due was several thousand dollars for farm equipment, car payments and a mortgage default notice.

I made some inquiries re: a claim the deceased alleged he had against Deception Bay Premium Insurances for damages to his vehicle. No such policy had in fact been issued and the deceased had no claim on the company.



I stopped reading and looked at Jess, then Wozza. ‘It’s like Wheels is suggesting that a couple of overdue bills are proof of a murder-suicide. And how the hell is Deception Bay Premium Insurances involved in this? That’s where Russell Mowbray works. The company is owned by Richard Tippet. Why would Brett claim to have a policy with them if he didn’t? Not the kind of thing you’d mistake.’

I told Jess and Wozza what Nan had said about Norma visiting the Millard farm for Shayna’s cooking lesson and how she left when there was no response to her knock on the door, thinking that the family must be out because Brett’s car wasn’t there; how instead it had been towed away after an accident.

As I spoke, Jess picked through the pile of statements.

‘Here’s one from Richard Tippet,’ she said, sliding it across the table.

I scanned it. Two pages total. He denied ever selling an insurance policy to Brett and denied any responsibility for the $20,000 required to replace Brett’s wrecked car. Said he knew nothing about anything.

We all read and re-read statements till late into the evening and discussed different scenarios. At one point, Jess dragged a kids’ blackboard out of the playroom and started a timeline in pastel-coloured chalk. Jess drank red wine. Wozza went through several cans of beer, all wedged into a stubby holder with a Wonder Woman logo on it. I drank tea. Jess reminisced about Shayna Millard. She’d known Shayna as a little girl; had even babysat her a couple of times. At one point, her eyes filled with tears as a memory came to mind. She gave a laugh that came out with a hiccough.

‘I was about thirteen at the time. I was babysitting her one summer’s night and she was restless after dinner. She must’ve been three or four. I took her out in the yard and filled up her little inflatable pool. She had a play and when she got out, I wrapped her in a towel and gave her a coin. “Throw it into the water,” I said, “and make a wish!” And do you know what she did?’

Wozza and I shook our heads.

‘She threw the coin in the pool and wished for water.’ Jess plucked a tissue out of her sleeve and wiped her eyes. ‘Voila! Wish granted.’
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Wozza, Jess and I had talked long into the evening to come up with a strategy. In the end, we all agreed that we needed to look into the Millard deaths, but because Wheels and then later the coroner had declared the case closed, we had to do it in the shadows. And, it couldn’t be at the expense of the investigation into Jack and Meg and the pub sexual assaults.
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CHAPTER 26

THE GIRL THEY DIDN’T BELIEVE

Wozza was already in the office when I got in the next morning. There was no sign of Wheels. His office door was closed and it looked like the light was off.

‘Today, we need to focus on finding Meg’s attackers,’ I said, sitting at my desk with a freshly brewed cup of tea.

‘On it,’ said Wozza. ‘Also, I put in the paperwork to check your shed guy’s bank records.’ He looked very pleased with himself. ‘If someone paid Matthew Bunting to hide in your shed with a knife, we’ll know soon enough.’

‘How long do you reckon it will take?’

‘Couple of days, hopefully,’ he said. ‘That reminds me—Lachie Murtog’s back. Saw him getting coffee this morning. He was walking to his car as I pulled up.’

I raised an eyebrow.

‘Someone did a number on his ute. Scratched to high heaven.’

‘Do you mean keyed?’ I sat up and leaned forward.

‘Yeah, but with something much bigger—a chisel or something. Every panel. I asked him about it and he reckons it happened a while back. He can’t afford the excess on his insurance to get it fixed. Pity. Nice-looking ute. Racing red.’

‘Did he report it when it happened?’

‘Nah. I checked the system. No report.’

‘That in itself is suspicious. Someone attacks your car with a chisel and causes damage, why wouldn’t you report it? You need a police report for an insurance claim, even if he can’t afford the excess now.’

Wozza shrugged. In his furrowed brow, I could see the same thought process going through his mind. If Lachie Murtog was connected with Jack Barratt and the sexual assaults in some way, had one of the victims taken revenge on his car? Or could it be one of the young women who had made the allegations a while back—the ones the police didn’t act on?

I nudged the mouse on my computer and the screen sprang to life. Wozza told me the name of one of the young women who had made the complaint against Lachie and another guy—James Tuffin, or Jimbo to his mates. I logged in and searched for that case. It had happened on Australia Day. Not much in the way of paperwork. My predecessor had taken the statement. Wozza’s old partner.

‘I was on annual leave—a holiday with Jess and the kids,’ said Wozza. ‘Otherwise, I would’ve done it. By the time I got back to work, Wheels had put the kybosh on it.’

I remembered Wozza mentioning this earlier. He’d felt uncomfortable, but there was nothing he could do. We needed to talk to the two girls involved, I decided. Kara Bromfield. She worked at the local pool. One phone call told me she was working a shift now.

Just as I was packing my notebook and phone, ready to leave, Jane came into the office. She carried a sheaf of printouts.

‘You wanted our running sheets from the night Meg was attacked. Me and Randall were doing the pub and car park checks,’ she said. ‘Here’s a list of cars we took down with the location and time we saw them. We made a list of them on the running sheet.’ She handed over several pages of photocopied running sheets.

‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘This could prove really valuable.’

Jane beamed. ‘Anything else?’

‘We’ll let you know,’ I said, flicking through the forms as she left our office.

‘Anything interesting?’ asked Wozza, picking up his keys.

There was something interesting. Red ute. Left-hand front tyre balding. Checked at 7.10 pm. Scratches noted on every panel of the vehicle. ‘Hey,’ I said, ‘guess where Lachie Murtog’s car was on the night Meg was taken?’

‘Parked outside the pub?’

‘Yep.’

Wozza looked thoughtful. ‘And after that night, he took off for a couple of days. When I saw him this morning, he was wearing his high-vis vest.’ He checked his watch. ‘Probably on a seven-to-three shift. We can head around to his place after he finishes work.’

‘In the meantime, we need to talk to the woman who made the complaint after the Australia Day barbecue.’
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Kara Bromfield was much shorter than me, and I wasn’t tall by any means. She had the physique of a sportsperson and seemed to bounce nervously on the balls of her feet when we approached her at the reception desk of the Waves Pool and Gym, where she worked. She knew Wozza from around town but looked warily at the both of us.

‘Is there a place we can talk?’ I asked her. A group of teens pushed and shoved their way past us in full school holiday volume. ‘Somewhere quiet?’

Kara left the desk in the charge of a young man wearing the same T-shirt she was, adorned with the fitness club’s logo. She led Wozza and me to the staffroom, which was quiet at 9.30 am. A huge glass window overlooked an indoor pool and muted the squeals and splashing from below. She pointed to chairs around a lunch table and we sat. Kara looked like she’d rather stand but sat anyway. Under the table, she started rocking her foot. A faint shaking was visible above the table.

‘Is this about what happened on Australia Day?’ she said. ‘Have those pricks done this to someone else?’

Wozza took the lead. ‘Kara, I’m so sorry this was pushed under the carpet. Can you tell us what happened that night?’

She looked from Wozza to me like she was about to protest, to say she’d said it all before, to ask what use it would be to repeat it, but then her shoulders slumped a fraction and she nodded. A look of resolve crossed her face and I imagined her on a netball court shooting for a goal, or about to take on an opponent in a martial arts fight. I knew that look. The fighter’s look.

‘When I told the police about what they did to us,’ she began, ‘and we weren’t believed, I said to DeeDee—’

‘She’s the other girl?’ I said.

Kara nodded. ‘I said to DeeDee, “You just wait. They’ll do this again.” I suppose that’s why you’re here.’

‘If it’s okay, we’d like you to tell us what happened that night,’ I said.

Kara took a deep breath then nodded. ‘There’s this big holiday-let place down the coast a couple of kilometres. Some blokes rented it for the summer and it was a bit of a party house. Anyhow, they hosted an Australia Day barbecue lunch. You know, sausages and eskies full of beer. A couple of our friends were going and they asked us. Me and DeeDee went together because the guys we were dating at the time …’ Her voice trailed off for a moment; I deduced the relationships had not survived the allegations. ‘The guys worked on a fishing trawler down the coast. They were working the long weekend so me and DeeDee went to the barbecue together.’

‘How many people were there?’ I asked, taking notes as she spoke.

‘Heaps,’ she said. ‘It was meant to be just a daytime thing, but some blokes and a couple of us girls stayed.’

‘How much had you had to drink?’ asked Wozza.

Kara looked defensive. ‘We had a few! And that was used against us when we reported what happened. It’s like once a girl has a couple of drinks, anyone can do anything to her and it’s okay because she’s drunk! People are like, “What did you expect?” But you know what I expected? To feel a bit seedy the next morning, that’s what I expected. Not gang rape.’

Wozza turned a shade of deep red. ‘I didn’t mean it like that,’ he spluttered. ‘I just wanted to understand how … how clear-headed you were.’

The fight went out of Kara. ‘Sorry, Woz,’ she said with a catch in her voice. ‘Look, we probably had half-a-dozen coolers over the day, but it was hot and this would have been over five or six hours. We weren’t drunk.’

‘Can you tell us about the assault?’ I asked.

Kara looked into my eyes. I saw the pain this memory brought up.

‘It was when most people had gone home. Until it happened, I didn’t realise we were the only girls left. You know how it is. You just sit around talking into the night. We were outside and they lit a fire in the fire pit next to the house when the cool change came. There was music from the boom box and the guys were all mellow. And then it all gets a bit fuzzy. You know, the more I think about it, the more I reckon they put something in our drinks, cos the next thing I knew, we were somewhere else, on this filthy old mattress, and there were guys on top of us …’ Kara’s lip quivered.

‘Raping you both?’ I asked softly.

She nodded. ‘I remember the pain … and the humiliation. And I remember trying to scream and someone put their hand over my mouth. I know I vomited at some point, because the next day I had it in my hair …’

‘What happened next?’ I asked.

‘I tried to struggle but I couldn’t …’ She looked down at her arms. Raised them off the table. ‘My arms didn’t work. All I remember was looking sideways and seeing DeeDee next to me on the floor. She was being jolted like someone was raping her, but she wasn’t reacting at all. Her eyes were closed. After that, I remember waking up sometime later, on the couch back at my place, not knowing how I got there. DeeDee was asleep in the armchair. My keys were on the coffee table.’

Kara stood up and walked to the kitchen sink. She picked up a glass from the draining rack and filled it with water. She took a long drink before facing us again. ‘I reported it that morning. To the police.’ She shook her head at the memory. ‘That detective took our statements and said he’d look into it, then he rang a couple of days later to tell us they’d talked to the guys, and they said we’d agreed to group sex. It was our word against theirs. There was nothing they could do.’ Tears came but didn’t spill. Her eyes flashed with defiance.

‘So that was that?’ said Wozza in a quiet voice.

‘Yep. The guys said we probably dobbed them in because we had boyfriends.’

‘Kara, did the detective order a rape kit examination?’ asked Wozza.

She shook her head.

Wozza glanced at me. His look said everything. The detective had stuffed up, drawn conclusions. Evidence had been lost as a result.

‘Do you know who the men were?’ I asked.

She nodded but said nothing.

It was on the tip of my tongue to promise to look into it, to promise to arrest the men responsible, but the truth was there wasn’t enough evidence to go on. The defence would make mincemeat out of Kara. I could imagine it: You were intoxicated? Surely, given that you stayed after everyone else left, you were attracted to my client? Is it true you were flirting with him all night? When you agreed to lie on the mattress after enjoying several drinks, isn’t it true that you considered sex a possibility? Your boyfriend broke up with you shortly after that night; is it true that was because you were unfaithful? In court, words twisted and curled like serpents and the worst night of a woman’s life was moulded into a story that made it her fault, something she asked for, something she deserved.

I glanced at my notes. ‘The report mentioned Lachie Murtog and James Tuffin …’

‘Jimbo,’ said Wozza.

‘Those are the two I remember,’ said Kara, ‘but I think there were more.’

I asked for DeeDee’s contact details but Kara shook her head vehemently.

‘She won’t talk. Not after what happened to me at the police station. I was having trouble convincing her to come forward in the first place. When she saw how I was treated, it was all over red rover as far as she was concerned.’

I totally understood. I knew the statistics. The best estimate was that only around twenty per cent of sexual assault victims reported it to the police. The other eighty per cent? So many reasons for not coming forward, but I reckon many of them had no faith in the system, no expectation of justice. And they were right. The system was profoundly flawed. Only one in five made it to court when they were reported. I knew the odds and understood DeeDee’s decision not to come forward. Didn’t stop me from wishing we had a legal system that women could actually trust.

I closed my notebook and stood up to leave.

Kara looked at me. ‘Why didn’t people believe us? Why did people think we were the liars?’ There was such pain in her eyes.

‘For what it’s worth, we don’t think you’re lying,’ I said.

Her smile trembled gratitude and a single sob broke from her throat before she stilled herself.
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‘Poor bugger,’ Wozza said once we were back in the car. ‘The horror of being raped and then the horror of not being believed.’ He shook his head.

‘Did you notice her tattoo when she pulled up her sleeves?’ I couldn’t keep the excitement from my voice.

Wozza’s eyes widened. ‘The hummingbird! It was in one of Jack’s polaroids!’

‘We need to get Jack Barratt back in for an interview. And we need to find out where that old mattress could be.’ On the drive back to the station, I asked Wozza about DeeDee. From what he could gather, she never came forward, never spoke about what happened. Never made a complaint.

‘Do you know who she is?’ I asked.

‘Nope. After the fiasco, Kara swore she’d never tell us who she was.’

‘They should have ordered a rape kit,’ I said.

‘Yeah, they should have—but you know it wouldn’t have made an ounce of difference,’ he said sadly. ‘DNA evidence would only prove what they all agreed on—that sexual acts had taken place that night. Consent is the issue. You see it time and time again. He says she consented, she says she didn’t. For some unknown reason, juries believe the guy. It’s profoundly unfair. I reckon the innocent-until-proven-guilty thing means that men walk into court innocent and then most of them bloody stay that way.’

It suddenly struck me how ironic that was. Campaigns and training told us to believe the victims, but as far as the courts were concerned, the offender was regarded as innocent from the outset. You can’t have it both ways. I’d seen how it played out in court—not just with Gemma but all the time. Heard heartbreaking stories of trauma and ongoing suffering and nightmares dismissed by the juries in favour of a guy in the defendant’s chair with a hangdog expression while defence lawyers talked about not wanting to jeopardise his future potential with a guilty verdict. Of juries wanting more than he-said, she-said.

But often, that was all there was.

I was glad Wozza could see how this was for women. The unfairness had seeped into him and I could tell he’d do anything to right this wrong. Beside me in the car, he sat in stark relief to my memories of riding in a different car with Daniel, months ago, discussing this very issue. At the beginning of the car ride, he was potentially my life partner, a man I longed for with every fibre of my being. By the time we got where we were going, it was all over and I was wondering how many boxes I’d need to move my stuff out of his apartment. Out of his mouth, I heard the words floating around the car like poisonous gas: innocent until proven guilty … the courts decide … the bloke has his whole life ahead of him … Oblivious in his certainty, Daniel was suggesting that Gemma couldn’t tell the difference between sex and rape, which meant he was also suggesting that I couldn’t either, that I had been duped by her. Fuck that.

Talking to Lachie Murtog and Jimbo Tuffin became our top priority. Especially when, back at the station, we checked Jane’s parking log from the night Meg was taken and saw that Jimbo’s car had been there too.
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CHAPTER 27

CHICKS CRY FOUL

We waited until we’d figured Lachie Murtog’s shift was over then went for the third time to his block of flats.

‘Third time lucky,’ said Wozza as he pulled up next to a red ute. I walked around it. Wozza was right—every panel was scratched. Gouged. Normally, I would shake my head at the wanton damage. But there was something about these scratches that felt … satisfying. If Lachie was targeting women, this hit back where it hurt.

Lachie Murtog held a stubby of beer when he opened the door. He was shorter than I’d imagined. Handsome, muscled arms, tanned, clean cut. He looked like a nice guy. But I knew more than most that looks could be deceiving.

He nodded at Wozza and seemed polite enough when Wozza introduced me. He invited us in. The house smelled like stale cigarette smoke. We settled at his kitchen table, after refusing tea and coffee.

Wozza took the lead. ‘We wanted to talk to you about the damage to your car,’ he said. ‘The more detail you can give us, the better. That way, if it happens again, we might be able to identify the culprit.’

Lachie looked uncomfortable. ‘Woz, I don’t want to do anything about it. Shit happens, you know?’

‘Mate,’ said Wozza, leaning forward earnestly. ‘Hard-working bloke like you. You don’t deserve shit like this. Fixing your ute’d cost a fucken fortune. Whatever bastard did this, we want to catch him—otherwise no one’s ute is safe, mate.’

Wozza deserved a standing ovation. The way he slipped into the vernacular was worthy of a gold star—or at the very least an elephant stamp for swearing.

‘Surely you want us to catch him?’ said Wozza.

‘Him?’ The look of confusion on Lachie’s face told me he’d assumed the ute scratcher was female. He tried to cover his confusion. ‘Well, sure—I mean, yeah—but how the hell can you?’ Lachie stood up to get another stubby from the fridge. As he cracked the top, he looked at me properly for the first time. ‘You the one who headbutted Jack Barratt?’

I dodged the question. ‘Do you know Jack?’

‘Me? Nah. Just heard about it, that’s all.’ Lachie looked away too quickly. He resumed his seat at the table.

I leaned back in my chair. Wozza shadowed my movement. Open. Nothing to hide. ‘So, Jack Barratt has never called you?’ My eyes flicked to his phone on the coffee table in front of him. ‘On your mobile?’

Lachie looked at his phone as if it might bite him. Finally, he said, ‘Nah.’ His discomfort was so intense it was comical. His fingers twitched like he wanted to grab his phone away from my reach. Resisting the urge, he crossed his arms in front of him and shoved his hands under his armpits.

‘Can I take a look?’ I said.

He snatched it from the table and held it to his chest. ‘Don’t you need a warrant or something like that?’

‘Look, mate,’ said Wozza, readying to throw him off balance, ‘while we’re here, I wanted to follow up about the Australia Day barbie. I heard there was a bit of trouble.’

Lachie looked defensive. ‘Coupla chicks cried foul. You know what it’s like.’

‘Sure do,’ said Wozza. ‘Happens all the time. Bloody women.’ He chuckled.

Lachie’s posture relaxed visibly. While galling, this faux camaraderie got results. He laughed nervously. ‘Yeah, they were pissed. Coupla blokes got lucky.’

‘Where did they get lucky? At the party?’ asked Wozza in the same casual tone.

Lachie’s eyes darted from Wozza to me. He looked cagey. ‘Y-yeah, at the party.’

‘Did you get lucky?’ I asked.

Lachie’s face reddened. ‘They were up for it,’ he muttered.

‘That’s not what they claimed later, though, was it?’ I kept my voice even, non-judgemental.

‘Nah. They went squealing to the cops. It was all a bit of fun. Sore losers, that’s what I reckon.’

‘Happens,’ I said.

Lachie looked at me and grinned suddenly. ‘See? You get it. Why couldn’t they?’

Lying to shitheads comes easy to most cops. Greater good and all that. I was no different.

Wozza slapped himself on the forehead. ‘Hey,’ he said, as if he’d just remembered, ‘Ralphie at the Royal said you were there last Thursday.’

Lachie’s face reddened. ‘Maybe,’ he said. ‘Can’t remember.’

‘You and Jimbo and the others. Was it a good night?’

Lachie wriggled his shoulders as if stretching. ‘Yeah, that’s right. Bunch of guys.’

Wozza laughed. ‘You all get plastered?’

‘Yeah, mate.’ Lachie grinned. Then he stood up. Our visit was clearly over.

‘Mind if I use the bathroom before we go?’ I said, pointing up the hallway next to the lounge room. I set off in that direction before he could stop me.

[image: Image]

Outside, Wozza asked me what I found.

‘Nothing like the room with the mattress in the photo. He had a spare room but it was full of junk. No mattress, no besser brick wall.’

‘What impression do you get from young Mr Murtog?’

‘Lying through his teeth,’ I said as we got in the car. ‘He was so bad at it, I felt awkward.’

‘Yep. The Academy Award for Bad Lying goes to …’ Wozza did a drumroll on the steering wheel.

‘Have you ever seen him with Jack Barratt? We know they’re connected somehow.’

Wozza’s forehead creased in thought. ‘Can’t say I have. Barratt’s about a decade older than Lachie, too, which means they wouldn’t have gone to school together.’

‘I’d love to know what’s drawn them together.’

[image: Image]

Our next stop was Jack’s place. His car was outside, but there was no answer when we knocked on the door. Wozza did the fist-knocking thing and the ‘Open up! Police’ thing until an older woman from the unit next door came out and scowled at him.

Wozza looked abashed. ‘Sorry about that. You seen him?’ He nodded at Jack’s door.

The woman shook her head. ‘Not since he came home from work yesterday,’ she said. ‘It’s strange, because his car is in the carport. That normally means he’s home, but when I called over with some scones I made yesterday afternoon, there was no answer. I tried again today. Nothing.’

With Jack on the prowl, I called the station and issued a keep-a-lookout alert for him, and made sure patrols around pubs were stepped up. While we searched for who was responsible for the sexual assaults, I was determined to put as many obstacles as I could in the perpetrator’s way.
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RECORD OF INTERVIEW

Record of Conversation between Detective Senior Constable Antigone Pollard and Detective Senior Constable Warren Harvey and James Tuffin—aka ‘Jimbo’—conducted at the Deception Bay Primary School Holiday Program, Deception Bay, Tuesday, 23 September, 4.20 pm

Warren Harvey: Just turning on the recorder, Jimbo.

James Tuffin: What’s this about, Wozza?

WH: The Australia Day barbecue.

JT: What? I’ve already been interviewed about this, Wozza. Nothing happened!

WH: Not according to one young woman we’ve spoken to.

JT: We didn’t do anything wrong. They were up for it.

WH: Who else was involved?

JT: Involved in what?

AP: Who else had sex with the two women that night?

JT: I don’t know. I was drunk. Hard to remember.

Antigone Pollard: Where did the sexual encounter take place?

JT: Wait, what?

WH: Was it in the house where the party was? Like in a bedroom?

JT: Um …

WH: Or did you take them somewhere?

JT: Look, I gotta get back to the kids. Leave ’em alone too long and one of them might get hurt.

AP: Just a couple of quick questions. Have you ever introduced yourself at the pub as ‘Jack’? We have a witness who saw you do that last Thursday night at the Royal.

JT: Might have. No law against giving chicks a false name … er, is there?

WH: Just the law of manners, mate.

AP: Do you recall buying drinks for Meg Mulligan and her friends at the Royal that night?

JT: No. Never heard of them. I really gotta go.

[ … ]

AP: What do you think?

WH: He was squirming like he had a weasel up his butt.

AP: Did you turn off the recording?

WH: Yep. Er, nup. [Click]
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CHAPTER 28

THE WATCHING MULLIGANS

There were a dozen women at the CWA hall when I arrived a little before 6 pm. I shook off the feeling I had from talking to Lachie and Jimbo—the same way you shake off a spider web when you walk through it.

Russell Mowbray was there, dragging mats out from under the stage, and a dozen women in tracksuits stood around looking tentative. It seemed Russell had dropped Crystal off and got roped into helping. Norma was there supervising and Crystal was helping set up too. Watching Russell, I was interested to see how he would play it. I caught his eye and he looked awkward. I waved in greeting and he relaxed visibly. He’d probably been feeling bad about his behaviour in the coffee shop. You can walk out abruptly on a coffee date, but in a small town you’re gonna run into each other really soon. Once he finished putting the mats out, he came over to me.

‘Look,’ he said nervously, ‘I’m sorry about walking out on you yesterday.’

He looked so contrite I almost felt like letting him off the hook. It’s so easy to say, Oh that’s okay, I’ll excuse your behaviour, which of course gives them licence to repeat it, so I never do. I’m a head-on kind of person. Gentle, but head-on. ‘Touchy subject, huh?’

His sudden smile crinkled the corners of his deep brown eyes. ‘Oh, you betcha!’ he said. ‘Look, if you could forgive my bad manners and have coffee with me again, I promise I will definitely not walk out.’

And that, folks, was still the best offer I’d had in a while. I considered him for a couple of seconds before answering. Saw hope in his eyes. I said yes. He looked relieved. I ignored a flutter in my stomach.

[image: Image]

It was time to start the class. Crystal, in loud leggings and a lime-coloured singlet, was younger than the other women there. The oldest woman looked about sixty. I thought it best to ease them into things, so I got everyone to sit on a mat and do some gentle stretches, not unlike yoga. Any kind of martial arts had the potential to leave every muscle aching if you went in too quickly. In the past, I’d experienced aches in muscles I never knew I had.

As we sat and stretched, the women introduced themselves. I recognised some of them from the CWA talk. I had hoped Joyce Tippet would be among the participants, but she wasn’t.

I took the women through my ideas for the class. ‘Best keep this practical,’ I said. ‘We’ll go through some counter moves for if you’re tackled or grabbed or assaulted.’

‘Like you did with Jack,’ said a woman called Marina, grinning.

‘Sure,’ I said. ‘Sometimes a knee to the groin or a headbutt is the only way to knock an assailant senseless if he grabs you.’ One of the young women touched her cheek. ‘Oh God, my toddler headbutted me last week. Nearly knocked me out. The kid’s got a head like a bowling ball.’

The others laughed.

‘If a toddler can do it, so can you,’ I said, climbing to my feet. ‘Are you all ready?’

Crystal was the first to bounce up. She had springs in her legs and I was glad this would give her energy an outlet.

In minutes, the women had partnered up and were practising blocking and kneeing. I kept things light so everyone had fun. I hated self-defence classes where the instructor—often male—went alpha on the ‘ladies’, treating women like they were morons. I went the other way with encouragement and praise. Worked a lot better than having a man strutting around the group telling you how much better than you he was.

Halfway through the class, Meg Mulligan limped in. Behind her was Trish, with a protective hand on Meg’s good arm. The two of them made their way over to the chairs lining the wall near the mats. I acknowledged their presence with a small wave.

Forty minutes was the optimal workout for newbies, since around half the time was stretching in the warm-up and cool-down. I took them through all my favourites: knee to the groin, pressure points, eye gouge—simple moves to stop an attack. Some of the women reminded me of newborn babies stretching out their arms when they’re not quite in control of their movements. Having done martial arts for so long, the movements came smoothly and automatically to me, but to be a good teacher, I had to let them find their rhythm.

The class was soon filled with laughter as the women missed as many times as they connected with the large boxing pad I’d brought from home.

‘Turn on your other side and stretch your leg over,’ I said to the group, then walked over to the Mulligans. ‘How ya doing?’ I asked Meg.

She looked down at her cast ruefully and said, ‘Not ready to join your class, but I will be soon. Me and Mum came along to watch.’

For a moment, Meg reminded me so much of Gemma, I felt tears rise unbidden in my eyes. I blinked and the tears vanished into the marvels of the eye filtering system.

‘Stay afterwards and we can have a chat,’ I said before returning to the class.

After the cool-down, the women wrapped themselves up against the wintery chill and left the hall. Crystal had declared the class ‘sooo cool’ and bounced over to Russell Mowbray, who had come back to collect her.

‘Thanks,’ he mouthed as he helped Crystal with her jacket. He lifted his hand to his face and mimed drinking a cup of coffee.

I nodded at him, then wiped my face with a towel and headed over to Meg and Trish.

‘It’s a great thing you’re doing,’ said Trish.

‘Thanks.’ I took a swig from my water bottle and looked at Meg. ‘When did you get out of hospital?’

‘Today.’

I had to be careful with how I phrased what I wanted to say. I had learned so much from Gemma, and if I could use any of it to help Meg, I wanted to.

‘The outside looks much better,’ I said. ‘How’s the inside?’

Meg’s eyes widened. For a second she looked spooked. Then the shutters came down. She shrugged.

‘The thing is,’ I said, ‘you might find yourself wondering how you could ever go out again—like, if it’s happened once, how can you be sure it won’t happen again?’

Meg’s lip trembled suddenly and she nodded. ‘But I don’t want to be the victim.’

‘I know, honey, but part of the process is about understanding yourself better. I’ve seen girls haunted by this kind of event and I totally get that. I understand that it will be hard to trust anyone—or yourself, for that matter—but on the other side of this can be a stronger version of you. A wiser version. Not one victimised by what happened, but one transformed by what’s happened.’ I paused for breath. My monologue had kind of spilled out.

‘What do you mean, not trust myself?’ said Meg, puzzled. ‘I didn’t do anything wrong.’

‘I know,’ I reassured her. ‘You did nothing wrong, but you still ended up in danger. The next time you go out, you might suddenly question your ability to keep yourself safe. I’ve seen it before. But if you prepare for that feeling, you can deal with it.’

‘Makes sense,’ said Trish putting an arm around her daughter.

‘It changes everything,’ said Meg in a soft voice.

‘It does,’ I said, ‘but that change can also make you stronger and more resilient too.’

Meg’s face relaxed from the grimace she’d been holding. She looked thoughtful. ‘I hadn’t looked at it from that angle,’ she said. ‘Thanks.’ She threw her arms around me and hugged me.

I paused for a moment then hugged her back. It felt like hugging Gemma.
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CHAPTER 29

DIMITRI’S LEMONS

On Wednesday morning at the office, Wozza rang his real estate agent neighbour, Tully Webster, about the scene of the infamous Australia Day barbecue. It was a short-term rental, she told him. She was going to check the records and see who was renting it over the summer. Wozza also asked her about premises that might fit our polaroids: garages, workshops, anything in besser brick that she had on her books. She said she would look through photos she had on record of premises that fit the description and get back to us.

‘C’mon,’ said Wozza, grabbing his keys. ‘Let’s see if Jack Barratt is home.’

That was also code for coffee and pastries, so we headed to Main Street after, once again, Jack didn’t answer his door. Standing on the pavement outside Angie’s cafe, sipping coffee, I had an idea.

[image: Image]

The old Millard farm in Pine Tree Gully Road looked almost the same as it did in the crime scene photos taken a decade earlier. It might have been my imagination, but it seemed to have sagged a little under the weight of what had happened there. According to Land Titles Office records, the place was now owned by Marina and Dimitri Christopoulos.

As soon as she opened the door, I recognised Marina from my self-defence class. She had shown a vehemence in training like she was kicking and punching for real. I smiled in recognition but my mouth flatlined as I noticed the bruising under her eye. I knew what a punch to the face looked like. This hadn’t been there last night.

‘Detectives!’ she said brightly. ‘What brings you all the way out here?’ Her demeanour was ill-matched to her injury.

For a second, I was lost for words. Our need to inspect the screen door suddenly stalled. ‘Are you okay?’ I asked tentatively.

‘I’m excellent!’ she said, opening the door for us. ‘Just waiting for the ambulance. Come in!’

This time, Wozza spoke. ‘Um … Mrs Christopoulos … is everything all right?’

‘Just peachy!’ she said. ‘Call me Marina.’

We followed her down the hallway and out the back to the kitchen. On the floor lay a man, writhing in the fetal position, clutching his genitals. Marina stepped deftly over him to the bench and put the kettle on. As Wozza bent down to the man on the floor, I was momentarily distracted by the kitchen. It was the same bench from the crime scene photos. Same kitchen. Same everything. I’d looked at the photos so often all the details were imprinted in my memory. Even the moaning man on the floor was near where Brett’s body had lain dead all those years ago. My senses returned in full surround-sound as the man howled in pain. Above the noise, Marina asked if I’d prefer tea or coffee.

‘Er … tea. What happened here?’ I nodded over at Dimitri, who began sobbing theatrically.

‘We had a difference of opinion,’ said Marina. She touched her hand tenderly to the red swelling under her eye. ‘He thought he should be able to hit me and that I should just take it. And I thought he needed a knee to the groin—just like you taught us in the class last night.’

My eyes widened with surprise and admiration.

A crunching of wheels on the driveway. The ambulance. Marina practically skipped off to let the paramedics in.

Wozza stood from his squatting position and winced when one of his knees clicked. He looked over at me. ‘What do we do?’ he mouthed.

I bent over the sobbing man. ‘Mr Christopoulos, do you want to tell us what happened?’

The sobbing stopped and the man, whose eyes had been shut tight, opened them and peered at me through red rims. ‘She kneed my balls,’ he said breathlessly. ‘I think she broke them.’

I looked up at Wozza. ‘Is that a thing?’ I whispered.

He looked uncomfortable and shrugged.

I leaned over again. ‘Mr Christopoulos, Marina has been assaulted. Did you hit her?’

‘I want her charged!’ he shrieked, just as she came back into the kitchen with two paramedics.

I’d seen them at a couple of other jobs. We all nodded at each other.

Marina fell to her knees in front of her husband and gave his shoulder a rough shove. ‘Oh yes, big man! Have me charged,’ she said gleefully, ‘and I will stand up in court and tell the world how I fought back and kicked you in the lemons!’

Dimitri looked horrified.

Marina left him on the floor and returned to the bench to make tea. The ambos unpacked their equipment and tended to Dimitri, who had quietened considerably after the threat that his ‘lemons’ might be the subject of a court case.

I turned my attention away from the paramedics as they began removing Dimitri’s shorts to inspect the damage. Marina ripped open a packet of Tim Tams and offered me one. Wozza joined me, no keener to see Dimitri’s lemons than I was. He also wanted a Tim Tam.

We ignored the occasional theatrical moaning coming from the kitchen floor, and soon the ambos were loading Dimitri onto a stretcher.

Marina didn’t follow them out. She took a sip of tea and put her cup down. She looked at me. ‘I want to thank you for the self-defence class. You gave me the courage to stand up for myself and it felt so’—she stopped to search for a word—‘so liberating.’

‘So, what started it?’ asked Wozza, taking another Tim Tam.

Marina shrugged. ‘Nothing started it.’ She was still looking at me. ‘You know what I’ve realised since you did the talk at the CWA?’

I shook my head.

‘I’ve realised that nothing has to happen for this to happen.’ She pointed to the swelling beneath her eye. ‘It’s not me doing something wrong. It’s him deciding to fly off the handle. I could just be standing here breathing and that would be enough. When you spoke, I realised the life I’d grown accustomed to was wrong. You made me see the problem was his behaviour, not mine.’

I felt a little overcome with emotion as I saw her courage and understood the power in her words. ‘Where to from here?’ I asked.

She shrugged. ‘Who knows?’ she said. ‘The minute the fists fly, love flies out the window. But whether I change the locks while he’s gone or let him come back, this is never happening again.’ She pointed to her cheek once more.

Wozza wiped his eyes with his hanky. ‘Bug must’ve flown into my eye,’ he muttered.

Taking a sip of tea, I told Marina about the people who used to live in her house.

‘Have you replaced the wire in the screen door since you’ve lived here?’ I asked.

Marina shook her head. ‘We haven’t done much here. My husband’—she rolled her eyes—‘is only handy with his fists.’ She grimaced. ‘But perhaps for no longer.’

‘May we take a look?’ I asked.

‘Of course,’ Marina said magnanimously.

The back door was closed against the spring chill. I opened it and searched the screen door for signs of a bullet hole. And there it was.

Dead centre.

A perfect round hole in the wire.

Brett Millard had been shot by someone standing outside the screen door. I pulled my phone out of my pocket and took pictures of the screen from different angles.

This changed everything.
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CHAPTER 30

THE TOWN MEETING

The minute we got back to the office, we were bombarded. First email. Chloral hydrate. The drug that rendered Meg senseless. The lab results had been hurried through, and the report made it clear.

Second email. A notification announced the file was available. The preliminary autopsy findings on Mervin Geoffrey Evans. I felt a jolt go through me when I saw the file had already been accessed by Senior Sergeant Bill Wheeler. What was Wheels doing looking at our files?

‘Looks like Wheels beat us to the file,’ I told Wozza as I clicked on the document and scrolled through the opening pages.

‘What the hell?’ said Wozza, shaking his head. ‘I’d love to know what’s going on with him. What’s his interest in this?’

I murmured my agreement while scanning the document. At the end of the report was the summary. I read it then looked up at Wozza. ‘Guess what? He had chloral hydrate in his system too. Not enough to kill him, by the looks of it, but it also says he was taking medication for epilepsy which has reacted with the chloral hydrate. It’s just like Doc Caldicott said.’

‘I reckon he’s come along and picked up that beer Meg didn’t drink,’ said Wozza from his desk.

‘Either that, or the victim preference of the offender has suddenly changed from young women to old men.’

Wozza shuddered. ‘I like my theory better.’

‘We have to take a step back from this and see where we go next,’ I said, ‘because when we catch these guys, we are going to charge them with murder—or manslaughter at the very least.’

‘Eggshell skull and all that,’ said Wozza.

There were so many possibilities, so many variables. Wozza and I discussed them at length. Sometimes, it looked like Jack was in the frame, and at other times he wasn’t. According to the publican, Ralph Murphy, he’d kicked Jack Barratt out as soon as he arrived at the Royal, so it’s unlikely that Jack had spiked any drinks—for Meg or Merv.

‘Do you think these guys are tag-teaming their assaults?’

‘It would account for the different descriptions of the offenders,’ Wozza said, looking at his whiteboard display.

‘It would also account for the similar MOs.’

‘Any news on the tox screen from the drink Jack bought you at the pub?’ asked Wozza.

I shook my head. ‘I checked the system when Merv’s results arrived. Nothing yet. The lab won’t rush through an attempted assault over an actual one or a death.’

A notification pinged on Wozza’s computer, and a second later mine pinged too. We both checked. Wheels had called a full staff meeting. Now.

Wozza and I made our way into the muster room, where Wheels stood leaning against a bench while gathering cops took seats. I chose to stand and lean on the wall opposite him. He noticed. Didn’t say anything.

Wheels silenced the general hum with a loud clearing of his throat. ‘I’ve just been on the phone with Mayor Tippet,’ he said, ‘and the mayor has called a town meeting for this evening to address the issue of the recent drugging incident.’

Looking at Wheels, his round face, his confidence, his sovereignty over this micro-kingdom of cops assured, I felt stirrings of hatred that surprised me. I studied his features as he spoke. What was going on behind the bullish exterior? What was he up to? In some small way, he reminded me of Daniel—except, of course, I had loved Daniel, not hated him. But what they had in common was their entitlement to be right; the belief that their point of view mattered more, carried more weight.

Wheels droned on. I looked around the room at the people I worked with. Jane and Randall watched him, serious faces, foreheads creased in concentration. Then I saw Jane shake her wrist to awaken her watch and steal a glance at the time. I smiled.

‘And in conclusion,’ said Wheels, ‘I’ll be speaking at the meeting and I’d like Wozza to take the lead. Tell them about the investigation, where you’re at and so on.’

Wozza coughed and sprang to life. ‘Er, boss, shouldn’t Pollard take the lead on this one? She’s—’

‘Absolutely not!’ Wheels said. ‘The town knows you. Trusts you.’

Wozza nodded dumbly. I grimaced at the implication that the town didn’t trust me. And why was trust a requirement in what was essentially a short case briefing?

At the end of the meeting, I cornered Wozza, who had turned a bit pale. ‘Chivalry? Or do you really hate public speaking?’

‘Both,’ he said miserably.

We were headed back to our office when Jane caught us. She’d been working front desk duty. She held a form, filled out by hand.

Wozza squinted. Read the title. ‘Missing person?’

‘Yes,’ said Jane. ‘Just took a phone report from Deception Bay Transport.’ She looked around, then leaned in and whispered, ‘Jack Barratt didn’t turn up for his shift today.’

My heart thumped. ‘What?’

Jane noticed the change in my tone. ‘His boss said when he was a no-show, which has never happened before, they sent a guy round to his house. No one answered the door when they knocked, but his car is there.’

That much, Wozza and I knew already.

‘When did he work last?’ I asked.

Jane checked her notes. ‘Did the early shift Monday. Yesterday was an RDO.’

Bloody hell! That meant the last verified sighting of Jack Barratt was Monday afternoon standing on the edge of a cliff of the Devil’s Corner. By me.

Wozza plucked the report from Jane’s hand. ‘We’ll take a look,’ he said and walked off towards our office. He turned to me as soon as he closed the door on both of us. ‘You sure you saw him in the car park?’

I shook my head. I had seen someone approaching the car park—someone I thought was Jack, assumed … ‘There was no one else on the path that afternoon except him.’

‘But it could have been someone else?’

I thought about it. Pushed my mind back to exactly what I had seen. A figure moving along the path, indistinct colour flashing between the trees. It could have been anyone.

‘What about the car park? Was it empty?’

‘Yes.’ I was not liking being on the other end of an interrogation but knew it was necessary. I didn’t need Wozza to remind me that I could have been mistaken—which in hindsight I could have—but at the time I’d had no doubt it was Jack approaching.

Wozza grabbed his jacket from the coat hook on the back of the door. ‘Let’s go find someone who saw him after you did,’ he said.

I nodded my gratitude. Said nothing.
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We started at Jack’s work. We spoke to the gravel-voiced Wendy again. She repeated the information from the missing person’s report. Jack had worked a seven-to-three shift on Monday, just like Wozza and I had. I reflected on the irony of Jack probably having the same plan as me. Get home. Get changed. Head out for a run along the cliff. We got a list of Jack’s colleagues from his boss. Wozza offered to check them out on his own.

‘Why?’ I asked, but I knew the answer.

Wozza looked embarrassed. ‘Jack might have told them about you. His mates will take one look at you and be antagonistic.’

I knew he was right. He dropped me back at the station and drove off.
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A message pinged on my phone on the dot of 3 pm. Second chance coffee? Same place as yesterday? The number was Russell Mowbray’s; I’d added him to my contacts list after we spoke to him about Crystal. He must have got my number from the card I left him.

I needed to take my mind off what Wozza was doing. Sure, I texted back. I glanced at my watch, then grabbed my jacket. I texted Wozza. Heading out for coffee. I hoped in his reply, Wozza would update me on his search for anyone who’d seen Jack after the cliff incident.

My phone pinged with a response. I grabbed it and swiped the screen open.

Bring me back a pastry.
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It’s easy to tell when a guy gets ready for a date. His hair is always a little too neat and his shirt a little too pressed. Russell looked exactly like that. I was flattered nonetheless that he’d gone to some trouble. Not that it was a date. I planned to pump him for information. The fact that he was very nice-looking and had kind dark eyes made no difference. Anyway, even if they did make a difference, for all I knew he could be a suspect in the murder of his brother-in-law and sister, so—

‘Antigone!’ Russell stood up as soon as I came in the door of the cafe. His voice was too loud and several other customers glanced our way. He suddenly looked deeply embarrassed and lowered his voice. ‘Or should I call you Detective Pollard?’

‘Antigone is fine,’ I said, smiling. ‘Sit down.’

Russell sat down again in the same armchair he’d had on Monday and I took its partner. The fire in the huge fireplace was crackling, radiating heat, and I held up my hands to warm them.

I nodded to Angie behind the counter. She knew my order. Then I turned to Russell. I didn’t mince words. ‘So Carmel Millard is off limits in discussion?’

He apologised again for the other day and looked resigned to explaining himself. ‘When I got Crystal, I had no idea how to be a parent. I was the fun uncle then, all of a sudden, I was in my early twenties and responsible for a traumatised four-year-old. I had to do the best I could. She didn’t understand what happened. One minute she had a mum and a dad, and the next minute she didn’t. I reckon she was about six when she asked what happened to her parents. I blurted out that they died in a car accident. Sometimes you just say stuff in the spur of the moment and then you’re stuck with the story.’

Angie handed me my coffee. I took a sip. ‘So, Carmel Millard?’

‘In the beginning, when Carmel wanted to see Crystal, it was too hard. She was the mother of the guy who killed my sister—but Crystal couldn’t know that, because she didn’t know her mum had been killed.’

‘Small town,’ I said. ‘No one’s told her?’

He shrugged. ‘Not so far. And you know what? She’s not curious about it. She used to be but then she stopped asking.’ He took a sip of his own coffee, then looked into the flames of the fireplace. ‘Do you think I did the right thing?’

The question caught me off guard. Deep down, I didn’t think he had, but I knew as well as anyone that decisions made on the spur of the moment could have consequences which couldn’t be undone. Rather than answer his question, I asked one. ‘Do you think you’ll ever tell her?’

He let out a long sigh. Stared into the fire. ‘Yes … maybe.’

I felt for him in that moment. Teen angst was hard enough without adding a murder to it. My mind caught at the word murder. After seeing the screen door, that’s exactly what I thought it was. But Russell didn’t know that yet.

‘Did you ever doubt that Brett did it?’

‘What?’ His gaze moved from the hypnotic fire to me.

‘I mean, it must have come as a shock.’

Russell’s brow furrowed. ‘We always thought he just … snapped.’ His voice trailed off while his mind processed my question.

I had to be really careful here. If Brett and Shayna were murdered, Russell was just as good a suspect as anyone else in town. This nice-looking man sitting near me might be a murderer. ‘Did they have any enemies?’

Russell laughed. ‘Enemies? Like in the movies?’ He looked around the cafe. ‘Do you think this is the kind of town where people have enemies?’

I immediately thought of the barrel of enemies I had accumulated in the time I’d been in this very town: Jack Barratt, Matthew ‘Shed Guy’ Bunting, Mayor Tippet, Principal Duncan Edwards, Sergeant Wheeler, probably Dimitri. I blushed slightly as I realised I would be a candidate for the Guinness Book of World Records if they had an Enemies category.

‘Yeah, I do think it’s that kind of town,’ I said.
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The first thing I noticed about the town meeting was the ratio of men to women was about ten to one. The second thing I noticed was that the hall in the council’s Chamber of Commerce was so much nicer than the scout hall used by the women of the CWA. The wood-panelled walls were decorated with portraits of men hung among shining boards with the names of men in gold denoting the long history of mayors and councilmen. Men milled around chatting together, some in suits, some in farmer’s flannel, some in between. While it gladdened my heart that finally the men in town were going to address the issue of the drug-facilitated sexual assaults, I wondered why more women hadn’t turned up; they’d seemed very invested at the CWA meeting.

Richard Tippet stepped up on the stage and tapped the microphone. The sound magnified like thumping. Men took their seats and the couple of women I’d noticed made their way up the back and into the kitchen. Ah, I thought, one of those kinds of meetings.

‘Good evening, ladies and gents,’ said Tippet jovially, despite the distinct lack of ladies, ‘good to see such a turn-out of concerned citizens.’ He looked around the room and there was a murmur among the crowd. Tippet’s expression turned grave. ‘Tonight, we are going to hear from Senior Detective Warren Harvey about what the police are doing in response to this drugging that killed poor Merv Evans.’

‘Hear, hear!’ boomed an array of voices.

I only just managed to stop my mouth from dropping open in surprise. How did Tippet know that Merv had been drugged? That was an investigation secret, a potential card up our sleeve, and here was Tippet announcing it to the world.

I turned to Wozza and nudged him with my elbow. He too looked surprised. And a little green around the gills.

Tippet continued. ‘As mayor, I promise to find urgent solutions to this problem facing the men of Deception Bay.’ He banged his fist on the lectern. There was cheering.

The men? What was he talking about?

‘It’s come to the point where a man can’t have a quiet beer without fearing for his life.’

Suddenly, I understood. This meeting wasn’t about the women at all! Women had been targeted and there were five victims so far in neighbouring towns, not to mention Kara and DeeDee and Meg, but it took a man accidentally caught up in the case to rally the troops. Rage quickened my breath.

I scanned the room. Frank Forester the lawyer was there. Ralph Murphy from the pub was there. And, in the back row, I spied the school principal, Duncan Edwards.

Beside me, Wozza looked an even deeper shade of green.

‘I think I’m gonna throw up,’ he said, pushing himself up from his chair and hurrying from the room.

At the same moment the door banged shut behind Wozza, Mayor Tippet introduced him. After a smattering of applause, there was an expectant silence. Wheels glared at Wozza’s empty seat and, without waiting for his nod, I stood up and approached the steps at the side of the stage. I heard Wheels make a blustery noise of disapproval, but it was too late. I strode up the steps and walked across the stage to the podium in the middle where Tippet stood, confused.

‘Where’s Detective Harvey?’ he hissed, then jolted back as his question reverberated into the microphone. The echo squealed. A couple of guys flinched.

I leaned in, taking his place. Spoke into the microphone. ‘Senior Detective Harvey has suddenly taken ill. I’m Senior Detective Pollard and I’ll fill in for him.’ I turned and smiled at Richard Tippet, a little thrilled to see dislike dripping from his pores. I wasn’t sure if he recognised me from our encounter at the supermarket. Wouldn’t surprise me if he didn’t. I hoped he did, though.

‘It’s great to see so many concerned citizens here tonight,’ I said. ‘It’s an ongoing investigation, and it seems we’ve over-shot our quota of sharing details for the evening’—I looked pointedly at Wheels—‘but I can talk about the problem the town is facing with the current spate of drink spikings.’

A murmur swept through the crowd of men.

‘Several women have been victims of drink spiking in the last couple of months. We believe a man or a group of men are targeting women in pubs—’

From the side of the stage, the mayor cleared his throat loudly and began walking back to the podium.

‘—so please be vigilant. If you see anyone adding anything to a drink, or if you have any information, we want to hear from you. It is vital for the safety of everyone that we catch the offenders responsible for this.’

And my time was up. Richard Tippet was at my elbow leaning into the microphone. ‘Er, yes. Thank you, Detective er … ?’

‘Pollard,’ I said brightly. ‘Remember? We met at the supermarket.’

Tippet coloured. I returned to my seat in the front row. Wheels looked like thunder. Wozza still hadn’t returned to his seat.
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CHAPTER 31

THE WAFFLES BARRIER

He arrived after I got home. In the dark of the evening, the sweep of the headlights illuminated the paddock beyond the French doors. The fire crackled in the hearth and I had kicked off my shoes and curled up in Nan’s armchair, reading The Tattooist of Auschwitz. The author, Heather Morris, had found a golden kernel of love amid the blackness of the notorious concentration camp and I was engrossed. The gravel of the driveway crunched as a car pulled up.

Waffles gave a single bark. Just letting you know, boss: someone’s here.

I marked my place in the book, set it on the coffee table, and together we padded down the long hallway to the front door. My composure slipped as I opened it.

Daniel.

He climbed from the car and walked towards me. My breath caught at the sight of him. No man had ever got under my skin like he had. It was like he was imprinted on me. The easy curve of his smile. I didn’t fully trust myself around him. There was something stronger than logic where he and I were concerned.

He reached the porch steps. ‘I tried to call,’ he said. His voice purred into my consciousness.

‘I blocked you.’ I crossed my arms protectively in front of me.

‘We can’t fix this if we can’t talk about it.’ He looked up at me, his eyes pleading.

‘We can’t fix this because there’s a profound difference between the way you think and the way I think.’ My voice was hard.

‘I can’t believe you let her come between us.’

I sighed. ‘And I can’t believe you opened with that and expect any kind of resolution.’

Daniel’s smile faded and my heart hurt.

‘I just can’t believe we’re over.’ His voice was uncharacteristically hesitant.

‘Me neither,’ I said after a pause.

‘Has enough time gone by that we can at least sit down and talk?’

I hated how politeness and gut instinct created a war inside me. I couldn’t send him away after he’d driven all this way—even though that was what my gut told me to do. Beside me, Waffles sensed my ambivalence. He growled.

Daniel’s eyes flickered from me to the dog. ‘Nice pooch.’

‘Looks can be deceiving,’ I said, turning and walking into the house. Waffles followed. So did Daniel. My heart thumped as I walked down the hallway to the kitchen. I put the bench between us and busied myself filling the kettle and preparing the teapot.

Daniel looked around the living room. ‘Gee, it’s a beautiful old place,’ he said.

‘How did you find me?’

‘Asked in town.’

Bloody local blabbermouths.

Waffles stayed close to me, creating a barrier that Daniel couldn’t breach. If it was possible to love that dog more than I already did, this was the moment.

It felt crazy to have Daniel here in this space, and I noticed a small shake to my hand as I poured boiling water into the teapot. Adrenaline, probably. This man had held my heart for so long. What did love feel like when it died? Did it still hurt this much? What did the ache mean? I had tried so hard to separate myself emotionally from him, yet here he was and it hurt like hell. I hated that my feelings for him made me so vulnerable, but as he sat at the bench and I poured tea, I could see that he was not unscathed either. He looked as wretched as I felt. Somehow, I’d imagined him shrugging off my leaving and starting again without missing a beat.

‘So, how are you?’ he asked.

‘Work is crazy.’

Daniel grinned. Those teeth. Those dimples. The surety returning. Work was safe ground. Being ten years older than me, he had risen through the ranks and was currently cooling his heels as an inspector in the city, waiting for promotion.

‘How’s Wheels? We met at a conference a couple of years back.’

My eyes narrowed. I heard the casual edge to his voice that was there any time he mentioned another man. Daniel’s alpha personality was what drew me to him—I was strong and I needed someone as strong if a relationship had any chance. The downside was the chest-beating that came with it, like any other man could catch my eye. He never knew that the opposite was true. It was like he had spoiled me for anyone else.

I took a deep breath and strategised. A conversation about Bill Wheeler would keep us on safe ground. Maybe I could milk him for some information.

‘How did you know Wheels was up here? Did you check?’

He laughed. ‘Got me, Detective.’ He put his hands in the air.

I ignored him and reached for the biscuit tin. I was not going to make this—whatever the hell this was—any easier for him. And I was ninety-nine per cent sure we were over, so I had nothing to lose.

‘He’s a dick, actually,’ I said. ‘Talks down to women. Tried to tell me I couldn’t teach a self-defence class at the CWA in my spare time.’

‘What?’ Daniel looked concerned. ‘He can’t do that.’

‘And yet he did.’

Daniel said nothing.

‘And …’ I hesitated, not wanting to pull him back in, but not being able to resist his counsel. In the grief of our parting, I had repressed the fact that as well as being my partner, he had also been my best friend.

That part, I missed.

‘I think he interfered with a murder-suicide ten years back.’

Over hot tea and biscuits, I told Daniel the whole story. Within half an hour, we were back into the easy pattern.

‘So what are you going to do?’ he asked when I finished.

I sighed. ‘For now, I’m going to bed. I’m beat.’ My watch said midnight. I was due at work at 7 am and Waffles needed a run at six.

There was an awkward pause. ‘Bed, huh?’ he said.

I let him hang for a moment then relented. ‘It’s too late for you to leave now. Spare room is down there.’ I pointed down the far end of the hallway from my own bedroom. ‘Bed’s made up for visitors.’

He nodded, stood, then came around to my side of the bench. There was a low growl. Waffles, who had settled beneath my stool, was suddenly on high alert. Not man’s best friend tonight. Waffles was woman’s best friend. Daniel backed off, startled.

Waffles and I walked off down the hall.

I heard Daniel call after me. ‘Antigone? I …’

I didn’t look back. Just kept walking.
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CHAPTER 32

THE TABLES TURN

On Thursday morning, my phone rang before the sun rose. The ringing pulled me from the fog of sleep and a furl of dreams in which Gemma and Daniel featured in a crazy kaleidoscope. I fumbled to press the answer button. Through blurred sleep-eyes, I read the caller ID: Pip.

‘Pip?’ My voice was thick with sleep.

‘Antigone?’ Pip’s voice was very much awake.

‘Mmm?’

‘Have you seen the papers this morning?’

‘Pip, this morning I’ve literally just seen my phone with your name on it. That’s it.’

A hesitation. ‘Whoops, sorry. I forget that the rest of the world doesn’t rise before the sun.’ Her voice was annoyingly chipper.

I rubbed my eyes and sat up. ‘What’s in the papers?’

‘Noah Shepherd was arrested last night.’

‘What?’ Any trace of sleep fled. ‘Oh God! Did he do it again?’

She sighed, knowing how this would hurt me. ‘There’s been another accusation. Victim came forward yesterday.’

My first thought was of Noah Shepherd’s parents. Who were they going to blame now? I wasn’t in town. Gemma was dead. Then the thought of a new victim crashed like a weight on my chest. I knew what she’d suffer. I knew what the Shepherd family would do to her. Like the rape wasn’t enough, they had to lay the boot in as well. Suddenly, the whole world felt heavy.

‘Still there?’ Pip’s voice was gentle.

‘When’s the bail hearing?’

‘This morning at ten.’

Before she’d finished, I was out of bed, pulling on clothes.
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I fixed my headband torch in place so I could run with Waffles before dawn and not trip down a rabbit hole. I stuck mostly to the roads for safety. They were deserted at this time of the morning. The easy rhythm of running soothed my thoughts and kept my anger at bay. When the system had failed Gemma, it failed all women, including whoever Noah had targeted this time. What he did to Gemma was not a one-off accidental rape. He had targeted her, isolated her from the herd, then struck. He was no less dangerous than a lion. And like a lion, he was majestic in his approach. He had the looks and the manner and the family to cloak what he was.

I saw a pothole ahead and, instead of weaving around it, I sprang over it. Felt myself lift. Felt the power of flight, just for a second, then hit the ground easily and kept going.
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I was pouring a hot cup of tea into my travel mug when Daniel appeared, mussed with sleep, stretching so his T-shirt rose up. I averted my eyes.

‘I’ve gotta go,’ I said. It was on the tip of my tongue to tell him I was heading to Melbourne because Noah Shepherd had done it again, but I remained silent. Noah Shepherd was a hornet’s nest as far as Daniel and I were concerned. Daniel didn’t believe Noah had done anything wrong the first time around, so there was no victory in claiming a second victim. There are no points to be scored off rape. My energies were best served focusing on Melbourne.

‘Can I stay?’ Daniel asked. ‘I’ve got a couple of days off … and I wanted to talk.’

I looked into his blue eyes. It was hard not to flinch at the memory of intimacy. I was no expert at shifting status from partner to stranger. I had no answers. Agreeing was easier than a conversation asking him to leave. I grabbed my tea and my keys and left instead.

He called out as I hurried down the hallway. ‘Um. The dog? Will he bite me?’

‘Probably not,’ I said, a smile coming unbidden to my lips.

[image: Image]

It was still cold enough for the exhaust to steam against the red of my brakelights. I messaged Wozza as I let the engine warm up. Heading to Melbourne.

My phone pinged almost instantly. Need company?

Yes, but no. Talk later.

Normally I listened to audiobooks or podcasts on the long drive to the city, but on this occasion my mind was too full to concentrate on any storyline other than the one in my head. Daniel. What the hell? This case. Gemma. Noah Shepherd …

Luckily, thoughts don’t have unlimited energy. They can be like sugared-up children, screaming wildly and racing around, but eventually they crash and peace takes over. That kicked in halfway to Melbourne. Trees flashed past on the side of the freeway. Cows met in clusters against the cold of the wind. The kilometre numbers on road signs dropped lower and lower until the tall buildings of the Melbourne skyline appeared frostily in the distance.

I left my car in an all-day car park, got a coffee and breakfast at a cafe, then headed to the Melbourne Magistrates’ Court. A clump of reporters, rugged up against the cold, waited outside. I guessed they were there for Noah’s bail hearing. I clenched my jaw at the thought of a Shepherd family press conference. I’d seen their self-righteous indignation and their declarations of innocence too many times before.

What more did Noah have to do before his parents realised he was the problem?

Inside the courtroom, I slipped into a seat in the back row. It was chilly and I tugged my jacket around myself. Didn’t remove the gloves I’d had on since leaving home. At the left, there was a bench seat where Noah Shepherd would sit once he was brought in. At the front, the lawyers murmured among themselves—silks, as far as I could tell, on the defence side; cops on the prosecutor’s side.

I was early and one of the first in the court. It didn’t matter; I was prepared to wait. I felt edgy. The door opened and two people whom I knew well appeared—Gemma’s parents, Maureen and John Watson. They saw me and made their way to my row and edged in sideways to sit beside me.

‘So good to see you both,’ I said softly. ‘Sorry it’s under these circumstances.’

Next to me, Maureen squeezed my hand. ‘How are you? Is it better in the country?’

I met her gaze. ‘Not really,’ I said. ‘Turns out sorrow has no respect for geographical boundaries.’

Maureen nodded. She understood.

Throughout the ordeal, I had become close to Maureen and John. First, when they appeared at the hospital to support Gemma through her forensic examination, then on the countless visits to their home to explain police and court procedures. I had tried to manage their hopes for a guilty verdict, tried to make them understand the odds were never in the victim’s favour, but they clung staunchly to their idea of justice and their unwavering faith in the system.

I knew the system better and didn’t trust it as far as I could throw it.

Gemma’s parents showed me what it must be like to have a traditional nuclear family. I’d never known it so I’d never missed it, but they made me miss it just a little.

John leaned forward and said in a low voice, ‘We knew you’d be here. I said to Maureen as soon as I heard it on the news, “Antigone will be there.” Let’s see them fry the little bastard this time.’

‘Oh, John,’ I said, ‘it’s not that simple. Noah Shepherd was found not guilty. That means he has no convictions. They’ll probably let him out on bail. You need to prepare yourself for that.’

‘No! They couldn’t! How many times are they going to let him loose to attack other girls?’ His voice was louder than a whisper and one of the police prosecutors turned and grimaced in our direction. John leaned back in his seat and let out a trembling breath.

Maureen looked worried. Took her husband’s hand. This was all so unfair. They were good people. The legal system had destroyed their daughter and I suspected it was about to kick them in the guts again.

Sometimes justice wears jackboots.

Bob and Noelene Shepherd entered and took a place in the front row. They ignored us. Then the bail hearing commenced. Noah Shepherd was brought in wearing an expensive suit and a respectful expression—he knew how to behave in public. There was a quick overview of the latest assault, which sounded hauntingly similar to Gemma’s experience—a girl, alcohol, dancing—but this time he’d avoided the park and taken her into a disused cloakroom. With a silver tongue, Noah’s silk declared that he was not a flight risk and spoke glowingly about his new job at a top-tier accounting firm and his ties to the community.

And then, the kicker.

‘My client,’ said the silk, sweeping his arm towards Noah, ‘has clearly become a target since the false allegations made about him last year by, um’—the lawyer flicked through some papers on his desk—‘Gemma … Watts.’

I gasped. How could he get her name wrong?

Gemma’s father stood up suddenly and his voice filled the courtroom. ‘My daughter’s name was Gemma WATSON!’

The magistrate did not look unkind but was clearly a no-nonsense type. ‘Mr Watson, I’m sorry for your loss,’ she said, ‘but I really must ask you to sit down or my bailiff will have to remove you.’

But it was a meaningless threat. Gemma’s dad couldn’t stay in the courtroom any more than his wife and I could. Maureen and I followed him out, and I ushered them over to a quiet waiting room. I didn’t want them anywhere near the door when Noah Shepherd came through it, as he was sure to any minute.

John was shaking with anger. ‘He’s going to use Gemma to get him off this one.’

Maureen leaned in to him as tears spilled from her eyes. She dabbed at them with tissues pulled from the sleeve of her cardigan. My heart broke for them, cursed to keep coming back, because to stay away would dishonour Gemma.

Finally, Maureen spoke. ‘I get it now,’ she said. ‘There’s no such thing as justice, is there? There’s the law, but the law has nothing to do with justice.’ She nodded in the direction of the courtroom. ‘In there, they create a story that makes him innocent.’

John picked up on her point. ‘It’s like justice is over here.’ He raised one of his large labourer’s hands. ‘And the law is over here.’ He raised the other, held the two far apart. ‘And in the middle is this huge canyon.’

I looked at both of them and nodded. There was a cafe just down from the court, and I suggested we head there. In hindsight, it was a mistake to leave straight away. I should have remembered the inevitable press conference. By the time we walked out the front door, the steps were clogged with reporters and cameras, and the Shepherds and their lawyers were fielding questions: Noah! How do you explain a second victim? Do you feel targeted now? Can you get a fair trial?

I navigated through the throng, trying to clear a path for Gemma’s parents, hoping the press wouldn’t recognise any of us.

A loud familiar cocky voice. ‘I am innocent! Just like before. And no, I don’t think I can get a fair trial. The false accusation last time has made me a target.’

Noah! Noah! Members of the press squawked for his attention like he was a reality TV star, which I supposed in a way he was.

There was a gasp behind me and I heard two words: ‘John! No!’

I spun around just in time to see Gemma’s father, pushed beyond all endurance, shove two of the nearest journalists out of the way so that he was facing Noah Shepherd. Noah, standing smugly in his finely tailored suit, bookended by his wealthy parents.

And suddenly, there were no words, just slow motion.

A smug look turned to fear.

The O of mouths gasping in shock.

The clenching of a fist, the backwards swing of an arm in a flannelette sleeve, the power of a blow fuelled by fury and loss, the smack of connection, the instant drop of Noah Shepherd backwards onto the steps of the court, the steps of justice.

The sickening thud as his head hit the concrete. Hard.

Then screaming.
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CHAPTER 33

THEIR PRECIOUS BOY

Bob and Noelene Shepherd clung together in a private waiting room at the Alfred Hospital; Bob knew one of the men on the board. Noelene had ridden with Noah in the back of the ambulance while Bob Shepherd had fetched the Bentley from the valet parking near the court and followed them there.

Noelene had told Bob how their son looked ghostly white and hadn’t regained consciousness, and how he had been whisked away the minute the ambulance screeched to a halt in the ambulance bay. No amount of wealth or privilege had allowed her to go on that next journey with him.

Bob stood up and approached the huge coffee machine on the bench. It was the same as the one at his work. He pressed a couple of buttons and it whirred to life. Minutes later, he handed Noelene a cappuccino. He was about to repeat the process for himself when the door opened. It was the surgeon who’d spoken to Noelene briefly hours earlier. The girl looked too young to be a surgeon and Noelene had said as much. And now, here she was, wearing scrubs and … what was that look on her face?

‘How is my son?’ asked Bob without preamble.

‘Mr Shepherd, would you mind sitting down?’ She pointed to the chair next to Noelene.

For once, Bob did what he was told without argument. He lowered himself into a seat and took Noelene’s hand.

The surgeon pulled up a chair and sat, facing them. ‘I’m afraid the news is not good,’ she said in a gentle voice. ‘Noah has suffered brain damage from his fall—’

‘It wasn’t a fall!’ cried Noelene. ‘He was attacked!’

Bob squeezed her hand and she quietened.

The surgeon started again. ‘When Noah’s head hit the step, the impact caused a skull fracture and a bleed. While the ambulance got him here as quickly as possible, the pressure from the bleed—’

A wail filled the room. Noelene. ‘Nooooo!’

Bob, more circumspect, cut across his wife’s anguish. ‘What’s the prognosis, doctor?’

‘It’s hard to tell with an acquired brain injury. At the moment, we’ve put him into an induced coma. There’s a lot of swelling. The next twenty-four hours are critical.’

Bob cleared his throat like he did in meetings. ‘So, to recap: the next twenty-four hours are critical to see if he has brain damage?’

The young surgeon shook her head. ‘No. His brain has been damaged. The next twenty-four hours are critical to see if he survives.’
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Bob paced. Noelene could not be comforted. Noah. Their precious boy. In her mind, she heard the sickening thud of his head over and over again. It wouldn’t stop. That awful man hitting her boy. The moment of breaking. She would hear that sound echo for all eternity.

Thud. Hit the concrete.

Thud. Brain damage.

Thud. Twenty-four hours.

And then there was a moment of clarity. Noelene sat up straight, rigid. She blew her nose and wiped her tear-streaked face. ‘It’s her fault!’ she said.

‘Whose fault?’ said Bob, distracted.

‘The detective!’
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CHAPTER 34

NO WINNERS

Pip cancelled a meeting so she could meet me at the Magistrates’ Court. In deference to her rank, the detectives conducting interviews and taking statements gave us some space. John and Maureen had been taken away in separate police cars. I was not allowed to go with them. I took deep breaths to calm myself, fighting the waves of sorrow and frustration at a broken system that gives justice to those who can afford it and leaves others to find their own.

‘Come on,’ said Pip conspiratorially, ‘you’re done here. Let’s go somewhere quiet for lunch.’

As much as the sick thud of Noah Shepherd’s head hitting the steps had driven away all appetite, the thought of sitting in a cafe with Pip felt like it might be helpful.

And it was. One of the uniforms dropped us off in a laneway lined with cafes that looked like they’d been transported from Paris. Pip chose one with red-leather booths that gave us the privacy to talk. Over lunch, I told her what had led up to John punching Noah Shepherd.

‘Looks like the whole thing was caught on tape with the TV crews and CCTV,’ said Pip.

‘At least the jury will get to hear what Noah Shepherd said about Gemma.’ I wondered if it would be enough. Would a jury of his peers determine that John had been pushed beyond his limits? And if Noah Shepherd lived, what would they charge John with? Intentionally causing serious injury? Aggravated assault? So much of John’s future depended on whether Noah Shepherd survived. In my career, I had seen people survive massive head injuries, just as I’d seen small bumps on the head kill.

‘Heading back to your Sleepy Hollow town?’ Pip asked as she drained the last of a cappuccino.

And then I remembered. Daniel. ‘Oh shit!’ I quickly told her about the surprise visitor waiting for me back at the farmhouse.

Pip laughed. ‘Good luck with that.’
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On the drive back to Deception Bay, I rang Wozza from the car and told him what had happened.

‘Jeez, Pollard,’ he said. ‘You walk under any ladders lately?’

‘Tell me about it,’ I said. ‘Any luck finding Jack?’ I knew Wozza would have used my absence to continue investigating the missing person’s report.

‘Vanished into thin air.’ He paused. ‘I called in the Crime Scene techs to take a look at the Devil’s Corner.’

My heartbeat quickened. Wozza was checking out my story. I understood, I really did, but a tiny part of me felt betrayed. ‘Find anything?’ I kept my voice casual.

‘Blood on the guardrail. A series of shoe impressions on the dangerous side of the barrier. Some scuff marks near the edge of the cliff. Several different sets of shoe impressions on the safe side of the rail. Paw prints. Lots of people go up there. Nothing to tell us conclusively what happened to Jack.’

‘What about his house?’

‘We took a look there too. Got the spare key from the real estate agent. No sign he’s been home. No blood anywhere. You said he was bleeding when you left him.’

‘Bleeding badly,’ I said, then changed the subject. ‘Phone records? He might have called someone to come help him.’

‘On it,’ said Wozza. I could hear his keyboard clicking. ‘Did you make any calls after it happened?’

‘I called a friend in town while I was waiting in the car park for Jack to come out of the trees. I’ll check the time on my phone when I get home. Bit hard while I’m driving.’

‘Right-o,’ said Wozza. ‘Talk later.’ And he was gone.

When Wozza hung up, I was left with a long drive home to ponder the attack on Noah Shepherd. While it was a tragedy for his parents, it was the opposite for all the women who would remain unmolested by him.

I reckon Gemma would have thought so if she had lived. In our last conversation, she had wished he was dead. I’ll never forget how her emotions coiled and whirled inside her when she arrived at the police station that last time. She was so angry and so … powerless. She was caught in the juggernaut that began with her reporting a sexual assault and ended with being sued by Noah Shepherd for trying to ruin his good name. Stuck in the middle with no way out.

It was such bullshit, she told me with tears running down her cheeks, because his good name had barely been sullied by the court case. Nothing changed for him. He still got the great job when he graduated. The media championed him not her, mentioned his achievements in every article, and little by little the story-weavers made the victim into the villain. She was the liar. The accuser. Each news article took a step further away from the truth. According to the newspapers, she led him outside; she knew what she wanted. On social media she became the prickteaser. The ugly slut. Die, bitch. Keyboard judges, juries and executioners.

And they didn’t stop till she was beyond hurting.
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There was a smell of garlic and something frying when I opened the door of the farmhouse. When Waffles didn’t appear at the gate, I assumed he was in the house with Daniel. Sure enough, my dog greeted me at the door, tail wagging. The house felt cosy. Daniel had turned on lamps and there was a fire burning in the hearth. As I entered the back room, I could see he’d set the table and was standing stirring something on the stove.

‘Hi,’ I said, feeling a ridiculous nervous flutter in my stomach. ‘What’s cooking?’

‘Seafood pasta,’ said Daniel, turning around to face me.

It felt familiar and new at the same time. I fought the urge to go to him, to cup his face in my hands, to kiss him. Instead, I sat on the other side of the bench and watched him cook. It was safer that way. Waffles sat next to me and leaned into my leg, declaring his allegiance to me no matter how many seafood scraps Daniel had fed him during the cooking process.

Daniel poured two glasses of wine and asked about my day, and there were moments where it felt like we were still together. I told him about the bail hearing and the courthouse steps.

He grimaced. ‘Bloody hell.’

‘Noah Shepherd is in a coma and Gemma’s dad is in custody.’

‘There are no winners in this,’ said Daniel sadly.

‘No, there aren’t.’ Our eyes locked in a long silent moment, more intimate than if we were touching.

‘You could always come back to the city.’ Daniel’s voice was casual but I could tell he was nervous. Most unlike him.

I looked around Nan’s kitchen, patted Waffles, realised I was settled here.

‘Waffles is settled here,’ I said.

Daniel nodded. ‘Will you at least unblock my number?’ He spooned the pasta onto two plates.

‘I’ll think about it,’ I said, picking up the plates and carrying them to the table.
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Between dessert and coffee, my phone rang. It was Wozza. No funny greetings. No Vincent Price voice. A bunch of teenagers having a holiday bonfire on the beach had discovered a body washed up in a bank of seaweed.

‘Which beach?’ I asked, knowing the answer before he said it.

‘The one at the bottom of the cliffs at the Devil’s Corner.’
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CHAPTER 35

SEAWEED

In the movies, when a body washes up on a beach, it looks like the person it used to be, only wet and pale. In reality, if a body is in the water for any length of time, it becomes food for all creatures great and small. Sharks. Crabs. Sea lice. Everything stops for a nibble. Often the smallest critters do the greatest damage.

The SES were setting up lights when I got there. A bunch of kids were huddled together up the beach a short distance away. Randall and Jane were with them, taking statements. In the opposite direction, Wozza and a couple of uniforms were standing by a large bank of seaweed.

As I got closer, Wozza saw me and hurried my way. He was a bit breathless by the time he closed the gap. ‘You shouldn’t go over there,’ he said. ‘We haven’t identified the body—it’ll be a job for dental records.’

‘Woz—’

‘Pollard, you know if it’s Jack, you’re going to be a suspect.’

‘Yes, but if it isn’t, then I’ll be investigating it with you.’

He looked at me stubbornly. He was about to pull the cop card. But I beat him to it.

‘Compromise?’

‘What?’

‘I will approach the remains and view them from a distance. If anything suggests itself to me that it might be Jack, I will walk away.’

Wozza considered this then nodded. We walked together silently. I admired him for putting his duties first. He wasn’t prepared to bend the rules for mates. We stopped at the scene perimeter. Chequered crime scene tape had been tied around broken tree branches marking the body find. The wind direction was in our favour and the blustery salty sea air only occasionally wafted with the smell of putrefaction.

Half hidden among the clumps of seaweed was the body. Twisted, broken, gnawed at.

‘Anything look familiar?’ asked Wozza.

In my mind, I saw a picture of Jack on the cliff. Standing on the edge. Holding his bleeding arm against his white singlet with the Bintang logo. I nodded.

‘Bintang,’ I said, pointing to the logo visible on the corpse’s torn singlet.

I turned and walked away.
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Daniel was surprised to see me back so soon. He’d settled in front of the TV with a cup of tea.

‘I’m pretty sure the body on the beach is Jack Barratt,’ I said, dropping into the chair opposite.

Daniel turned the TV off and the room became silent aside from the ticking of the grandfather clock and the snap-crackle of the fireplace. Then, the detective in him kicked in, replacing the ex-boyfriend. ‘Take me through that afternoon,’ he said. ‘Step by step.’

I told him about getting to the car park with Waffles and taking the cliff path. Our game of fetch in the clearing at the top. Jack Barratt’s arrival. The taunt. The throat grabbing. The bite. His dash to the cliff top. The bleeding arm. The edge of the cliff. And then, ultimately, my retreat. The call to Pip. The visit to Doc Caldicott.

‘Not long ago, you would have called me, not Pip,’ he said.

I ignored that. This wasn’t about him. I was the one in the firing line here. My thoughts returned to the day. I replayed it in my mind. The run to the car. Waffles barking at the trees … ‘There could have been someone else there that day,’ I said. ‘Waffles barked at the trees on the way back along the path.’

Daniel looked at Waffles, curled in a ball at the base of my chair. He raised his eyebrows. ‘So? Dogs bark.’

‘You don’t understand,’ I said quietly. ‘He’s a trained police dog. He was on the harness, which for him indicates work. The more I think about it, the more I reckon the bark on the path was an alert bark. There was someone there.’

‘It won’t stand up in court,’ he said.

I looked at him, this man I had loved. Possibly still did. Didn’t stop me from wanting to throw a cushion at his head. This wasn’t about what would stand up in court. It was about figuring out what the hell happened on the cliff that day.

With a jolt, I realised I hadn’t checked what time I’d called Pip from the car. I got up from my armchair and walked over to the kitchen bench, where my phone was on charge. I scrolled back through recent calls till I found what I was looking for. Monday 4.16 pm.

Standing at the bench, looking at Daniel so comfortable in my house, I wondered what on earth we were both doing.

‘When are you due back at work?’ I asked casually.

‘I’m on afternoon shift tomorrow,’ he said, looking at me.

Those eyes. That mouth …
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CHAPTER 36

THE CALL LOG

Wozza was in the office looking like he hadn’t slept—which he probably hadn’t.

‘How did you go last night?’ I asked, setting a coffee in front of him. Ange at the bakery had thrown in a breakfast pastry with the coffee order.

Wozza rubbed his eyes. ‘Ta,’ he said and took a sip. ‘Government undertaker didn’t arrive till sunrise. I’m suffering from a distinct lack of beauty sleep.’ The coffee revived him a bit and he managed a smile. ‘More importantly, how did you go last night? Cyril at the servo said you had a gentleman caller who arrived Wednesday night asking for directions to your place, then he was back in town yesterday afternoon picking up ingredients for a special dinner.’

Bloody Daniel. He’d said he found my house by asking directions. Servo Cyril was the biggest gossip in town. At the same time, I recognised Wozza wanted to avoid any conversation about the case. Talking about Jack Barratt to me crossed a line. I didn’t want to put him in that position so I let him redirect.

‘Well?’ Wozza took a bite of his pastry and settled back.

‘My ex turned up out of the blue.’

Wozza grinned. ‘Did you … you know … ?’ He waggled his eyebrows up and down like a manic Marx brother.

‘Did I what?’ I asked.

‘You know … headbutt him? Judo?’

I laughed and nearly choked on my coffee. ‘No. He was relatively undamaged when he left early this morning.’ I leaned back on my own chair and took another sip.

‘Is he still your ex?’ Wozza, the stickybeak.

‘Jeez, you ask the hard questions, my friend.’ To deflect, I reached into my top drawer and pulled out the statement I’d written for the DDI after the encounter with Jack and the medical findings from Doc Caldicott. I gave them to Wozza. He brushed pastry crumbs from his pile of papers and added mine to the stack.

After pulling my phone from my pocket, I tapped the screen on and showed him. ‘I checked my phone and the call I made to a friend from the car park was at 4.16 pm.’

Wozza’s brow furrowed. He began shuffling through a bunch of papers on his desk. ‘I got a printout of Jack Barratt’s phone records yesterday. It’s here somewhere.’

I stood back and let him find it. I wanted no part in the investigation into Jack’s death. I didn’t even know how I felt about it. The juxtaposition of the handsome man at the bar on the first night I met him to the decomposing corpse in the seaweed at the beach last night. A life lost. But that life was also the taker of lives, just like Noah Shepherd had been. Their weapon was one night of their pleasure or power that ruined the lives of their victims. I was not sorry that no other woman would have to experience Jack coming up behind her and grabbing her in a car park like he’d done to me. Whatever else he was to his friends and family, all he would ever be to me was a predator.

‘Found it!’ Wozza pulled a piece of paper from the many others and waved it. He scanned it myopically before remembering his glasses. ‘Okay, here it is,’ he pointed to the last number called. ‘Monday 4.10 pm.’ Wozza scrambled among the papers again until he produced the scrap of paper he’d written Jack Barratt’s call on after we arrested him. He compared the two and looked up at me. ‘He called Lachie Murtog,’ he said.

His brow furrowed. ‘How long would it take you to get from the Devil’s Corner to the car park?’

‘About fifteen minutes to run.’

‘So that means you would have had to leave him around four at the latest to make a call from your car at four sixteen. This friend you rang?’

‘Her name is Pip.’

‘Reckon she’d make a statement? Vouch for you?’

‘I reckon she would,’ I said.

Wozza looked relieved. He blew out a long breath. ‘It’s nothing personal, Pollard. I’m trained to be suspicious.’ He finished his coffee. ‘Be a bit awkward if I had to arrest you, wouldn’t it?’

‘Bound to put a dent in our friendship,’ I said dryly.

Wozza turned serious. ‘We need to talk to Lachie Murtog again.’

A knock on our office door was followed by an appearance from Randall. He looked as tired as Wozza and I guessed he’d been up all night too.

‘Sorry to interrupt,’ he said. ‘Just typing the statements from the beach and I found this one in my file. It’s from the night Jack Barratt attacked you at the pub.’ He held out a sheaf of paperwork. ‘I hope they’re okay. I’m not a very good typist.’

When Randall typed, his fingers looked like chickens pecking at the keyboard. ‘Thanks,’ I said.

Randall looked chuffed and closed the door behind him.

I glanced at the paperwork and something caught my eye. The top statement was from Ben Murtog. It was dated the night I arrested Jack Barratt.


Record of Conversation between Constable Randall Casey and Ben Murtog conducted at the Commercial Hotel, Deception Bay, Wednesday, 17 September, 9.30 pm

Nah, mate, I saw the whole thing. The sheila was pissed. Legless. Nearly tripped over on the way out. Started drinkin’ at the bar by herself. Now, I don’t mind a lady drinking by herself … as long as she keeps herself tidy. Merv tried to strike up a conversation with her, but she was too good for him. Treated poor Merv like he had the plague or somethink. Then she gets pissed with Jack and all of a sudden ’e’s arrested and down the local lock-up. Prickteaser if you ask me. Ya see this kind of thing all the time: sheilas want to crack on to ya, and when they don’t get their own way, all hell breaks loose. Look, I’ve known Jack fer years. Good bloke. Used ta play footy. Drives a nice rig, too. Once, he gave my nephew a lift up north, which saved him having to hitchhike. Now, I ask you, is that the kind of bloke who’d—what are they saying he did? Oh right—drug a sheila’s drink? I don’t bloody think so.



So, Ben Murtog’s nephew had travelled north with Jack. I looked up at Wozza who was doing his own version of hen-pecking typing. ‘Is Ben Murtog related to Lachie Murtog?’

Wozza nodded. ‘Lachie is Ben’s nephew,’ he said.

‘I’ve found the connection between Jack and Lachie.’
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CHAPTER 37

HER HISTORY TOO

Doc Caldicott was slated to do Jack’s post-mortem examination, but fortunately I got to miss out on this one. Sometimes, being a murder suspect had its perks. As Wozza pulled on his jacket, he glumly congratulated me on dodging the autopsy bullet.

‘Keep focusing on that puppy calendar,’ I told him as he walked out the door.

When a text buzzed and the locked screen announced it was from Russell Mowbray, a smile came unbidden to my lips. I noted that with surprise. Maybe after the labyrinth that was my relationship with Daniel, the less-complicated Russell was a breath of fresh air. Not that I was looking for a relationship. I needed to breathe. I needed to experience solitude on Nan’s farm. And I needed to heal. Still … doing coffee with Russell had been nice. Uncomplicated and nice.

But when I opened the screen, it was something else entirely. Eight words that would change everything.

Found insurance policy. Brett was telling the truth.
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Twenty minutes later, I was sitting at Russell’s kitchen table with a cup of tea in front of me, staring down at an insurance policy made out to Brett Millard, dated months before the Millards had died. His car was covered for $20,000. It was signed by Richard Tippet.

‘Where did you find it?’

‘In the shed. After they died and we cleaned out the house, I chucked most of the bigger items, but when I cleaned out the old roll-top desk they had, I just swept all the papers into a big box. It’s been right here all along.’

The policy was on good-quality paper, though a little yellowed now. There was a gold embossed logo at the top. Nothing to suggest it wasn’t genuine to someone who trusted the salesman.

‘Talk me through how this works,’ I said.

There was a shift in Russell as he moved into insurance salesperson mode.

‘When you sign up for insurance, you pay your premium and then the insurer lodges it with an underwriter. Pretty easy to print up a mock policy and pocket the cash. The scheme would work, too … until someone made a claim.’

‘Like Brett was about to after he crashed his car.’

‘Shit,’ said Russell. ‘Why didn’t I check their papers back then? Brett said there was a policy, but he couldn’t find it.’

‘I imagine the trauma of what happened took all your focus,’ I said.

Russell refreshed my cup from the teapot on the table, took a deep breath and spoke. ‘After talking to you about what happened with Brett and Shayna, I couldn’t stop thinking about them. I guess I always just accepted that he snapped. But then I got to thinking: what if he didn’t?’ He looked at me, pain in his expression.

‘I’ve been thinking about it too,’ I said. ‘And the more I do, the harder it is to reconcile the boy I knew with a murderer. He was a child of violence, but he hated it.’

Russell nodded towards the policy and looked troubled. ‘At the inquest, Richard Tippet told the court there was no policy. If he lied about issuing a policy, could that mean …’ He stopped and shook his head.

‘That Tippet had something to do with their deaths?’

‘It’s just so hard to believe.’

I leaned forward. Met his eye. ‘You saw him lose his nut at the supermarket. He is not a nice man. Is it so hard to believe?’ I stopped there. What I didn’t say (but it was on my mind nonetheless) was that the cops ten years ago didn’t even bother looking for a policy—if it was just sitting in the roll-top desk, it remained undiscovered through want of even a cursory examination. Did they just take Tippet’s word for it?

Russell put his head in his hands and groaned, his voice muffled. ‘What am I going to tell Crystal?’

I put my hand on his arm. ‘I think you were always going to have to tell her the truth eventually.’

Russell lifted his head, looked at me. Spoke in a rush. ‘Would you talk to her?’

I was a little taken aback. I had no particular skill with kids … although I did like Crystal. I nodded slowly. ‘I’ll have to be really careful what I say. We don’t want Crystal confronting Richard Tippet and trying to headbutt him.’

By the looks of him, Russell had a similar thought. ‘Maybe just tell her how they were found.’

‘Okay.’ It was hard to predict how Crystal would react. She was tough, but under every tough exterior lay a vulnerable soul. The car accident story made the death of her parents an act of bad luck. Gunshot wounds inflicted in a farmhouse made it deliberate. Someone’s cold-blooded actions had forever deprived her of parents. Would knowing that make a difference? What would it cost Crystal to recalibrate the story in her mind?

I guess it was inevitable in this case that the truth would come out. What happened to her parents was her history too, her story. Our stories are the foundations upon which we build our lives. It would be better for her if she knew.
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Crystal was working a half-day and finished at 2 pm. Russell and I talked it over. In the end, I offered to pick her up from work. That way, we could talk in the car on the way home. Long experience had taught me that some conversations were easier when the people talking were staring forward at the road and not at each other.

Pulling up in front of the chemist, I could see her at the counter laughing with a customer, not a care in the world. I was about to shatter that. As soon as she saw me walk through the door, she beamed and called out. I nodded to Norma and told Crystal I was going to drive her home.

‘How come?’ Crystal asked.

‘I was just passing.’

She shrugged and disappeared out the back to get her bag.

While we were alone, Norma looked at me with concern. ‘How are you feeling after …’

After what? So many things had happened.

She lowered her voice to a whisper: ‘Jack?’

‘Ah, the town grapevine.’

Norma looked embarrassed. ‘I didn’t mean to …’

‘No, it’s okay.’ I felt awful for making Norma feel bad. ‘It’s just that I know there will be a lot of people around here who’ll see this as a tragedy.’

Norma reached out and took my hand. ‘But not you and not me.’ Her look was one of solidarity.

As I was thanking her, Crystal reappeared and we headed off to the car.

We buckled up and moved off down the main street. I was trying to think of the best way to start the conversation when Crystal beat me to it.

‘You need to talk to me about something, don’t you?’ Her voice was curious.

‘It’s nothing you’ve done,’ I assured her quickly.

‘Phew!’ She laughed.

Turning onto the road that would take us to the Mowbray house, I said, ‘I need to talk to you about your parents.’ I glanced at her to gauge her reaction.

She was staring straight ahead.

‘I know the truth,’ she blurted.

She caught me off guard. ‘The truth?’

‘Ever heard of Google?’

I nodded. She’d googled. Of course she had. ‘How long have you known?’

‘Like, when I was in year three. We had to do our family tree for a project. I tried to talk to Russell but, as usual, he shut me down. So I went on my school iPad and …’

‘Googled.’

‘Yep.’

‘Why didn’t you tell him you knew?’

She shrugged. ‘I didn’t want to make him sad.’

‘You wanted to protect him?’

She nodded. ‘Him. And everyone else. Teachers. Other kids’ parents. It’s weird, because adults are so careful never to mention it in front of me, but they forget kids talk too. You think no other kid has ever said, “Your dad killed your mum, nah-nah ne nah-nah”?’

‘Oh God! That’s terrible!’

To my surprise, Crystal laughed. ‘I guess. But it’s just what some kids do. Believe me, I’m used to it.’

Suddenly Crystal made sense. The shoplifting, the tough exterior. Russell had told me she had a history of getting into fights at school. Here was this kid carrying this huge burden that she couldn’t share because she wanted to protect the people who were trying to protect her.

I pulled the car into the driveway.

‘Just tell me one thing,’ Crystal said, turning to me as I turned off the engine. ‘Do you know why my dad killed my mum?’ Her eyes glistened. Maybe I was the first one she could ever ask.

‘Crystal, I actually knew your dad when he was little. And you know what? I’m not sure he did do it.’

Tears welled in her eyes. ‘Really?’ she said in a voice no more than a whisper.

‘I’m going to look into it.’

‘Promise?’

She made me pinkie swear.
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CHAPTER 38

THE ARREST

Leaving Crystal and Russell to talk, I headed back to the station. As I pulled into the car park around 3 pm, I could see Wozza’s car in its usual spot. He must be back from Jack’s postmortem examination. It was strange that he hadn’t messaged me, I thought. I double-checked my phone. Nothing. I went in through the back way and headed down the corridor towards the CIB offices. As I walked past the general duties office, Jane poked her head around the doorway.

‘Hey, Antigone—the boss wants to see you.’

I halted. Turned. ‘Now?’

‘He said soon as you get in.’

Bugger. I wanted to see Wozza and find out if Doc Caldicott could shed any light on how Jack had died. I turned and made my way to Wheels’s office and knocked on the door. It was a full minute before he responded. A power play. Make people stand staring at your door, waiting.

Finally: ‘Enter.’

I opened the door and was surprised to see Wozza standing in front of Wheels’s desk, looking … stricken. I tried to catch his eye, but he wouldn’t look at me.

Wheels pulled himself to his feet and walked around from behind his large desk to face me. His small eyes narrow and mean.

‘Senior Detective Pollard, the preliminary results from the post-mortem examination show the victim received a dog bite to the arm just prior to death. Not only that, I just received the results from the lab. Your drink had been spiked, which gives you motive to murder Jack Barratt. You wanted revenge.’

I looked at him. His eyes shone with excitement. The guy was nuts.

As he was talking, Wheeler reached for a pair of handcuffs sitting on his desk.

‘What? No!’ Wozza tried to stop him. ‘Boss, Pollard said she made a phone call from her car. We have the phone records—’

‘I admire your loyalty, Woz, but Pollard is our chief suspect in the murder investigation.’ He snapped the handcuffs tightly around my wrists.

I didn’t resist. What was the point?

‘I am placing you under arrest for the murder of Jack Barratt. You have the right to remain silent …’

‘No!’ Wozza wrung his hands together. ‘Boss you can’t—’

‘Move!’ Wheels elbowed Wozza out of the way and grabbed my left arm.

I turned back to Wozza, who looked distraught. I said one word to him. ‘Waffles.’

He nodded. Said nothing. Looked horrified.

Wheels’s fingers dug into my arm as he led me into the muster room. Looking up from their desks, Jane and Randall both did a double take as they saw Wheels lead me over to the processing desk—just like Wozza had done with Jack what seemed like a lifetime ago. He unlocked the handcuffs and I rubbed my wrists. Wheels seemed to take great delight in fingerprinting me like a common criminal.

I could tell he was waiting for me to protest or argue. But I said nothing. Then he stood and went to the cabinet that held the keys to the cells.

Surely not! ‘My phone call?’ I said.

‘What makes you think you deserve a phone call?’ he spat.

‘Deserve has nothing to do with it.’ I kept my voice calm. ‘Under the rules of arrest, I have the right to make a phone call to a legal representative and a friend to let them know of my arrest. The only question is: do you want to play this by the book or leave yourself wide open?’ I looked over at Jane and Randall, who were staring wide-eyed at the proceedings.

Wheels glanced at these two witnesses. ‘Fine,’ he said. ‘You’ve got one minute.’ He stepped to the side and nodded to the phone.

I dialled Pip’s number. She answered on the second ring. ‘Yep?’

I looked at Wheeler as I spoke into the phone. My ink-smudged fingers had left greasy marks on the buttons. ‘I’ve been arrested,’ I said.

‘What the hell—’

I interrupted. ‘You are my one phone call.’

Pip’s voice turned businesslike. ‘Leave it with me,’ she said. A moment’s pause. ‘I’m stuck in town. I’ll get Daniel on to this.’

That was enough to put a tremble in my voice. ‘Okay,’ I said finally.

Then Wheels bent over and clicked the end call button. ‘Time’s up,’ he said, smiling.

Then he led me to the interview room.
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I’d interviewed a lot of people in my job, but I’d never experienced the interview room from the other side of the table. To be honest, it was a little nerve-racking. Wozza sat miserably beside Wheels, who took the lead. He began with the preliminaries and ended with the caution, which sounded brutal when you were on the receiving end of it. Anything you say may be used in evidence …

Wheels began. ‘You admit that you were the last person to see Jack Barratt?’ There was a smugness to his tone.

I ignored the leading question. ‘I estimate that I left the cliff top no later than four pm. I made a phone call from my car at four sixteen.’

Bill Wheeler leaned back in his chair. ‘We only have your word for it that you were actually in your car when you made that call.’

It was a fair point. I would have made it myself. ‘I went from the car park straight to Doc Caldicott’s office. I documented my arrival there in my statement to the divisional district inspector. The call duration was four minutes. The doctor’s surgery is one-point-two kilometres from the car park and I arrived there at four twenty-five pm.’

Wheels looked flustered for a moment but, as I’d come to know, he always came back fighting. ‘So you say,’ he said.

I didn’t reply, refusing to take the bait.

Wozza jumped in. ‘Boss, we need to speak to Lachie Murtog. Jack made a call to him at ten past four.’

Wheels turned on him. ‘Do the maths, Detective Harvey. Pollard’—the disdain when he said my name was palpable—‘could have pushed him from the cliff after he made the phone call at four ten and still been at the doctor’s fifteen minutes later. You said it takes fifteen minutes to get from the cliff to the car park. Maybe she ran faster than that.’

‘But the phone call she made at four sixteen—’

‘I’ve seen those earbud devices. We can’t rule out she made that phone call while she was running.’

Wozza tried again, desperate. ‘We can interview the person she rang—’

But Wheels had made up his mind. He held a hand up to stop Wozza, then stood up and formally suspended the interview. ‘You will need to remain here while we make further inquiries,’ he said. He left the room, gesturing for Wozza to follow. Wozza cast a dismal look in my direction.
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Wheels left me sitting in the interview room for over an hour. The sun sank in the sky outside the small window. The cicadas began their evening symphony in the bushes outside. The phone in the muster room rang. A murmur of conversation. The sound of voices. Urgent footsteps coming in my direction. The interview room door flung open.

And suddenly, Wozza was there. ‘Are you okay?’ he said. His face was flushed.

‘What’s going on out there?’ I stood up.

‘God, you’ll never guess what’s happened.’ Wozza took a hanky out of his pocket and mopped his forehead.

‘What?’ I could tell from his expression that something was really wrong.

‘The magistrate, Charles Buckley—one of his daughters didn’t come home after lunch with her friends at the pub. He’s just called it in. He’s frantic. Her friends told him that they all had a couple of drinks after lunch with some local blokes and they lost track of Mandy Buckley. They’d arrived in two cars and each assumed the other took her home. Her phone’s off. Buckles is on his way here to monitor the search. It’s all hands on deck.’

‘Including mine?’

‘Wheels’s orders. Buckles has friends in high places. An inspector’s just arrived from Melbourne.’

Daniel.

I followed Wozza out of the interview room and joined everyone in the muster room. I ignored the embarrassed looks from my colleagues. I especially ignored the quizzical look from Daniel, who stood up the front next to Wheels. Beads of sweat appeared on Wheels’s forehead as he outlined the disappearance of Mandy Buckley. Then he ordered the uniforms to check on all pubs and surrounding parks and any spaces where a girl could be hidden. He was just about to include Wozza and me in the search when Daniel stepped forward and spoke.

‘Before you deploy Harvey and Pollard,’ he said, ‘I would like to talk to them.’

Wheels spluttered but deferred to Daniel. ‘Yes, of course, Detective Inspector.’

The troops dispersed and Daniel followed Wozza and me into the CIB office and closed the door.

I had no idea what Daniel had said to explain his presence. I let him take the lead once we were away from the others.

‘Lucky I was in the area when the magistrate’s call came through,’ he said, looking at me with those blue eyes.

‘Seat, sir?’ offered Wozza, with a schoolboy deference to Daniel’s rank. He pushed a visitor’s chair over.

Daniel sat and made himself comfortable, and I sat at my desk and fired up my computer. ‘They’ve got to take the girls somewhere,’ I said. ‘Can you call your real estate pal, Tully Webster, back and see if she’s found anything? Ask her if Jack, Lachie Murtog or Jimbo Tuffin have rented anything.’

Wozza busied himself on the phone and Daniel stood up and walked over to my desk.

‘You okay?’ Daniel’s voice was low.

I nodded. Met his gaze.

‘Bingo!’ Wozza yelled, making us both jump. ‘Lachie Murtog rents a garage behind the supermarket. He had a bunch of mates chip in for the rent. Tully reckons it’s a kind of workshop clubhouse.’

I grabbed my keys and Wozza grabbed his jacket. He paused for a second. ‘Sir, did you want to come along for the ride?’

‘It would be an honour to observe your work, Senior Detective,’ said Daniel in his most charming voice.

Wozza blushed.
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The trip took three minutes. It took another minute for the three of us to cover the exits, firearms at the ready, along with the battering ram. I could hear voices inside. Laughter. Once we were in position and confirmed over the radio comms, I banged on what looked like the main door to the side of the garage.

‘Police! Open up.’

‘Oh shit!’ A man’s voice. Sounds of scrambling. A crash.

Time to use the big key. I picked up the battering ram and fuelled the swing with anger. It smashed into the door and left a big dent. I swung again and again until the door flew open with a splintering crash. I flung the battering ram aside, unholstered my weapon and entered the building.

The first thing that hit me was the stench. Stale weed mixed with sweat and engine oil—and other stuff I didn’t want to think about.

‘Police! Don’t move!’ I shouted.

Lachie Murtog was one of the men caught in the moment. He looked like he was going to take me on.

I held my gun straight out in front of me and pointed it right at him. ‘I wouldn’t if I was you,’ I said.

He didn’t listen. He charged like he was on the footy field.

I had no time for this. I stepped lightly to the side and aimed a roundhouse kick where it would hurt the most. Lachie went down with a high-pitched squeal and lay curled up on the floor clutching his man parts.

With my free hand, I radioed through to Wozza and Daniel. In seconds, they appeared in the doorway behind me. I lowered my weapon and entered the space. There were old couches and coffee tables with overflowing ashtrays and empty beer bottles scattered across every surface.

As soon as I took in the half-dozen men frozen in a strange tableaux, I realised it wasn’t just Lachie and Jimbo. It was much bigger than that.

‘Where is she?’ I demanded. A man I had never seen before nodded in the direction of another door, which seemed to be an office within the garage.

I moved quickly towards it while, behind me, Daniel and Wozza began to herd the men into a line. I hesitated only a second with my hand on the door. What would I find?

In the dim space in the centre of the room with a besser brick wall, by the light of a camp lantern, I saw her on the filthy mattress … or, rather, I saw someone on top of her, pants around his knees, rutting like a pig. In the shadow cast on the opposite wall, Mandy Buckley looked like she was being raped by a giant.

‘Police!’ I yelled. The usual follow-up of Don’t move! got stuck in my throat. I wanted him to move, to get off her. I covered the ground between the doorway and the mattress, gun held in both hands. ‘Get off her!’ And then, ‘Oh God!’ as lawyer Frank Forester pushed himself up and fumbled with his pants.

Mandy groaned softly, but didn’t wake up.
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As Mandy Buckley was being wheeled out—unconscious or drugged, I wasn’t sure—there was activity everywhere. The uniforms had arrived and police cars filled the car park outside the garage. Red and blue strobes lit up the night. Distraught magistrate Charles Buckley pulled up with Wheels in the staff car and dashed to his daughter.

‘Oh, Mandy!’ cried Buckles, trying to hold her hand as the stretcher was pushed to the ambulance.

Even though he had been horrible in my dealings with him, seeing him this distressed and vulnerable was upsetting. A small part of my brain knew that experiencing this firsthand might mean he would forever take all assaults on women more seriously. Wheels hurried after him, offering to take him to the hospital. I could see Buckles nod. Mandy was loaded into the ambulance and we all watched it drive away.

Wheels and Buckles were heading back to the staff car when Buckles stopped and turned in my direction. He strode over to me and grabbed my hand and held it. His eyes filled with tears. ‘Thank you for finding my daughter and saving her from …’ He looked over my shoulder to the string of handcuffed men being processed behind me. He shuddered.

I nodded. You’d have to have a heart of nails not to feel sorry for the man.
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A search warrant was signed in record time by the on-call magistrate, and the whole garage had been processed, photographed and dusted for prints. Daniel had stayed for the arrests and then was called away to another crisis in the city. I was glad. One less thing to deal with while we sorted out the extent of this ring of rapists.

Donning gloves, Wozza started in the cavernous shared space. I took the office. There were boxes piled everywhere. Bits of scrap paper. Receipts. Rubbish. A polaroid camera. Bad things had happened here.

The extent of those things became clear when I found the box of photos.
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CHAPTER 39

THE FALLOUT

Arriving back at the farm, I felt an exhaustion sweep over me, a fatigue I hadn’t felt since Gemma died. Even though we had stopped it, the number of victims always seems heavier than the elation over the potential victims who have been spared. While none of the photos we’d found in the garage office showed the faces of the victims, there were enough photos of different women to suggest the ones we knew about were just the tip of the iceberg.

I took a deep breath and whistled for Waffles as I shut the gate, fumbling at the latch in the dark.

He didn’t come.

I whistled again. In the soundscape of the night, cicadas screamed and small things scuttled through the grass, but everywhere else was silent.

I climbed back into the car and accelerated slowly up the long driveway, a feeling of panic rising in my stomach. Except for when Daniel was staying, Waffles had never failed to come when I whistled from the gate. I scanned the landscape, looking for his black shape in the headlights. Saw nothing.

At the front door, I parked and jumped out. I almost wept with relief when I heard a raucous barking coming from inside the house. Had I accidentally locked him in this morning? I fumbled for my keys and hurried up the steps to the verandah. Then I stopped. If I had locked Waffles in, he’d be waiting on the other side of the door. But the barking wasn’t on the other side of the door; it was coming from deeper inside the house.

Something wasn’t right.

I listened. It was his alert bark—someone was inside the house. I reached tentatively for the doorhandle. It was still locked; if someone was in the house, they didn’t get in through the front door which could only be opened with the key.

My training kicked in and I backed away from the door. I reached automatically for my gun—but of course it was locked in the gun safe at the station. Taking the porch steps two at a time, I sprang down to the car. From the glove compartment, I retrieved my retractable baton. At least it was something.

Keeping low, baton extended, I took shelter behind the car and pulled the phone from my pocket. I dialled triple zero and in a low voice reported a possible break-in to the operator. I knew it would take my colleagues at least ten minutes to get to the farmhouse. My training told me to wait it out, but Waffles was inside and my instinct to protect him put up a fight.

All of a sudden, there was a break in Waffles’ continuous barking, followed by a sharp crack and a piercing yelp. My heart leaped into my throat.

Was that a gunshot?

I had never heard a dog make that kind of noise before.

Without thinking, I sprinted from behind the car to the side of the house. Staying in the shadows of the jasmine vines, I crept along until I came to the verandah at the side. From that vantage point, I could see the French doors of the sitting room were wide open. The glint of broken glass on the wooden deck suggested someone had smashed their way in.

As I crept closer along the edge of the verandah, thankful for the dark, I could hear the sounds of crockery breaking. Waffles’ whine was pitiful; I felt adrenaline surge through me like venom. Whoever hurt my dog would pay.

Finally, I got close enough to get a proper look inside. My eyes widened at the destruction of Nan’s house. Some people broke in to steal; others broke in to destroy. Inside the house was mayhem—someone was wrecking the joint. I was almost at the door when one of Nan’s precious teacups flew past me and smashed against the far wall. I looked around frantically for Waffles but I couldn’t see him. I could hear him, though: a heartbreaking whine of pain.

I wasn’t going to stand in the shadows and let this happen.

With a practised hand, I flicked the baton so it extended then burst into the room. Behind the bench, with Nan’s teapot in his hands, was Bob Shepherd.

‘I wouldn’t do that.’ My voice was dangerously calm.

‘Bitch!’ he snarled. ‘You’ve killed my son.’

My sharp intake of breath was involuntary. ‘He’s dead?’

‘Might as well be,’ said Bob Shepherd, face twisted with grief and madness. ‘Not alive. Not dead. Doctors say if he wakes up, he’ll be brain damaged.’

I said nothing. As his voice trailed off, I heard another whine from behind the couch. I didn’t want to think about what Bob had done to Waffles. My mind flashed to the times my dog had saved me—at the shed, on the cliff top—and every fibre of my being wanted to return the favour, but the threat was still very real. I held the baton against my leg and scanned for a weapon. Found one. A gun on the bench. I felt sick.

I took a deep breath. ‘Mr Shepherd, it’s over now. I need you to step around to this side of the bench. The police are on their way.’

‘But it’s not over,’ he said, his voice rising to a scream. ‘It can’t be over while my boy is lying on a hospital bed in a coma.’ He looked into my eyes. I spotted the calculation straight away. Wasn’t my first rodeo.

He threw Nan’s teapot at me, but instead of trying to catch it, I dodged it and let it smash. Then, as he reached for the gun, I sprinted, vaulted the bench with one arm while swinging a roundhouse kick which got Bob Shepherd in the back, flinging him forward and crashing him into the bench. He tried to struggle, but I swung one arm behind his back, grabbed the cuffs from my back pocket and snapped one on, then repeated the process with his other hand. While he was still bent over the bench, I frisked him for weapons before finally shoving him over to one of the kitchen chairs and sitting him down. A sitting man was safer than a standing one.

I grabbed the gun he’d left on the bench, clicked the safety on and tucked it into the back of my trousers.

‘Don’t move,’ I said to him, then ran around the couch to Waffles.

My beautiful black dog lay panting on the floor. His tail thumped weakly at the sight of me. In the shadows where he lay, I couldn’t see what was wrong with him, but something was. I gingerly reached out and patted him. He yelped. Oh God, he was hurt badly.

‘What did you do to him?’ I shouted, standing up from behind the couch.

To my horror, Bob was gone. Then a shadow. Instinctively, I grabbed the gun from my waistband and trained it around the room. A roar. Bob came flying towards me. My brain told me the threat was lessened because he was handcuffed. I sidestepped him. His momentum kept him going and he smashed, face first, into the brick surrounds of the fireplace. He turned to me in a blind rage, blood pouring down the side of his head.

‘Bob!’ I yelled.

He came at me again.

Enough was enough. This time, I combined his momentum with the speed of a throat punch. He stopped dead with a gurgled cry, finally slumping to the ground, gasping for breath.

Then the sirens.

Soon Nan’s smashed-up back room was filled with Wozza, Randall, Jane and ambos.

Once the threat of Bob Shepherd had been neutralised, I grabbed a towel from the linen cupboard and pressed it to the place on Waffles’ neck where the blood was seeping from. I didn’t move from my dog’s side. I cradled his head and felt his blood drying on my hands. When the ambos moved towards Bob, I called them over. ‘Please,’ I said desperately.

Ignoring the injured man, who Wozza pulled into a sitting position so he could breathe, the ambos pushed the couch to the side so they could see Waffles in the light. I moved the towel to show them the wound.

‘He’s lost a lot of blood,’ said the ambo gently.

‘Please do what you can.’ Tears spilled down my face as I watched the laboured rise and fall of Waffles’ chest. He was shaking as the medics swathed his injury with bandages to staunch the blood flow.

I could hear Jane on the phone to D24. ‘We need the name of the nearest vet clinic.’ A pause. ‘Shit! That’s too far.’ She turned to Wozza, a plea in her eyes.

‘Try Doc Caldicott,’ he said.
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The medics helped us carry Waffles to a waiting police car. Wozza drove lights and sirens as I sat in the back seat, cradling my dog’s head in my lap. It took forever and no time at all to arrive at Doc Caldicott’s surgery. The lights were on and she met us at the door, holding it open as Wozza and I carried Waffles in. His breathing was even more laboured and a fever seemed to burn through him.

‘I’ve called the town vet. Andy is a mate of mine. He’s on his way. I’ll do what I can till he gets here.’

In an examination room, we lay my precious dog down on a table built for humans and watched Doc Caldicott examine the bandaged area. She snipped fur away from the wound site to get a better look. ‘I’ll staunch the bleeding to make it easier for when Andy gets here.’

Wozza put an arm around my shoulders and I leaned into him, shaking with terror at the thought that Waffles wouldn’t survive. My powerful dog looked so vulnerable.

We gave Doc Caldicott the space to move around the table, gently inspecting him for any other injuries. With gloved hands, she delicately and methodically parted his thick fur and searched as best she could. I heard the front door open and shut and I ran out of the examination room and beckoned in the vet. He was in his mid-fifties and had the calm manner of someone accustomed to frantic pet owners. Doc Caldicott indicated the areas she had examined. The vet nodded and removed the bandage from around Waffles’ neck.

‘Looks like a gunshot,’ he said, looking up at me while quickly re-wrapping the injury. ‘We’ll need to get him to the veterinary hospital, but I’ll have to stabilise him first.’ He opened his bag and pulled out a needle and a small bottle of liquid. The first shot made Waffles sleep, and he barely flinched as the vet shaved a quick patch onto his front leg and inserted a cannula which he then attached to a bag of fluid.

I stood at the other end, stroking my dog in his sleep.

Outside, Andy backed his station wagon up to the door of the deserted medical clinic. Wozza and I carried Waffles out and loaded him into the back. I started to climb in next to him when Andy put a hand on my shoulder. ‘He’s asleep and he’s in good hands. I will call you as soon as he’s out of surgery.’ He looked down at me. My white shirt was soaked with blood and I was a mess. ‘Go home. Get cleaned up.’

I started to protest.

‘You need to let me do my job.’ His voice brooked no argument.

‘C’mon,’ said Wozza, leading me back to the police car. ‘He’s gonna be okay. Andy is the best in the district.’

I turned to Doc Caldicott. ‘Thank you,’ I said, my voice breaking.

She gave me a quick hug, then she climbed into the front seat next to Andy and I knew Waffles was in the best hands he could be.
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Wozza waited outside with me till Crime Scene officers had finished at the homestead. As a professional courtesy, they snapped their pictures and dusted for prints quicker than they might normally.

The minute the scene was cleared, Wozza got up from the cane chair on the verandah and moved inside. ‘Right,’ he said, rolling up his sleeves. ‘Where do we start?’

‘You don’t have to stay,’ I said.

‘No, I don’t, but wild horses couldn’t get me to leave. Jess is on her way too. She called her mum to come mind the kids.’

A sudden lump rose in my throat and my eyes welled.

Wozza nudged me. ‘No need to be a crybaby about it, Pollard,’ he said.

A laugh burst from my chest. I took a deep breath and swiped at the tears.

The first thing I did was change out of my blood-soaked clothing and quickly shower. Then I went into the kitchen and pulled a garbage bag from the cupboard under the sink and handed it to Wozza. ‘You’re on pick-up duty. I’ll get the broom.’

Wozza took the folded bag from me and flicked it open expertly. Using his big arm, he swept the bench of broken crockery, then started on the floor. Jess arrived, hugged me, and joined the clean-up crew. She had brought a cleaning bucket and rubber gloves, which she snapped on before starting to wash the fingerprint dust from all the surfaces. Wozza filled his garbage bag with things that used to be precious but were now broken. I followed behind him with the broom, then the mop. When I got near the couch, he came over and took the mop out of my hands.

‘We’re nearly done now,’ he said. Behind the couch, we both knew, was a drying pool of blood. ‘I’ll finish up here. You put the kettle on and find some unbroken teacups.’

I found the old tin teapot Nan used when I was a child. Jess and I busied ourselves in the now-clean kitchen. I didn’t watch Wozza mop behind the couch. And I didn’t see the water in the bucket turn red.

When my phone rang, I picked it up with shaking hands. It was the vet. Waffles was out of surgery and resting comfortably. ‘I can’t thank you enough,’ I said, my emotions spilling over.
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We finally sat down in the small hours of the morning with a cup of tea and a plate of Wozza’s favourite biscuits. Jess had brought them with her, saying, ‘There’s nothing that Tim Tams can’t make a little better.’

‘Now that we’ve cleaned up that guy’s mess,’ Wozza said, ‘I reckon you better tell us why he was here.’

I rubbed my eyes, feeling almost punch-drunk with fatigue. Wozza and Jess deserved to know the truth. And it was time for me to speak it.

‘Bob Shepherd is the father of Noah Shepherd—the guy I charged in Melbourne for raping a young woman called Gemma Watson. He was found not guilty and his family decided to sue Gemma for slander.’

‘What? No way!’ said Jess.

Wozza took another Tim Tam.

‘Yep, it’s hard to fathom,’ I said, shaking my head. ‘The Shepherds wouldn’t let it go. In his parents’ minds, Noah was innocent, and so they all turned on Gemma. She was already so fragile from the rape and the annihilation in court. She might have pulled through it, but the lawsuit was the tipping point.’ I took a sip of tea and collected my thoughts. I had rarely spoken of the night Gemma died. Putting it into words felt strange.

‘Sounds like she got under your skin,’ said Wozza. ‘I’ve had cases like that too.’

Jess patted his arm.

‘Gemma came into the police station on the day she died. She was so upset. I sat with her for an hour trying to calm her down. I thought I did …’

‘But you didn’t?’ said Wozza quietly.

I shook my head slowly. Felt tears. ‘She had run out of strength and I thought I could give her some of mine. She seemed better when she left. I was on afternoon shift and we got called to a bunch of stupid inconsequential jobs, and when I got back to the station, they handed me a letter from Gemma.’ I controlled my breathing, which had started to quicken. ‘It was a suicide note. She said she was going to the Gun Alley Nightclub to show Noah Shepherd the damage he’d caused her.’

The inadequacy of mere words—We raced to the club—wasn’t enough to describe running to the car, screeching out of the police garage, lights, siren, screaming through the city, scattering pedestrians, the panic, the terror, the thumping of my terrified heart, all senses fine-tuned on her. Screeching to a halt outside the nightclub. The wide eyes of patrons lined up behind rope. Girls in high heels and tiny outfits shivering in the cold. Girls who were the ‘before’ version of Gemma. The dash inside. The strobe lights. The beat of the music so loud it caught your heartbeat and forced a synchronicity against your will. The bobbing of Noah Shepherd on the dance floor, his arm around a girl who was trying to squirm out of his grip. The flood of uniformed cops. The sudden rip of a record needle across a song, followed by silence. The house lights coming on. ‘Police! Police!’ Desperately scanning for Gemma. Confusion. Stirrings of disgruntled dancers suddenly stilled. Looking up. Oh God! There she was.
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There she is.

Taking advantage of the silence, Gemma screams, ‘Noah Shepherd! You arsehole!’ She is standing on a chair on the second-storey level which houses another bar and dance floor overlooking the one below. She climbs onto the rail. ‘He is a rapist!’ she screams.

Below, the girl in his grip springs from him in disgust. All eyes look up at Gemma.

‘No! Gemma!’ My voice is shrill with panic.

She sees me.

Her eyes are haunted and lost. They lock onto mine. She spreads her arms like a crucifix, like an angel, and mouths her last word.

‘Sorry.’

And then she falls.
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I came back to the present. In my sitting room. Jess had her arm around me.

Wozza was kneeling in front of me. ‘Bloody hell. That’s awful. I’m so sorry.’ And then he looked lost for words. Embarrassed. ‘Another cuppa?’ He went to stand, and his knees cracked. ‘Jeez, I’m too old for all this exercising.’
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That night, curled up alone, without the comforting breathing of Waffles on his sleeping cushion next to my bed, I thought about the legacies between parents and kids, fathers and sons. The sense of entitlement that led Bob Shepherd to break into my home was the same sense of entitlement that had enabled Noah to take what wasn’t his. I’d spent the last week wondering whether Gordon Millard had passed his violence down to his son, but now, it seemed, he hadn’t. The thing was, though, no one would have been surprised if he had. For ten years, that’s exactly what people thought had happened. But Brett had resisted. I knew from when we were kids that he didn’t want to be like his dad, because that wasn’t his nature. It reminded me of a story I’d read once about two sons of an alcoholic. One son was an alcoholic and the other son didn’t drink. When they asked the alcoholic son why he was an alcoholic, he replied, ‘With a father like mine, what else could I be?’ And when they asked the non-drinking son why he was a non-drinker, he replied, ‘With a father like mine, what else could I be?’
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CHAPTER 40

THE DECEPTION BAY SPRING FAIR

I climbed out of my car with Waffles on the lead. The car park was filling as the citizens of Deception Bay headed to the town fair. In the middle of the oval, a huge space behind the CWA and scout hall, a Ferris wheel looped and carnival music played discordantly from several large speakers dotted around.

Despite the bandage wrapped awkwardly around his neck and under his jaw, Waffles held his head high and wagged his tail. He had been at the vet’s for a week. Every day, I had visited and sat by his cage in the animal hospital.

‘He’s going to be fine,’ the vet assured me. ‘The bullet missed any major arteries. We gave him a blood transfusion. Greyhound blood. He’s happy as Larry and probably faster now. You can take him home. Just be careful of his stitches.’

When Waffles pranced out of his pen, I marvelled at the resilience of dogs. For him, every day was a new day to be greeted with a wagging tail and visible delight for the array of possibilities: a walk, a possum to chase, a patch of sun to lie in, a scratch under the chin—a town fair. Now, watching Waffles sniff his way down the row of farm produce stalls, I vowed to try to learn from him—to try to delight in the small things in life.

‘Oh, Waffles!’ Norma O’Mealley appeared from behind the CWA table laden with baked goods displayed on a red-and-white-chequered tablecloth and bent to pat the dog. She faltered then looked from the dog to me. ‘Is he going to be all right?’

I nodded, opening my mouth to say something, but not trusting the quivering in my lips.

Norma’s face flooded with understanding. She hugged me. ‘I’m so glad. And I’m so glad you brought him today. There’s a stall further up with organic doggie treats. Waffles will love it.’

I took a deep breath. ‘Thank you …’

‘You are very welcome.’ Norma patted me on the arm. ‘Be sure to stay around for the Great Scone Competition. We might need you if things turn nasty.’

I laughed for the first time in days.

‘It’s coming up soon,’ said Norma, pointing to the rotunda that had been decorated with a colourful banner declaring: WORLD’S BEST SCONE.

As Norma moved back behind the table of baked goods, I saw Crystal at the next stall admiring a huge display of handmade earrings. Next to her was a tall woman. When Crystal finished looking and turned around, I saw that the woman beside her was Carmel Millard. Crystal saw me and Waffles and ran over to us. Carmel followed, beaming fondly at the girl.

‘Hey Antigone! Look, I got a nana!’

‘You sure did,’ I said smiling at Carmel. ‘And your nana got you.’

The two moved on, wandering over towards the next stall.

Suddenly there was a gaggle of unruly children running screaming towards me. They were followed by Wozza, embracing the first signs of spring after its unseasonally chilly beginning, dressed in shorts and a faded T-shirt with a fluorescent unicorn on it saying I love my family. I guessed the kids had bought it for him. He weaved a bit like a herding dog, keeping them moving in the same general direction. Once they spotted Waffles, his job was made easier. The children all made a beeline for him. Waffles wagged his tail in delight.

‘Watch his neck,’ I said, cringing as the children swarmed around.

To my relief, chubby little hands patted him everywhere but his neck.

‘Did he go to hopsidle?’ said Wozza’s youngest, Gertie, a cute child of four.

I nodded. ‘But he’s nearly better now.’

Wozza finally caught up and apologised in the same moment. ‘Waffles doesn’t eat fairy floss,’ he said automatically to Lily, the middle daughter, who was holding a ball of pale pink fluff bigger than her own head.

‘He probably would if I let him,’ I said, smiling.

The kids were distracted by the arrival of the CFA fire engine, decorated with streamers, siren wailing in short bursts. They ran to take their turn to climb on board.

‘How’s things?’ said Wozza, once we were alone.

I looked down at my precious dog and didn’t answer. Wozza got it.

A burst of applause sounded from the rotunda.

‘Scone judging,’ I said, and we both drifted towards the gathering crowd.

The school band marched in a crooked line, followed by a dozen members of the CWA, dressed in Sunday best, each holding a platter of scones. Wearing sunhats decorated with flowers and white gloves from a bygone era, the ladies could have stepped right out of the 1950s. The crowd cheered.

One by one, the women moved up the steps into the rotunda, where Mayor Richard Tippet stood beaming at the end of a long trestle table. Each woman set down her plate of scones and stepped back, so that they all formed a row behind the table. Wozza and I stopped at the edge of the crowd and watched as Joyce Tippet, last in line, walked stiffly up the steps, gripping the rail with the hand not holding scones and using it for support. She had added large dark sunglasses to her ensemble.

She put her plate of scones on the table and stepped back with the other women as her husband began to speak. He raised his arms wide, like a preacher.

‘Welcome!’ he yelled.

The crowd clapped enthusiastically.

Tippet beamed as his gaze swept his constituents. ‘This fair has come at just the right time for Deception Bay,’ he said into the crackly microphone. ‘We have had some nasty business going on, but thanks to the fine work of Senior Sergeant Bill Wheeler and Senior Constable Warren Harvey, the culprits have been brought to justice.’

More applause.

‘Whoops, he forgot you,’ said Wozza, nudging me.

‘Not necessarily,’ I said dryly. ‘He might be waiting till the end to mention me in a grand finale.’

Tippet continued. ‘And now we can return to normal, where a man can go to the pub and get a beer without having a finger pointed at him.’ He beamed around at his audience—some blokes hooted. ‘And the ladies can stop dwelling crankily on old wounds.’

With my injured dog by my side, I could feel the anger rising in my gut. Dwelling crankily? What the hell? Words swelled up in my throat, ready to burst out.

Tippet beamed at a throng of men in singlets, shorts and thongs who raised their stubbies in a toast to the mayor. ‘So now this is all behind us, let’s get back to what makes Deception Bay great.’

This was met with cheers from the crowd.

Unnoticed by her husband at the microphone, Joyce Tippet took a step forward from the shadows of the rotunda so she was almost touching the table laden with scones. Slowly, she peeled off her large sunhat, dropped it onto the ground, and shook out her hair. Then she untied the knot of her scarf at her throat.

‘And what makes Deception Bay great is this …’ Richard Tippet swept an arm over the trestle table in front of him. ‘The ladies doing their bit to keep our tables filled with delicious baked goods.’

Out of view of her husband, Joyce drew the scarf from her throat. There was a gasp from people close enough to make out the bruising and choke marks around her neck.

Richard looked down on the people. A frown crossed his features as he followed their gaze to his wife, standing behind him to his left. ‘What are you—?’

Joyce took off her large dark sunglasses. She wore no makeup. Her swollen black eye with its frame of purple and yellow bruising needed no explanation.

Some more gasps, then a hush fell over the crowd.

Joyce moved around the table and stepped to the front of the rotunda. She pointed at her husband and spoke just one word.

‘Him.’

Wozza nudged my arm. ‘Looks like we’ve got some arrestin’ to do,’ he said.
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CHAPTER 41

THE CHIEF COMMISSIONER’S VISIT

Randall looked a little green around the gills when he flew into the CIB office.

Wozza raised his eyebrows. ‘Steady on there, young Randall, or you’ll take the new skin off your elbows.’

‘The Chief’s here!’ Randall said breathlessly.

‘The Chief? As in the Chief Commissioner? Here? As in here in our building?’ Wozza sat up a little straighter, as if the Chief might walk into our office right now.

‘Yes!’ said Randall. ‘In the flesh! Just walked in through the front door. I was on the counter. I can’t believe I met the Chief!’ He looked down at his hand in wonder and I guessed there’d been a handshake involved.

Wozza spoke slowly, like he was talking to a child. ‘And where’s the Chief now?’

‘In with Wheels,’ Randall said, then flew out of the room again, probably heading to the phone to ring his mother with the news.

Wozza looked at me. ‘He’ll never wash that hand again.’ Then his face turned serious. ‘The complaint?’ he said. ‘You reckon the Chief is here about Wheels’s complaint against you?’

Wheels had taken great delight in telling me he’d put in a formal complaint about my behaviour. He’d done it the day after the break-in at my farmhouse and the attack on Waffles. I’d been so exhausted, it barely registered.

‘We’ll know soon enough,’ I said. ‘If I get summoned to his office, we can safely draw that conclusion.’

Wozza stood up. ‘You know the Chief Commissioner has the power to dismiss officers instantly?’ he said.

I nodded.

‘Well, if you’re summoned, I’m coming in too! There’s no way I’m going to stand by and let him push you under the bus on this one. You did an incredible job, and just because you’ve arrested his mate the mayor—’

The phone on my desk rang and we both jumped, startled. I picked it up.

Wheels. ‘My office. Now.’

Wozza followed me down the corridor and through the muster room, where Randall was on the phone.

‘… and, Mum, the Chief shook my hand!’

It would be his forever story.

Down the corridor on the other side was Wheels’s office. The door was closed.

Wozza put a hand on my shoulder. ‘I’m right behind you,’ he said.

‘I know you are.’

I opened the door.

Wheels’s office had a desk at one end and a table with six chairs at the other. Sitting at the head of the table was the Chief Commissioner in full dress uniform, hat on the table. Wheels stood next to her, drawn up to his full height.

Wheels frowned when he saw Wozza behind me. ‘Detective Pollard,’ he said in a stern voice, ‘this is the Chief Commissioner. She and I have been discussing your conduct.’

‘Ma’am,’ I said, shaking her hand formally. ‘Nice drive up from Melbourne?’

‘Need a camel and a cut lunch,’ said Pip, winking at me.

‘Sit down, Pollard.’ Wheels pointed to the seat opposite him.

Wozza introduced himself nervously. ‘Detective Senior Constable Warren Harvey, ma’am.’

Pip shook his hand. ‘I’ve heard great things about you, Detective.’

Wozza turned the colour of a tomato and sat down on the nearest chair as if he might faint. Once the shock wore off, he looked like he’d won the lottery.

Wheels started to speak but Pip raised her hand in a stop gesture, like she was directing traffic.

‘Senior Sergeant,’ she said, ‘you’re like a labrador with a slipper. If you don’t mind, I’ll take it from here.’ Her tone made it clear that even if Wheels did mind—and by the look of him, he clearly did—she didn’t care. Looking at me, Pip began: ‘Senior Sergeant Wheeler has told me a compelling narrative of misconduct on your part, Senior Detective Pollard.’

I nodded. Said nothing.

She flicked open a notebook in front of her and referred to notes she’d made in her scrawling handwriting. ‘I’m afraid the list is long. According to Senior Sergeant Wheeler, you propositioned a man outside a pub, then assaulted him. You’ve been followed. You and your dog attacked and hospitalised a man visiting your property. You were rude to the secretary at the high school and refused to let the school principal sit in on an interview with his students. You gave an unauthorised talk to the women at the CWA. You offered to teach them self-defence and, despite instruction to the contrary, you did teach self-defence.’

I glanced over at Wheels. There was a look of unbridled joy on his face as Pip listed his complaints.

‘And as a consequence, of the aforementioned self-defence lessons, Senior Sergeant Wheeler holds you personally responsible for the knee to the groin of one Dimitri Christopoulos—although I am led to believe you didn’t wield the actual knee.’

Wheels’s smirk faltered.

Pip read on. ‘You accosted the mayor at the supermarket. You spoke out of turn at a council meeting in front of the mayor then arrested him for domestic violence at the town fair. And you were present when Noah Shepherd was assaulted outside the Melbourne Magistrates’ Court, although, again, I’m led to believe you did not do the actual assaulting … and if memory serves me correctly, you were quite upset about it when we had lunch afterwards. You were also upset when you rang me from the car after being assaulted by Jack Barratt.’

‘All correct,’ I said solemnly.

There was a sudden intake of breath from Wheels. He looked confused and a spreading blush of red—fury or embarrassment, I couldn’t tell—coloured his face.

‘Oh, and just to let you know, I’m going to charge the mayor with murder,’ I said, leaning forward.

‘Oh really?’ said Pip, taking off her glasses. ‘Do tell.’

‘Woz and I have been working the Millard case—’

‘Was the file I gave you helpful?’ Pip asked.

‘Invaluable,’ I said, noting Wozza’s look of surprise and Wheels’s look of horror. ‘The original investigation which he signed off on’—I nodded towards Wheels—‘was flawed. The gun used to shoot Brett and Shayna was found outside a latched wire door. Neither victim could have put it there and the child, who was four at the time, wouldn’t have been able to reach the latch.’

‘What did the first attending have to say?’ asked Pip.

‘The first attending officer said he never went near the back door. Checked for signs of life in the victims, checked for other occupants, then took the child out the front door and left the premises. Started a crime scene log as soon as he was outside. Wozza and I checked the log. The next to enter the premises was the police photographer and he took the photos in question, which suggest the male victim was shot by someone outside the house. There’s a bullet hole in the wire of the screen door.’

Wozza looked as starstruck as Randall. He managed to splutter: ‘Um. Yes. We found a hole.’ He blushed and his voice tapered off.

‘Thank you, Senior Detective Harvey—most helpful,’ said Pip.

‘The front door was unlocked. We believe the killer went around to the front door, entered, then shot Shayna in her bed.’

Pip nodded.

‘And more recently, we have been given an insurance certificate signed by Tippet found among the possessions of the deceased, Brett Millard.’

Wheels stood up and banged on the desk. ‘This is too much!’

Pip swept her cool gaze over to Wheels, who looked defiant for a couple of seconds then changed his mind. ‘No need for a mantrum,’ she said crisply.

I ignored Wheels. ‘Brett Millard told everyone he had bought an insurance policy from Richard Tippet, only there was no record of such a policy. Turns out Tippet was fond of taking premiums from people but not passing the money on to the insurance underwriter for a policy to be issued.’

‘So he just kept the money,’ said Pip, ‘and issued a fake policy?’

‘Yep, and hoped no claims would be made. Next thing he knows, Brett Millard is on his doorstep demanding a twenty-thousand-dollar payout for a policy that never existed.’

Wozza found his voice. ‘A decade ago, Tippet wasn’t the success he is now,’ he said. ‘We believe the murder of Brett and Shayna was the only way he could avoid his scam being exposed.’

Pip turned to Wheels. The colour had drained from his face as he realised the balance of power had shifted.

‘It seems to me, Senior Sergeant Wheeler, that Pollard and Harvey have done a sterling job. I’m puzzled, though.’ She paused while Wheels squirmed. ‘I’m puzzled as to why I’ve been called all the way to Deception Bay for you to do nothing but complain.’

Wheels mustered his last reserves of bluster. ‘I was acting on legitimate concerns—’

‘Bullshit!’ said Pip, getting up from the table. ‘Ironically, this meeting has raised legitimate concerns to me about your behaviour—both to female members under your command and perverting the course of justice in the original murder investigation. I’m going to instruct Pollard and Harvey to look very closely at your friendship with the mayor.’

When she walked out of the room, Wozza and I followed. Neither of us wanted to be left alone with Wheels in case his head exploded.

Once clear of the office, Pip turned to us. ‘Can you get good coffee in this one-horse town?’

Wozza jumped in. ‘Angie’s cafe on the main street has the best coffee,’ he said. ‘And pastries.’

‘Lead on,’ said the Chief.
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CHAPTER 42

NO SUPERHERO ENDING

By the time I made it back to the chemist to check in on Crystal, two weeks had passed. I felt bad because I’d had this life-altering discussion with her and then left her. Not that I’d been idle. Our search warrant for Richard Tippet’s house turned up a receipt that suggested the gun left at the scene belonged to him. How the gun had been overlooked originally, I could only guess. Tying him to the weapon, finding ammunition in his shed of the same brand and batch used in the shootings, was circumstantial but it helped us build the case. And then the big one. Turned out, the gun used in the death of the Millards was still stored in evidence. A fingerprint expert found a print belonging to Tippet on the stock. The case coiled around him like a snake.

As I pulled up outside the chemist, I saw the skateboard kid—the one who’d graffitied Frank Forester’s office wall—coming through the door, waving over his shoulder.

‘Antigone!’ Crystal said as I entered.

‘Hey, Crystal.’

‘Are you okay? Is Waffles okay?’

I leaned on the counter. ‘We’re okay. How about you?’

Crystal grinned. ‘I’m good. Are you going to give me a ride home again?’

‘Sure.’

Coming out from the back, Norma greeted me like an old friend. As Crystal disappeared to get her things, I remembered the skater boy who’d just left.

‘That kid on the skateboard who was just in here—’

‘Dawn’s little brother,’ said Norma brightly. ‘He visits a lot. Not sure why, but he’s very protective of his big sister.’

‘Dawn …’ I mused aloud. ‘What’s her surname? I don’t think we were ever properly introduced.’

‘Denholm,’ said Norma.

Dawn Denholm. DD. DeeDee. Synapses fired in my brain and, suddenly, I had a thought. Working at the chemist, Dawn would have been aware of Jack’s prescriptions, just like Norma had been. If Dawn was a victim and developed any of the same kinds of symptoms, she might suspect who the culprit was. It’s not like there would be many prescriptions for the treatment of syphilis in a small town. I’d caught a glimpse of her at the town meeting the night I’d stood on the stage and addressed the crowd. Remembered the conversation I’d had with her about Merv’s epilepsy medications.

Could she have—

‘Are you ready to go?’ Crystal bounced out with her bag and coat.

My thoughts snapped back to the conversation I had to have in the car with Crystal on the drive home. She was silent as I told her the story of her mum and her dad and the insurance policy that never was and the man who decided Shayna and Brett weren’t worth $20,000, who took a gun to their farm on a cold dark night as an easy way out of the mess he’d created.

[image: Image]

That night, curled up in Nan’s armchair, Waffles at my feet, I picked up the phone and called Daniel. He sounded happy to hear from me, but I quickly steered any conversation away from us and on to work. Gave him an update on Tippet and preparing the trial brief for the sexual assault cases. So far, we had identified seven women from the hundreds of photos we’d found at the garage. We had utilised the police victim identification team, who had separated the photos and identified fifty-two different women among the photos we had collected. Our next challenge was to find out who they were.

Waffles shifted and rested his head on my foot. He looked up at me with his big brown eyes.

‘So, will you unblock my number?’ Daniel’s voice purred over the phone.

‘Maybe,’ I said.

[image: Image]

When I spoke to Daniel, I did not share with him my thoughts about Dawn. DeeDee. Suddenly, I felt tired. I didn’t want to suspect a victim, a woman too scared to go to the police, a woman who had no expectation of justice from us. At the end of this story, there was no superhero ending, no pistols at dawn, no hurricane house to land on the wicked witch. Just ordinary people trying to survive. Could Dawn have had something to do with the drugging of Merv. Like the rapes themselves, it was almost impossible to prove. And anyway, we’d already charged the men we’d found at the garage with Merv’s murder.
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CHAPTER 43

THE ‘JUSTICE’ SYSTEM

As detectives, we spend much of our lives in court. In the year following the spate of sexual assaults in Deception Bay, Wozza’s second-best suit got a workout. (His best suit was the one he was married in, and he reckoned that was reserved for weddings and funerals.) First up was Bob Shepherd and the break and enter, assault and weapons charges, alongside the animal cruelty charges for what he’d done to Waffles. First the committal hearing, then the trial.

I was pleased but a little surprised when Bob Shepherd was sentenced to five years. The judge made a lengthy comment at the end about how seriously the law took home invasion and aggravated assault, especially against police officers. After the guilty verdict, Noelene Shepherd approached and I could see by her crazed look that she was on the attack. But before she could reach me, Wozza stepped between us. He seemed to grow to twice his size and his voice became deeper.

‘Everything that has happened to the men in your family is because of what they did, not because of what she did. I suggest you leave it at that.’

Noelene Shepherd looked suddenly deflated. You can be fuelled by rage, but I guess, eventually, the tank empties. She turned away without a word.

[image: Image]

The next court case, I had Daniel by my side, not Wozza. This one was held in the city. It was the assault charge against Gemma’s dad, John. I’d missed the first part because I was a witness and I wasn’t allowed in court until after I had given evidence as to what I saw that day. Two extraordinary things had happened. A popular podcast had made a chart-topping series on Gemma’s case. An up-and-coming young journalist called Tammy Millhouse had interviewed everyone involved and had shown Gemma’s case for the travesty of justice it was. The podcast was number one on charts around the country for weeks. As a result, there was a lot of sympathy for John when he went to trial. The episode on the courthouse punch was called ‘What Would You Do?’, and the debate around that very question trended on social media. I had followed it with great interest.

One commenter asked: When the courts don’t do their job, what then?

What, indeed.

The second extraordinary occurrence was that Daniel apologised. I know apology wasn’t the endgame, but it felt like a step towards him understanding what had happened, what it is like for women, and what predatory behaviour actually is. I knew how hard it was for him and men like him. It’s not just a change of heart; it’s a change of history. It’s like looking back at everything you believed and having to rethink all of it.

We were taking it slow, because if I’d learned anything in my thirty-four years, it was to align your heart with your head. Every time. Still, when he leaned over and squeezed my hand as John was found guilty of a lesser charge of assault and given a suspended sentence, it was like his warmth radiated through my whole body. Sometimes, my heart was a bloody traitor to the cause.

[image: Image]

It took months for the serial rape charges to come to trial. Of the men we’d arrested at the garage on the day we found Mandy Buckley, the two principal offenders were Lachie Murtog and Jimbo Tuffin. Their names were on the lease along with Jack’s, and they were both present when we raided the place. In the months it took to prepare the brief of evidence, we had sifted through everything. Phone records, fingerprints, DNA samples. In the wake of the arrests, more women had come forward and we had identified an additional dozen from the polaroids. We had found Jack’s fingerprints on four of the bank notes in Merv’s wallet. Nathan Forester had identified Jimbo as the one he’d seen buying Meg a drink at the pub on the night of her birthday.

In fairy tales, the good are rewarded and the evil get their just deserts. But in real life, that doesn’t happen. The justice system—or ‘just a system’, as Wozza calls it—puts the burden of proof on the prosecution. This means the police as well.

We had chloral hydrate in Meg’s system and in Merv’s, and we had found more old prescription bottles at the garage. The bottles had both Lachie’s and Jimbo’s fingerprints on them. Both of them were at the pub the night Meg and Merv were drugged. Meg’s photograph had been found among the box of polaroids at the garage, so we had that link.

But that doesn’t always count. Once the preliminary legal scuffles were over, only about half the evidence was admissible in court. Wily lawyers had separated out the defendants and the victims so that each case was judged on its own. The other guys we’d arrested at the garage that day were charged with accessory before the fact. Even though we suspected they would have assaulted Mandy Buckley, there was no evidence that they had.

Frank Forester, now referred to in headlines as the ‘disgraced lawyer’, was tried separately for the rape of Mandy Buckley. We’d heard on the grapevine that a guy he’d defended had told Frank what they did with women they drugged in pubs. Frank had wanted in. Because he was caught in the act, even his expensive lawyers couldn’t argue consent when the witnesses were a bunch of cops and paramedics who had seen Mandy unconscious and incapable of consent.

As the courtroom cleared, I saw Nathan Forester leaving, flanked on one side by an older woman who looked enough like him to be his mother. On the other side was Meg.

‘Hi, Antigone!’ said Meg. She looked fit and strong and was doing really well in my self-defence classes. She had told me that she and Nathan were back together.

Wozza and I approached the three of them.

I caught Nathan’s eye. He looked much better than the last time I’d seen him. Cleaner. Standing tall. ‘How are you doing? This can’t have been easy.’

‘I’m okay,’ he said, then introduced the woman by his side as his mother, Noni.

‘We’re just glad this is all over,’ Noni said. ‘I’ve moved back into the house.’ Her smile faded. ‘We’ve both given it a good clean out …’

‘Mum.’ Nathan used that tone kids use when their parent says something embarrassing.

Noni wasn’t to be stopped though. ‘Honestly, when Frank wouldn’t let me take Nathan when I left, he promised to take good care of him. That is not what happened.’

‘Weren’t you in Queensland?’ Wozza asked.

Noni made a harrumph sound. ‘That’s what he told Nathan when we split last year. Truth is, I moved down the coast to Bellanook so I could get a job and earn enough to fight him for custody. Have you ever tried to fight a lawyer for anything? He had me over a barrel. He tried to poison Nathan against me until my own son wouldn’t even take my calls.’ Her voice cracked and Nathan put an arm around her.

‘Sorry, Mum.’

Mother and son turned and moved towards the door. Meg walked by my side.

‘Did Frank Forester ever behave inappropriately to you?’ I asked in a quiet voice so no one else could hear.

Meg stared ahead. ‘It’s why I broke up with Nathan,’ she said. ‘I went round to his house one afternoon and his dad started talking about sex and all this other stuff and made me feel really uncomfortable. Then he sat beside me on the couch and put his hand on my leg, and then I ran. It was so gross. I just couldn’t face Nathan and I didn’t know how to tell him.’ Then she let out a soft laugh. ‘But if Brittany Higgins and Grace Tame have taught us anything, it’s that we all have a voice. I told Mum and Nathan what happened. This should be something we talk about. I did nothing wrong.’ She looked towards the door through which Frank Forester had disappeared. ‘He was the one who did something wrong.’

I smiled at her, so proud of her strength. Then watched her hurry away to catch up to Nathan and his mum.

As Wozza and I walked out of the courthouse, we pulled up short when a kid went whizzing past us on a skateboard.

‘Whoa!’ cried Wozza, skipping nimbly backwards as the kid came to a halt.

‘Sorry about that,’ said the kid. Then he looked up at the courthouse. ‘Did they find that man guilty?’

The boy looked familiar, and I realised he was the one who had sprayed the wall behind Frank Forester’s law office. Dawn’s brother.

Wozza remembered him too. ‘Hey, it’s Rap Boy!’ he said cheerfully.

The boy looked confused. And suddenly, I realised why.

‘You didn’t mean to write Rapper, did you? You meant he was a Raper.’

The boy nodded. ‘My sister …’ His lip trembled, then he stopped. ‘I found her journal when I went to borrow her phone charger from under her bed.’

‘Oh jeez,’ said Wozza.

‘He was found guilty,’ I told the boy. ‘He hasn’t been sentenced yet, but I reckon he’s going to get a good one. Your sister is Dawn?’

The boy’s eyes darted from me to Wozza. Then he dropped his skateboard to the ground and jumped on it. In seconds, he’d disappeared from view.
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In an exhausting series of trials, Lachie and Jimbo pointed the finger at Jack, who by that stage was well and truly rotting in his grave. Lachie admitted getting a phone call from Jack from the cliff top after I’d left. The phone call ended when Jack, who’d asked Lachie to come and help him, said, ‘Mate, someone’s just arrived. Don’t worry about it.’ Who that person was, we don’t know, although I suspect it was the person I’d seen coming through the trees. If only I had waited another minute.

In court, dead Jack made a great scapegoat. He was the one, they said, who had the old prescriptions for chloral hydrate. He was the one who attacked the girls, they said. They knew nothing about anything. But the pictures of the drugged girls were clearly taken at the garage they all rented.

In the end, while it was clear from the photographs that the girls had been drugged, it could not be proven that Lachie and Jimbo had raped any of them. No forensic link, no confessions, and no witnesses. The strongest evidence we had were statements from three of the identified victims, who remembered drinking with Jimbo beforehand, and two who remembered drinking with Lachie.

The legal eagles flapped their expansive wings and wove their silver songs into stories that beguiled the jury.

Wozza and I were there for the verdict. Neither of us had any expectation of one we’d be happy with.

‘How say you on the charge of sexual assault on Meg Mulligan?’

‘Not guilty.’

How say you …

Not guilty.

Not guilty.

Not guilty.

I was about to get up and bow out of the courtroom when Wozza put a hand on my arm to stop me.

‘Wait for it,’ he whispered. ‘Just cos they can’t say beyond a reasonable doubt who raped the victims, there’s a stronger case for the druggings.’

I looked at him more closely. ‘Are you wearing your best suit?’

He turned to me like he was the good kid in class and put a finger to his lips and shooshed me.

‘How say you on the charge of administering a drug to cause the incapacitation to the first victim, known to the Court as Victim A?’

‘Guilty.’

‘How say you on the charge of administering a drug to cause the incapacitation to the second victim, known to the Court as Victim B?’

‘Guilty.’

I turned to Wozza and smiled. Maybe there was some justice left in the system after all. We listened as the two men were found guilty of drugging the victims we had charged them with assaulting. I felt a surge in my chest because I knew what was coming.

‘How say you on the charge of administering a drug to cause the incapacitation of Mervin Geoffrey Evans?’

‘Guilty.’

Murmurs rippled across the packed courtroom.

‘How say you on the charge of the manslaughter of Mervin Geoffrey Evans?’

The foreman looked over at the men in the dock with barely concealed disdain. ‘Guilty,’ he said.

Wozza raised his fist and pointed it at me. ‘Fist bump.’

I grinned and bumped my fist against his.

‘Ow,’ he said.
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EPILOGUE

THERAPY JOURNAL. PRIVATE PROPERTY OF DAWN DENHOLM.

Wednesday 24 September

My uni counsellor suggested narrative therapy. Of course, she only knows half the truth, so I imagine she will only be able to half-help me. She suggested writing in second person. She had to explain what that was. I remembered first person—I—and third person—they—from school. Second person, she said, was ‘you’. It puts the reader in your shoes, she said, so they can feel what you feel. This resonated with me because that’s all I’ve ever wanted—for the world to know how I feel. So, here’s today’s writing challenge.

Imagine a glow coming from an old bakelite lampshade. It is the same yellow as a smoker’s fingers. You prefer dimness to light. It matches your mood. Normally, you play soft music or put something mindless on the television, but tonight you’re agitated. Your nightly vigils are taking a toll. Whenever you can slip away, you watch them. In dark corners at the pub, in car parks, on the cliffs, and tonight from the shadows at the town meeting. It makes your breathing ragged to hear Mr Fucking Big Man Mayor talk about how much men matter—translation: how much you don’t, how much none of you do. The only voice of reason was the police detective who spoke. But one voice among so many isn’t enough.

You sip hot coffee, warming your hands against the mug as you sit at your kitchen table, equipment at the ready. First, you take your penicillin capsule and swallow it with coffee.

Your bitter pill.

You knew what it was before the symptoms really flared up. An out-of-town doctor and a genital swab confirmed your fears. Syphilis. When you call for your results, you barely have time to hang up the phone before you vomit, violently, where you stand, in the middle of your kitchen. The lowest point in your entire life is the ten minutes afterwards, on your hands and knees, scrubbing the mess into a bucket of greasy water, the acid fumes adding to your snot and tears of humiliation.

They had come for you twice.

Until the rapes, your life had been different. With each raw pelvic thrust those nights, your old self fled in terror. You can hardly remember what it felt like to see the world as a good place. Those nights, something was taken from you and you can never get it back. There are days when you find it hard to get up in the morning. Other days, you are fuelled by coffee and rage. It feels like the old version of you died and left in its place a person who has been hollowed out. But then you feel a serpent of seething, writhing hatred coil and fill the hollow parts. Impotent rage corrodes you from within. It becomes fire.

Soon you discover that rage, all dressed up with places to go, burns like the sun.

You take a chocolate biscuit from a small plate and eat it, then carefully wipe your hands with an alcohol swab and put on a pair of surgical gloves. When you have access to the town’s medical records, and you have contracted syphilis, it’s pretty simple to identify the source. Jack fucking Barratt. Every time you see him around town, bile rises in your throat at the thought of him using you like a ragdoll, infecting you, then tossing you aside like garbage.

You start with that old oaf down the pub. When you read in the newspapers that women are harassed then ‘saved’, you are startled by the pattern. You’d seen it. You’d been it. Till that moment, you thought it was just the barbecue. But no! They came back for you. Your dreams suddenly make sense. All those faces you see floating above you as your body is jerked up and down with their lust and your horror.

And that day in the pub, when from your quiet corner you see Jack Barratt come in and make a beeline for the old guy, you just knew. But you watch Ralph Murphy kick him out before you can hear anything.

You think slipping a drug into his beer will be hard, but it isn’t. You think you might feel guilty, but you don’t. In fact, you feel … lighter, knowing that never again can he sidle up to a woman minding her own business and spit and snort and try to crack on to her, as if the only thing that mattered was what he wanted, and she doesn’t matter at all. It is so disgusting. And if the old bastard didn’t play that part, the Jack Barratts of this world would never seem like a safer alternative.

And so, you think, it doesn’t feel like murder at all. It feels like … saving women.

So does offering a helping hand on a cliff top.

Now, you just have to find the others …
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