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Chapter One

The rain had been constant for two weeks, cascading sheets of water where, if you stood too long in it, you’d struggle to breathe. The once-dry land beside the riverbed was now underwater, and as Larry walked along the old path, which was once a long way from the river edge, he felt his boots sink deep in the mud as he trudged along, trying to find the right spot.

He had lived in Milford his whole life and had never in all his years seen anything like the rain that had drenched the region for nearly a month. His home, which was on the outskirts of town, was beginning to feel the effects of the deluge. As he walked, he thought of the now near constant leak he had in his bedroom and made a note to replace the bucket at the end of his bed when he got home.

The Edward River that ran through Milford was an anabranch, which meant it ran off the mighty Murray River about 100 kilometres upstream near Cobble Creek and then flowed on its own accord for over 300 kilometres until it rejoined the Murray at Kyalite. It was a mighty river on its own merits, supporting the livelihoods of the hundreds of farms that ran along its banks – its water used for irrigation and livestock. Larry had never seen it flood this badly before and, going by the famous tree marker at the local caravan park, it had surpassed the previous record from the floods in 1974. He’d watched the news that morning explain that this unusual weather event was now passing, and that today would be the final day of decent rainfall. That’s lucky, he thought, the ever-rising water was lapping hungrily at the sandbags that lined the river’s edge near the main street. Any more rain and half the town would go under.

He slowed down when he found a break in the line of gumtrees and sidestepped between two trunks, pulling his foam esky through. He felt it kick and spin in his hand and he smiled. It’s still alive, he thought, which was just what he needed at that moment.

Larry reached the river’s edge. Where he stood looked just like any section of the forest that used to run away from the sandy riverbank, except now, water sped through the trunks of the towering gumtrees, bubbling and gurgling in fast-flowing streams. Larry placed his fishing rod at his feet, turned to the foam cooler and took off the lid. He knew what he was doing was wrong but knew fisheries weren’t in town for the week, and the local cops never cared enough to worry about what the local fishermen got up to near the river.

The carp inside the cooler was still alive thanks to the river water that he’d poured into it when he’d caught the fish further downstream. The European carp was considered a pest to these waterways, and he had lost count of how many of the tasteless, inedible fish he’d caught in his lifetime. But on this day, remembering an old story from a cousin, he decided to use a live one to catch something much more elusive – a Murray cod. The cod was a fisherman’s dream in the inland rivers, with some of the fish growing to over a metre long and over 100 years old. They were smart, hard to catch and a great feed. And he planned on catching a monster.

He pulled the small carp out of the cooler and lowered it down near his rod. Fishing in the river was heavily controlled, with licences and caps on how many fish you could catch. Murray cod were even more heavily controlled, and he knew that if he caught anything over seventy-five centimetres long that he was meant to throw it back.

The carp thrashed and writhed as he cautiously thread two hooks through its body. The reason he was so cautious was that using live bait in these rivers was a big no-no, and he knew that if he was caught, he’d face a harsh penalty. Once he was satisfied the fish was secure, he held it in one hand along with the rod and walked down close to the fast-running river. He then began to cast the rod out and reeled it in again slowly, methodically. He had seen the size of some of the cod that other fisherman had been pulling out of the river during the floods and hoped he could bag one of a similar size.

He’d fished the river his whole life and had never caught one as big as the one he had seen a week earlier photographed by the local paper. Apparently the floods were sweeping away low-lying branches and trees along the river, which meant these fish were losing their usual habitats and seemed to be more susceptible to capture.

He played a football game through his phone speakers as he continued to cast, and listened as his team got walloped for the second week in a row. It was always the way with Carlton. They’d beat the teams below them easy, then whenever they ran into any hardship they’d go to water. He leaned down to grab the last can of beer he had with him and felt the rod pull so hard that it nearly flew out of his hands.

‘Whoa, hold up!’ he yelled excitedly.

Whatever was on the end the line felt big and pulled much harder than the few carp he’d caught earlier in the day. He pulled the rod back against himself as hard as he could, all while trying to wind the reel up as fast as possible. The fish at the end of the line was smart: as it pulled it seemed to be trying to wrap itself around one of the gumtree trunks in a feeble attempt to break the line and escape. But Larry was smart and raced to the left along the bank to ensure it wouldn’t get tangled. He continued to pull and wind until he saw the top of the light green, speckled fish. It was cod for sure, and going by the splashing and trashing it was doing and the bend of his rod, it was absolutely enormous. It was hard to tell while it was still in the water, but it looked easily bigger than the one he’d seen in the paper: he couldn’t believe his luck.

Larry ran back towards his cooler for his fish net and as the fish slowed its pull for a second he leaned down and scooped it up. He pulled again, this time harder than he ever had before and wound quickly until the saw the fish slowly start to materialise at the water’s edge. His initial assumption had been correct. The fish was huge. Easily over a metre long and it seemed tired of the fight as it floated gently near the edge of the gurling water with the line coming from its mouth. Larry was an expert though, he knew one wrong move, one slip, and the fish could thrash and be gone, so he was sure to keep a tight grip on his rod with one hand and the other on the net as he raced down into the water. He didn’t care that he still had his boots on as he trudged into mud up to his knees, this fish was a once in a lifetime catch.

He got to the fish and managed to get his hand underneath its gills on the lefthand side. Its mouth was gigantic, nearly a foot wide, and he struggled to haul the fish towards the net as it thrashed in vain trying to get out of his hands. After it had finished its last escape attempt, he managed to get it headfirst into the net and slowly began to drag it up onto dry land. The weight of the fish was something else, he had never seen one grow so big before.

Just as his boot hit dirt and his smile grew wider, the fish kicked so violently that he slipped on the bank and fell backwards into the muddy water. He coughed and spluttered as water went into his mouth, and he struggled to stand back up as the fast current pushed him against one of the gum tree trunks. He watched in vain as the giant fish kicked and flapped out of the net in two swift movements and landed back in the river with a giant splash. He scrambled to his feet quickly and waded against the fast current as best as he could, but it was no good. The fish was gone.

He stood for a moment, waist-deep in the fast-flowing river and cursed to the sky. ‘Fuck!’ His dream fish, and it was gone. He couldn’t believe his luck. Even I could’ve had just got one photo of it, he thought. Now no-one would believe him.

He pushed off the giant trunk beside him and decided to cut left and use the current to help him along the riverbank further along to make his way back up. He pressed off the trunk and stepped into the deep mud, scrambling to try and find hard ground before he finally managed to right himself. He was concentrating hard as the water pushed him along, but he felt his boots hit firmer soil and he scrabbled up the bank quickly and kneeled down on the leaf-covered bank, trying to compose himself. He was wet and cold and had nothing to show for it. He noticed something in the long grass along the riverbank as he stood up, preparing to walk back to where his esky was. Something white stood out among the dark green and brown foliage. He slowly walked towards it.

It was man’s half-naked body, and he was dead.
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Chapter Two

Detective Sergeant Nick Vada accelerated over the small rise on the outskirts of his hometown, Milford, and looked out through the windscreen at the town sprawling out into the horizon. He hadn’t thought he was going to be returning any time soon, but when his boss, Chief Inspector Mark Johnson, had called him and told him there had been a murder, he hadn’t hesitated. He had packed his bags, fuelled his car up and began the nine-hour drive south towards the border back home.

His partner, Detective Joanna Gray, sat beside him and he stole a glance across at her. Her mouth was set taut with concentration as she read something on her mobile phone. She had earphones in, and whatever she was listening to must have been loud as he could hear the crackle of them from where he sat. She had been his partner going on two years now, and they had been the most tumultuous of his life. She had been a rock to him during that time. She was trustworthy and hardworking and had saved his skin more times than he could remember. Also, she had been a senior constable in Milford before she became a detective, and he hoped her more recent local knowledge would prove invaluable to their investigation.

He had grown up in Milford, finished high school and spent a year working knockabout jobs – he hadn’t been sure what he wanted to do or where he wanted to end up. After a year of soul searching, it was ultimately his mother’s unsolved murder that drew him to becoming a police officer. It was a life changing decision, and he couldn’t believe just how far he had come in his career. He, along with Joanna, had solved some incredibly interesting cases together, and he had provided answers and closure to some families that had never thought it would come for them. He was proud of that more than anything.

‘Hasn’t changed a bit, has it?’ Joanna said beside him.

He turned his windscreen wipers up, the rain that had lightly smattered his windscreen was getting heavier. It was unusual for him to see the typically brown farm fields and shimmering heat replaced by the oppressive wet gloom. ‘Not at all,’ he replied. ‘This weather is wild though, I haven’t seen rain like this down this way in years.’

‘Jess said it’s the most rainfall they’ve had in a month in Milford since the 80s,’ Joanna added.

Nick focused on the road ahead. He had been wondering how much Joanna and his sister Jess had been in contact. He had been injured a few months back, quite badly, and had to be placed in a medically induced coma. His recovery had been slow compared to what he’d hoped and he knew that both women were talking behind his back about it, conspiring. He grinned to himself.

‘What’s that smile for?’ Joanna asked.

‘You.’

‘What about me?’

‘You and Jess. Talking. Conspiring.’

Joanna laughed. ‘Conspiring? If that’s what you want to call it.’

‘What should I call it?’

‘Your partner and your sister trying to care for you. She worries about you, Nick.’

Nick kept his eyes focused ahead. They didn’t need to worry. He felt better physically than he ever had before. He had managed to curb his drinking, which he never thought would happen, and felt ready to face anything. The lapses he’d had in his memory during the first few weeks of his recovery felt like they’d dissipated, and he felt ready to face what was going to be a tough few days ahead.

‘Did you read the report?’ Joanna asked.

They had shared the drive, with Joanna taking the first four-hour section of the state freeway, the easier leg. Nick had slept through most of it, but had quickly read through what they had received direct from the Milford police station. He had lots of questions, and the first one was not totally relevant to the case. ‘I did,’ he replied slowly. ‘Sergeant Dylan Wright.’

‘Yeah. New sergeant. I don’t know him.’

Nick did. ‘He’s a local. Was a year below me at school.’

‘Oh? What do you know about him?’

Nick thought back. They had played football on the same team for a while. Dylan had been a good player, confident, hard at the footy and sometimes overconfident. But off the field he was different, a bit of an oddball. Only really had a few close friends. Nick didn’t even know he had gone into the police. For some reason it surprised him. ‘Not a lot. I played football with him when I was younger, but we travelled in different friend groups.’

‘Well, you’re headed for a reunion,’ Joanna replied.

Nick slowed as he reached the eighty kilometre sign that also read ‘Welcome to Milford’. He was looking forward to getting in and out as fast as possible. His memories in his hometown were not all pleasant, but there were a few people he was interested in seeing this visit, mostly his sister, nephew and baby niece. It was already lunchtime but he felt tired after the early start and yawned as he slowed again at the next speed sign.

He drove past the petrol station that was the first sign of life in Milford and continued down the main road. The hardware shop where he had spent a lot of time in the year before he became a policeman had been painted bright blue and re-branded. Further along, one of the big farming supply stores that usually had a row of farm utes out the front of it had been shuttered. ‘What happened to White’s?’ he asked Joanna of the store.

‘Moved out into the new industrial area. New shop,’ Joanna said.

It was a sign of the times, Nick thought. These highly sought after pieces of real estate on the main road in were being bought up by investors from out of town. The industrial areas offered cheaper rent and bigger buildings, but the frustration for Nick was when a group of townhouses were built in place of the old farming supply shop, what happened to the history and memories of the town he grew up in? Every time he returned, they seemed to fade away more and more.

Joanna’s phone rang and she took the call. ‘Hey, how are you? You’re in Milford? You’re running this?’ She turned to Nick and then turned back. ‘Oh. Yep. Uh-huh. I know where it is. I’ll see you soon.’

She hung up the phone and her cheeks had flushed red. Nick had a bad feeling about what she was about to say. ‘What is it?’

‘That was Bec. She’s back working crime scene. She’s down at the river.’

‘Fuckin’ hell.’ He didn’t need this. Bec Ranijan was his ex-girlfriend, and he didn’t feel ready to see her back in this situation. They had met on a case in this very spot a few years back and after a tumultuous romance Bec had decided to leave him. She’d recently gotten engaged to be married and he guessed by now must have been very close to tying the knot.

‘Not ideal,’ Joanna said to herself more than him. ‘It’ll be fine. I didn’t even know she was back in crime scene?’

‘Me neither,’ he replied. He would keep it strictly professional. After all, she was good at her job.

Nick indicated before the bridge that cut over the river and eyed the road closure signs ahead. The rain that Milford had endured over the last three weeks had been quite damaging, and the river access road that cut down near the old swimming weir looked to be under water. Behind the sign there was a police four-wheel drive with a man standing next to it in the rain, wearing a heavy raincoat. Nick slowed down to come up beside him as the man slid the road closure sign across to allow them in. Nick and Joanna got out and grabbed their raincoats from the back seat before meeting at the bonnet.

‘Nick, meet Constable Archie Myers. Archie, Nick Vada,’ Joanna said.

The constable was a couple of inches taller than Nick and seemed to bounce from foot to foot with an excitable energy. Nick could see his red hair from underneath the hood of his raincoat and noted the way he wore his gun on his hip and not on his leg belt like a lot of the fresher recruits. Nick preferred it that way too. He shook his hand. ‘Nice to meet you, Constable.’

‘Heard a lot about you,’ Archie replied. ‘Great to finally meet.’

Nick said nothing and turned his focus to the low-lying water.

‘I’ll have to give you both a lift,’ Archie continued. ‘Your car’s too low. Council haven’t done anything on this track in years, the ruts are nearly axle deep.’

Nick turned back to them both and had to smile. ‘It’s been like that for years. Good to see some things don’t change.’
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Chapter Three

2004

The school bell rang through the speakers overhead at the back of the classroom and Tyler grabbed his bag quickly and headed for the door. He had an appointment with the river and the sunshine, and he wasn’t about to spend another second cooped up in history class with the terrible air conditioning that struggled to keep the room cool.

He headed for the school quadrangle and watched as his twin brother, Jamie, strolled towards him. Although identical in looks, their personalities veered off in wildly different directions. Tyler was the creative, playing guitar whenever he could, reading as many books as possible and he had even begun to dabble in watercolour painting. Jamie was the polar opposite. He was the vice-captain of the school and captain of their under 17s football team that his father had made him play in. Their parents had always been loving and supportive, but Tyler knew in his heart of hearts that they secretly had a soft spot for his high achieving brother. Jamie had his arm wrapped around his girlfriend, Sophie, and they both chatted as they walked in his direction.

Jamie pointed behind him. ‘I invited Dyl if that’s alright?’

Tyler looked behind them to see their friend Dylan walking along. He was more Jamie’s friend than his, but he was a nice enough guy, and his mum and dad had a heated pool that they could swim in during winter that was pretty neat for Milford.

‘Yeah, that’s fine.’

‘Where are we going anyway?’ Sophie asked.

‘Down by the old pumps near the bridge,’ Jamie answered, taking the words out of Tyler’s mouth, they seemed to do that to each other often. ‘We set up a new swing down there. It’s the best one yet.’

Sophie groaned. ‘I hate rope swings. I’m just going to sun bake.’

‘Fine by us,’ Jamie replied, winking to both of the boys, he knew they’d all be perving on her. They were seventeen-year-olds after all.

Jamie and Sophie hopped in the back seat of their car and Dylan sat in the passenger seat while Tyler drove. They had built the hotted up VL Commodore together, and on their seventeenth birthdays were both at the motor vehicle registry at 9 am sharp ready to get their drivers licences. Jamie had never been as into cars as Tyler and Tyler loved to be the driver. He indicated towards the steep embankment that ran down towards the river and then made the turn fast, spinning the wheels on the loose sand, causing the car to flick out sideways. Sophie let out a short scream.

‘It’s alright,’ Jamie said, assuring her. ‘He’s the best driver out of the lot of us.’

Tyler grinned at the comment, it was rare to get praise from his brother and he always accepted it gratefully. He slowed to the point where the road forked for the deep ruts that had formed on the track and idled slowly through the thick gumtrees that surrounded them. He had been formulating an idea in his head for a few weeks now and wondered whether today was the day to speak to his brother about it. As they pulled up at the beach and got out of the car, he watched as the group slowly walked down towards the river’s edge. He would wait for the right moment. Perhaps he’d wait until they got home instead of here with other people, he thought.

‘You coming in?’ Dylan asked from the back side of his car.

‘Yeah.’ He pulled off his t-shirt and threw it on the bonnet. The sun was beating down and he grabbed his sunglasses from the dashboard. ‘C’mon let’s go.’

He stood at the top of the steep embankment and held the handle of the rope swing in one hand. You couldn’t even really call it that, he thought as he looked at it. Dylan had helped them. It had originally been a seat on a child’s swing at the local park that looked like an oversized toilet plunger. The moment the three boys had seen it they all knew what it would be perfect for: a rope swing. Dylan had cut it down and Jamie had climbed to the high point in the tree by the river to fasten the rope the swing was attached to. Jamie was the daredevil of the group. The strongest swimmer, the best on the swing and the best at doing flips. Tyler wished he had half of Jamie’s courage.

‘Do it! C’mon! Stop being a pussy!’

Tyler looked down at his brother and Dylan happily treading water out near the middle of the river. The swing was long and the embankment they had to jump from was high. If he made one wrong move, he’d be breaking more than one bone. He looked across at Sophie who had slowly rolled over and placed a hand up over her eyes to watch his entry. Now he definitely couldn’t chicken out. ‘Here goes nothing,’ he said to himself and jumped forward into the abyss.

He thought about it later on and realised his mistake, both of the boys had seemed to allow for the weight of the base of the swing that seemed to fly away from him faster than he’d expected. This in turn meant that he missed his seat, and hurtled through the air with only his hands holding the rubber shaft that the rope was connected to. Because his feet hung lower than the base, as he reached the lowest point before the swing passed the water’s edge, his feet and knees smashed into the rough tree roots that protruded from the hard riverbank. The force that hit his knees ripped his hands off the rope and he flew forwards and landed in the water face first. The only problem was the water was only about five centimetres deep.

He remembered hearing Sophie scream, and Dylan and Jamie swam as fast as they could to get to him quickly. The wind was knocked out of him but he slowly got to his feet in the ankle-deep water.

Jamie reached him first. ‘Woah, mate, sit back down on the bank, easy.’

Dylan looked like he was in shock. ‘Fuck, mate, are you alright?’

Tyler pushed his brother away. He was annoyed he’d made the mistake, and embarrassed more than anything. ‘Yeah, yeah, I’m fine.’ He looked down at his feet and knees that looked lightly scratched.

‘What happened?’ Sophie asked as she joined the group. She pointed down towards his feet. ‘Oh my god, Tyler, you need to see a doctor!’

Tyler looked down again and realised the river water had masked how deep the cuts were across his knees and feet. The blood was flowing freely from his wounds. The sight of it made him feel queasy. ‘Shit.’

Jamie grabbed him by the arm. ‘C’mon, bro, let’s get you home.’

***

The next day, Tyler sat in the old leather lounge chair in the garage and looked down at his bandaged feet. Luckily, he had got away without needing stitches, but it had taken his mother a few hours to clean the sand and debris from the cuts. That had been the worst bit. He watched his brother as he lay on the bench press and easily pushed out the ninety kilos he had loaded on the bar for reps.

‘You’re getting strong,’ Tyler said to him.

Jamie placed the bar back on the rack and sat up with a grin and a flex of one of his biceps. ‘Always a work in progress, little bro.’ Tyler threw the tennis ball he had in his hand in his direction playfully. Jamie had always called him ‘little brother’ as a joke – he was born five minutes before Tyler, making him the older of the identical twins. Jamie hit the ball away easily. ‘You gotta be faster than that.’ He stood up and walked over to the other lounge seat. ‘How’s the feet?’

‘Alright, I guess. Showering is the worst.’

They both heard the sound of their fathers work ute pulling up next to the garage. Their home was on the outskirts of town and on a few acres, and their father had worked hard to turn it into their own little paradise. He had built a full home gym in the garage, with the hopes that Jamie’s footballing career would flourish as he continued to put on more size. He climbed out of his ute and stretched his arms over his head, wearing his usual khaki work shorts and work shirt.

‘Afternoon,’ he said to the boys.

‘Hey Dad,’ Tyler replied.

‘How’s the feet?’

‘Yeah alright, I’ll live.’

‘Good boy.’ He turned to Jamie. ‘Preseason training has been brought forward a week. It’s starting next Monday now.’

Jamie groaned. Both of the boys hated preseason football training before Christmas, all it meant was running and more running. Their father never allowed them to touch balls until after the school holidays. He said anyone could be taught how to kick a footy, but being taught how to become an elite runner was much harder. He himself had played for Milford during the good years where they had won multiple premierships, and he was still in great shape himself.

‘You going to be right for it?’ he asked Tyler.

Tyler nodded. He wasn’t as talented as his brother with the footy, but he could more than match him with his fitness. He hoped his feet wouldn’t hurt too much by then. ‘Yep, I’ll be ready.’

‘Good man.’ His father walked past them both, swinging the key ring of his ute around his finger. Tyler watched the keys closely. They were crucial to the plan that had been brewing in his head over the last few weeks. His father placed them on the key hook where they stored all their car keys and continued on inside.
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Chapter Four

Joanna tied her short hair up into a ponytail and pulled the hood of her raincoat over her head. The rain was just a light drizzle, but it was enough that after a few minutes you would end up damp. She was more susceptible to catching a cold in weather like this and she always tried her best to stay dry.

Archie, the young constable, led the way with Nick following along closely behind. It had only been two years since Joanna’s stint in Milford, and he was the only officer who had been there during that time. Now, she struggled to find any connection to the small town that for a while she’d called home. She had thought when she left it that she would have missed it more, but the work had been so interesting and busy since then that she had hardly thought about the place again.

She watched the back of Nick as he made small talk with Archie and wondered what was going through his head. He’d only woken from a coma a month earlier and, even though they had just solved the murder of a young child a week earlier, she wondered whether he was fully up to being back on active duty yet. His injury had been severe and she still picked up small lapses in his memory from time to time when he spoke. He told her there was certain ‘brain exercises’ he’d been given by his rehabilitation doctor and she hoped he was doing them correctly. She felt like they were going to need his guidance and expertise here more than ever.

The section of bushland that ran along each side of the bridge that crossed the river was called the sanctuary, and Joanna had been down there before. The Milford council had spent hundreds of thousands of dollars converting the old sandy walking track into a paved bike and walking track and she had spent many a morning jogging along the paths that connected the main township to the local caravan park. The area near the park around the bridge had been cleaned out a few years back, the remaining stragglers, that were mostly drunks and homeless folks had a small city of tents near the bridge had been relocated away to the other side of town. It wasn’t a picture the Milford tourist committee wanted to paint for all the new people using the track.

As they turned towards the river and down a familiar section of the path that had a pleasant downhill, both she and Nick stopped in their tracks simultaneously. The river, which was usually a good one hundred metres away from the edge of the track, had swollen far past that point and was now in danger of swallowing it whole. The water was its usual brown, but maybe darker, she thought, and was running hard. She could see the debris of fallen trees and branches fly past them.

‘Jesus,’ Nick said. ‘I’ve never seen it this high.’

‘Me either,’ she replied. She looked onward to where she knew the caravan park was. ‘Is the park okay?’

‘Just,’ Archie replied. ‘They sandbagged the levee wall that runs around it. The water is lapping near the top. If the rain doesn’t stop it may go under.’

Nick continued walking past him in the direction of the two four-wheel drive police cars in the distance. Joanna passed Archie and caught up to him. Nick seemed quieter than usual. She wondered whether the sight of the river was bringing back memories of his childhood, or whether having to deal with seeing his ex-girlfriend again was beginning to hit him.

‘I’m sure Bec didn’t realise we’d be on this,’ she said.

Nick turned to her and smiled. ‘I’m not bothered by it. Honestly.’

He turned back and continued walking. Joanna wasn’t so sure, but she wasn’t going to push it. If he was truly bothered he would have spoken up, that was the type of relationship they had. She knew he would be honest with her when the time was right.

Right where the path veered away from the river, one of the Milford police Toyota Landcruisers was parked next to a blue shade tent. She read the call sign on the door ‘M-09’ and realised it had been her own car for a time. Beside it was a Volkswagen van with Crime Scene Services written on the side. The three reached the cars and Nick ducked his head in front of them to get under the tent and out of the wet weather. She joined him underneath and Archie came in last. He was the tallest and he had to crane his neck at an awkward angle under the tent.

‘Where is everyone?’ Nick asked.

Archie pointed, ‘Out near the river’s edge. Sergeant Wright is with the crime scene guys.’ Joanna could just make out the fluorescent yellow of a jacket through the gum trees and bushland.

‘Thanks for the help, Constable. We’ll take it from here,’ Nick replied.

They trudged together through the soft bushland. The rain had absolutely drenched the place. The trees dripped constantly from the never-ending rainfall and Joanna jumped when there was a gigantic crack beside her and nearly ran into Nick. Nick placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. ‘It’s alright.’ He pointed through the trees. ‘The gums are falling into the river. The banks are all eroding.’

‘What a mess,’ Joanna said.

They continued on until they neared the group. Joanna could see Bec from behind, she was wearing dark cargo pants and a raincoat that had reflective stripes on it. She could see the words Crime Scene Services printed on it. Another man knelt down in the waist-high shrubs on the edge of the riverbank. The third person, who she assumed was the sergeant, stood on the periphery.

The sound of them walking through the thick bushland, caused the group to turn and look. The sergeant said something to the group and then walked over. Joanna looked at him closely. He was young, and looked to still have a youthful exuberance she felt Nick had lost many years back. He had dark skin and a buzzcut that she could just make out under his hood. She could tell by the way he held himself that he was fit, and he wore a serious expression as he walked over, but it switched into a wide smile, showing perfect straight white teeth. She found him quite handsome.

‘Detective Sergeant Nick Vada,’ the man said, holding out an outstretched hand. ‘Been a long time.’

Nick shook his hand and matched his smile. ‘Dylan. It has. I didn’t know you were posted here. Let alone were the sergeant?’

He nodded. ‘A year and a bit now. Wasn’t my initial idea. But it’s grown on me.’ He turned to Joanna and she watched his eyes travel over her. ‘And who is this?’

‘Detective Joanna Gray,’ she said, shaking his hand. It was warm and smooth despite the dreary weather. ‘Nice to meet you.’

‘Sergeant Dylan Wright,’ he replied. ‘I hear you were stationed here just before my time? With Phil Turner?’

‘I was. Two years,’ she said. There was a confidence about him that she found interesting.

‘Well, you might be more up to date on what’s happening around here than Nick then,’ Dylan added with a laugh.

‘When was our victim found?’ Nick asked. Joanna got the vibe that he hadn’t liked that comment.

Dylan turned back around and the trio walked slowly to the scene. ‘Yesterday morning. Local man found him on a walk down here.’

Nick looked onwards to the river and the walking track that was nearly underwater. ‘Walking? In weather like this? Are you sure that was all he was doing?’

Dylan held his hands up. ‘That was his initial statement. I’m sure you might get more out of him than me or Archie could.’

‘Any ideas who it is yet?’

Dylan stopped at that. He turned back. ‘You didn’t read my statement? I updated it just before.’

‘No?’ Nick replied. ‘Why?’

Dylans mouth turned downwards into a frown. He placed a hand on Nick’s shoulder. ‘I’ll let you take a look for yourself.’

They reached the area where the body lay and Joanna watched as Bec Ranijan turned around. She looked exactly the same as the last time she had seen her and Bec gave them a smile. Bec’s eyes never left Nick’s face as she walked to them both.

‘This is Bec Ranijan from Crime Scene,’ Dylan announced.

Bec held out a hand and Nick gently shook it. He cleared his throat. ‘We’ve met.’

Bec turned to Joanna and wrapped her up in a hug. ‘How are you, Jo? It’s been too long.’

‘I’m alright. Good to see a familiar face,’ she replied.

Dylan seemed surprised that the group knew each other. ‘Alright, well, I guess I’ll leave you guys to it, you’re the experts after all. I’m going to head up and move some of the road closure signs back. I’ll head to the park and let James know that the river track will be closed for the next few days.’

Nick had already walked past Dylan to survey the man’s body lying in the long grass. Joanna looked at the expression on his face, it was one mixed with shock and sadness. He turned back to Dylan. ‘Stay right there, Sergeant. Jesus, it’s bloody Tyler Petrie.’
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Chapter Five

Something felt off to Nick from the moment he laid his eyes on the body of Tyler Petrie. He wasn’t sure whether it was the feeling of claustrophobia from the ever-rising river that was nearing the body, potentially washing away vital evidence, the sight of Dylan Wright as the town sergeant, or his ex-girlfriend standing in front of him. He was surrounded by inexplicabilities.

The sanctuary was a section of a couple of kilometres of bushland that ran along the river and under the town’s main bridge. It had been a place of enjoyment for him and his mates in their youth, but something had happened very close to where Tyler Petrie’s body was lying that had changed his last years in Milford forever. The rain slowly started to build and he pulled his raincoat back up again over his head. He stood frozen and slowly rubbed his hand down over his face to get the water off. Joanna walked to Tyler’s feet, which were bare. The only clothing he had on was a set of cotton shorts that were soaked from the constant rainfall. Nick noted that he was in exceptional physical condition for his age, but then remembered both of the Petrie boys had always been fit.

‘How much evidence are we losing with this rainfall?’ Joanna asked. It was a valid question.

Bec’s partner, who had introduced himself as Trent, spoke on the technicians’ behalf. ‘We’ve been here since first thing this morning. Honestly should have packed up a while ago but Bec insisted we wait to meet the detectives.’ He looked over at Bec. He seemed annoyed to still be out in the rain. ‘We’ve photographed everything thoroughly that will form our evidence file, so it’s all there.’

‘How do we think he died?’ Joanna asked.

Bec knelt beside the body and pointed with the end of her pen. ‘Obviously you’ll know more once an autopsy is done, but going by the discolouration of the lips and foaming at the mouth, I’d say some sort of a fit, or maybe poisoning?’

‘No other wounds?’ Nick asked.

Bec stopped for a moment and then looked up at him. ‘Nothing noticeable. It’s a really odd one.’

‘How do you think he got here?’ Joanna asked.

‘Another hard to tell one,’ Bec replied. ‘The long grass around him seems undisturbed. It’s almost like he was standing here one minute, and the next minute he was dead. It’s hard to know any more until a pathologist looks over him.’

Nick stood up and turned to Dylan. He pointed at Tyler. ‘How long’s he been back here? Were you two still mates?’

Joanna looked at them both in astonishment, and Nick spoke in her direction. ‘These two were best friends back in high school.’

Dylan was holding his phone in his hand, but locked it and pocketed it as he replied, ‘He’s been back a couple of years. We were. Not the way we were in high school though. Not after everything that happened.’

It was an odd response, Nick thought, but he understood what Dylan meant by it. Nick chose not to push it. This would have been a huge shock to the sergeant. It had been a shock to him, so he couldn’t imagine how Dylan was feeling.

Two more men walked up to the group and introduced themselves. They were a part of the Edithvale coroner team who had been organised to remove the body. Nick once again realised how quickly time marched on. The Milford local doctor and town coroner, Bruce Smith, had passed away a year earlier, another service gone from the town that had to be picked up by Edithvale, the much bigger town down the road. They spoke with Bec and her partner and then began the process of gently lifting Tyler’s body into the black body bag and placing it onto the gurney they had beside them. Within a few minutes he was wrapped up and carted away, leaving only the slightest of indentations in the long grass where his body had fallen.

Bec walked in his direction and he felt his stomach churn. In his mind, their relationship was still murky, and was one of the soft spots in his memory that he was still trying to reconcile after his brain injury that he still couldn’t fully put together. He did have images in his phone, however, and he had found himself in quiet times scrolling backwards in his camera roll and lingering over some of the happy snaps. There was a particular image he liked the most, a photo of them together on the main beach in Riema, the coastal town where he owned a holiday house. He still couldn’t for the life of him remember the moment the picture was taken, but a feeling of warmth and comfort washed over him every time he looked at it. He really wanted to feel that feeling again. He just wasn’t sure if it was ever going to happen again.

Bec had a worried look on her face. ‘Are you alright?’

He nodded. ‘Yeah. Why wouldn’t I be?’

She shrugged. ‘He was a school friend, I hear. I thought you might have been close.’

‘Nah, he was a year below me. I played footy with him. I knew him, but not well.’

‘Ah, I see.’ There was an awkward silence where Nick looked over his ex-partner more closely. Frustratingly, she seemed to have become even more beautiful since he’d seen her last a year ago. She wore little make-up, and her skin, which was a deep golden brown, still had a shimmer to it under the grey and cloudless sky that he couldn’t quite describe. She opened her mouth to speak again but stopped.

‘What is it?’ Nick asked.

She turned back to the group and seemed to be making sure she was out of earshot. ‘I’m sorry. I really didn’t think they would have sent you down here for this.’

‘Why is that?’

Bec frowned. ‘You were in a coma, Nick.’ She looked at her watch. ‘Fifty-seven days ago.’

Nick was shocked. ‘How did you know?’

She rolled her eyes and punched him playfully. ‘You think me and your partner don’t still talk? I was worried about you.’

He didn’t know what to say to that. He thought for a moment then said, ‘Anything out of place here? What do you think?’

If she was bothered by his change of subject, she didn’t show it. She turned back around and walked towards her partner and Joanna. Her tone changed back to its professional one. ‘As I said before, all the photos will be in the report. Is there anything else you’d like, detectives?’

‘Are you staying in town?’ Joanna asked.

Bec shook her head. ‘Heading back to Edithvale. Other things to work on.’

‘We’ll be available whenever you need though,’ Trent added.

Bec and Trent packed up the small amount of gear they had into a clear plastic tub that had slowly filled with water over the last few hours. Trent shook hands with them and wished them good luck and Nick watched as Joanna walked Bec away to have a quiet conversation. He hadn’t known that they’d been keeping in touch while he was in hospital and wondered why Bec would have cared so much. Yes, it was sad and all that, he had been hurt, but she was engaged to be married in the next few months. She needed to be worrying about her fiancé and not about him.

Joanna walked back to him as the rain stopped again, and she pulled her hood back and untied her hair. She wiped the droplets of water off her forehead and sighed, looking at him in the all-knowing way that some women did. ‘What was that about?’ she asked him, referring to his conversation with Bec.

‘I don’t want to talk about it,’ he replied. He really didn’t. This wasn’t high school. They were there to work. They were there to solve a murder. He pointed at the spot where the body had lay. ‘What do you see? What are you thinking about?’

‘Footprints. Or lack thereof. Hard to see who has come in and out with this long grass.’ She pointed to the spot. ‘He was quite clean for someone who had died here.’

‘Maybe he didn’t die here?’ Nick asked. ‘Maybe he was moved.’

‘It’s a possibility,’ Joanna said. ‘No phone is odd too. Everyone has a phone on them these days. We’ll need to find that. If he was moved here, we’d be looking for someone quite strong. He was a big guy, hard to carry someone all the way down here on your own.’

‘Maybe more than one person,’ Nick said. Joanna fell silent, lost in thought at all the possibilities. Nick saved the best piece of news he had until last. ‘Want to hear the most interesting piece of information?’

‘Go on.’

Nick pointed away from where they stood, back in the direction of the bridge. ‘Down that way is the old pump station where the houseboats and steamers used to pump out their waste. Was a good spot to jump off and swim at when we were kids. Tyler here, our victim, was an identical twin.’

‘He was?’

‘He was. And his brother, Jamie, drowned in this river at that spot twenty years ago.’

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter Six

2004

Tyler bided his time, he wanted to make sure his dad had a busy day on their property before he initiated his plan. There were many ways it could go wrong, and he decided at the final moment to not let Jamie know what he was up to. He thought if he got far enough in that he’d let his brother in on his scheme.

His mother was in the kitchen, preparing meals for the week and happily singing ABBA slightly off-key. He could hear the ride on lawn mower at the far end of the property where his father was mowing. He wasn’t sure where his brother was, but he could see their car in the driveway, so he knew he’d be at home somewhere. He walked out into their empty garage gym and creeped to the edge of the door, opening it to peer out. The coast was clear, his father was still mowing and there was no sign of Jamie. He quickly walked to the back door and looked at the key hook, there was three sets of keys hanging on there. He grabbed two and pocketed them.

Satisfied the first part of his plan had worked, he hustled to his car and jumped in. They lived about five minutes out of town, and it wasn’t unusual for one of them to drive in on a Sunday for one reason or another, so he knew he wouldn’t be questioned. His father rarely left their house on a Sunday so he knew he’d be clear in that way as well, he wouldn’t notice that Tyler had swiped his car keys.

The weather was perfect, the blistering hot days of earlier in the week had come and gone and they’d been welcomed with a cool change, which in Milford meant a balmy 31 degrees. He turned the air conditioning on in his Commodore and willed it to cool quickly as he accelerated down the driveway and out onto the main road. The next part of his plan was simple: get to the hardware shop as fast as possible and attempt to get a copy cut of one of his dad’s keys. He looked closer at the key in his hand as he drove. Its head was square and bigger than the others on the ring apart from the car key. It had LOCKWOOD printed across it, and oddly, had a chunk cut out of the top lefthand corner. He rubbed the cut with his thumb, it looked like it had possibly been done by an angle grinder and was quite distinguishable, but was it noticeable enough for the person in the shop to ask questions? He doubted it.

He made his way into town without issue and pulled into the local hardware store, which was next to White’s Farming Supplies. Milford was small, and he knew that there was a high chance someone would recognise him or say hello in the store, but one advantage he did have was that he was an identical twin, and most people just thought he was Jamie.

He walked through the door of the giant shed and looked around. It was quiet inside, even for a Sunday, and he made his way away from the registers to peruse the aisles. He didn’t want to just walk straight up to the register and ask for the key to be cut, he wanted to make it look natural, like it was a last-minute thing. He grabbed a tape measure off the rack, the cheapest one he could find and headed up to the front register. Behind it stood a guy who went to his school named Mick Perkins. Mick was a year above him and they played together in the same football team. His dad called him a ‘bench warmer’, which was a term for a player who didn’t get a lot of minutes on the ground.

‘G’day mate,’ Mick said with a look that told him he wasn’t sure who he was. He doesn’t know which twin I am, Tyler thought. It was always helpful.

‘Hey Mick.’ He placed the tape measure up on the counter and looked around. The only other person he could see was the elderly manager of the shop who was over near the barbeques.

‘Just this then?’ Mick asked as he scanned the tape measure. He looked at the computer screen. ‘That’ll be eight bucks.’

Tyler pulled out the set of keys he had in his pocket and made like he had just remembered something. ‘Shit, I almost forgot. I needed an extra key cut for the shed back home.’ He pointed to the key cutter beside them. ‘Can you use the machine?’

Mick smiled. ‘Sure. I’m a bloody pro.’ He held out a hand. ‘Chuck it here. How many you need?’

Tyler handed him the key and thought quickly, he realised two could be handy, he could give the other to his brother when he finally told him his plan. ‘Yeah, make it two, mate. That’d be great.’

Mick walked around from behind the counter and over to the cutter. As he looked at the selection of keys that hung on the wall around the machine he made small talk. ‘When’s preseason start? You been training?’

‘Yeah, a bit. Been in the gym. Done a bit of running. Just trying to stay in shape.’

Mick went to reply and then stopped. He held the key under the shining light beside the machine and examined it under the magnifying glass. Tyler froze. He wondered if there was some type of marking that told him what it was? He was sure he hadn’t seen anything.

‘Give us a sec,’ Mick said as he walked away and over to the shop owner.

Tyler felt his blood run cold. If for some reason the owner knew what that key was for he was done for. He had been in this shop thousands of times with his dad and they had always stopped to speak with him whenever they were in the store. Tyler tried to remember his name, was it Gerry?

The owner and Mick walked over to him and he wondered what to do. He could make a run for it, but Mick still held the key and Milford was a small town, word would get back to his dad. He decided to just ride it out. Maybe say it was a mistake, don’t worry about the key and just leave.

Mick got to him first with the owner beside him. ‘Sorry Tye, I was just saying to Gerry this is an odd key, I haven’t seen one like this in a while.’

Tyler was surprised Mick knew which twin he was, but didn’t dare speak.

Gerry the owner pushed his glasses up onto his face. ‘Afternoon young fella. How’s your dad?’

‘Well, thanks. Busy mowing.’ This is all a little too close to home, Tyler thought.

Gerry leaned down under the key cutter and slid open another drawer. There were hundreds of keys lined up in neat plastic containers. He picked through them slowly and pulled two out. ‘Here they are.’ He handed them over to Mick. ‘These ones stay under here.’ He looked back at Tyler. ‘Haven’t seen one like that in a while, must be an old lock.’

Tyler nodded along though he wasn’t sure. ‘Yeah, nah, I think it is.’

Another customer walked to the counter on the other side holding a long piece of timber and Gerry headed in his direction. Tyler breathed a sigh of relief as Mick put on a pair of safety glasses and busied himself cutting the keys. After a few minutes, he held the two new keys under the magnifying glass and assessed them. He turned around and passed them to Tyler, along with the master key he had used. ‘There ya go, mate.’

Tyler looked down at the keys. ‘How much?’

Mick looked back towards the counter where Gerry stood. He seemed busy, explaining something to the man about structural posts and concrete. ‘Don’t worry about it. Shout me a beer next time I see you.’

Tyler patted him on the shoulder. ‘I’ll definitely do that.’
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Chapter Seven

It was late afternoon by the time they got to the police station and Nick yawned as he pulled up in the familiar car park outside. The Milford police station building was tired, its red brick façade seemed more faded and mottled with time than the last time he’d seen it. The bricks had darkened in spots from decades of dust storms and rain, their mortar crumbling at the edges.

‘Hasn’t changed,’ Joanna said beside him.

‘It hasn’t.’ He was reluctant to get out and walk in. It had been a long day and he was wrecked. The driving, plus the realisation of what they were about to get themselves into hit him like a tonne of bricks. He looked over at Joanna and could see it on her face as well. They both needed sleep. ‘Let’s make this quick. I just want to speak to Dylan again and then let’s call it for today. We’ll make no progress when we’re both like this.’

‘Fair enough,’ she replied.

With the rain now gone and the last vestiges of sunlight trying to dry the road and footpath, they stepped out of the police car and made their way inside. As Nicks hand touched the stainless-steel handle of the front mesh door, he felt himself being transported back to the past, back when he first met Joanna, and worked the last murder that had happened in this town. He thought of what Joanna had said earlier, how none of the old crew that she’d worked with were still there and thought of his late father’s best friend, Jack Thomson. He looked forward to catching up with him and his wife Nell and seeing how they were. Jack had been the town’s local highway patrolman and had only retired six months back. Nick had been invited to his retirement party along with Joanna, but they were busy on a case and had to reluctantly decline.

He stepped inside the small front reception area and noticed a woman sitting beside the front counter. When she saw him, a smile came to her face and she chuckled. ‘Well, as I live and breathe.’

Joanna looked at Nick quizzically as he made his way through the side door to the woman. He wrapped her up in a hug, he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. ‘Lucy bloody Perkins.’ He pointed to her badge. ‘Sorry. Constable Lucy Perkins. What the hell are you doing here? Mick told me you’d joined up but that was the last I heard. I had no idea you were here!’

Mick Perkins was one of Nick’s childhood best friends, and Lucy was his little sister. She had never been too far away from them and their adventures, and was like another sister to him. ‘I just started. Been back about eight weeks now. I was stationed in Dubbo for a time, but an opening came up, and as I’m sure you’ve heard, Mum’s sick. So, I thought I’d come and help out.’

Nick felt the tone turn sombre. Mick and Lucy’s mother had breast cancer, an aggressive form. His sister had only told him the other day. ‘I’m sorry to hear. If there’s anything I can do, let me know.’ He turned to Joanna. ‘This is my partner, Joanna Gray.’

Joanna shook Lucy’s hand. ‘Nice to meet you.’

‘I’ve heard all about you,’ Lucy replied. ‘I think my brother was a big fan of yours.’

Nick turned to Joanna who was blushing. He elbowed her playfully. ‘I told you that a few years back, didn’t I?’

Joanna waved it away. ‘He’s a good man, your brother.’

Nick pointed towards the main offices. ‘Your sergeant in?’

She nodded. ‘In his office.’

Nick placed his hand on her shoulder. ‘It’s really good to see you, Luce. We are going to be here for a while so don’t be a stranger. You need anything at all, let me know?’

‘Will do.’

They walked through the doors into the main office and Nick looked around. It was exactly the same as the last day he had stood in there, except for some updated posters and a fancy-looking stainless-steel coffee machine in the kitchen. He watched as Joanna walked over towards her desk that now sat vacant and ran her hand along it. ‘Feels like I never left,’ she said.

Nick looked onwards into the sergeant’s office. He had a phone up to his ear and mimed for them to come in. ‘A lot has changed since then,’ Nick said before they walked in. ‘It’s just you and me for now alright? Let’s stay close on this. Milford’s a small place as you know, and word travels fast.’

Joanna nodded, she seemed to understand what he was trying to say. She headed into the office and Nick followed. ‘Hey detectives, take a seat.’ Dylan said.

Nick stood near the door and leaned on the doorframe. He always felt in more control in that position. He didn’t say anything, just folded his arms. Dylan, who thought he was in control of the situation, looked at them both for a moment as they quietly watched him and then cleared his throat awkwardly. ‘Uh, erm. Well, what would you like to know?’

‘Has Tyler’s next of kin been notified?’

Dylan nodded. ‘Yeah. I personally went around there myself. Took Archie. Knocked the poor young bloke around, I think. Sophie’s an absolute mess of course.’

‘Sophie?’ Nick interjected.

Dylan looked at him with an odd expression. ‘Sophie Petrie. His wife?’

Nick struggled to understand. ‘Hang on. Not Sophie Grant?’

A small smile formed on the sergeant’s lips. ‘Yes Sophie Grant.’

Nick pushed off the doorframe as he tried to comprehend what he was hearing. He hadn’t heard much about the Petrie family in their entirety after Jamie’s death, all he knew was that shortly after the terrible accident, Tyler had moved to Melbourne to go to university. After that, anything Nick could remember about him had dropped off his radar. Sophie Grant was in the year below him, and had been the girlfriend of Jamie, Tyler’s twin.

‘Jesus. You’re telling me Sophie Grant married Tyler Petrie?’

‘I am,’ Dylan replied. ‘It’s not that odd when you think about it, I suppose. They were bloody identical.’

‘This is getting weirder and weirder,’ Nick said to himself.

‘Mind looping me in on what the hell is going on?’ Joanna asked both men.

Nick looked at his partner, he didn’t know where to start. ‘I’ll explain later.’ He looked back at Dylan. ‘We’re going to call it for the day. Long drive and all.’

Dylan looked at them both and seemed to understand, to read between the lines. Nick wasn’t prepared to flesh out the case with him and he knew it. ‘Fair enough.’ He slid his chair out and stood up. ‘Well, you know where I’ll be.’

***

They had discussed it in the car halfway to Milford and Joanna hadn’t been fussed. Nick’s childhood home on Evans Street, where he grew up with his younger sister Jess and his father Tim, was to be their accommodation for the trip. They had the choice of the Milford Hotel, or even rooms at the pub, but Nick’s sister had been busy at the house. She had deployed an army of tradesman to spruce up the tired old home. Rotten weatherboards on the front façade were removed, replaced and repainted. A sunken section in their front bedroom had been restumped and refloored and even the old kitchen had been ripped out and replaced with a newer style one. Nick hadn’t been there since the renovations but had seen the photos. He didn’t know how to feel about the home he grew up in and its new look. The whitewashed walls, skirts and architraves, and the new polished flooring in lieu of the old and tired carpet that was in his living room. He wondered if it was going to take some getting used to.

Darkness had set in as they pulled into the driveway and he found his car illuminated under a new floodlight that was affixed to the gable over his bedroom window. His mind transported back to his childhood in that moment, and the thought of his mother’s killer tiptoeing in the night past their bedroom window. He wondered if that light were there back then if he’d still have a mother.

Nick grabbed both of their bags from the boot and they made their way up onto the front porch. He had called Jess on his way down and told her what was happening, and she had happily prepped the house for their arrival. When he walked in, he found the lights on in the living area and kitchen, and the home warm.

Joanna walked into the kitchen in front of him and looked around. She whistled. ‘Far out. Jess has done a great job.’

Nick joined in behind her. He was impressed. The home had been modernised and was in a much more habitable condition. ‘She has.’ He walked to the fridge and opened the door. In it was fresh fruit and some vegetables, along with a few different meats. He looked down in the old beer drawer and found it full of cans of Coke. He pulled two out, he needed a sugar hit. ‘You want one?’

Joanna took it. ‘Thanks.’ She pulled out her phone. ‘I’m ordering pizza and having a shower. Then we’ll talk.’
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Chapter Eight

2004

Tyler’s plan had gone off without a hitch. He had returned to his house and his dad and brother were none the wiser. He placed the keys on the hook and went inside to eat lunch with his mother, satisfied that the first phase of his plan was now complete.

The next phase was much, much riskier. He had mulled over what to do over the next few weeks and was still undecided on whether to get his brother involved. Technically, it was breaking the law, but he knew what Milford was like, if he actually got caught he was sure he could fob off some excuse. After all, he was the son of the president of the football club. He had plenty of reasons why he would have that key. It may just work.

***

The sun was blazing overhead as he stood on the football oval. The group around him was small, much smaller than the coach would have liked, and he seemed to be taking his anger out on the boys on the field.

The coach stood at the top of the goal square with the whistle hanging out of his mouth. ‘Wind sprints. One more round. If you lot get this right, we can call it a day. You’re only as weak as the weakest bloke out here, boys. Remember that.’

Tyler looked up and down the line. It was his first year playing senior football, and he hadn’t enjoyed it one bit. Jamie was the one who was going to make it. Their coach had said to his face he was going to ‘Make it all the way.’ The other men in the line were older, bigger, tougher. Working men. Family men. He could see it in their faces. They didn’t want to be out here, it was well over thirty degrees and it was October, the first game of football didn’t start until April. The three in the line he did recognise were Mick Perkins, Dylan Wright and Nick Vada. Mick hadn’t said anything to him after he had cut the keys, so he was satisfied there was no issue there.

‘Three, two, one!’ the coach screamed and blew his whistle.

The men in line all took off at once. They set a cracking pace, but Tyler wasn’t concerned. One thing he had going for him was his legs, he was an elite runner. The only person in the group who could ever match him was Nick Vada. Nick was a year above him at school, he liked Nick, he kept to himself, and was always fairly reserved in training and let his legs do the talking. Tyler’s dad said he wasn’t much of a footballer, but his run on the wing could turn a game, so they had to give him a chance. It also helped that the coach, Jack Thomson, was his dad’s best friend. They hit the fifty metre arc together and both stopped quickly as the rest of the group filed in behind them, Nick bent over and placed his hands on his knees, Tyler walked over and chucked him one of the water bottles that was on the ground.

‘Good run,’ he said.

Nick took a big sip. ‘Thanks, mate. You too.’

Dylan joined the trio and tried to get his breath back. ‘Jesus, if we have to do another of them, I might die.’

Tyler watched Nick walk off. Now he was out of earshot, Tyler looked at his friend closer. He wondered if maybe he could be his partner in crime in his new venture. He looked over at Jack the coach who looked pleased with their effort. ‘I think we’re in the clear, mate.’

Dylan took a sip of water. ‘Where’s Jamie anyway?’

Tyler smiled. ‘You wouldn’t believe it if I told you.’

‘Go on.’

‘Sophie had organised to go to the movies in Edithvale tonight. When he told her he had preseason training, she pitched a fit. He said he couldn’t be bothered fighting so he just went along. Dad doesn’t know. When he finds out, he’s going to be pissed.’

‘Jesus, he’s whipped,’ Dylan replied, shaking his head. ‘Has he got the Commodore?’

‘Yeah.’

‘How’d you get here?’

Tyler looked over towards the clubrooms. ‘Mum dropped me off, I think Dad’s going to get me when we’re done.’

‘I can drive you if you want?’

That cemented it for some reason, Tyler thought. He smiled. ‘Yeah, righto.’

***

They finished up training and hit the showers. The older men had planned to hit the pub for a feed and a few beers, but Tyler and Dylan were still seventeen, and Tyler never got past the front door. He was just too recognisable in town. Dylan asked if he felt like fish and chips, and Tyler knew his mother was working late, so there’d be nothing at home for dinner until she got there.

The two boys sat out front of the fish and chip shop and Tyler tucked into a giant chicken schnitzel burger. He had a few ideas of how to broach the topic with Dylan, but he knew he had to tread carefully, Dylan was still closer to his brother than him, not by much, but enough that he was wary. The one thing he had going for him was that they both didn’t like Sophie. Jamie was spending far too much time with her, and they both seemed annoyed by it.

‘Best bloody burgers in town,’ Dylan said with a half a mouthful. He wiped mayonnaise of his chin and continued. ‘Rather be here than at the movies, hey.’

Tyler grinned. ‘Too right.’ They both fell silent and Tyler looked out at the sunset. The sky was blood red and the sun was lowering itself slowly down under the horizon. He swallowed his next bite and then went for it. ‘Hey, you know Matty’s party next weekend?’

Dylan nodded. ‘Yeah. Gonna be a big one.’

‘How are you getting booze?’ It was the question of the summer that all the boys continually asked each other. Alcohol was in abundance in all their households, but for the twins and from what Tyler had heard of Dylan, was strictly controlled. Their father had only ever let them have two beers to go to parties, far lower an intake than all their friends, and they struggled to find ways to get any more.

Dylan shrugged. ‘Dunno. Guess I’ll try and swipe some from Dad’s beer fridge.’ He sipped from his lemonade. ‘But can’t get many. If he catches me, he’ll flog me.’

Tyler looked over his shoulder, to ensure the group walking into the shop were fully inside. He leaned forward. ‘How would you like to never have to worry about finding booze ever again?’
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Chapter Nine

Joanna let the scalding water wash over her as she stood in the bathtub shower in Nick’s childhood home. The old showerhead was huge, one that you only ever found in old houses, and the pressure was fantastic. She let the heavy stream run over her back and wash away her day’s worth of worry.

She walked down the hallway to the back bedroom with her towel wrapped around her. She dried herself, got dressed into something more relaxed and then looked around. She guessed this room was Nick’s parents, and she knew for a fact this was the room where his mother’s murder took place. She shivered slightly at the thought. She wasn’t spiritual or religious by any means, and was sure she’d slept in other rooms where bad things had happened, but this was another level. She wondered if she’d struggle to sleep in there.

A light knock came at the door and she yelled out, ‘Come in.’

Nick pushed the door open. In the time it had taken Joanna to dry off, get dressed and apply some moisturiser, he had showered and got changed himself. It’s ridiculous how fast men can get ready, she thought. He held a cardboard pizza box in one hand. ‘Dinner, get it while it’s hot.’

Together they sat outside on the front deck. Joanna found an old bottle of red in the kitchen wine rack and enjoyed a glass with her slice of vegetarian pizza while Nick stuck with soft drink. She watched him closely as he ate. She had seen him drink alcohol since his accident, but nothing like the way he used to drink before it. She had told him before the accident that she was afraid he was an alcoholic, and she wondered whether deep down somewhere in his mind her words had finally stuck. She was happy with the change, but also wondered whether it took away some of the edge that made him the best of the best. His ability to work between black and white, right in that grey area where others wouldn’t was why he was the best investigator they had.

He bit into another mouthful of pizza and continued to speak. ‘Alright, I’ve got to go backwards to go forwards, so this might be a little bit longwinded.’

‘We’ve got all night,’ she replied with a smile. It was a cool night out on the deck from the earlier rainfall and she could feel a slight breeze coming off the wet front lawn. She was rugged up in a warm puffer jacket, and ready to hear all this information.

‘Okay then. Tyler Petrie. Our victim was a twin. Identical twin, and by identical I mean one hundred percent impossible to tell them apart identical, everyone struggled. His brother’s name was Jamie. Now, Jamie and Tyler were inseparable all through school. Milford had two primary schools and one high school. They went to my primary school and were a year below me. Frustrated the hell out of me because when they were younger their parents would put them in matching clothes. They’d cause all types of mischief.’

‘You knew them well?’ Joanna asked.

Nick shrugged. ‘Enough to have a casual chat with. They’d still recognise me. But we weren’t close friends. I was older, travelled in other circles. High school was when things started to change. Jamie really came out of his shell there, and that’s when his football career really started to take off. Both of them were incredible on the field. State level in their teenage years. Jamie was the captain of the school team, and the captain in every grade of the junior teams we all grew up playing for, the Milford Rovers.’

‘Was Tyler good too?’

‘He was. I’d say he was a hair faster than Jamie, an absolutely elite runner, but his ball skills weren’t as good as his brother’s. Jamie was another level. Ferocious at the ball. He made the senior team when he was fourteen. The youngest to ever do it. Tyler was just as good, but I just got another vibe from him early on, like he knew what Jamie was destined for. It’s like he took his foot off the pedal, got lazy.’

‘I could only imagine how hard it would be being compared all the time.’

Nick nodded. ‘It would have been hard for him. I made the senior team late. Jack Thomson was the coach back then, I think he gave me the gig out of pity. Dad had always wanted to see me play senior football and I was a good runner. By then both of them played on that team. That was the year that Jamie died.’

‘So, what happened?’

‘It was just before summer. October or November, I think, it’s hazy. Only reason I know it was one of those months was because we were doing preseason training. It was hot as hell and the spring rain was bad. One week, we had like one hundred millimetres of rain in a few days. I’d never seen it rain like that before.’ Nick pointed at the roof. ‘The rain ran so hard down the porch roof that it overflowed out the gutter. It was like a wall of water coming down.’

Joanna sipped from her wine again. It was nice to hear some more about Nick’s past. He was usually a man of few words, always straight to the point, but this was a welcome information dump.

He continued. ‘School had just ended and Jamie had been elected school captain for the following year. He was easily the most popular and well-liked bloke at school. The star footballer, with the gorgeous girlfriend. Oh, I forgot to mention, he had been dating Sophie Grant for two years by then, they were inseparable, the power couple of the school.’

‘Oh. Oh right. Now I understand your reaction back at the station.’

‘Yeah,’ Nick replied. ‘Seems like she moved on. Straight to Jamie’s brother, Tyler.’ He shook his head and chuckled. ‘Still can’t believe it.’

‘And they got married?’ Joanna asked.

‘Yeah. I called Mick earlier to get the down low about it. He filled me in. Apparently, they moved away. They’d only came back to Milford a few years back. They’ve got kids now. You wouldn’t believe it. Twin boys.’

‘And now those boys don’t have a father.’

The two detectives fell into silence and Joanna looked up at the cloudless sky. She’d had two slices of pizza and wondered if she should have a third. She decided to do it, she’d get up and run early tomorrow morning, she knew these streets like the back of her hand and it would be refreshing being back in her old stomping ground. She grabbed the slice and took a bite. ‘Back to Jamie?’ she asked.

‘Oh yeah. The river was rising, it was high, although nowhere near what it’s like at the moment, but still enough that the ovals on the opposite side of the river were under water. Weird thing was it was hot still. Springtime here, as you know, well days can climb into the thirties. Jamie, Tyler, Sophie and Dylan Wright all went down to the pump station near the bridge.’

‘Wait a minute,’ Joanna asked. ‘The Sergeant?’

Nick nodded. ‘Yep. That’s why I was surprised when he said they weren’t close anymore. “Not after everything that happened,” were his words. Seems odd. Anyway, as I was saying, the pump station is high up, nearly as high as the bridge, and hardly ever goes underwater. Story goes that they went swimming down there during the floods. Now the water wasn’t as high as this, but they’d opened a few of the river gates further down, which made the current run really fast. Apparently, Jamie jumped in and got in trouble. Tyler dived in to try and save him, but it was too late. He nearly drowned himself, and his brother’s body was never recovered.’

Joanna sat in shocked silence. She could only imagine the trauma that Tyler along with the Sergeant must have felt from that day. To lose someone like that, and to never find the body? That was unheard of in her time as a police officer. ‘But how? Our divers are bloody good.’

‘The river was running hard. It pumps on through into the Murray River, which is double the size and deep. Continues on for another few hundred clicks where it meets the ocean. It’s not uncommon during floods for bodies to go missing. There’s a shitload of land this river runs through. Farms and state forest. He could have ended up anywhere. And you know how fast body can decompose when it’s underwater, he could have been stuck under a tree branch.’

Joanna placed the crust of the pizza back on the box, she was full and felt a little bit queasy thinking about decomposing bodies. ‘And now we have Tyler dead.’

‘Yep. About two hundred metres from where his brother went missing from. I feel like they are connected somehow, how or why, well it’s our job to find out.’
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Chapter Ten

2004

Tyler waited with bated breath to see what Dylan’s reaction would be to his question. Dylan sipped on his soft drink and then wiped his mouth. ‘Yeah? I’m listening,’ he replied finally.

Tyler felt like punching the air. He realised that if Dylan got involved in his scheme, he may not have to tell Jamie at all. The more he’d thought about it the better it sounded. Jamie had way more to lose than he did. If the AFL scouts that had been talking with their dad ever found out Jamie was involved in something like this, he could potentially lose his shot at the big time. Tyler didn’t want to be the reason his chance went away.

Tyler leaned forward. ‘Alright. You know the cool room at the local football club?’

Dylan looked perplexed. Of course he knew it, the three boys had worked there many times and had all been in and around the cool room. They were all too young to get their responsible service of alcohol licences, but Tyler’s dad made them stock the cool room and bar fridges during busy functions. Tyler hated missing most of the parties, but couldn’t complain too much, his dad had always made sure they were paid for it.

‘Yeah,’ Dylan replied slowly. ‘What about it?’

Tyler opened his wallet and grabbed the key out of the coin compartment. He held it up under the fluorescent light overhead. ‘I’ve got the key for it.’

Dylan’s mouth opened in shock. ‘But, what if your dad sees it missing? He’d bloody lose it.’

Tyler shook his head. ‘He won’t know. I got this cut. I took the master key and got copies.’ He pulled a second one out of his wallet. ‘I’ve got two.’

He handed it over the table to Dylan who looked at it closely. ‘Whoa. Alright then. I think I can guess where you’re going with this.’

This was the point of no return, Tyler knew. He’d done the math. The football club went through an insane amount of alcohol per month. Monthly functions, weekly catch-ups with the team and committee meetings. The bar was always fully stocked and working overtime. Slabs of beer and premixed drinks were loaded into it monthly from the local pub, and Tyler and Jamie themselves had helped with those deliveries more than once. What would one or two missing slabs mean to the club? Not a lot, he thought to himself. They would be written off as a miscalculation of delivery, or someone messing up on the register. There were dozens of different people that worked behind the bars each year. A couple of missing drinks wouldn’t hurt anyone.

‘Yep. We’ve both got a key now. Matty’s party is next week. I’m thinking we go down there one night. Late. We make our way inside, I know there’s a spare key for the back door hidden near the side entrance. We swipe a slab from the cool room, lock it, and go on our way.’

Dylan was smiling. ‘It’s a good plan. It’ll work. But where do we keep the booze in the meantime? My mum and dad would kill me if they found it at my place.’

Dylan was right, Tyler thought. He’d wondered that himself too. ‘I had a few ideas. My best one is the sanctuary.’

‘What about it?’

‘Down near the pumps is that old picnic table area where the big river gums have fallen over. Those logs inside are hollow and cool and damp. No-one ever goes down there, we know that for sure. We’ve never seen anyone else there. What if we take the slabs there and store them in the logs? That way even if it gets hot they should stay relatively cool. We’ll be fine for the parties, we’ll just take an esky of ice down in the afternoon and get them cold.’

Dylan placed both of his hands on his head and laughed. ‘And I thought Jamie was meant to be the smart one? Far out, you’ve really thought this one through.’

Tyler grinned. ‘Well, what do you think? Are you in?’

‘Bloody oath. We’ll be the kings of the party! We’ll get a slab easily into two backpacks. That’s like three times more than anyone else can usually get!’

Tyler breathed a sigh of relief. ‘Awesome. Well, it’s you and me alright? I’m not going to tell Jamie. You know what he’s like, if he gets involved who knows what he’ll say. Plus, if we get caught I’ll just say we were helping clear out the cool room for the next delivery or something, we’ve got a heap of reasons why we’d be there.’

***

They waited until the next Wednesday night. Tyler had to keep checking his father’s schedule and asking around if anything was organised at the club that night. Preseason training was Tuesdays and Thursdays and the clubs monthly committee meeting had been on the Monday, so by the time he drove towards Dylan’s house to pick him up late that Wednesday night, he was sure they wouldn’t be met by anyone at the club rooms. He parked out the front of Dylan’s place and waited in the darkness. He switched his lights off to try and be less conspicuous. Jamie had asked him where he was heading, which didn’t happen often. He’d made up a story about needing to head into town to meet with a maths tutor that their mother had organised for him which Jamie hadn’t questioned. Tyler had wondered whether it meant that he wanted to sneak off with Sophie, it was happening much more often these days and he really wished she would get her own car.

Dylan jogged down the driveway in the dark. He was dressed all in black and had a backpack over his shoulder. He climbed into the car. ‘Hey.’

‘Hey. Parents were all good?’

Dylan laughed. ‘Yeah. Told them I was going to your place to study.’

‘Good one.’

Dylan lived on the far side of town and Tyler drove carefully, making sure to stick to the speed limit. Both he and his brother had been pulled up by their coach Jack, who doubled as the local highway patrol cop, for driving too fast. Also, the local cops who came and went in Milford were always bored, and any sign of a P-plater driving around at this time of night usually aroused suspicion. He decided to not go near the main street and cut down the back streets to the main roundabout that led past the bridge and headed towards the football ground.

When he reached the football ground, he turned into the gate and flicked his headlights off as he continued driving. The view in front of them switched to complete darkness.

‘Fuck, what are you doing?’ Dylan asked out of shock.

Tyler smiled. ‘Don’t stress. I know this area like the back of my hand.’ He pointed out into the darkness. ‘Those houses over there on Miller Street look out onto the oval. If they see my car at this time of the night who knows who could remember that? Or worse they could call the cops,’ he laughed. ‘They might think we’re up to no good.’

Dylan fell silent and Tyler concentrated on the road in front of him. The road that circled the ground was wide with no obstructions. Tyler focused on the security light that was always on at the front corner of the club rooms and drove towards it. Right when he knew it was safe to do so, he turned and followed the edge of the building he could see until he arrived near the back door.

‘Nice work,’ Dylan said.

Tyler switched the car off. ‘We’ve got to be quick. In and out, fast as we can.’

Dylan nodded again. His face was set with a determined look. ‘I’m ready.’

They got out at the same time and pulled their hoodies over their heads. Dylan headed for the back door while Tyler ran to the side of the rooms. He found the spare key that was lodged behind the gas tanks and swiped it from its magnetic holder. He sprinted back and reached Dylan. He plunged the key into the lock and pushed the back door inwards. ‘Quiet and fast,’ he repeated. ‘And no torches. I don’t want anyone to see anything.’

Both the boys knew the inside of the rooms like the back of their hands and didn’t need much light to direct them to where they needed to go. Tyler led and he ran towards the bar quickly, pushing the door open and holding it for Dylan to join him. The rooms and bar were dead silent, the only sound suddenly came from a bar fridge switching on again to cool down its contents. Tyler pulled his key from his pocket and put it inside the big gold padlock that hung from the cool room door. It clicked open without incident. He turned to Dylan with a grin. ‘We’re in.’

They ran in and looked around. The light inside the room was bright so Dylan pulled the door closed just enough that no light could spill out. They looked around in wonder. Tyler knew they’d been stocked only a few days earlier and there was every selection under the sun. He looked at Dylan and pointed at the slab of vodka raspberries. He could read the label ‘UDL’ on the box. ‘Them? Or beer?’

Dylan kneeled down and slid the box of vodkas out. ‘These. Girls drink ‘em too.’

They cracked open the box and slid the sixpacks into each of their backpacks. When they were done, Dylan pulled the box apart and folded it down. He placed it over in the corner of the cool room where the rest of the cardboard boxes were. They left the cool room with triumphant grins on their faces. Tyler closed the door behind them and clicked the padlock locked. He shook it gently to ensure it was locked properly and turned to Dylan. ‘Let’s get out of here.’

But Dylan wasn’t focused on the cool room door. He was frozen, with his eyes transfixed out the windows that looked across the oval at the entrance, where a car was idling at the gates.
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Chapter Eleven

The sound of magpies warbling woke Nick early and he stared up at the ceiling. It felt weird being in his childhood bedroom the way it was after the renovations. The walls were a different colour and the old carpet had been removed, now showing pristine polished floorboards. He could faintly smell fresh paint, and he wondered how long it had been since the painters had finished in there. He looked upwards at the air conditioning vent and its odd geometric shape that pointed down at him, it was unusual but also immediately recognisable to him. He’d never seen a vent like it in his travels. The cornice that ran around the top of the walls meeting the ceiling was unusual as well, he knew his parents’ home was postwar, most likely mid-1950s, and the ornate cornice was a dead giveaway. He noticed a spot the painter had missed and made a mental note to ask his sister who did it. He might send them a defect report.

He got up and walked down to the bathroom. It hadn’t changed as much as the rest of the house, besides the fresh coat of paint. He had a quick shower and looked at himself in the mirror. His eyes weren’t bloodshot, but the bags underneath showed a person who was struggling currently with sleep, even though he didn’t want to admit it. His hair had been cut short a month ago but was now getting unruly and he was in desperate need of a shave. He looked down at his toiletries bag and his clippers and had an idea.

Once he cleaned himself up, he walked to his parents’ old bedroom to check in on Joanna. The door was wide open when he got there and he wondered where she’d ran off to so early. He looked at his watch, it wasn’t even seven yet.

He grabbed two slices of fresh bread from the loaf his sister had bought and made himself some toast. He went hard on the butter and layered the Vegemite on with only the thinnest of spreads. His sister had always commented on his terrible toast spreading abilities but it was the way he liked it. He made himself a black coffee and carried his plate and mug out on to the front deck to watch the sun rise.

He sat down on the same wicker chair his father used to spend his nights on and bit into his toast. He knew he’d need to have something in his stomach to start the day. He never knew where they were going to lead him and sometimes he would forget to eat. He thought of his father and the good times he had sitting on the front deck with him during his childhood. He wondered whether he had truly ever grieved his father’s death, or whether he had just worked his way past it. He wondered whether one day if it would hit him out of the blue like a tonne of bricks, and as he watched the sun peeking over the horizon he wondered whether it would come sooner rather than later.

Joanna came jogging down the footpath, taking even strides and not even looking like she was out of breath. She stopped at the gate and pulled her phone out and pointed it towards the orange sunrise and snapped a photo before pulling out her ear phones and stretching her arms up over her shoulders.

‘Get a good shot?’

Joanna grinned. ‘Sunrises are so much nicer here. Like the air. Clearer.’

‘You were up early.’

‘The early bird catches the worm.’ She pointed at the sunrise. ‘Needed to run my old tracks. Kind of feels good to be back here, don’t you think?’

Nick sipped from his coffee. For the first time in a long time it did feel good to be home. ‘Yeah. It does.’

Joanna headed inside to get showered and dressed and soon joined him on the front deck with a bowl of cereal. She pointed at his black coffee. ‘I can’t drink that. We’ll need to go to Jill’s before any work is started.’

Nick laughed. ‘Alright then.’

‘So, what’s the plan of attack?’ she asked.

Nick had been thinking about that as he ate his toast. His first step was to speak with Sophie Grant. He needed to figure out the timeline of how all of this went down. Next, he needed to speak with the coroner to find out how long the autopsy would take and when they would receive results.

‘We need to speak with Tyler’s partner. Try and get a timeline for how this has all happened. That’ll be the first port of call.’

***

The west end of Milford was where all of the new construction seemed to be happening. Nick’s memories of that end of town were skewed. The fibro housing commission homes that ran along Creswick Street near the river were always a place he was told to not go near as a kid. The dole bludgers, the local drug dealers and the poor families that couldn’t afford anything else all lived down there, his father used to say, and as he slowed and neared the area, he was visibly shocked at what he was seeing.

The playground that formed the entrance of the street used to be dilapidated and worn out. But the old playground that he’d hung around from time to time as a kid was gone and replaced by something completely different. A towering metal structure that he realised was shaped like a rocket sat proudly in the middle with giant slides coming out of each side. Any memory of the old playground was gone, replaced by a red shining new frame that was covered in kids. Young mothers sat out in the sunshine at picnic tables, clearly relived to get their children outside again after the last two weeks of rain.

He turned into Creswick Street and slowed. The old fibro houses of yesteryear were completely gone, transformed or knocked down and replaced by something better. The lawns out front of the homes were immaculate and he couldn’t spot anything out of place. He felt like he was driving through somewhere completely different to what he expected.

‘So weird,’ he mumbled to himself.

‘What?’ Joanna asked.

‘This street. This whole area of town was housing commissions when I grew up. Bad place. My dad told me never to come down here. We had some bad, bad people here.’ He pointed further on down the street. ‘Down that way. Bad news.’

Joanna looked on ahead. ‘They cleaned it up big time. Most of the commission housing in Milford is gone now. They re-homed a heap in new accommodation in Edithvale. They were all complaining about their quality of life here. Well, that’s what I remember anyway. Was a big uproar about it.’

‘So, our taxes keep a roof over their heads and they complained?’ Nick scoffed. ‘Some people these days, I swear.’

The street narrowed and he entered a narrow lane that was all new between two giant two storey houses that both looked recently built. He idled slowly down the long narrow driveway that was surrounded by towering gum trees and came out into an opening that housed a beautiful new home. It had all the hallmarks of the copy and paste designs he’d seen all over in new housing estates in the last ten years. Dark face bricks, black corrugated iron roof and a top floor made of weatherboards he was sure weren’t timber. It made him appreciate his parents’ home and all its older quirks and charms.

Two young boys no older than ten years old happily rode their bikes around in front of the garage door. Upon seeing Nick and Joanna get out of the car, one of the boys hurtled down the concrete driveway and hit a small ramp made of a car tyre and a piece of plywood and landed near their feet with a triumphant crash.

‘Nice jump,’ Nick said.

‘Thanks,’ the young boy said. ‘Are you that famous detective? Mum was talking about you this morning.’

Nick knelt down near the boy’s bike. He reached out and turned the lever handle that held the front wheel in place. It seemed the boy’s jump had knocked it up into the open position. The young boy looked down. ‘Thanks. Didn’t see that.’

Nick smiled. He could see the resemblance of Tyler in his face. The same smattering of freckles across his nose and a similar eye shape. He looked up at the second boy who watched on warily from the safety of the garage door, an almost spitting image of his brother. ‘Is your mum home?’

The boy pointed to the door. ‘Yeah. She’s inside.’
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Chapter Twelve

Nick counted the cars out front. There was a Nissan Patrol that looked brand new and a Toyota Hilux ute parked near it. Beside that was a Mercedes Benz hatchback. Whatever the Petrie’s had done for a living, they must have made good money, he thought.

He stepped onto the front porch and held his hand out to knock on the front door. Before his knuckles had a chance to hit the door, it opened inwards before him. An older woman who he recognised as Sophie Grant’s mother stood in the doorway. He hadn’t seen her in years, since his high school days when she was a science teacher. The sight of her threw him and he paused. ‘Ahh. Morning Mrs Grant,’ he said as a reflex. He wasn’t sure he had ever known her first name.

Mrs Grant smiled a sad smile. ‘Nick Vada. It’s been too long. You’ve grown. Patricia is fine. Please, come in.’

The two detectives walked over the threshold into the brand-new home. It looked to Nick like no expense had been spared, polished hardwood floorboards lined the hallway floor and as he walked into the cavernous living and dining area he marvelled at the landscape artworks on the walls. He stopped at the largest painting on the wall in amazement.

A voice came from behind him. ‘It’s Warranilla.’ Nick turned around to see Sophie Grant standing at the dining table. She was shorter than he remembered and was slim, she looked like she would blow away if a good gust of wind hit her. Her blonde hair was tied up in a ponytail and he could see the redness around her eyes from crying. She continued, ‘Tyler’s dad used to work with Russell Waterford. Tyler always loved the homestead as a kid, when we moved back here he commissioned a local artist to do this painting.’

Nick turned back and looked at it again with a critical eye. The famous homestead was now the home of his sister and her husband, Pete Waterford. Nick himself had many memories there, mostly happy but some not so much. The painter had done a great job capturing the detail of the grand Federation-style property.

‘Would either of you like a coffee or tea?’ Sophie asked.

Nick smiled. He knew to never say no when he was offered food or drink during an interview, it was a great way to disarm people. ‘Coffee would be great. One sugar.’ He turned to Joanna. ‘This is my partner, Detective Joanna Gray.’

‘Nice to meet you,’ Sophie replied.

‘I’ll have a tea,’ Joanna added.

The three sat down at the timber dining table and Nick watched as Patricia made their drinks. The home was opulent but had the feeling of a place that had been lived in. There were toys on the floor in the lounge room and a plate on the island bench with half-eaten cookies. He opened up his leatherbound notepad and placed it on the table. ‘First off, I wanted to say that we are both incredibly sorry for your loss. And we are here to do our best to find some answers for you.’

‘It’s really good to see you, Nick,’ Sophie said suddenly. Nick could see the tears in her eyes. ‘I, I know we didn’t know each other very well at school but I knew you were a good guy. I’ve got to know Jemma Revell over the past few years since I’ve moved back. She’s told me all about your career. I read up on you. You’ve done some incredible things.’

Nick wasn’t sure what to say to that. He hadn’t even thought of Jemma, one of his old flames, in a long time. It made him realise he had a few house calls to make in his time here. And that there were some bridges that may need to be mended. ‘Thank you,’ he replied finally. ‘But I’m not here to talk about our past. I want to know about you and Tyler. I want to try and find some answers for you, and for your boys.’

Sophie wiped her tears on the back of her sleeve. ‘Okay.’

Nick got out his pen to take notes. ‘How long have you been back in Milford for?’

Sophie sniffled and begun. ‘Three years give or take. We moved back from Melbourne. That’s where we had our boys.’

‘Big change,’ Joanna said.

‘It was. It still is. But I guess we always kind of knew we were headed back to Milford one day. Tyler’s work meant that he could work more remotely and an opening came up here for me that I couldn’t refuse.’ She looked at both of the confused faces and added. ‘The high school. I teach English. Part time.’

‘And what did Tyler do?’ Nick asked.

‘Day trader in the stock market. He started out in banking and then slowly moved that way years back. He got better and better at it, working for some of Melbourne’s biggest firms. Then one day he realised, why play with those big companies’ money when you could be using your own? It was a big risk but it paid off. He made some extremely smart decisions right as Covid hit. Made some bets on companies that he knew would take off and they did.’ She spread her arms out. ‘We didn’t live like this in Melbourne. A dollar goes much further here.’

‘So, what was the main reason behind the move?’

‘The boys. We had a disagreement with the school that they went to and the curriculum they were trying to shove down their throats. “The worlds gone woke,” Ty used to say. He didn’t want our boys in that environment.’ She laughed. ‘And we all know what the Milford schools are like. They haven’t changed since we went there. They’re about ten years behind everyone else. And that’s a good thing, I think.’

‘So, Tyler worked from home?’ Joanna asked.

Sophie shook her head. ‘No, he did at the start, but he ended up renting a little office on the main street.’ She looked at Nick. ‘It’s actually next door to Revell’s, the clothing shop.’

‘I know the one,’ Joanna said. ‘It was converted into office spaces.’

Nick wrote some notes and then stopped. ‘Tell me about the last few days leading up to what has happened. How did he seem? Was he having any trouble at work or home?’

Sophie fell silent as she stared down into her coffee. ‘He was busy with work, spending a lot of time at the office. Apparently he had some big trades to make over the next few days, ones that could potentially make us a lot of money. He was happy, a bit preoccupied with it all. But good with me and the boys. He was a great father, always had been.’ Tears began to stream down her face and she stopped for a moment to compose herself. ‘He was the best father.’

‘Do you know why he would have been at the river?’ Joanna asked. ‘Especially with these floods?’

Sophie shook her head. ‘I have no idea. I can’t understand it. We’d had a good week, I was working, the boys were in school. We went out for dinner two nights before to the pub. He seemed happy. That morning nothing seemed unusual. We had breakfast together after he did a workout in our home gym. We spoke about our plans for the weekend. We were going to Edithvale to see my brother who lives there. I finished work and picked up the boys and started dinner that night. I texted him, I thought he may have been working late. After dinner I started to worry, he usually always made dinner or at least bedtime with the boys. I called him and got no answer so I decided to go to his office. I put the boys to bed and flew down the street to see if he was there. The office was locked but his car was in the carpark. I didn’t know what else to do so I headed home and called Dylan straightaway.’

‘Did Tyler have any enemies? Anyone you could think of who would want to hurt him?’

‘No. No-one. He was well-liked. He was getting more involved in the football club again. You know after his dad died he never wanted to go back near it. But now the boys are getting older and enjoying playing he’d been down there a bit. He had even spoken about maybe coaching.’

‘And what was your relationship like? Your marriage?’ Joanna asked.

Sophie’s brow furrowed at the question. ‘What do you mean? I already told you. We were fine. He was a great dad.’

‘No recent arguments? No tension between you two?’ Nick asked.

Sophie turned to him. ‘My husband has just been murdered and you’re asking me questions like this. Jesus, have you got no shame?’

‘Standard procedure,’ Nick replied. Which it was. ‘And once you spoke with Dylan you remained at home that entire night?’

She seemed to calm at his reply. ‘I did. Dylan arrived first thing that morning to check up on us. He’s a good man. I think he got a call about finding Ty mid-morning. He notified me yesterday afternoon.’

Nick closed his notebook. He’d heard enough to establish her whereabouts. ‘Alright. We’ll leave you in peace. Thank you for the chat. We’ll be in touch.’

The two detectives stood up and they all exchanged pleasantries. Sophie walked them to the door and Nick and Joanna climbed into their car. Nick exhaled as he started the engine. ‘Seems like we’ve got some work to do.’

Joanna had been quieter than her usual self and he turned to her. ‘What’s up?’

Joanna stared ahead at the house. ‘Something’s up. She didn’t seem genuine. I think she was lying.’

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter Thirteen

2004

Tyler sprinted for the door with Dylan right beside him. He opened it up and could see the headlights coming towards them at a rapid speed. They dashed outside and Tyler closed the club room door and clicked the lock shut. Dylan set off in front of him to the car but Tyler stopped. ‘Leave the car! Follow me!’

He ran along the side of the clubhouse towards the front, so the building shielded them from the view of whoever was in the car. They sprinted hard towards the ancient grandstand and hid underneath the foot-wide timber pylons that held it up. Tyler tried to control his breathing and watch for the person to turn up. He could hear the car idling behind the club rooms and then heard the engine cut out. Dylan was breathing hard behind him and Tyler placed his finger up to his lips for quiet.

They waited in the darkness until torchlight bobbed up and down beside the building. A dark figure walked along the building line towards Tyler’s car and shone his light over it, quickly walking right around it. As he back turned his back to them. Tyler eyed the back of his jacket, which read ‘Milford Security’. He was a hundred percent sure they had no cameras in the building, he had checked that. Maybe the security guard was just curious, he wondered. The torchlight clicked off again and they watched as the man disappeared back behind the building. They sat in silence and waited for the sound of the car engine to start again but it didn’t.

‘Wait here,’ Tyler whispered.

He crouched down between the pylons and crept as cautiously as he could to where he could see the back of the club rooms. The security car was still parked there, and he could see the guard had pushed his seat back and decided to have a nap. Tyler cursed his luck, what were the chances that tonight of all nights he’d choose to come here? He crept back to Dylan.

‘What’s he doing?’ Dylan asked.

Tyler grinned. ‘The fucker’s sleeping.’

‘Shit, what are we going to do.’

Tyler looked at his watch. It was getting late. He turned away from the club rooms and could see the outline of the bridge in the distance. ‘We’ll walk to the sanctuary. It’s not far. By the time we get back he’ll be gone, I’d say.’

Dylan seemed in two minds. ‘Alright.’

They set off in the opposite direction, away from the now sleeping security guard towards the bridge. There was a section of thick bushland that skirted the club rooms along the river that they slowly walked through, tripping and stumbling in the dark had been hard but they soon made it to the footpath that crossed the bridge.

Dylan met Tyler’s back at the tree line. The bridge was well-lit with streetlights running along both sides of it. ‘Should we run it?’ he asked.

Tyler shook his head. ‘At this time of the night? Nah, will look even more suspicious. We’ve just got to walk. Do our best to look normal.’

‘Righto.’

Tyler led Dylan as they walked over the bridge as casually as they could. Tyler could feel the weight of the alcohol in his backpack and prayed the police weren’t bored and driving around, but they quickly reached the peak and then the other side without incident. As soon as they got to the end of the high handrailing they cut behind it and scrambled down the steep bank into the thick bushland of the sanctuary. It was only about a kilometre to the area that Tyler wanted to get to but he was tired and cold. He looked at his watch which now read 1:00 am and he wondered if his family were starting to wonder where he’d gone. They finally reached the old picnic tables and placed their backpacks on them. Dylan was breathing hard and wiped his brow. They’d hardly spoken since first seeing the security guard. Tyler could see his smile through the darkness. ‘We bloody did it,’ he said to his friend.

Dylan patted him on the shoulder. ‘All your bloody good thinking. I shat myself. I would have run away back at the club rooms.’ He pulled the two sixpacks out of his backpack and walked towards the hollow logs. He slid them both neatly into the cool damp area. Tyler joined him and added his to the collection.

‘We make a good team,’ he said. ‘Fuck, I thought we were done for.’ They walked back to the benches and looked in the direction of the club rooms. ‘Let’s get back to the car and get the hell out of there.’

***

Tyler sat at the island bench eating breakfast the next morning. He’d gotten up early. By the time they got back to the car, the security guard luckily wasn’t around anymore. He dropped Dylan home quickly and made it home by 3:00 am. He had tossed and turned, unable to sleep and got up early and hit their home gym for a workout.

He heard scuffling feet and noticed Jamie walk into the living room. He wore only pyjama shorts and rubbed his eyes at the bright sunlight coming through the windows.

Their mother stood at the kitchen sink halfway through some dishes. ‘Morning, hun. You sleep alright?’

Jamie stopped at the end of the bench and looked across at Tyler. He looked at his twin brother up and down and said, ‘You do a workout this morning?’

Tyler nodded with half a mouth full of cereal and replied, ‘Yeah.’

Jamie walked to the fridge and pulled out a carton of milk. He opened it and took two big gulps. Tyler looked across at his mother. ‘Aren’t you going to say anything? You just had a go at me about that!’

His mother rolled her eyes. ‘He’s got a lot on his plate, Tyler. Give him a break.’

Jamie placed the milk down on the bench and winked. ‘Where were you last night? You got home late.’

‘Nowhere,’ he replied. He wasn’t going to tell Jamie a thing.

Their father walked into the room with a mobile phone up to his ear. ‘Alright, yep. I’ll chat to you later.’ He closed the flip phone and walked up to the bench. ‘Morning everyone.’

‘Hey Dad,’ the boys said almost in unison.

‘Just had an interesting phone call, Tyler.’

Tyler felt his blood run cold and he dropped his spoon into his bowl, causing milk to splatter down his front. He looked up to his mother and she threw the dish cloth she had wrapped over her shoulder at him to clean up the mess. He watched his father closely. He didn’t seem angry, but sometimes he couldn’t be sure. ‘Yeah? Who was it?’

A smile formed on his father’s face. ‘Des Ormond. Owns Milford Security.’

Tyler tried to keep his expression neutral when inside he was dying. He wondered how his family would take it when his dad announced it. He was dead. He wasn’t going to take Dylan down with him, he made a vow to himself the night before if anyone found out that he’d take the wrap for it.

His father continued. ‘He said one of his patrolmen was doing his weekly check on the club rooms, they do a quick check around the grounds, make sure there’s nothing untoward going on around there.’

That wasn’t all he was doing, Tyler thought to himself. He tried to suppress a smile. ‘Oh yeah?’

‘Yeah. And he tells me he found your Commodore down there last night around midnight.’

Tyler opened his mouth to say something, but his father walked up to him quickly, lifting an arm up in his direction and Tyler closed his eyes in preparation for the blow that was coming. The blow never came, instead he felt his hair being tussled and then a playful push. He opened his eyes. ‘Wh-what.’

His dad had a grin from ear to ear. ‘I told him you were probably off shaggin’!’

‘Barry!’ Tyler’s mother said from behind him. ‘Can you not!’

His father placed both his hands up. ‘Oh, give it a rest. We’re all adults.’ He laughed. ‘I was worried for a while there. Your brother’s found a good one but I hadn’t seen you chasing after any skirt. Club rooms is a great spot to catch up. I used to take your mother down there in my old Kingswood.’

‘Jesus, Dad,’ Jamie said. ‘Can you not?’

Barry grabbed a banana out of the fruit bowl and walked over and planted a kiss on their mother’s cheek. ‘I’ve got to go. You lot have a good day.’

And with that he was gone. The three fell into an awkward silence. Tyler’s mother placed the last plate in the dishrack. ‘I’m going to have a shower.’

She walked off to her bedroom, leaving only Jamie standing across from him. Jamie poured milk into his cereal and took a spoonful and ate it. Tyler watched him as he chewed. He could tell he wanted to say something. ‘What?’

Jamie wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘What were you doing down at the club rooms? We both know you weren’t seeing a girl.’

Tyler stood up and placed his bowl in the sink. He walked up to his brother. They were an identical height and he looked into his eyes. ‘You don’t know everything, Jamie.’
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Chapter Fourteen

Nick reversed out of the driveway and headed back to the main street. ‘Why do you think she’s lying?’ he asked Joanna.

She shrugged. ‘I don’t know yet. Something I can’t put my finger on. Her responses just didn’t seem genuine. She was upset, yes, but…’ She stopped. ‘Just a feeling.’

Nick focused on the road ahead. Sometimes gut feelings were all you had to go on initially. He didn’t feel the same way, but he wasn’t sure whether knowing Sophie from the past was swaying his opinion on her. He was still trying to comprehend the fact that she had married Jamie’s brother. It still seemed inconceivable to him. ‘It’s good to go with your gut on these things. If you think that, keep it fresh in your mind. We need to be looking at all avenues.’

The main street of Milford seemed busy. The main section where all the shops were was a stretch of two blocks bookended by roundabouts. Across the road from the shopfronts was the local gardens and war memorial. He passed the Coachman’s Inn, Milford’s last pub, and looked at the grand old building. It looked like it had recently had a coat of paint and its Federation- style fretwork on the balcony beamed in the sunlight.

‘Looks like brand new,’ Nick said.

Joanna nodded. ‘It was bought by some big consortium when I was here. A Melbourne pub group. They renovated it and have spruced it up.’

‘Huh,’ Nick replied. He didn’t know how to take the news. He had many happy memories in the pub. Big businesses coming in and bastardising the essence of what they were didn’t sit well with him.

He slowed the car and pulled into one of the parking bays in front of the bakery. He could see Revell’s, the clothing store to the left, along with the shopfronts that doubled as offices where Tyler’s workspace was. Sophie had been kind enough to give them a key for access, and he pointed in that direction. ‘Let’s go have a look around his office. See what we can find.’

They made their way down the street towards the office building. Nick looked up ahead at the shop signage for Revell’s and thought about his past with the shop owner, Jemma. They had had an intimate fling a few years earlier, and he felt guilty for the way he had left it. He wasn’t big on social media and had looked her up from time to time, but hadn’t spoken to her since their last time together. He stopped as he reached the edge of the shopfront, he couldn’t walk past without going in and seeing if she was there.

He handed the key to Joanna. ‘You go ahead. I’ll be a minute.’

Joanna looked at him with a curious stare, and then turned and looked at the doors of Revell’s. ‘Oh. You might need more than a minute there,’ she said with a smile. She turned and walked away. ‘Good luck.’

Nick took a deep breath and walked towards the automatic glass doors. They opened silently and he stepped over the threshold. The bell chimed in the shop from somewhere near the register and he looked around. It had changed from his last visit, it had been painted and was lighter and brighter. There was kid’s and baby clothing now across the right wall and he noticed a young mother with a pram holding up a baby’s cardigan, checking the price tag.

Jemma’s mother owned Revell’s, and he was sure she was still running it alongside her but he couldn’t see either of the women as he walked towards the register. He stopped to look at a vest that looked quite nice, he pulled it off the rack and held it up, it was light but made of sturdy material and he thought it could be a good addition to his winter wardrobe. He placed it back on the rack and went to look at the price tag when he heard someone speak from behind him.

‘You should try it on. It’d suit you.’

He turned around slowly to see Jemma leaning against the front counter. She was tall and slim, and wore high-waisted jeans with a white and blue loose-fitting t-shirt. Her dark hair hung loosely down over her shoulders and she wore clear-framed glasses and a curious smile.

‘Thought I’d come in and prop up the local economy.’ He pulled the coat hanger off the vest and slipped it on over the jumper he was wearing. It was warm and a perfect fit. He pulled it back off and handed it to her. ‘I’ll take this.’

She took the vest and folded it up before stepping in towards him. She wrapped her arms around him in a hug. He did the same, and, as the familiar scent of her perfume reached his nose, he felt a flutter of something deep in his stomach. She pulled back and pushed him away playfully. ‘You could have called me. Or even a text.’ She held out her phone. ‘Even email would have worked.’

‘I’m sorry I left the way I did,’ he replied. He truly felt it in that moment.

She placed the vest on the counter and scanned it. She waved him away. ‘Water under the bridge, Nick. It was nearly three years ago. You moved on, I moved on.’

‘You have?’

‘Yeah. I’ve been seeing Jack Redlink.’ She stopped and answered his next question before he asked it. ‘He’s new in town. Well, he’s been here for five years. Not a local.’

‘What’s he do for a crust?’ Nick asked, feeling a jealous pang.

‘Electrician. He’s got his own business. Milford’s busy. Things have really turned around in the last few years. The farmers have had some bumper years, which means more money is being spent in town. Since Covid and all of the working from home policies, we’ve had a lot of tree changers, people who want to escape the city for a change of pace.’ She placed his vest into a bag. ‘You’d like him, I think.’

Nick was sure he would, anyone who was a tradie was good in his books. He had a thought that was case-related. ‘You heard the news? Tyler Petrie.’

Her tone shifted. She looked across to the young mother who was still deciding which cardigan to pick out. ‘I heard. They found him at the river?’

‘Right near where Jamie went missing. Down by the sanctuary.’

Jemma shook her head. ‘Terrible. Just terrible. Poor Sophie. She’ll be distraught.’

‘Do you know Sophie well?’ Nick asked. Jemma had been in his year at school, one above Sophie and Tyler, and he had never seen them interact.

‘She’d been in here before to buy clothes for her boys a few times. Quiet. A bit standoffish I guess the word would be? She’d joined the local book club I’m in last year. We got to know each other a little better. We actually spoke about you only a few months back. She’s nice to talk to but I got a coldness from her.’

That lined up with what Sophie had said, he thought. ‘And what about Tyler?’

‘Never really spoke to him. I saw him around a lot, but we’d never really spoken in school either. He’s got an office next door, you know?’

‘Yeah, Joanna’s in there right now having a look around.’

‘He came into the shop a few times, bought some clothes here and there, he was always nice. Flirty.’

‘Flirty?’

Jemma laughed. ‘Sure. Most blokes in this town our age are. Seems like they forget about their wives when they aren’t around. That’s country towns for you.’

‘Good to know.’

The young mother walked over to them and Nick stepped back and waited while Jemma served her. She commended Jemma on her range of baby clothing and they spoke of their love for a certain brightly coloured brand that was hanging up on two separate racks. Jemma walked her over to the door and thanked her again before returning to Nick.

‘I still can’t believe that Sophie Grant married Tyler Petrie. I only found out yesterday when Dylan Wright told me. I didn’t even know he was a cop,’ Nick said.

Jemma laughed. ‘Sounds like there’s a lot of things you don’t know. Sometimes it pays to slow down and reach out to family and friends from time to time. You might learn some things.’

He took the blow and smiled. ‘Again, I’m sorry I left the way I did. It was out of line.’

‘It’s fine. You lost your dad and you needed answers. You needed to find out what happened to your mother. And you did. I can’t imagine the weight that had come off your shoulders when you found out. It was a lot of trauma in a very short period of time.’

Nick had never thought of it that way. He felt like he had lost his father only a few months ago. Those months had somehow turned to years without realising. The pain had never gone away, and being back in Milford around people he had loved made it feel worse. ‘It doesn’t make up for the fact that I was shitty to you.’ He smiled. ‘I’m glad you’ve moved on.’ He looked down at her hands. ‘No wedding bells in the future?’

She laughed. ‘Early days. We’ve only just moved in together. After the last one I’ve learnt to take my time.’

Nick’s phone went off in his pocket and he pulled it out. It was a text message from Joanna. ‘Nick, you need to see this.’

‘I need to go. I’ll try and pop back in while I’m in town.’ He held up his bag. ‘Thanks again. It was good to see you.’
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Chapter Fifteen

Joanna watched Nick walk into Revell’s and then turned and headed for the office building next door. She was beginning to realise that this investigation back in Milford was going to be like a trip down memory lane for him and that there was going to be roadblocks in his way, namely people that he needed to try and reconnect with. It was one thing about their life together on the road as detectives that she was slowly realising. The next case was always on the horizon and the promise of a well-needed break always seemed present but was rarely taken. She felt herself slowly drifting away from the circle of friends that she did have. And she also realised that that circle were all police anyway. The job had become her life and she wondered how to balance that out better. She knew Nick was not the one to ask, work was his life, he was consumed by it, and she could see the effects of that dedication now being back in Milford.

Her phone rang as she went to walk through the sliding doors and she read the screen, it was their boss, Chief Inspector Mark Johnson. ‘Aren’t you supposed to be resting?’ she asked.

Mark laughed and then began to cough. He had just had surgery to repair a hernia. ‘Haha. It was only day surgery. Nothing major, Jules said that I need to take it easy.’

‘Any surgery is major. And you do need to take it easy.’

Mark changed the subject. ‘How’s it going down there? Must be good for both of you to be back somewhere familiar.’

‘It is and it isn’t,’ Joanna replied. ‘Makes me miss working from one station.’

‘Are you regretting your change?’ Mark asked.

Joanna felt mortified. She realised what she had said and how it would have come out to the Chief. She was eternally grateful to him and Nick for her chance in homicide and loved her job. ‘God, no. I’m sorry, that came out wrong. I love the work.’

The Chief seemed to be feeling introspective himself. ‘It can be a grind. The long days in the car. The cheap motels. The bad food. I struggled with it myself towards the end. I sympathise with you both.’

Joanna cleared her throat and steered away from the subject. ‘Victim was an ex-local who had moved back. Year below Nick in high school. Nick says he knew him, but they weren’t close. He was found at the edge of the Edward River. After all the rain they’ve had they’ve got some bad flood waters running through town, but it’s receding now. I’m surprised he wasn’t washed away. Preliminary findings seem to be maybe poisoning but we’re awaiting autopsy results.’

‘Okay, good,’ Mark replied. ‘Poison? Odd one. Keep me posted if you need help with that. How’s Nick?’

Joanna knew exactly what the chief meant by the question. His calls to her usually followed the same format. Asking how she was, a case update, and then a status update on Nick and how she thought he was recovering. She felt like sometimes that was all he really wanted to talk about.

‘He’s good. I think it’s hard for him coming back here. A lot of memories.’

‘Hmm. He needs to focus. I want this resolved quickly, there’s plenty of other cases I need you on.’

‘I’ll try and keep him on the straight and narrow.’ She would try, she thought. It wasn’t always that easy.

‘How’s his memory?’

‘I haven’t noticed anything lately.’ She had noticed when he came back a couple of times where she felt like he was missing things. She hadn’t noticed it as much lately. It was a good sign he was on track.

‘Good. If you need anything from me, please call.’

‘Will do. Take care of yourself and rest, please.’ She hung up and headed through the automatic doors. The shopfront from memory used to be a café that was old and tired and well in need of a renovation. She remembered when the renovations of the building were happening, the constant construction and the noise complaints to the police station from other shop owners. They all wanted progress in town but at the same time complained, she remembered thinking at the time they would never be happy.

The building felt like any office area she’d been in in the city. Slate grey carpet tiles lined the reception area and behind the front counter was a neat timber veneer sign, noting each business that had offices there.

The young man behind the front counter was wearing a phone headset. He came off a call and smiled at her. ‘Morning, can I help you?’

She held her badge up. ‘Detective Joanna Gray. I’ve been given access to Tyler Petrie’s office.’

She watched something flicker across the young man’s face. ‘Oh,’ he replied. ‘Terrible news that.’

‘You knew him?’ she asked.

He nodded. ‘Sure. Not well. But we’d speak in passing. He was, ahh, a nice guy.’

It was the response someone had when they didn’t want to speak ill of the dead, she’d heard responses like that many times. ‘Was he here a lot?’

‘Mostly during the week. I finish at four and most days he was still here. On our keycard system I could see he left late most nights. Very late. He mentioned something in passing about time differences.’

‘Makes sense,’ Joanna said.

He pointed on down the hallway. ‘Last door on the left.’

She thanked him and walked down the hallway. Some familiar businesses seemed to have moved into the building. A local accountant she had used for her tax a few years back had his placard on the first door and the second door was a solicitor. She stopped at the final door and opened it with the key. On the placard it said, ‘Petrie Trading’.

Inside was more of the same. A neat and professional office environment. The room was bigger than she expected and seemed to be made up of two parts. The entry end of the room had a large leather couch, coffee table, fridge and television, it almost looked to her like it was set up as a lounge room, and then behind that sat a giant timber veneer desk in an L-shape taking up the back end of the office. On top of it were multiple computer screens, she counted six, hooked up to multiple laptops. She walked through the lounge area, put on some rubber gloves from her jacket pocket and started to go through drawers. They were filled with mostly office supplies, pens, staplers and calculators, nothing of note. She turned to the laptops and turned them on, waiting for them all to fire up and all of the screens lit the darkened room up.

She sat down in the office chair and eyed the screens. Beside the biggest one was a photo frame face down on the desk. She picked it up and looked at it. It was a photo of Sophie and Tyler with their two young boys, all glowing, standing in a wheat field, a standard professional shot in a farming town. Happier times. She looked over at the first laptop as it came to life. They were all password protected. She pulled her phone out and called Hattie Boyd, their computer analyst who worked with Homicide.

‘Good morning,’ Hattie said.

‘Morning. How’s the house hunting going?’

Hattie laughed. ‘Terribly. For the price of a small apartment in Sydney I could buy half of my village back where I’m from. It’s insane.’

She’d been house hunting for a few months now, Joanna remembered. It made her wonder what her own plans were. She was renting a small place near the Homicide headquarters and she knew she needed to try and get into the property market but was in the same place as Hattie. Everything was so expensive. ‘Tell me about it. The place I’m renting was for sale last year. I looked it up, 1.3 million. For a two bedroom.’

‘It’s crazy. How’s it going down there? You’re in Milford, yes? Back in the old haunt.’

‘I am. It’s good being back.’

‘How’s Nick?’

Joanna sighed. She wished sometimes that Nick would speak more to his colleagues, she felt like his keeper sometimes. ‘He’s okay. Getting better.’

‘That’s good, how can I help?’

‘I’ve got some laptops here I need access to, is there a way you can remotely access them?’

Hattie went into a deep explanation about remote access, servers and password integration software. Joanna let her continue her dissertation on the advantages of two of the different software’s she’d try, and placed her phone on the bench on loud speaker while she continued to look through drawers. She tried the bookshelf next and pulled out various books about stock trading and finance, hoping to find something of interest.

‘Jo…Jo? Are you there?’

Joanna turned towards the desk. ‘Yeah?’

‘I need serial numbers for both laptops, and any other identification codes. Also, if there’s a router around that you can see, those numbers too.’

Joanna flipped the laptops over and read out each lot of numbers and then found the modem and did the same. She could hear furious typing and Hattie wasn’t asking any questions, so she headed towards the lounge area to have a look around there.

‘Odd,’ Hattie said.

‘What?’ she asked from the other side of the room.

‘These laptops have some beefy software. There’s some serious security on them. Much more than the average person’s.’

Joanna began opening the drawers on the coffee table. ‘He’s a stock trader. I’m assuming he’s moving thousands of dollars of cash around daily.’ She thought of his home and continued, ‘Maybe millions.’

‘This is going to take me a few hours. I’ll let you know when I have something.’

‘Alright. Thanks Hattie.’

The phone went dead and Joanna went down on her hands and knees to look underneath the couch. The office felt like a dead end. There was nothing in there she could identify besides a man who was dedicated to his work. She stood up and checked the drawers beside the couch but they were empty. As she was heading back towards the desk to get her phone, she noticed something red sticking out from between the cushions of the couch.

She reached down, grabbed it by the end and pulled it up. It was a red, lacy women’s bra.
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Chapter Sixteen

Sophie

She’d seen rain like this before, sporadic spring storms that came in with so much power that she wondered if the roof above her head could handle it, but this rain was different; it was relentless, days on end now it had rained, with showers so thick she felt like when she ran outside to her car she could hardly breathe with the volume of water that was in front of her.

When the river started to rise, something deep inside her seemed to shift. She wasn’t sure whether the trauma of that day down at the river would ever go away in her mind, but she had done her best to push it deep down in the years that followed. The days, the weeks and then the months after it were a blur. The loss of Jamie and the deep pain she had felt. The way it had broken up his family. It truly was never the same after it. Tyler moved away and his father Barry passed away only a few months later of a heart attack. That left his mother as the only surviving member of the Petrie family in Milford and she soon moved away too. Sophie had tried to support her, to hang around in that trying time, but she was a kid who had lost someone so close to her that it felt like she had lost one half of herself.

It was the way people had spoken about Jamie in those days after his death that she truly realised what everybody thought of him. The words, always kind, seemed like every one of his friends and family expected greatness from him. They knew he was brilliant academically and also a star sportsman, but Sophie felt that they never really knew the true person deep down, they just wanted to be known to have been a part of his life. It made her feel a certain way at the time, and she could never put her finger on it. It took many years for her to finally realise what it was. The crushing pressure he must have felt. The perceived pressure he must have felt every single day to be the best he could be, to achieve every goal that the people around him never could. It made her finally feel peace, she knew that wherever he was up there that at least he could finally truly be happy.

***

She had been twenty-two at the time. Working as a barista in a coffee shop in the northern suburbs of Melbourne. She was studying to become a teacher and feeling lost. She was living with two other girls from Ballarat in a townhouse and she missed home like crazy. But Milford didn’t feel the same anymore to her, it felt like a distant memory. She had lost a lot of her girlfriends in that final school year while she dealt with the loss of Jamie, and she felt like everyone slowly gave up on her. Dylan was the final friend she had left.

One day she stood in the busy café at the coffee machine and saw a ghost walk past the window. She had been so shocked that she dropped the milk jug she was warming under the machine in a crash of milk and foam.

‘Jesus!’ Mark, the barista beside her, had said. ‘You okay?’

She turned to him and then back to the window, unable to comprehend what she had seen. ‘Give me a sec,’ she said as she wiped milk froth off her hands using her apron.

She sprinted between the narrow tables to the café door and turned right to look through the crowd. It was a busy spring day. There was a street market on and the crowd was thick. Her brain tried to tell her what she had seen. It couldn’t have been Jamie, she knew that, so it must have been Tyler. She squeezed between two ladies with prams and saw the familiar outline about twenty metres ahead.

‘Hey!’ she yelled out. The figure didn’t turn around, and as she hit the street corner she didn’t look to her left, she just ran straight out onto the road. Her last memory had been the sound of the car horn as it hit her.

Her next memory was the one that she felt like was the beginning of the second part of her life. She knew she was in a hospital bed, she could feel the blanket over her and how tight her right leg felt. Stiff. Like she couldn’t move. She could also feel a hand holding hers tightly. She opened her eyes slowly and let them acclimatise to the bright lights overhead.

‘You’re awake,’ came a voice from beside her.

She rolled her head to the left slowly and felt a smile come over her face. Sitting beside her was Jamie. He looked exactly the same, but different in a way as well. More grown up. She blinked slowly, her eyelids felt like they had weights on them. ‘Jamie,’ she whispered slowly.

The voice beside her chuckled. ‘I wish it was,’ he said slowly. ‘It’s Tyler, Soph, remember? Jamie’s gone.’

***

She sat at her dining table listening to the rain, drinking a coffee she had just made and wondered how it had got this bad. Her initial relationship with Tyler had been frenetic. Their courtship had been fast. They had fallen in love so easily, sharing a deep bond through their trauma that no-one could truly understand. One thing they had both put off back then, however, was talking to their friends or family about it. She remembered back to the first time they returned to Milford. They had been dating by then for two years. Two years it had taken them to build up the courage to return home.

It had gone down exactly the way she thought it would. Her parents and what friends she had left were outraged. How could they? Of all people, they chose each other? They were shocked. But she had held her head up high. She was strong and she held them together. She was the rock of the relationship. Tyler was a good man, she knew that, but he was reckless. He lacked the resilience that Jamie had, although she would never have told him that.

Their return to Milford had never felt right to her. Tyler had been the one who wanted it. She had been lukewarm on the idea but as she watched her boys happily playing through the window of her house in her driveway, she knew the decision she’d made had been the right one for her family. She just still wasn’t sure whether it was the right one for their marriage. Tyler had rented an office in town and spent all his time there, busy with work. She had picked up work at the high school, which she was enjoying, but she could feel it, she never wanted to say it out loud, like putting the words out there would make it true. But she thought about it endlessly: Tyler was pulling away from her.

He was good dad, he was attentive to the boys in ways she would never know. They played incredibly well together and sometimes he was even more patient than she was when their incessant fighting got too much. He was also a good provider, she saw the money coming in. She had been hesitant when he’d left his high-paying banking job to get into stock trading, and she still didn’t understand a lot of what his job entailed, but the money that was coming in was more than she could ever have imagined, and living in Milford, she struggled to even spend a quarter of it.

Over the last few months, as she felt him drifting away, she had begun to consider something else. A different future for herself. It started as a tiny worm in the back of her brain that was slowly blossoming into a full-fledged idea. She didn’t even know where to start, but she thought if she could make it happen, to try and do something drastic to mend their marriage, then she may be able to be happy again.

Her phone chimed on the table and she looked down at the screen, hopeful that the sender was the person she thought it may be. She read the text twice through and found herself smiling. She felt warm inside. She felt seen.
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Chapter Seventeen

2004

Tyler sat in the changing rooms at the football club and watched as Jamie was ushered out of the room. It had been their first game of the season and Jamie had starred. He had played as a midfielder and had the ball on a string. He had also kicked three goals. It was an incredible performance, one that Tyler was sure was going to attract the type of attention Jamie wanted.

Dylan sat beside him, wrapped in a towel, slowly drinking the can of beer that Red, the captain of the team, had passed around to all the younger players. A beer in the club rooms was like an initiation for the younger lads who had made the senior team, and he looked over to Mick Perkins and Nick Vada drinking and laughing at one of the other players telling a story.

Tyler’s friendship with Dylan had blossomed over the last month since their first heist from the club, and they had both been itching for the big first party of the year to get started so they could return to their hiding place and get their drinks out. His dad walked in through the door with a smile from ear to ear and Tyler instinctively put the can down behind his bag on the bench seat.

His father grinned at him. ‘Ty! Great bloody game, mate!’ He then looked at Dylan. ‘You too, Dylan! That goal from the pocket, you’re like a little Peter Daicos out there!’

‘Thanks Mr Petrie.’

‘And that run down the wing, Ty! How many bounces you take? Must have been at least three?’

‘Four,’ Tyler corrected his father.

‘Brilliant!’ he replied. He looked down at Dylan’s can of beer and then back at Tyler. ‘Where’s yours?’

Tyler was in two minds. He knew how strict his dad was. He reached over and pulled the can out from his bag. ‘Ahhh here.’

His father leaned in and patted him on the shoulder. ‘It’s tradition here, mate. You boys deserve it! Just don’t tell your mother,’ he added with a wink.

‘Where’s Jamie?’

His father’s smile got bigger. ‘Did you see the bloke in the flash jacket? He’s a recruiter for Collingwood.’

‘Shit,’ Tyler replied, that was a big deal. ‘What did he think?’

‘He was bloody wrapped! We watched the last quarter up in the coaches’ box together. He watched those last two goals Jamie kicked. I think that sold him.’

‘That’s great, Dad.’

The captain walked over and got into a conversation with Tyler’s father and the two boys watched them walk away. Dylan elbowed him. ‘You might need to ask Jamie if Collingwood will take you along as well?’

Tyler laughed and shook his head. ‘Nah. That life ain’t for me.’

‘What do you want to do then?’ Dylan asked.

Tyler thought for a moment. He hadn’t really put much thought into his future beyond school. Their careers councillor had asked him at the start of the year what his ambitions were, and he didn’t know how to reply. He had always felt like his future was inexplicably tied to his brother’s, but now as he thought about Jamie’s future and where he was headed, for the first time he wasn’t so sure. He shrugged and sipped from his beer. Tyler could picture himself working with his hands. ‘I don’t know. Maybe a tradie? My uncle Mark is an electrician. I could go work for him.’

‘Good money in building,’ Dylan replied.

‘What about you?’

Dylan smiled. ‘You’ll laugh.’

‘Go on. Try me.’

‘I’ve kind of always wanted to join the army. My grandfather was a soldier and that’s always interested me. Either that or be a cop.’

Tyler laughed. ‘A cop? Imagine that.’

***

Jamie had borrowed Sophie’s father’s car so Tyler knew he could use their car for the night. After the game he’d raced home to get changed and get what he needed before his parents or Jamie saw, and then headed out to Dylan’s house to pick him up.

Dylan was ready and climbed into the passenger seat. It was cooling down as the sun set, and he knew they didn’t need to rush, the party would have already started, with half of the team heading out straight from the game, and he wasn’t interested in showing up too early. They drove into town with the music up and the windows down. It had been a great day. Their team had won by ten goals, smashing their opponent, and for the first time in their entire lives they could go to a party and not have to worry about finding booze for the occasion. Tyler had been speaking with a girl in their year on and off by text and he was excited to see where the night was going to take him.

He slowed as he reached the main street, mindful of the one beer he drank after the game. He knew the legal limit was zero and he was still on a probationary licence, but was sure that even if he did get pulled up, he’d be waved off after their performance that day. Those were the perks of a small town sometimes. They got to the bridge with no issue, finding the main street quiet anyway, and he indicated down the narrow turn off to where the pump station was. He drove slowly, his car was lower to the ground than most, and he made sure to dodge any ruts or potholes. Getting bogged could have been disastrous.

They reached the old picnic tables with no issue and he parked, dipping the car’s head lights to the parking setting. His car was still visible from the side of the bridge, and he didn’t want anyone passing by to glance down and see it. They needed to be as inconspicuous as possible. He walked over to the logs and reached into their hiding spot. Everything was where they had left it. He pulled the first two sixpacks out and handed them to Dylan. ‘Still cold,’ he said.

‘Beautiful,’ Dylan replied.

He grabbed the last two out and walked over to the boot of his car. He’d taken a smaller esky from their garage and got ice from the petrol station on their way in. They pulled the cans out of the cardboard, which had deteriorated after time inside the cool, damp log, and pushed the cans down into the ice. Once they were done, Dylan closed the lid. ‘Man, I’m going to get so fucked up tonight.’

Tyler pulled two cans out and handed one to him. ‘The farm’s on the road this way out of town. Jack won’t be working so it’s not like we’ll get pulled up. Let’s start now.’

The Baggett farm was only two kilometres out of town, and as Tyler drove along the state highway he noticed three girls walking along the roadside. He sipped from his drink and pointed. ‘Should we pick them up?’

Dylan nodded. ‘I reckon.’

He indicated and slowed as he turned off onto the roadside. He recognised the girls as he had got closer and wondered if this night could get any better. He let them all climb into the backseat. Their laughter and infectious energy along with the strong smell of their perfumes was enticing for both the young men.

One of the girls held a bottle of cheap wine out to them. ‘Thanks for the lift. You want some?’

Dylan grabbed the bottle and took a swig. He winced at the bitter taste. ‘Thanks.’

‘Where’s Sophie?’ the girl sitting in the middle asked.

‘I’m Tyler,’ he said with a laugh. People had got the twins mixed up every single day of their lives. ‘Jamie’s with Sophie. I think they’re out here already.’

He looked into the rear-view mirror at the third girl, Michelle, and smiled. She had gotten his number from one of his classmates and they had been texting on and off for a few months. As Tyler turned in through the farm gates, she smiled at him in the mirror and mouthed, ‘Hi.’

In the paddock closest to the highway, they could see cars and utes spread out across the vast expanse between the trees, all surrounding a bonfire that lit up the night. Tyler slowed as they bumped and scraped over the rough terrain in the lowered car and he pulled up next a ute owned by Mick Perkins. They all got out of the car and Tyler heard music and the usual sounds of a raucous party. Michelle stood near him, and he smiled in her direction.

‘You played well today,’ she said.

‘Thanks.’ He looked at Dylan and they both seemed to have the same idea.

‘You girls want a drink?’ Dylan asked as he walked to the back of the car. The girl who had thought Tyler was Jamie replied for the group. ‘Yeah of course, what have you got?’

Tyler joined them at the boot and lifted the lid. He opened the esky and heard the girls gasp. ‘Red bears! They’re my favourite!’ one of the girls said.

‘Help yourselves,’ Dylan said as he handed the cans out.

The girls all took a can and Dylan cracked one and passed it to Tyler. He took a long drink and wiped his mouth. The can was cold and they hadn’t lost their fizz, they passed the taste test. ‘They’re bloody good,’ he said to Dylan.

Dylan took a long drink as well. ‘See? I told you. Vodka.’ Michelle hung by the back of the car as the other girls walked off and Dylan turned to her. He looked back at Tyler and realised he needed to be gone. ‘I, uh, I’m going to see the boys.’ He winked at Tyler. ‘Good luck.’

Michelle held her can up and clinked it against his. ‘Thanks for the drink. Want to go hang out somewhere?’
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Chapter Eighteen

Nick sat at the dining table of his childhood home and rubbed his eyes. Both he and Joanna’s laptops were open and they inputted the information about the case that they had. Setting up at his house was his choice. He explained to Joanna that he still wasn’t quite sure what Dylan’s relationship was with their victim and he needed to speak with someone else in their circle before he could be sure if Dylan could be trusted. He thought of his childhood friend Mick Perkins again and made a mental note to pop into his business and have a chat with him.

‘We need to ask around, get a feel for what Tyler’s relationship was like with his wife,’ Joanna said. He realised she was talking more to herself than to him, she did it from time to time. He enjoyed it, it allowed him time to think but hearing it out loud sometimes helped make more sense. ‘We need to find out what she’s like as well. As I said before, I feel like she’s holding out on us.’

Nick sipped from his bitter instant coffee. He wondered if it was a remnant of his father’s last years there, it tasted that old. ‘Maybe she knows. The underwear. Maybe she knows he’d been having an affair. Maybe she’s trying to protect his memory?’

Joanna scoffed. ‘Pffft. If my husband was sleeping with someone else and had been murdered, I wouldn’t give a damn about his memory.’

Nick laughed. ‘I’ll note that down. Good to know.’

His phone buzzed on the table and he picked it up. It was a sergeant from the Edithvale station letting them know that the autopsy had been completed. ‘Thanks,’ he replied. He hung up the phone and looked at the time, it was 3 pm. ‘Autopsy’s done. Too late to drive to Edithvale today.’ It was an hour and a bit drive. ‘Let’s go first thing in the morning.’

‘Alright,’ Joanna replied.

Nick thought for a moment. ‘Let’s go out and see Mick Perkins before he knocks off. I want to ask him about our new local sergeant.’

The sky was looking ominous above them as they passed through the roundabout, headed over the bridge and across the river. Nick looked down to where the sanctuary was, and could just make out two grey specks in the flooded river, the two highest points of the pump towers where Jamie had drowned. He thought about Jamie Petrie and the time back then.

It was a time of indecision in his life. He was working with a local builder as a labourer and helping his dad as a farmhand from time to time, but he had felt lost. He knew deep down he wanted to become a cop, but he didn’t have the courage to ever speak to his father about it. It was something he regretted as he got older, the fractured relationship he had had with his father during his time as a cop. Nick felt like the murder of his mother and the time he’d spent as a cop thinking he was going to solve it meant he couldn’t return home without answers to who had done it. And finally, when he had solved it, it was too late, his father was already gone.

Losing Jamie Petrie felt like a blip to him, but he knew that it had affected those around him more than he could ever know. It was Nick’s only year in the senior football team for Milford, and he remembered the time around Jamie’s death well and the pall it had cast on the club. He couldn’t even imagine what that feeling would have been like for Tyler, his twin brother. Nick had liked Tyler, although they were identical in a lot of ways, Nick felt like Tyler had a more laidback personality. Jamie had always been so intense. He tried to think of what Tyler had been like after, and couldn’t remember. Nick wasn’t sure if he’d ever had another conversation with Tyler after his brother’s death.

He indicated into the gates of Southern Engineering and was shocked at the number of utes in the carpark. The yard originally had two sheds, but he realised a third had been constructed to the left of the first one, longer and taller than the first two. It was clear his friend was doing very well.

‘This place just keeps on getting bigger,’ Joanna said. ‘I swear it was only one building that first time we came out here.’

Nick pointed to the left shed. ‘That one’s new for sure.’ He pulled in between two hulking American-style utes. One was bright blue with MP number plates. He grinned seeing that. Blue had always been Mick’s favourite colour. They both got out and Nick led the way. The office building that ran off the original main shed was gone and he read the signage indicating that the office was now in the new building. He turned around and pointed to the biggest shed. ‘Office is this way now,’ he said.

There were four men busy working in the sunshine in front of the cavernous opening at the mouth of the shed. They were welding a huge frame together that was perched on 44 gallon drums. One of the welders flipped his helmet up to see the visitors. He climbed down the platform ladder beside the frame and walked over. He was tall, similar in height to Nick, and had a prominent beer belly poking out from underneath his t-shirt. He had a rough beard and was balding on top of his head. As he neared them, he suddenly yelled, ‘Nick Vada! Shit, mate, is that you?’

Nick lifted his sunglasses off his head to try and get a better look at the man. As the man got right up to them, he realised he was looking at Red, the former captain of their senior football team. He was a shadow of his former self and looked like he’d given up with football long ago.

Nick held a hand out. ‘Red, mate. It’s been too long. You well?’

Red scratched at the base of his stomach. ‘Yeah good, mate.’ He pointed at Nick. ‘You still look at playing weight! You still having a kick?’

Nick shook his head. ‘Don’t really have the time for that these days.’

Red turned to Joanna. ‘Elite runner when he was a young bloke. Not much of a kick but tough as nails. I always told him he’d make a good copper,’ he said with a laugh.

Nick tried to remember that conversation but couldn’t. ‘It’s good to see you, Red. Is Mick around?’

Red turned towards the shed. ‘Sure, office in the back on the left. Good to see you, mate, it really is.’

They continued on through the opening. Nick counted at least twenty workers all busy building different things. He looked towards the back, saw the offices and headed in that direction. The door was closed but there was a window in the wall that faced into the factory, and as they reached the door, Nick saw Mick sitting at a desk on a phone call. As soon as Mick’s eyes hit the two detectives his face cracked into a huge smile and he held one finger up to motion that he was almost done.

They entered the office space and Nick was impressed. It was about ten metres long by five metres wide and had five desks inside. Three of the desks had people on computers working and two were on phones. Mick hung up and placed his phone down on the desk. ‘Nick! Joanna!’

Nick couldn’t keep the smile off his face. Mick had always been one of his closest friends. He was one of those friends you could not talk to for a few months, but as soon as you spoke again you would fall straight back into that comfortable ease of conversation. Mick was always the one to call or text first and as Nick looked around the office and could see how busy Mick was, he felt sad he hadn’t given his friend more of his own time.

Mick wrapped him up in a big bear hug. ‘Good to see you, old mate.’ He pulled back to get a better look at him. He poked him on the head. ‘How’s the head? Jessie called and told me what happened. Did you get what I sent you?’

Nick had awoken from a coma in an unrecognisable hospital a few months back and had been shocked by all the flowers and gifts he’d received from his friends, family and colleagues. He had liked Mick’s the most though. He’d sent a gift basket full of two of his favourite snacks, beef jerky and red liquorice. He laughed. ‘I did. I can’t believe you remembered.’ He turned to Joanna. ‘The jerky and liquorice, that was from Mick.’

Mick turned and wrapped her up in a hug too. Joanna’s arms stuck out and Nick laughed at her incredulous look. ‘Good to see you as well, Jo,’ Mick said.

‘Ah, you too,’ Joanna replied awkwardly.

‘Big operation you’ve got out here now, mate. I never even knew you’d built this third shed?’

Mick walked towards the office door and out into the factory. ‘Yeah, we built this about twelve months back. Had to, we couldn’t keep up production.’

‘What are those things?’ Joanna asked, pointing to the rows and rows of powder-coated steel frames.

‘Remember last time you came out here, Nick? I told you the future is all solar? Well, I was right, we’ve had massive investment here for it. Couple of big Chinese companies have bought some of the big farms south of here, the McAllister’s sold up, the Nixon’s sold up. They are all solar farms now.’ Mick pointed to the steel. ‘And I make all the bases for the panels, any tracks or panel holders required all come through me. And because we are so fast and our quality is good, I’m now doing it for jobs all across Australia.’

‘Wow,’ Joanna replied. ‘Big business.’

A welder came over and spoke quickly to Mick. Something about one of their machines that was malfunctioning. Nick didn’t catch it all, but he could tell his friend was busy. When their conversation was done, Nick spoke first, ‘I’m not going to keep you, mate, I just wanted to ask you a few questions about Tyler Petrie.’

Mick pointed at a doorway. ‘Let’s go in the lunchroom.’ The lunchroom was empty, and all three sat at the table closest to the door. ‘Bloody sad news with the whole situation. Everyone was talking about it at smoko. Is it true he was killed?’

‘Looks that way,’ Nick replied. ‘Why do you ask?’

Mick shrugged. ‘God, you remember what happened. What’s the likelihood that the bloke topped himself? Bad memories coming back here to Milford. He probably drove over the bridge every day looking at those pump towers. Thinking about his brother. Takes a strong man to keep himself together.’

Nick thought about it. Mick was right. He couldn’t believe Tyler had wanted to return to Milford. Especially with Sophie Grant as his wife. He of all people should have known the ramifications of what he was doing there.

‘It’s early days, but from what we can see, there was foul play. Had you seen him around town at all? Had you two spoke?’

Mick scratched his chin. ‘A little bit. They’ve been back for what? Two years? I remember the hubbub around town when everyone heard, but really the scandal was when they first got together. These day’s it’s old news. He hangs around with Mitchell Payton. Remember the bloke from Edithvale that owned the servo years back? And Tyler’s been back down at the footy club. He’s got two young blokes in the under 11s. Good little players, just like him and his brother. I think he’s got into coaching. I don’t see the junior stuff much, I only watch the seniors but I see him around, I’ll say g’day if I’m near him.’

‘What about his wife? Sophie Grant.’

Mick corrected him. ‘Sophie Petrie, you mean. Sure, see her around a bit.’

‘Anyone you could think of who would want to hurt him?’

Mick laughed. ‘God no. He was a quiet bloke, remember? Always was. Carried himself higher these days. Like he was smarter than everyone. I think they’re loaded from what I’ve heard around town, something to do with the share market. You seen their place?’

‘Been there,’ Nick answered. ‘It’s nice.’

‘Yeah. But that’s pretty much it. I don’t know more than the next person, I guess.’ He turned to Joanna. ‘Have you missed me? It was your idea to come out here, wasn’t it?’

Nick looked at Joanna who slapped his hand as it sat on the table. Nick had wondered if they had something going on between them. Joanna had been stationed in Milford for a few years and he remembered first introducing them.

‘You wish,’ Joanna said with a laugh.

‘Well thanks for that chat, mate. We won’t keep you. We better make a move.’ Nick stood up and the other two joined him.

‘What are you doing tonight? Want to do dinner at the pub?’

‘I’d love to, mate, but I’ve been summoned to the farm. Need to see the family while I’m here after all.’ His sister had told him through Joanna that they were to be at Warranilla, their farm, no later than 6 pm. Joanna had also been invited.

‘No dramas. Don’t be a stranger, alright? Bloody good to see you both again.’

The two detectives headed towards the door and Mick spoke up one more time. ‘I forgot to mention the new sergeant. Dylan Wright? They still seem to be good mates. Those two are thick as thieves. Saw them at the pub only last week.’
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Chapter Nineteen

The state highway that ran north for hundreds of kilometres was familiar for Nick. He’d driven out this way, on this road, so many times he’d lost count. He looked out towards the gates of Riversend, the farm that bordered Warranilla, and thought of the Everleigh family that lived there. He had dated Mina Everleigh for a time out of school and remembered when he heard about her suicide only a few years back. Every place in Milford had some sort of connection back to him with a back story. He felt inexplicably tied to the place in ways that no-one else could understand.

***

They got back home late, quickly showered and changed. Joanna was wearing black jeans and a puffer jacket that made her look like she was heading for the snow. He put on his pants from the workday and found a more casual t-shirt to pair with his new vest, and then realised he was heading to his sister and niece and nephew without gifts. So, on their way out of town he stopped in at the chemist that doubled as a gift shop. It was shutting and he made Joanna go in and help him.

‘A three-year-old and a one-year-old,’ he said to her as they looked along the aisles.

‘Joanna picked out a stuffed lamb toy. ‘For the one-year-old.’ She turned across the aisle and found a toy guitar and chuckled. ‘For the three-year-old.’

He looked at her with a curious look. ‘A guitar?’

She shrugged. ‘He’ll love it. Hey, I don’t have kids either, I’m just guessing here.’

***

Nick turned into the gates of Warranilla. The property was one of the biggest in the region and was mostly a rice and wheat farm. The Waterford family had owned the farm for over a hundred years, and his sister Jess had married Pete, the only heir to the Waterford fortune.

Nick looked down the long driveway as the last vestiges of sunlight shimmered on the horizon and could see the homestead in the distance. He always felt uncomfortable returning to the home of the family that had changed his life forever. Pete Waterford’s mother, Samantha, had murdered his mother Billie, and was now serving life in prison for the crime. It was a subject that had never been brought up after the conviction, and Pete had disavowed any and all talk about his parents, which was fine by Nick.

‘Feels weird being back out here,’ Joanna said to him, parroting his own thoughts.

Nick pulled in beside the other cars parked around the front fencing of the homestead. ‘It does,’ he replied. ‘It always does.’

The homestead glowed in the fading sunlight. It was one of the nicest properties Nick had ever seen, and as he looked closer realised that his sister’s touch had really made it come alive in the last few years. The gardens at the front of the home looked better than ever. The camellia and rose bushes were in full bloom and lawns manicured. He looked up at the Federation-style fretwork on the gables that was once tired and fading and saw that it had been freshly painted a crisp white. The home itself was red brick, and as they walked up the path to the front door he looked up to see ‘Warranilla’ now proudly etched into the cathedral glass leadlight over the front door.

He could hear footsteps and raised voices from inside. As the front door opened Nick saw the flash of the little boy running towards him. His nephew, Tim Vada, named after his father, had just turned three and was obsessed with his uncle the policeman. ‘Uncle Nick!’ he shouted with glee as Nick scooped him up and held him up at eye level. He was a spitting image of his dad, tall with long arms and legs, but his eyes, nose and mouth were all his sister. Tim had got the same blue-grey eye colour that they Nick and Jess both shared.

Jess walked down the long entrance hallway and wrapped Joanna up in a long hug. ‘It’s so good to see you both.’

Nick grinned at his little nephew. ‘Gee, you’ve bloody grown! You’d nearly be as tall as your dad now, wouldn’t you?’ He placed Tim back down on the ground and hugged Jess. ‘Hi, sis.’

Tim cut in as Jess went to speak. ‘Uncle Nick, did you know Dad got a new green tractor! Mum, can we go and look at it?’

Jess rubbed her son’s hair affectionately. ‘Not now, mate. It’s dinner time. How about tomorrow?’

Tim dropped his shoulders and frowned. It was a good act. ‘But Muuum.’

Jess pointed inside. ‘No buts. Go in and wash your hands for dinner alright. Uncle Nick is here all week, we’ve got plenty of time to see him.’

As Tim ran away, Jess led them down the hall. Nick looked left into the cavernous dining room, and the giant table that would have seated at least twenty people. The plaster mouldings on the ceiling shimmered from the light emitted by a glass chandelier. Jess pointed towards it. ‘New addition. Only got that up last year. Pete found it in an old storage room in the back of the big machinery shed. It’s original,’ Jess said.

‘It’s beautiful,’ Joanna replied.

Joanna passed the bag she had been holding to Nick who passed it to his sister. ‘For Tim and Lilly.’

Jess opened the bag up and looked in. ‘Oh, you didn’t.’

‘What?’ he asked.

She pulled the miniature guitar out of the bag. ‘For Tim? Oh god, I’m going to be listening to this for a week now,’ she said with a laugh. ‘But thank you. I appreciate it.’ She turned to head for the kitchen and Nick gave Joanna a wink. Another job well done. Good teamwork, he thought.

The back of the homestead was the more modern area and had been extended off the original premises in an open plan. The kitchen was to the left and the living area to the right. The ceilings were vaulted, easily over three metres high and gave Nick the feeling that the area was a lot bigger than it actually was. The whole back wall of the home had bifold doors that he knew ran out onto the back entertaining area, but were closed due to the cold.

Jess’ husband Pete stood at the island bench in his usual attire. A trucker hat that sat perched high on top of his scruffy hair and a pale green work shirt that was torn on one side. Nick hadn’t liked him much growing up, but after their shared trauma of navigating their way through his mother’s murder case, the affable, hardworking farmer had grown on him.

‘Nick! Joanna! Good to see you both,’ he said. He looked at Jess. ‘Lilly’s down, finally,’ he said with an eyeroll.

Jess looked at Nick and Joanna. ‘An hour at the moment at least to get her to bed. Driving us crazy.’

‘It gets easier, doesn’t it?’ Joanna asked as Tim entered the room yelling about something.

‘Oi!’ Pete yelled, which stopped Tim dead in his tracks. He pointed at the bench. ‘Help me set the table, mate.’

***

It felt oddly formal to Nick to be sitting in the grand dining room of the homestead. Pete headed the table with Jess to one side and Tim, Nick, and Joanna sat across from them. Nick looked over to the other fifteen empty chairs and imagined all the grand dinners that would have been held in the cavernous room. He had never noticed the mahogany piano that sat in the far corner of the room and Pete caught his eye as he was looking. ‘My grandparents both used to play. They’d entertain everyone after dinner. You don’t play, do you?’

Nick looked at him and Jess answered for him with a laugh. ‘No, hun. Nick doesn’t play. We weren’t a very musically gifted family.’

Dinner was a roast lamb expertly cooked by Pete with all the trimmings, roast potatoes, pumpkin and beans. Pete explained to them that the lamb was fresh, killed and hung for a week, and the vegetables had been grown from Jess’s own vegetable garden at the back of the property, another new addition. Nick could feel the love and warmth between his sister and Pete, and he watched young Tim who looked at his mother as she spoke. Nick could see the love and affection he had for his parents. It made him mourn a life he thought he could have had with Bec, his ex-partner, and wonder what his own future held.

Once dinner was over, Jess started the bathtime routine with Tim and Nick offered to help out. He felt bad for the lack of time he’d spent with his nephew and promised himself he would try and visit more often when he had time. Bath time was a disaster, Tim sprayed Nick all over with water and covered him with bubble soap, but he didn’t care – it was a joy to see the young boy happy. He kneeled beside the bath and helped pour water into different cups for Tim as he laughed and told Nick facts about tractors.

Jess had a glass of wine in hand and filled Nick in with what had been going on in Milford over the last few months, a lot of gossip, some he knew, some he didn’t. When it finally got Tyler Petrie, he spoke up. ‘When did you hear he’d got with Sophie Grant?’

‘Oh god, Nick. It’s been years. I’d only just finished high school, from memory. I remember the night they first turned up at the pub. It was the talk of the town, I remember all the drama. God, even Dad knew.’

‘How did I not know this?’ Nick asked.

Jess looked at him closely. ‘Because you didn’t speak to us for two years when you left, Nick. You don’t remember?’

‘I remember,’ he replied slowly. It was a tumultuous time. He had a massive argument with his father when he had told him he was leaving to join the police force. He had never really told his sister the words spoken, but his father had told him if he were to leave, to never come back. It had taken him years to muster up the courage to return home.

Jess shook her head. ‘Jamie and Soph were the real deal, weren’t they? I heard they were super serious, like could have got married serious.’

‘I didn’t know Jamie that well,’ Nick replied. ‘But yeah, they were always together, and had been like that for a few years.’

‘I just can’t understand her thinking. To go to his twin brother after he died. Even though it had been years. I can understand what the giant fuss had been about. It’s wrong.’

‘Had you seen much of them since they moved back?’

‘Sophie is friends with Tiffany Johnson, you know, the hairdresser? I’ve seen them out together a couple of times. They all hang out around the football club.’ Nick knew Tiffany, she had been in his year at school. She had been stunning when they were younger but the years had not been kind to her. He needed to speak to Jack and get more information about the club. Jess dried Tim’s hair and started putting his pyjamas on when Joanna joined them. Jess continued, ‘I’ve heard from a few people that Tyler was a bit of a flirt. Maybe that’s what got him in trouble?’

Nick looked at Joanna and he was sure that they were both thinking the same thing. The underwear in the couch. Had there been an affair that went wrong?
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Chapter Twenty

Sophie

Sophie sat in the nail salon in Edithvale beside her friend Tiffany and listened to her talking to the nail technician who was feigning interest. ‘See, as startup, members we are given seventy percent off all of the products. And if you sell more than fifty items during a home meetup you go into a draw to win a trip to the Gold Coast! If you continue to level up, you can also get invited to the leader’s conference in Sydney where all the top sellers are invited!’

Tiffany had signed up at the start of the year to be a seller for a make-up company. Similar to the Tupperware salespeople from back in the day, Tyler had told Sophie that all these types of deals were pyramid schemes. The owners of the companies and top sellers were the only ones who made money. The bottom dwellers like Tiffany paid for it by wasting their money on the product trying to work their way up the ranks. Like a consumer-driven social club.

Tiffany turned to Sophie who was enjoying the peace and quiet of not having two screaming boys near her. The boys were at school, and she realised she was going to have to get away soon if she was to make it to the school in time to get them. ‘You should join, Soph! You’ve used the stuff, it’s better than all the big brands, isn’t it?’

Tiffany was right, Sophie had been surprised at how good the foundation had been. ‘I mean yeah, it is good. I’m busy though, Tiff. Between work and organising the boys and the football club now. I hardly have time for myself.’

Tiffany waved her away. ‘You’re too hard on yourself. You need to start doing things for you.’

Sophies phone chimed and she looked down quickly at the screen and smiled at the text. She had started doing something for herself. Something she should have done years ago.

‘What are you smiling at?’ Tiffany asked.

‘Nothing. Funny pic.’

Tiffany turned back to the nail tech who had just finished. ‘That’s amazing, thank you, babe.’ She held her nails to show Sophie. They were a garish pink with sparkles. ‘You like?’

Sophie wanted to say no, but she had come to enjoy Tiffany’s company. She had known her to look at growing up and at school, but they had never spoken a word to each other until Sophie moved back to town. They had met at the football club when Tyler had first taken the boys to training, and Tiffany had treated her like a member of her family. Leaving her best friends in the city behind had been one of Sophie’s biggest concerns moving back to Milford, but Tiffany and her outgoing personality and zest for life had more than filled that hole. ‘I love them,’ she replied with a smile.

Tiffany looked over at hers. ‘Clear again? C’mon Soph, I reckon Tyler would love a bit of colour on you!’

They finished up at the salon and decided to grab a juice at the new juice bar before tackling the hour drive back to Milford. Sophie let Tiffany order for her, she wasn’t overly interested in drinking the juice but had decided to skip breakfast that morning and she needed some sugar. As Tiffany busied herself inside the store trying to decide what she wanted to drink, Sophie walked outside onto the street to get some fresh air. It was a sunny day and Edithvale was busy. Back in the late 1800s and early 1900s, Edithvale had been a busy river port, with paddle steamer boats carting anything and everything along the Murray River to different locations. The port area of town was just past the main street and it had been revamped into a tourist attraction. Now it was always bustling with people. The Edithvale Hotel was the biggest attraction in town, the building that was over one hundred and fifty years old had been renovated about five years ago and was the town jewel. Sophie looked down the street towards the grand old building.

She looked two shops down to the camping supply store and noticed two kid’s camping chairs that the boys would love. She pulled out her phone and texted Tiffany where she was headed. There were all different types of camping supplies spread out on the footpath for passersby to see and she looked down at the two chairs. One had Spiderman on the back of it and one had the Incredible Hulk. She knew how much the boys liked Spiderman and knew that if she were to buy them, she needed to get two of the same to avoid a fight of epic proportions. She walked inside and smiled at the elderly shopkeeper who sat behind the counter with a dogeared novel in hand. He was weather-beaten and wore a canvas jacket that he looked like he’d owned since before she was born.

‘Help you, darlin’?’ he asked as he placed his novel on the countertop.

She pointed out the front. ‘The kids camping chairs. You got any more of them in here?’

‘Sure. Down the back.’

She walked down through the shop and found two matching chairs. She grabbed them off the rack and thanked the man before paying for them and walked back out onto the street. She wasn’t sure why, but her eyes were drawn to the balcony of the Edithvale Hotel and she looked once again up to where patrons were seated having lunch. She froze where she stood as she saw Tyler stand up from a table and place his hand on the back of a woman. He ushered her gently back towards where the bar was. Had she really just seen that? She couldn’t believe it. Surely not.

‘There you are!’ Tiffany said from beside her. ‘What did you buy?’ Sophie tried to keep her composure. Her mouth opened to speak and then she closed it. ‘Soph? What’s wrong?’

‘Nothing,’ she blurted out. ‘Nothing.’

‘Alright.’ Tiffany handed her a juice and held up her keys. ‘Shall we get going?’

Sophie’s skin crawled as she sat in the passenger seat of Tiffanys four-wheel drive and listened to her speak about the latest drama at her son’s childcare. Sophie opened her phone and typed a quick text to Tyler.

Hey, what are you up to?

Tylers reply was quicker than she would have thought. Busy. Big trade with Japan, finalising now.

That didn’t prove much to her. The woman she saw him with could have been a potential client. The way his hand had touched her back didn’t seem that way, however, so she pushed. I’ve got a few hours before I have to pick the boys up, just heading back from Edithvale now. Want me to pop into the office and say hi?

Three dots signalled that he was typing, and then went away. She waited, nodding along to Tiffany’s diatribe about one of the child carers who yelled at another kid and she felt her heart drop when the next text came in. Can’t. Lots of phone calls and video dial-ins. Be no point. I might be home late tonight, chat later if that’s ok?

Well, that confirmed it. He was lying to her. She locked her phone and looked up out the windscreen to see the rolling paddocks with wheat crops near harvest. She must have known, she told herself. She had felt it for the last few months at least. She had known that something wasn’t right. She didn’t know how to feel. Sadness was the first emotion, sadness that a love that had burned so brightly had faded, and then anger. She hated him for making her return to Milford. She missed her life in the city, and she knew that if they never left that all this probably wouldn’t have happened.

Her phone chimed again and she told herself to not look at it. She didn’t need another text from Tyler trying to justify his infidelity. She held out for another few minutes then flipped the phone over to read the message, but it wasn’t from who she thought it would be. She smiled at the words, always caring. She looked at her watch, she still had an hour before she had to pick the boys up, maybe this day wouldn’t be a waste after all.
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Chapter Twenty-One

The road between Milford and Edithvale was notorious for kangaroos at sunrise at Nick had heard many horror stories about car accidents from roos jumping out at the wrong time. The sun was only just beginning to pop up over the horizon and it was a nice change to not see a grey sky like they’d had the last few days.

They had decided to get up early and get to Edithvale to speak with the local coroner. Nick always liked speaking directly with them rather than just reading a report. He found that he got more out of looking at the body himself than reading about it. Joanna was a morning person so he knew it wouldn’t bother her, and the promise of large takeaway coffee from Jill’s coffee shop before they left would be enough to keep her happy.

His idea to go early seemed to surprise Joanna, but she made no effort to dig deeper into why. He mentioned the hope of returning to Milford quickly to organise a chat with the man who found Tyler’s body. He also wanted to speak with Jack Thomson to ask more about the football club. But, deep down, the reason he decided to go early was because he’d been thinking about texting Bec for the last few days. He wanted to ask her out for lunch or even a coffee if she had time, and he thought if they got there early enough he could sneak away for an hour and let Joanna speak with the coroner herself.

‘What are you thinking?’ Joanna asked suddenly as they went past a sign telling them they were ten kilometres out of town.

Nick blinked and pushed Bec to the back of his mind. ‘A lot of things. It’s feeling to me like Tyler Petrie has had some type of affair. And if affairs are found out, it’s highly likely that a spouse comes into play.’

‘Agreed.’

‘And also, if poison was used, that’s much more likely to be given by a woman, that’s a known fact within homicide. What if Tyler decided he didn’t want to have an affair anymore? What if this lover poisoned him?’

‘Or what if Sophie found out?’ Joanna asked.

‘Of course, this is all conjecture. We can’t prove anything until we have some more evidence and a clear motive. Hopefully the coroner can give us what we need.’

They slowed as the entered the Edithvale township and Nick made his way towards the back of the hospital. He hadn’t been back to Edithvale in a few years, when he was looking into the murder of one of Bec’s best friends, a local lawyer named Emily Hartford. It had been Joanna’s first time working with him, and it had turned into the partnership they had today. The more he looked around the town as they drove, the more he thought about Bec.

‘Want to grab a bite before our appointment?’ Joanna asked.

‘Sure.’

He pulled up in the port area at a café called The Little White Lamb that he knew was popular. They were early, but Nick didn’t feel like dining in so asked if Joanna could order him a breakfast wrap, takeaway. She headed in to order and he pulled out his phone and looked at the screen blankly for a second. He found Bec’s name in the contacts and began to type.

Hey Bec. It’s Nick V. Hoping you’ve got the same number. How are you?

He pressed send and then smacked himself on the forehead. He felt like a teenager. He sounded so stupid. Her reply was swift, and oozing with sarcasm.

Hi Nick V. It’s Bec R. I haven’t changed my number. I’m good. How’s the case?

He read the text and smiled. She still had her sense of humour.

Good, in Edithvale today to go over autopsy. You’re not still in town are you?

The dots came and he found himself holding his breath.

I am. For the next two weeks.

He smiled at the reply for some reason. With the way his memory had been coming back in fits and spurts, it still didn’t sit right with him that he had lost her. He knew about her engagement and understood it, but he needed to hear from her why they broke up. What the main reason was behind it.

Any chance you have time to catch up for a coffee? I’m free whenever.

The dots didn’t come and he watched the screen intently, waiting for her reply. Joanna walked back to the car and opened the door, handing his coffee and bacon and egg wrap over. Joanna had the phone to her ear listening to something when Bec’s reply finally came.

Sure. I’m off today. Whatever works for you?

Joanna had hung up the phone as he stared at his own and was busily munching into a bacon and egg roll beside him. ‘That was Archie, the young constable,’ she said. ‘He says the river is dropping. Might be a good idea to head back and check out the scene again.’

Nick typed into his phone. Shall we do coffee? Meet me at The Little White Lamb in 15?

The reply was swift. See you soon.

Nick placed his phone in the holder and sipped his coffee. He took a deep breath in.

‘You alright?’ Joanna asked.

‘Yeah. I need a favour.’

‘What?’

‘Can you head to the coroner and run through the autopsy without me? I need to see someone.’

Joanna stared at him, and then a smile slowly began to form on her face. She seemed to understand. Nick knew women had a sixth sense about these types of things and Joanna was always quicker than even him on the uptake. ‘It’s Bec, isn’t it?’ she asked. Nick smiled, he didn’t feel like fleshing it out with his partner just yet and he waited. She sipped from her coffee. ‘Alright. Drop me off there and then do what you need to do.’

The hospital was only around the corner from the port and Nick dropped Joanna off without complaint. He felt blessed to have her as a partner, she had always trusted him and given him a long leash to deal with whatever issues he had going on. He parked back out front of the café and left his half-eaten wrap and coffee inside the car. He pulled down the sun visor and checked himself out in the mirror. His hair was shorter from the trim and stuck up at the back, and he tried in vain to flatten it down. One of his eyes was bloodshot, which used to be a normal occurrence from the drink but now it was because of a burst blood vessel during his coma. He sighed, there wasn’t anything left to do but get out of the car and go for it.

The tables at the front of the café were nearly full with patrons enjoying their brunches in the sunshine. He walked through the door and nearly straight into a bubbly older woman who was standing behind a lectern on the phone. She held a finger up as she took a call and then hung up. ‘Booking?’

Nick stopped. ‘Uh.’ He looked across the vast stretches of tables and chair and spotted the one person in the room who stood out above them all. Bec waved from the table closest to the back window. He smiled at her. ‘I’m with her,’ he said to the lady who waved him on through.

Bec faced away from the floor-to-ceiling glass window that overlooked the river port behind her and, to Nick, looked like she was glowing. Her hair was slicked back in a neat bun and she wore a black leather jacket that was unzipped, revealing a lowcut white top underneath. Nick had never seen anyone more beautiful in his entire life. He took a deep breath and sat down. Bec continued smiling, but not speaking. The café was loud, and a table of mums with toddlers sat beside them trying their best to converse while wrangling them.

‘How’d you beat me here?’

‘I was down the street anyway. It was good timing.’

‘How’d you wrangle a table?’ Nick asked.

‘Perks of being an ex-local,’ Bec said. ‘I know the owner.’

Bec had always had a way with people. From the moment they met, he saw the way she treated people. Respected them. Made them feel like the only people in the room. Nick smiled. ‘Of course.’ A waitress sat two mugs of coffee down in front of them right on cue and Nick looked down at his usual order of a long black. ‘You remembered my order?’

Bec laughed. ‘It’s not exactly complicated.’

‘Fair enough.’

‘How’s the investigation going?’

Nick sipped his coffee and nearly choked on it. He looked at her ring finger. No ring. No diamond engagement ring Joanna had spoken of. Does that mean anything? he wondered. ‘Early days. Joanna’s heading to speak with the coroner now. And we have a chat with the bloke that found him this afternoon if we get back in time.’

Bec smiled as he spoke. ‘Always on the go. Always a rush.’

Nick placed his mug down. ‘No rush from me. I’m actually enjoying being home for once.’

‘You are?’

He nodded. ‘I really am. Means I can spend some more time with Tim and my new niece.’

‘How is Jess?’ Bec asked. ‘I haven’t spoken to her since you were in hospital.’

He had heard Bec had spoken to both his sister and Joanna while he was in a coma. He had thought a lot about it. Would someone who was engaged be putting this much effort into keeping up with what her ex-boyfriend was doing? He knew he was overthinking it all. Any sane person would have made that call. He looked at her finger again. He couldn’t take it anymore. He blurted out the words before he even knew what he was saying. ‘Where’s your ring? Are you still engaged?’

Bec held out her hand, in the way all women do when they are admiring a ring. She seemed to smile sadly. ‘I’m not engaged anymore.’

Nick felt like he was in shock. He didn’t know what to say. Suddenly he felt very stupid for blurting out his question the way he did. ‘I…I mean, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for it to come out like that. What happened?’

Bec sipped from her coffee again and composed herself. She sat silently, staring back at him for what felt like the longest time before she spoke again. ‘I was a mess when you got hurt. I really was. I called Joanna and then Jess a few times. I finally got through to Joanna. She was a wreck. She didn’t sleep for three days when it first happened. Those days were…they thought they might lose you. I stayed in touch. I struggled to focus on work and what I was trying to do.’

‘What were you trying to do?’

‘Plan a wedding. It would have been last month. It was a fast engagement. That’s the way Morton wanted it. I thought I was happy, I truly did. But when you got hurt it coincided with some leave. I went back home and spent a week with Mum and Dad and saw all my friends. Morton was too busy, he had some big cases to wrap up, so I went alone. That’s when I realised that everyone is tied up in their own lives and careers. No-one ever truly stops. Not even me.’

Nick was starting to see what she was getting at. The reason they had broken up was because Bec thought that he put his job and his cases before her. But that wasn’t the case. He had just never figured out a way to explain that to her succinctly. The waiter placed a lemon slice in front of Bec and an almond croissant that he hadn’t ordered but was sure Bec knew was his favourite. Bec thanked her and turned back to Nick. ‘I guess what I’m saying is, I never really got over you. And I’m still not over you.’

Nick felt the last year crumbling down around him. He wondered why he never fought back then, why he had just given up. He resented himself for being so weak. ‘Why didn’t you tell me this earlier?’ he asked. ‘All this time.’

Bec’s hand moved from her side of the table over to the top of his hand. He could feel her warm, smooth skin. He could smell the faintest trace of her perfume drifting under his nostrils. He felt like weight had been lifted off his shoulders. He felt like he was almost floating. He couldn’t believe it.

‘Truthfully?’ she said. ‘I’ve been working up the courage. I was embarrassed. I met Morton at a low point. He was kind to me. A good man. I feel like I may have rushed into the engagement. I wanted to piss you off, I guess.’

Nick smiled at that. He had thought that may have been the case when Joanna had told him. Bec was smart. Always cool, calm and collected. The engagement never seemed right. ‘I figured,’ he said. ‘Also, what kind of a name is Morton anyway?’
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Chapter Twenty-Two

Joanna stood at the rear of the hospital and watched Nick drive off into the distance. He was off to see Bec, his smile gave it away, she was sure of it. She had wondered what Bec was doing back in Edithvale after all this time. The last she heard she had stepped away from her role in Crime Scene Services, so to see her on the riverbank in Milford had been as much of a shock to her as it would have been to Nick.

The grey clouds above her looked ominous, and a grumble of thunder reverberated in the air as she walked through the glass doors. The entrance area was tight, with two chairs and a table on one side and a reception desk on the other like some sort of macabre doctor’s office. The woman behind the desk tapped away quietly on her keyboard and looked up at Joanna’s entrance. Her hair was bright purple, and she had colourful sleeve tattoos on both of her arms. She looked out of place here in Edithvale, Joanna thought as she walked over to her.

‘Morning. Is Paul in yet?’

She pointed to the double doors beside her. ‘In through there.’

Joanna thanked her and continued on through. She’d spent time in Edithvale at the police station for the odd shift, and had been to the hospital, but was glad to have never been to the morgue yet. The building was old, built at least in the 50s or 60s and it gave her the creeps. Green linoleum, stainless steel and the smell of formaldehyde. She never felt comfortable in places like this.

There were two stainless-steel benches under the windows that had bars over them, and Joanna spotted an elderly man hunched down beside a body. She could smell cigarette smoke and was shocked to see a lit cigarette sitting in an ashtray at the end of the bench. The man looked up with a smile. ‘Good morning!’

Joanna walked over to him to take a closer look. The coroner had a great shock of white hair and black horn-rimmed glasses. He had a considerably hunched back, like he’d spent his life bent over at these very benches. ‘Morning,’ she replied. ‘I’m Detective Joanna Gray. My partner, Detective Sergeant Nick Vada, booked in a catch up?’

‘He sure did,’ the coroner replied. He sat down on a waist-high leather rolling stool and rolled over to her with an outstretched hand. While he shook her hand, he used his other to smoke his cigarette. ‘Paul McNaughton,’ he said as he exhaled. ‘You’re lucky,’ he added.

‘I am?’

He nodded. ‘Lucky to have a partner like Vada. Good man. Honest cop. Not many of them around. Saved my skin a few years back.’

Joanna had been a small part of that investigation. She remembered that he had misdiagnosed a suicide that was a murder. If it wasn’t for them uncovering video footage of the murder, no-one would ever have known the truth. Joanna was working with Nick then and that investigation was the reason she had got into the ranks of Homicide.

‘Yep,’ she replied. She pointed to the body. ‘Nick’s going to be joining us shortly. Shall we make a start?’

Paul slid on his roller stool back to the body without missing a beat. ‘Sure. Not an overly complicated one here. Tyler Petrie, aged thirty-seven years old. Fit and healthy overall. Hardly an ounce of fat on him. Well, compared to the last few that have been through here.’

Joanna looked down at the body. A sheet was draped over his groin for modesty but other than that he was laid bare on the stainless-steel bench. The first thing she noticed was his eyes. The pupils were blood red and she tried to think back to whether she had seen that at the crime scene. ‘The eyes,’ she asked.

‘Sure,’ Paul replied, answering her question before she even asked it. ‘Cause of death was strangulation. See the burst capillaries in the eyeballs? Happens during strangulation, not even blood there. Also, notice the light bruising around the neck? Windpipe is still intact, so they didn’t have to go that hard.’

Joanna wasn’t sure how they’d miss that at the scene, but the shade from the trees overhead wouldn’t have helped them. She wondered how someone had managed to do it. Tyler was a big guy, Joanna knew she wouldn’t have been able to hold him down. Paul continued, ‘Tox screen results came back this morning. Blood alcohol below the legal limit but some in his system. No drugs that I could see. He was poisoned though, you guys were right in the report I received. Foaming around the mouth was conducive to poisoning.’

‘What type of poison?’ Joanna asked.

‘Arsenic,’ Paul stated matter-of-factly. ‘Acute arsenic poisoning. Blood and urine levels show amounts of it in his system. Enough to be deadly over time.’

‘But that’s not what killed him?’ Joanna asked.

Paul shook his head. ‘No. The strangulation definitely was the cause of death.’

Joanna thought for a moment. ‘Arsenic. Isn’t that a bit old fashioned? Isn’t it hard to get now? I thought it’d been banned?’

‘Yeah, very old school. I haven’t seen it in use like this since I was a much younger man. But it’s effective when used right. Clearly whoever tried to poison him didn’t get the dose right otherwise why the strangulation? It’s usually a white, tasteless powder. Very easy to administer into food or drink. Maybe even the alcohol he had in his stomach?’ He stopped. ‘I can’t know that for sure, of course.’

‘What about time of death?’ Joanna asked.

Paul flipped through the sheets of paper he had on a clipboard beside him. ‘Between 8 pm and 11 pm on the Tuesday night. The eleventh.’

Tyler’s body had been found on the riverbank mid-morning, around 10 am from the witness statement Dylan had given them. So, there were around twelve hours unaccounted for from his time of death to when the body was found. ‘Was his body moved?’ she asked.

‘Definitely. Lividity is all over the place, indicating movement after death. Rigor mortis had begun to set in.’

So, whoever killed him didn’t move the body straightaway, she thought. Maybe they were regretting their decision? Or trying to figure out their next steps?

Paul took another drag of his cigarette and let the smoke slowly stream out of his nostrils. He shook his head and folded his arms. ‘Very sad. I remember hearing about his twin who went missing years back. Tragic story. Such a waste.’

Joanna tried to keep him on track. ‘How long would it take for the poison to start acting? To incapacitate someone?’

‘That’s hard to say. Poison affects people differently. But he’s a big guy, so I’d say they would have had to give him a lot of it, or it would have taken some time. Symptoms may not have been evident until they finally decided to finish the job with the strangulation.’

It was an odd set-up, Joanna thought. Why not just up the dosage and be done with it? Poison was a method of killing where the person didn’t want to get their hands dirty. To go from that to strangling showed a certain escalation of violence that didn’t fit right. ‘Odd way to go about it,’ she said finally. She had a thought, ‘Is there any way to find out what type of arsenic it was?’

Paul scratched his chin, deep in thought. ‘I may be able to get the sample tested from his stomach contents. Let me do a little bit more work on that and get back to you.’

‘Thank you.’

The door opened behind them and Nick walked in with a wide smile. He walked straight to Paul and shook his hand. ‘Paul. Long time.’

‘Too long,’ Paul replied. ‘Good to see you again, Detective.’

Joanna watched Nick’s eyes as he turned to Tyler’s body and noticed the same thing she had, his eyes. ‘Shit,’ Nick said. ‘He was strangled?’
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Chapter Twenty-Three

2004

Tyler sat in the woolshed and shivered on the cold timber bench. Fairy lights hung overhead under the giant timber rafters and the smell of the bonfire outside lingered in the frigid night air. Dylan had walked off to get more drinks for the group of girls he’d been hanging out with and Tyler felt Michelle slide over closer to him.

It had been the best two months of his life. After their first party, thanks to the liberal servings of the raspberry vodkas that they’d all had, Tyler kissed Michelle for the first time, and was feeling now like this night may be the first time they’d go all the way. She wrapped her arms around him gently and shivered against him. ‘I’m freezing,’ she said.

The woolshed was huge, one of the biggest in the region, and the Baggett family had decided to hold their son Mason’s twenty-first in there. It would have been a smart idea at any other time than winter. The freezing wind cut through the ancient shed, and the corrugated iron seemed to do nothing to abate the blistering cold. The bonfire outside was popular, but Tyler had felt even colder there and had come and taken shelter inside the old shed along with Dylan and a bunch of other friends.

Their scheme of taking drinks from the football club had been getting easier and easier for them. Now, on an almost weekly basis they would meet in the darkness on Wednesday nights, which they knew was the only night the club was unoccupied, and took a slab from the cool room. Tyler had already lost count of how many they had taken but wasn’t fussed, he hadn’t heard anything from his father about the missing inventory at home or had any more close calls with security. The plan was working as far as he as concerned and they had both inadvertently become the life of the party, handing out the free alcohol to anyone and everyone who asked for it.

Jamie had taken their car for the night with Sophie, which had annoyed Tyler at first, but he had been shocked when his father had offered him his own Hilux. He had put his case to his father, explaining he wanted to take Michelle out with him and ensure she’d been looked after right. He was sure his dad had understood what he meant, and having been a young man once too quickly approved his son’s plan.

The Hilux was out behind the bonfire with a group of other cars. Tyler had put his swag in the back of it underneath the hard top and had planned on asking Michelle if she’d like to stay the night out there once they’d all had enough to drink. They had taken it slow over the last two months, but had got to know each other quite well and he was sure that tonight was the night she would be ready to take the next step. He just needed to figure out the best way to get clear of Dylan and Jamie.

He pulled Michelle’s cold hands closer and rubbed them between his to warm them up. ‘Me too,’ he replied. ‘Want to check out the fire again?’

She turned to the window behind them to see the glow outside. She pulled her beanie down low over her ears, and he could see the faintest shimmer of her lip gloss reflecting light from the fire as she smiled. ‘Alright, c’mon.’

They told the group their plans and walked back outside into the cool night air. Tyler was surprised. It was freezing in the wool shed, but now they were back out in the open and getting close to the blazing fire, he realised that the wind had died down and it was a little bit nicer out there. He looked at the groups spread around the fire. There were the footy boys that he played with. Most his age, some way too old to be at a twenty-first. The birthday boy, Mason, swayed near the fire holding a yard glass that had initially been filled with beer. Slowly throughout the night anyone who walked past him had tipped a little of their own drink in there, turning the giant glass into an alcoholic cocktail that would knock out an elephant. As Mason swayed backwards near the fire, Tyler watched as a man he thought was his uncle jump in and push him back forward. Crisis averted.

Further along was a group of girls who were a year above him in school. He recognised one as Jemma Revell standing close to the fire. He and Jamie had had a crush on her since they had started high school and tonight was no different. She stood out against the group starkly to him.

Michelle seemed to notice where he was looking. ‘Did you want to talk to them?’

‘Oh. No,’ he replied. He looked around. ‘Have you seen Jamie?’

‘I think he was on the other side of the woolshed.’

The group with Jemma started to disperse and a couple of the girls walked over to them. One of them, who he recognised from the first party when he had given Michelle the lift in, looked drunker than the rest. Michelle stepped forward to stop her from tripping. ‘Melanie. Are you okay?’

Melanie looked up, bleary eyed in their direction. She smiled. ‘Shell. How are ya?’ She turned to Tyler. ‘Jamie Petrie.’ She burped. ‘So hot.’

Michelle turned to Tyler with a grin and then chuckled. ‘You might need to find somewhere to sit down, hun. C’mon let’s head to the woolshed.’ She looked at Tyler. ‘Give me five?’

Tyler nodded. He liked that about her. She was very caring, and as he looked around for the girls that had been with Melanie, realised they had all walked away and left her alone. At least Michelle had cared enough to try and look out for her, he thought.

Dylan appeared out of the darkness holding four drinks in his hands. ‘There you are,’ he said. ‘I thought you’d already snuck away.’

‘Trying to,’ he said. He discussed his plans with Dylan over the last few weeks so Dylan knew what he was trying to do. He pointed at the drinks. ‘We got many left? Who are they for?’

Dylan went red. He had been much more liberal with giving out the drinks whenever they were at parties. ‘The three girls in the shed. Gotta spread my chances, don’t I?’

Tyler laughed. Dylan was a good guy, but Michelle had told him that she could feel his desperation. Tyler initially didn’t know what that had meant, but was now starting to realise. There was only around half a slab left when he last checked and he thought it might be a good idea to check again to see if there was going to be enough left for the rest of the night. ‘Sure,’ he replied to Dylan. ‘I’m going to grab another drink too, chat later.’

The esky where they stored the drinks was in the back of his dad’s Hilux, and he made his way in that direction. He shivered in the gloom as he navigated through the parked cars and nearly stepped on two people who were kneeling down in the dark between two cars kissing. ‘Sorry,’ he said to them as he continued on.

He reached the tailgate, popped it open and dragged the heavy esky out from underneath the hard lid. He popped the lid off and placed it on the tailgate and looked in. The esky was still half full, he counted eleven cans left, which was better than what he had thought when he’d seen Dylan with his hands full. As he reached in to grab two more, a voice came out of the darkness, ‘Whose are they?’

He jolted in fright at the voice, and looked up to see Jamie leaning against the car beside the ute. His face was partially in darkness, and he slowly came out of it and walked to the back of the ute. He pointed to the esky and said it again, ‘Whose are they?’

‘Dylan’s,’ he replied. He knew this day was going to come, he just didn’t think it’d be at a party.

Jamie reached into the esky and pulled out a can of vodka and raspberry. He cracked it and took a drink from it. ‘This is Dad’s esky.’

‘It is. I borrowed it.’

Silence fell between the pair and Tyler could feel the tension between them. His brother wanted to say something, he knew it. He was sick of waiting. ‘Go on. Say whatever you want to say.’

Jamie held the can up. ‘Red bears. Dad asked me about these the other day. He wanted to know who I knew at the footy club that drank them.’

Tyler felt himself freeze. That wasn’t what he had thought his brother was going to say. He took a deep breath in. He wondered just how much Jamie knew. ‘And?’ he replied slowly.

‘I told him I hadn’t seen anyone drinking them. Not at the club anyway. But, now I think about it, you and Dylan have had them at every single party we’ve been to for the last few months.’ He stepped closer in and grabbed him by the front of his jacket. ‘Have you been flogging these from the club? Dad reckons they are missing a heap of booze from the cool rooms there.’

Tyler could feel the heat from his brother’s breath on his face, he could feel the strength of his hand as it pulled his jacket towards him. He wanted to be defiant, he wanted to tell him to fuck off, but in the end, it was his brother, his own flesh and blood. He folded. ‘It was my idea. I copied a key from Dad’s set. Dyl has been helping me.’ He stopped. ‘But we haven’t taken heaps. Probably five or six slabs, that’s it.’

Jamie’s face turned beetroot red. Tyler tried to push him away but he was too strong. ‘Are you fucking serious! What the fuck, Tyler! Do you realise what that could do for me? For my career!’

Tyler felt his own anger rise out of him like a nuclear bomb. He shoved his brother hard enough back that he hit the car behind them. ‘Your career? Have a listen to yourself! I don’t give a fuck about your career if I’m being honest, Jamie! I don’t care!’

Jamie flew back into him and tackled him to the ground. He felt the wind blow out of him as he hit the ground hard. Jamie grabbed the collar of Tyler’s jacket again and sat on his chest. ‘You’ve got no fucking idea the pressure I’m under! What this family, fuck, what this town expects of me! And I’m not going to have it ruined by my fuckhead brother stealing from our club!’

Tyler saw a shape beside him rush them and grab Jamie by the arms. ‘Jamie, stop!’

He got up slowly, trying to catch his breath, and saw Sophie along with Michelle standing next to the ute. Sophie’s face was red with anger and Michelle looked the opposite. She looked terrified of what she had come across.
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Chapter Twenty-Four

Nick entered the Milford police station with Joanna in tow feeling like he had more questions running through his head than answers. He had all of pieces of the puzzle now laid out in front of him, he just felt that he needed more information to start putting them all together. Archie, the young constable, sat at the desk that was once Joanna’s and spoke on the phone. As they walked past him, he placed the phone on his shoulder. ‘Larry will be here in ten minutes,’ he said.

‘Thanks, mate,’ Nick replied. He was interested to hear the man’s story about how he’d come across the body.

Dylan walked to the door and leaned on his doorframe. ‘Long time no see,’ he said to them. ‘How’s it all going?’

‘Slowly but surely,’ Nick said. He pointed to his office. ‘Can we have a chat?’

‘Sure.’

Dylan sat back down at his seat and the two detectives joined him in the office. Joanna assumed her usual position that Nick had seen her in many times before, leaning against the filing cabinet in the corner, and he sat down in one of the leather chairs across from Dylan. ‘We’ve been in Edithvale this morning. Caught up with Paul McNaughton and he went over the results of Tyler’s autopsy.’

‘Good news. What was the cause of death?’

‘Looks like he was poisoned,’ Joanna replied. ‘But it didn’t finish the job. He was choked to death. Strangulation was the cause of death.’

‘Poisoned?’ Dylan asked. ‘That is unusual. I haven’t heard of anything like that ever happening around here.’

‘Us neither,’ Nick replied. He watched the sergeant closely. He and Tyler had been close in that year after Jamie’s death and he could tell that he was hurting. Nick didn’t want to beat around the bush anymore. ‘I feel like you weren’t being totally honest when we got here.’

‘Oh, yeah? Why is that?’

‘You said that you weren’t close with Tyler anymore. But you and I both know that’s not the case. You two were thick as thieves back in the day. Well, when I still lived here anyway. Why would that have changed? A good friend has moved back, surely you and your wife would be round there for barbeques and catch-ups all the time? That’s the way things are in Milford.’

‘I’m not married,’ Dylan replied quickly. He smiled sadly. ‘Haven’t found the right one yet.’

‘But you’ll admit you have caught up with him since he got back. I heard you were drinking with him at the pub only last week?’

Dylan laughed. ‘Sounds like you’ve been chatting with Mick. I gathered he would’ve told you that.’ He spread both of his arms out and then placed them on his head. ‘I don’t know what you want me to say, Nick. I get the feeling you think I’m somehow involved in all of this but I’m not. Tyler was a good friend back in the day, yes. But when he moved back he wasn’t the same. I’d been all over in this job, and I guess I was looking for a little bit of nostalgia of the good old days when I moved back here. I haven’t found it yet. Both Sophie and him had changed. Maybe it’s just having kids and getting older. Or maybe it was the trauma of how we all lost Jamie. I know I’ve never felt right with how it all went down that day. We’ll never have answers until his body is found, I guess. And now finding Tyler the way he was. It’s a tragedy. I feel for Sophie and those boys more than you could ever know. And I’ll do absolutely everything in my power to help where I can.’

A knock came at the door and Nick turned to see Archie. ‘Sorry to interrupt. Larry’s here. I’ve put him in the interview room.’

Nick turned back to the sergeant. He could see that he was still working through his own grief. He felt a little bit bad for pushing him. ‘We’ll leave you to it,’ he said.

***

They walked down the hallway to the interview room and stopped at the door. Joanna looked at him. ‘You went hard on him,’ she said.

Nick shrugged. ‘I just had a feeling about him. Now I’ve thought on it a little bit, maybe I was wrong.’

‘You’ve got to look at this from further back,’ Joanna replied. ‘Don’t let your relationships of the past affect your judgement.’

It was a good call, he thought, and the same thing he would’ve said to her in that situation. He chose not to reply and opened the door of the interview room. Larry, the man who had found Tyler’s body, was a rough and ready looking bloke who looked to Nick to be in his sixties. He wore a red flannelette shirt and had a lined, wise face that had a look of concern.

‘Thanks for coming in on such short notice,’ Nick said. ‘I’m Detective Sergeant Nick Vada and this is Detective Joanna Gray.’

Larry smiled at Joanna. ‘Hi kid. How are you?’

Joanna walked over and gave the man a hug. ‘I’m good, Larry. How’s Gail?’

Larry threw his hands up. ‘Trying to look after herself a bit better. She’s cleanin’ her act up.’

‘Good to hear.’ Joanna turned to Nick. ‘I’ve made a couple of house calls to Larry’s sister’s place. She’s a good egg.’

Nick nodded, happy that they already had a rapport with their witness. It would make things easier. They sat down opposite from Larry and Nick took the lead. ‘Just had a couple of questions about the morning you found our victim. You’re not in any trouble.’

Larry looked over his shoulder instinctively. He turned back, kneading his hands together on the table, Nick could see his nerves. ‘Okay.’

‘Give us a rundown of your morning, up until when you found the body.’

Larry stayed silent for a moment and then begun. ‘This rain. Worst I’ve seen it since I was a young fella. Haven’t seen floods like this since I was at school. There isn’t much of a story to tell, really. Had a big night at a mate’s house on the other side of town. We all got pissed. Smoked a little bit of dope.’ He stopped to clarify. ‘Legal amounts, of course. And then I decided that next morning to walk home. Haven’t had a car in a while. Gave it to my sister.’

Nick mapped out what he was saying in his head. ‘So that was over the north side of town?’

Larry nodded. ‘Behind the butcher near the petrol station. My mate’s got a little unit there.’

Nick remembered them. They were commission flats. He’d never been inside but knew what they looked like. ‘Okay. And you live this side of town?’

‘Behind the primary school. The cottages.’

Nick pictured the three old and weathered mining cottages that skirted the back of the primary school. They looked ready for demolition, he hadn’t thought anyone lived there. Something didn’t add up. ‘So, if you were walking from the north side of town back towards the street how did you end up down in the sanctuary near the caravan park? That’s a fair way out of your way.’ Larry continued rubbing his hands together. He rubbed one hand down over his face, like he was mentally preparing to say something. Nick added. ‘I’ll say it again, mate, you’re not in any trouble.’

‘I know. I get it. I just don’t want to get in trouble.’

‘It’s okay,’ Joanna said to him to further assure him.

As far as Nick was concerned, Larry had just been an innocent passerby, he wasn’t sure what his reluctance was to speak. He didn’t want him to get in any trouble, he just wanted any information that could help them. Nick thought of the floods and the rising water that had been threatening the edges of the caravan park. He tried to think of why he would have been down there when the water was so dangerous and suddenly had a memory of an Aboriginal shearer who had worked with his father many years ago. He had told him and his father that the best time to fish had always been after the floods because the fish came out of their usual hiding spots.

‘We’re you fishing, mate?’ Nick asked. Larry’s eyes widened and he looked down at his hands and slowly nodded.

Joanna laughed and let a breath out. ‘God, you scared me, Larry. Nothing illegal with a bit of fishing!’

Larry looked at her. ‘There is, actually. I don’t have a fishing licence. And I used some live bait.’

Nick smiled. ‘I don’t care about fishing licences Larry. And I don’t care what bait you were using. I’m not fisheries.’

‘Really?’

‘Really. We don’t care. Now, can you tell us what you were doing down there?’

Larry crossed his arms and leaned back in the chair. ‘Alright then. Yeah, I was fishing. Trying to catch cod. I snagged a bloody monster too.’ He spread his arms out wide. ‘This long at least. They always bite when the river goes up.’

‘Is that how you came across the body?’ Joanna asked.

Larry nodded. ‘I tried to net the bastard and I fell in the water. It was freezing and the current was pushing me hard. I lost the fish, it pulled me into the bloody drink when I was trying to net him, so I decided to follow the bank along a little to find a spot to get out. When I came up on the bank, I could see a section of the tall grass that had been pushed down. I went to check it out and that’s when I saw him. Poor bastard. I checked his pulse, but he was gone. I walked to the caravan park and got one of the girls in the office to call the cops. They turned up quick. Two young blokes. They had a quick chat with me but I was wet and cold so they told me I could head home and be on my way.’

‘You didn’t see anyone else around? No-one suspicious?’

‘Besides a bloke waist deep in flood waters carrying a net?’ Larry laughed at his own joke. ‘Nah. No-one.’

Nick had heard enough. It was beat for beat with the short report Dylan had written out. Larry didn’t know anything. He was sure of that. ‘Thanks for your time, mate.’
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Chapter Twenty-Five

Nick stood out front of the Coachman’s Inn and took a deep breath in. After their interview with Larry, it had been getting late and he had arranged dinner with Jack and Nell Thomson at the pub, so he decided to call it for the day. He had invited Joanna along, but she said she was tired and was going to have an early night, so he quickly showered and headed back out for the night.

As he stood in front of the first pub he had ever had a beer in, he felt the same nostalgia for his hometown that Dylan had spoken about, and he wondered if he would have the same issue if he ever decided to live here again. He was always excited to return home. To walk in the shops he’d shopped at with his Dad and sister as a kid, to swim in the river he had spent his summers in or to see the familiar faces of everyone he knew. He wondered if that shine would slowly start to deteriorate once you were living it again every day.

He walked through the corner door of the hotel and was surprised to see the newly refurbished interior. The layout itself was the same, the bar ran from one end of the building to the other and still had its familiar polished red gum top but the front of it, which from his memory used to be corrugated iron, was now a shiny black material. The carpet beneath his feet had been old royal blue but had been replaced with a sleeker and more modern slate grey. The bar was full with a mixture of characters. He could feel their eyes all on him as he walked in. He recognised a few of them as he walked along and found a gap between the bar chairs to order a beer.

Marty, the publican and old owner of the bar, was still there, standing at the other end speaking to a man with a long, grey beard. A younger woman came out of the cool room, which was at the centre of the bar, and noticed his hand up and walked over. ‘What can I get you?’

‘Just a schooner of Great Northern, thanks.’ He pointed through the dining area, which had been renovated as well. ‘Here for dinner. Is it the same as it used to be? Just sit wherever and then come up and order?’

The girl shook her head. ‘Sorry, no, we are swamped tonight. You need to have a booking or we won’t be able to seat you.’

Marty must have seen Nick from afar because he walked over with a wide smile on his face. He shook Nick’s hand firmly. ‘Hello stranger.’

The young bartender watched the exchange and left them to it. Nick grinned. ‘I like what you’ve done with the place.’

Marty snorted. ‘Not my cup of tea. But hey, not my problem anymore. I’m just another worker these days.’

‘When did you sell up?’

‘About eighteen months back. Got an offer I couldn’t refuse. Didn’t have to think too long about it. It was easier than I thought.’

Nick hadn’t known a time without Marty standing behind the taps pouring beers for the town. He had been friends with his late father when they were younger men, and had always allowed him in the main bar, even when he was a kid. He remembered sitting at the other end of the bar, when the room used to be filled with cigarette smoke, eating a packet of Twisties while his dad drank. Marty was ageing, he could see it now in his grey hair and noticeable stoop from the years behind the taps. He was glad he was getting a happy ending, a lot of the old pubs dotted throughout the bush hadn’t.

‘Good to hear,’ he replied. He pointed to the bistro. ‘I haven’t booked a table. But I was hoping for a table for four?’

Marty tapped the screen in front of him and looked at it. ‘Head over into the corner booth, I always leave that one empty just in case.’

Nick thanked Marty and took his beer over to the tables. It was busy in the dining area already and he looked around the room. The area used to have a Chinese theme when he was younger with wall paintings of ancient Chinese landscapes throughout. That had all been stripped away to a more clinical woodgrain panelling and lighter colours now. The old red tables and leather chairs had been replaced too with sleeker black designs. He felt like the heart had been taken out of the place bit by bit, but going by how busy it was, the modernisation of the old pub had helped it more than hinder it.

He took a seat at the table and checked his phone. He had one text message from Bec. I’m glad we caught up today. It was really great seeing you again. I’ll be based out of Edithvale for the next few weeks. If you have time again, I’d love to do dinner?

Nick smiled at the phone screen. He wanted Bec to be a part of his life again. If you have any days off, come to Milford. Jess would love to see you again. We could have dinner at the farm and you can meet my new niece.

Bec replied quickly. Even better. Let me check my roster and I’ll call you tomorrow.

‘Eating alone?’ came a voice from behind him.

He turned around to see Jemma Revell standing there with a wine glass in hand. She wore a tight-fitting top, and he had to check twice before it hit him. She was pregnant. She must have been watching his eyes because she said. ‘For a star detective you’re not very perceptive. I’m surprised you didn’t notice the other day.’

‘I think I was preoccupied,’ Nick replied. ‘Congratulations Jem. Honestly. I’m bloody happy for you.’ He pointed at the wine glass. ‘But, how far along are you? Should you be drinking?’

She sipped from the glass. ‘It’s non-alcoholic, silly. It’s still early days anyway.’ She pointed at the booth. ‘What’s the occasion?’

‘Meeting Jack and Nell,’ he replied. From behind them he could see Jack shaking hands with another man whose face he recognised but name he couldn’t remember, with Nell standing behind them. ‘Speak of the devil.’

Jack saw him sitting in the booth and gave him a cheery wave. The couple walked over and Nick looked at them both. Jack had recently retired from being the town’s local highway patrol cop and looked as fit as ever. He towered over his wife Nell who was thin and wispy. It looked like a strong breeze would blow her over.

‘Jemma, how’s your mother?’ Nell asked.

‘She’s good thanks, Nell. Did you get those jeans you ordered? They came in on Monday?’

‘I haven’t yet. I’ll come in tomorrow. How far along now?’

Jemma rubbed her belly. ‘Five months now. Past halfway.’ She waved to someone back in the bar. ‘It’s good to see you both, my friends just arrived so I’ll leave you to it.’

As she walked off, Nell turned to Nick and wrapped him up in a hug. She had been like a mother to him growing up, and he had more sleepovers at their house with his little sister than most other places. She smiled at him. ‘It’s good to see you’re okay. We were so worried when we heard about your accident.’

Nick waved it away. ‘Fitter than ever. Don’t worry. I’m tougher than I look.’

Jack wrapped his arms around Nick and he felt the air leaving his body. His arms were as round as Nick’s legs, and he could smell the beer on him. Jack ruffled his hair affectionately. ‘He bloody solved the murder of a good young copper. That’s what he did, hun. You deserve all the recognition you got for solving that one, mate. I read the article about it in the Sydney Morning Herald. That mob up in the mountains were a wild bunch.’

‘They certainly were. I wouldn’t have done it without Joanna though.’

‘Where is the little pocket rocket?’ Jack asked. They had worked together in Milford when she was a constable.

‘It’s been a long day. She called it early.’

They all sat down in the booth and Nick and Nell both scanned the QR code on the table to look at the menus. It was another sign of the times in his old pub, he thought as he ordered a chicken parma.

‘How have been, Nick? How is your recovery going?’ Nell asked.

‘Busy as ever really. Recovery is good. There’s still some medication I need to take that helps me keep my thoughts clear and some physio that I’m working through. But overall feeling good.’

‘Good to be back home, mate? I know Jess has missed you,’ Jack added.

Nick smiled. ‘It really is. I forgot how much I missed the place. Although the circumstances I’m here for aren’t great.’

Jack’s smile faltered. ‘No. Bloody terrible news. The Petrie family were a big part of our football club for a long time. Now the whole family is destroyed. I feel terrible for poor Sophie.’

Nick knew Jack had got back involved with the football club in some capacity, he just wasn’t sure how deeply. ‘Did you have much to do with him down at the club? I heard you’ve been back down there a bit.’

Nell scoffed. ‘A bit? He’s the president!’

Jack smiled. ‘Reg Nelson wanted to call it quits so I put my hand up. It’s not that hard of a job. I know everyone and anyone so I can get things done more than most.’

‘We heard Tyler had been spending time down there? His young blokes were playing in the juniors?’

Jack sipped from his beer and wiped his mouth. ‘Yeah. They’ve been down there for a couple of years now. Sophie used to take them to every training. I never saw much of him. But the last year, that’s changed. He’s got involved.’ Jack laughed. ‘Same sort of bloke he was back when he was a young fella. Reserved, you know? Never says much. I saw him having a kick for goal with his young blokes only the other week, he’d be fit enough to still play senior footy. I floated the idea with him but he told me his playing days were behind him. Bloody sad to have lost his brother and now him too. And in the same spot? What are the odds.’

‘Very low,’ Nick said. ‘It’s all a bit fishy to me. I’m struggling to get a grip on it.’ Nick changed the subject. ‘What about our new sergeant? How do you find him?’

Nell waved at a friend a few tables over and excused herself to say hello. Jack seemed to think for a moment and then replied, ‘Green. It’s the first station he’s ever run. Came from Newcastle, one of the big ones in the Hunter Valley. Ran a couple of trucks. Heaps of feet on the ground, all similar issues to us here, more drugs though. Here’s a lot different. You need to kill people with kindness, takes years to build up relationships even if you’re an ex-local. He never had much of a personality as a young bloke and that hasn’t seemed to have changed.’

‘How close was he with Tyler Petrie? You see them together much?’

Jack shrugged. ‘Dylan’s down at the club a fair bit himself, he played in the seconds last year for a while. He’s still a great mark.’ He looked towards Nell and then back to Nick. ‘I saw him more with Sophie than Tyler. Sophie worked behind the bar a couple of times for us and Dylan would always be propped up there with a can in hand.’ He looked over to Nell again. Nick wondered what he was doing.

‘Is everything okay?’ he asked.

Nell stood up from her friends and mouthed that she was heading to the bar for another drink. Jack gave her a thumbs up and then leaned in. ‘Didn’t want to say much in front of Nell. But I’ll tell you this. I was having a beer with Rick Childers last week at the club on the Friday night. He tells me he heard that Tyler Petrie was shagging Mark Walton’s daughter, Tamika. She’s the captain of the A grade netball team.’

Gotcha, Nick thought. He was surprised it had taken this long. Finally, some vital information. He drank from his beer. It tasted bitter and flat at the same time. He felt like he was slowing losing enjoyment from alcohol. ‘We’ve assumed something must have been going on. Some sort of trouble.’

Jack nodded. ‘Whispers were going around. It’s not a good look. The girl’s fresh out of high school. Only nineteen. And he was what? Late thirties?’

That was bad. And certainly a reason why someone may want to kill. He wondered about her father, Mark. He hadn’t heard the Walton name and was unfamiliar with who they were. ‘Jesus. That’s a scandal. Who are the Waltons? They local?’

‘Nah. From Edithvale originally. He works with the local council. Something to do with the roads.’
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Chapter Twenty-Six

Sophie

The boys were at school and Sophie hadn’t had been called in for any shifts at the school for the past few weeks. She had spent her days doing washing, cleaning the house and watching some trashy reality tv show about rich Mormon wives on Netflix.

Tyler had been extremely busy. He was spending more and more time at his office bundled away. He was constantly speaking about international deals and trades that he needed to do, but she knew that deep down they must have been veiled attempts to explain his absence from the family while he was off cheating. She had asked around on the downlow if anyone knew what was happening, but mum seemed to be the word. She was being hit with laughter and ‘Oh my god, you must be crazy’. But she knew she was right, he had become protective of his phone, which was something he had never done in their entire marriage. That had sealed it for her.

He had got up earlier than ever that morning with gruff words of going for a run before work. She hadn’t seen him since, and once she’d got the boys up and off to school, she returned home and decided to call him to see what he was up to.

She listened intently into her speaker while the phone rang out and finally hung up when it clicked to his message bank. Just what she thought, busy like usual. She brought up his Apple Maps, which showed the location of his phone as his office and knew that she had a ten-minute buffer before he could get to the house. She would keep checking it when her friend arrived.

She showered and slipped into something less ‘mother of twins’ and more the way she had dressed when she was younger. She shaved her legs and applied a little bit foundation and lip gloss. It was more for her sake than his, he was obsessed with her and her body, every shortcoming she explained he brushed away with another compliment. She could be dressed in a trash bag and he’d still want her. She stood in front of the full-length mirror in her bedroom and looked at herself up and down. She wore skinny black jeans and a neat cream button-up blouse that was slightly see through. She smiled, her bright yellow lingerie was very visible through it, and she knew it was his favourite.

The crackle of car tyres on the gravel of her driveway indicated his arrival and she pressed the garage door remote that was on her side table in the bedroom. Her home and driveway weren’t by any means visible from the street but she knew what Milford was like, even a car coming in this direction could be recognised and Tyler could somehow be alerted. She didn’t want to risk it. She walked down towards the kitchen and pressed the button on the electric roller blinds that closed across the front of the home. It hadn’t started with home visits like this, it had originally been catch-ups in one of their cars, always during the day, which had been hard. But she was a mum, and unlike her husband, she needed to be responsible.

She realised how terrible she was. From the moment she saw Tyler and his hand on the lower back of whoever the woman he was seeing was, she felt intense anger and guilt. But she knew she was a walking contradiction. She had been cheating on him for over six months and had no thoughts of stopping. It had been a death by a thousand cuts. All the little things, the disagreements, the obsession with work, the reluctance to be sexual with her, the lack of emotional connection that had slowly built over time, before one inciting moment where her new man had made his move.

She had been angry at his gall. He knew she was married, how dare he try to kiss her? But she realised in that moment that he was the one for her. He had been all along. He was right in front of her at every moment, offering the support, the love and the guidance that Tyler never seemed to offer her. She didn’t know where this was all heading and what was going to happen, but she just wanted to live in the here and now. She wanted to allow herself to be greedy for once. To only care for herself and no-one else. She had looked after everyone else for too long, it was her time to be selfish, it was her time to enjoy herself.

The garage door closed and she heard his boots clicking as he walked on the polished concrete floors down the hallway. She kept the map open that had Tyler’s phone location on it and kept it open on the bench. She knew it wasn’t very sexy, but it was necessary. She liked to be in control. She liked to know that she had one up on her husband for once. He had always treated her like he was the smartest person in the room. But for the first time that wasn’t the case. She was.

He removed his hat as he walked into the room with a wide grin. His eyes shone with hunger for her body and she felt the same butterflies in her stomach like the first time they had made love.

‘Morning Sergeant,’ she said with smile.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven

Joanna felt the sunlight shining in through the thin curtains warming her face, and she stretched her arms up over her head in bed and pulled the covers down lower. After their visit to Edithvale and interview with Larry, her social battery was dwindling, and the thought of going to the pub and interacting with a mountain of people – some she knew, and some she had probably been involved with in a policing capacity – wasn’t as exciting for her as it had been for Nick.

She was glad she had made the decision to head in early for the night and she’d had a solid twelve hours sleep. She’d heard Nick come through the door at 10:30 pm, she’d checked the time on her phone, and hadn’t heard any stumbling or loud voices, she was fairly sure he’d been good and not too drunk, which was a promising sign for their day ahead.

Her phone buzzed on her side table and she looked to see three text messages. She smiled at the first one and opened it up. It was from Glenn, the bull rider she had met up in the little outback town of Gabinda on her last case. He had visited her in Sydney afterwards and they had spent an enjoyable week together. It was a photo of a rocky outcrop and a beautiful sunset. I bet my sunset is better than yours. Hope the next case is alright and you’re looking after that wild partner of yours! Thinking of you.

She smiled at the text message. He was a good guy. She wished she had more time to spend with him, but this case had come calling and they had to hit the road again. It was beginning to become her life. A new town, another murder, month by month. She was beginning to understand now why Nick was the way he was, and she wasn’t totally sure whether she had what it took to do it for as long as he had.

The next text message was from Nick’s childhood friend, Mick Perkins. Nick had introduced them for the first time a few years back, and during her time in town as a constable she had spent a little bit of time with him. He had been a good companion. After his wife died, he didn’t seem interested in anything serious, which was fine by her. It was simply conversation, good food and good sex. It had always been amicable, and when she told him she was leaving, she had felt his disappointment that it had to end. She had always wondered whether he had told Nick. But going by their visit out there the other day, Nick seemed oblivious to their dalliance.

Good to see you yesterday. I’d love to catch up for dinner or lunch if you have time while you’re in town. Cool if not. MP.

She smiled at his sign off. She used to always call him a boomer for it, even though he was in his thirties. It was such a dad thing to do, to sign off with your initials through text, she had told him. He had never seemed too bothered by it.

The last message was from Nick, at 10:30pm the night before. Just learnt some very interesting information. Tell you tomorrow morning.

Well, that piqued her interest. She stood up and put on some pyjama shorts and a top and walked out of her bedroom. She could smell the bitter scent of instant coffee and could hear eggs frying in a pan. She walked into the kitchen to see Nick standing there in running shorts and a singlet.

‘Morning,’ she said.

He turned around. ‘Hey. You want eggs?’

She hadn’t felt hungry when she woke, but the sight of the eggs and the smell of toast cooking had her stomach grumbling. ‘Yeah, alright.’

‘These ones are ready now,’ he said. He placed two eggs onto a buttered piece of toast on a plate and sat it on the old linoleum table that was jammed against the wall in the hallway. Joanna imagined a younger Nick alongside his sister Jess eating their breakfast here as kids. It was a childhood she had always dreamed of. She had one sibling just like Nick, and her mother wasn’t around either, but that’s where the similarities ended. Her father was the polar opposite to Nick’s. He had been a mean drunk.

She pulled out the chair and sat down. ‘Thanks.’ She placed her phone beside her. ‘Got your text last night. You were home early.’

Nick leaned against the bench and sipped from his coffee and then waved his arm up and down over his outfit. ‘And I went for a run this morning. Only five kilometres, but it’s a start. Thought I was going to have a heart attack near the bridge.’

‘Changed man,’ she replied. She bit into her egg on toast. It was delicious. You couldn’t go wrong with white bread and real butter. She didn’t often eat like this but she couldn’t deny the flavour. ‘What’s brought all this on?’

‘I met with Bec when we were in Edithvale. The wedding’s off.’

Joanna was shocked. She knew their nuptials would have been any day now and couldn’t believe it was off. She had seen a few photos of Bec and her partner on Facebook and they had seemed happy, but she knew that sometimes there was more than meets the eye with social media. People’s pages were vignettes of happy memories and good times. Not many posted the real truth of what was happening or any of the bad times.

She didn’t need to be Sherlock Holmes to have realised he was going to meet Bec in Edithvale, she was just surprised the engagement was off. It did seem a little rushed though, the more she thought about it. ‘Really?’ she replied. ‘Did seem like she rushed into it. What’s that mean for you two?’

Nick shrugged. ‘Nothing yet. We’ll take it day by day, I guess. We still both work and know what our jobs are. It was a big reason why we broke up in the first place.’

‘So that was the news? From the text?’

Nick laughed. ‘God no. Much more interesting than that. Tyler Petrie was having an affair. Whispers were starting around the football club. Building by the day.’

‘Thought as much,’ she replied. There was no way his wife would have left that style of underwear in his office. She seemed a little shrewd. Way too buttoned up for something like that. It was a lead. And a good one. Nick always said murder ultimately boiled down to two things – love or money – and so far in nearly every case he’d been right. ‘Who with?’

‘Tamika Walton. Captain of the A grade netball team.’

‘How scandalous.’

‘It gets worse,’ Nick replied.

‘It does?’

‘Yeah. She’s nineteen.’

‘Okay, you were right. That is worse. Although I don’t see how a nineteen-year-old could strangle a bloke as big as Tyler was.’

‘Yeah, I thought that too. The poisoning seems odd as well but it’s a start. It’s all we need. I’ve got her address, she still lives with her parents in town. I think we need to go pay her a visit.’

They showered, got dressed and headed for the car. The sun was out and the radio reported that the flood waters had started to recede, which was good news for their investigation. All roads in town had started to re-open and it meant the sanctuary wasn’t going to go completely under either. They had trawled the area for any evidence and hadn’t found anything else, but Nick had told her he hadn’t given up on the idea of getting the SES in to do a sweep of the whole area just in case.

They drove in the direction of the Petrie’s home, towards the nicer end of Milford, but turned right closer to the river and followed the snaking narrow lane that housed some of the biggest houses in town. Nick slowed and turned in through wrought iron gates and down a driveway that had redbrick laid in a herringbone pattern all the way to the house.

‘What do her parents do for a living?’ she asked.

‘Her old man’s in the Edithvale council, apparently. Something to do with the roads.’

They pulled up in front of the home that was a giant two storey property with a terracotta tile roof. The home had pieces of sandstone set into the external corners and intricate iron lacework around the fascia and windows in a French provincial style. It all looked very expensive.

‘It’s funny, in all my years in Milford, I never once came down this street,’ she said.

‘You wouldn’t have needed to. No crime in the rich areas. Well, they don’t get caught anyway.’

There were three cars in the driveway. A black Mercedes Benz, a white American-style pickup truck and red Suzuki Swift with green P-plates. Nick pointed at the P-plate. ‘Looks like she’s home.’

They got out and walked up to the door. The gardens were immaculate, freshly trimmed roses lined their path to the door, and she could see a man underneath a huge gum tree beside the house shovelling mulch around it and raking it. He turned at the sight of them and removed his hat before wiping his brow. He leaned the rake against the tree trunk and walked in their direction.

‘Morning, can I help you?’

‘Morning,’ Nick replied. ‘Detective Sergeant Nick Vada and this is Detective Joanna Gray, my partner. We were hoping to speak with Tamika Walton if she was home?’

The man walked up and shook both of their hands. ‘Mark Walton. Pleasure.’ He looked to be in his early sixties and was tanned with straight white teeth. Joanna could pick wealthy people now from a mile away. It was something Nick had been teaching her.

‘I know you,’ he said, pointing at Nick. ‘You’re from here, aren’t you? Saw you on the news a while back.’

Nick nodded. ‘I grew up here, yeah. Haven’t lived here since I joined the force though.’

‘Fair enough.’ The man looked at the door then leaned in towards them. ‘Look, officers. My wife and daughter are a mess. Obviously, we’ve heard the news. And I, er, know what was going on. Do you think I should be hiring a lawyer?’

Nick looked at Joanna with his eyebrows raised. It was an odd comment to make. But Joanna knew that people with money sometimes spoke out of school. Like they knew more than the regular person. She looked to reassure him. ‘Not unless you think you need one, Mr Walton. Tamika isn’t in any trouble at all. We just need to ask her a few questions. No harm, no foul.’
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Chapter Twenty-Eight

Tyler lay in bed and stared at the ceiling. He hadn’t spoken to Jamie for a week since their argument at the party and he could tell his parents knew something was up. He was furious for the way Jamie had acted. Once again it had all been about him. He’d made it like he was the centre of everything and Tyler was sick of it. He was a person too, with his own hopes and dreams. What he did in his own time shouldn’t affect his brother’s life in any way. They weren’t joined at the hip.

It was the last school holidays for the year and Tyler looked across at his desk where his school work was laid out. He’d always been a good student, but as the year had gone on, he felt himself faltering. He was losing interest in whatever life had planned for him after school and he didn’t know why. He felt like his family was so invested in Jamie’s future that they didn’t give him any time to discuss his own. He felt more alone than ever. He grabbed his phone off the side table and read his messages from the night before. He had stayed up late into the night texting Michelle and he smiled at their messages. She had waved off the altercation he’d had with Jamie with a laugh and a comment about her own brothers and the fights they’d had.

He felt relieved that she didn’t know about his and Dylan’s scheme. Deep down he wasn’t done yet, he wanted to keep doing it with Dylan, it was the one thing he had for himself that his brother didn’t have. Something that he could control. He assumed going by Jamie’s comments that he had put two and two together and knew that they were the ones taking the alcohol, but he knew his twin better than anyone. He knew there was no way he would tell anyone. He wouldn’t throw Tyler under the bus like that. Even if he thought it was going to affect his future.

He made his way to the kitchen and he fried up some bacon to make a toasted sandwich. He put a replay of the basketball on the TV in the lounge room and watched the last quarter while making his breakfast. It was meant to be a study day, and his parents had both gone to work, so he assumed it was just him and Jamie home and was surprised when he saw Sophie come down the hallway. He tried not to look at what she was wearing, tiny pyjama shorts and a silk top that left nothing to the imagination, and he averted his eyes back to the TV.

‘Morning,’ she said sleepily as she rubbed her eyes and sat at the kitchen bench.

‘Morning.’

Her sleeping over was new. He was surprised his parents had allowed it. They’d always told the boys no girls in the house, but Jamie and Sophie had been going strong now for a few years. Jamie had been allowed to sleep at her parents’ house for a while so it seemed like a natural progression to have her over.

‘Where’s Jamie?’ he asked.

She shrugged. ‘Went for a run.’

Tyler stole another glance at her again. Her dark hair was tussled in a way he’d never seen before, and from the angle he was standing he could nearly see straight down her top. He noticed her eyes meet his and he quickly looked away again. ‘Sorry.’

‘It’s okay.’

‘You want some breakfast? I can cook you some eggs?’

She laughed. ‘You can cook? Jamie wouldn’t even know how to turn the stove on.’

Tyler laughed at that, she was right after all. Their mother had always done everything for both of them, Tyler had just decided one day that he’d like to be a little more autonomous, after all, their mother wasn’t going to be around forever.

‘I can cook,’ he replied. He grabbed two eggs from the fridge and cracked them into a new pan. It was a smart choice really, it meant that he had something to focus on that wasn’t her chest. He was so used to seeing her dressed up with make-up, he hadn’t realised how naturally beautiful she really was. He thought of Michelle and the way she dressed and the way she presented herself. She was pretty, sure, but she had nothing on Sophie.

He slid the eggs onto a piece of sourdough toast, he remembered her telling them once that was her favourite, and grabbed a knife and fork and turned around. Her focus was on the TV that she had changed to the news, and he allowed himself once again to take a quick look at her silky pyjamas. He felt himself going red in the face when she turned back. ‘Bon appétit,’ he said with a grin.

She looked down at the plate. ‘Thank you.’

‘It’s no worries.’

He stayed on the other side of the bench and they ate their breakfast quietly. The news spoke of the war in Iraq and Afghanistan, and how the Australian army was joining the fight. His grandfather had fought in the army in Vietnam, and the thought of joining up, of continuing the family name, had been something that had always been in the back of his mind. He’d never voiced it though, he knew how badly it had affected his grandfather, and what his dad’s thought would be if he voiced it.

‘How have you been anyway?’ Sophie said out of the blue.

‘Good, I guess. Trying to study for these exams. Trying and failing.’

‘Me too. There’s just so much information to take on and so little time. I don’t know how Jamie does it, with everything he has going on.’

She was right, of course. Jamie was on track to be dux of their school. He had aced every midyear exam, earning the highest rating of all the students. His rating was ninety-eight percent, which he’d been disappointed with. It was typical Jamie, he was always striving for more.

‘How are you finding maths?’

Sophie groaned. ‘The worst of all. I can’t figure out half of what I’m reading.’ She sighed. ‘I guess I’ll just do my best.’

‘It’s all we can do.’

She stood up and walked around the island bench towards him. She placed her plate in the sink along with her knife and fork and Tyler used all his self-control to not look at her tiny pyjama shorts. She walked towards him and placed her hand directly on his chest, causing him to blush again. ‘Thanks for breakfast. You really didn’t have to.’

‘Uh, thanks,’ he said awkwardly.

She walked past him and over towards the leather couch in the lounge room. ‘So, how’s Michelle?’

‘She’s good.’ He wasn’t sure what to say to that, or what she meant by it.

‘You two are going strong?’

He walked over with his cup of coffee and sat down on the chair on the other side of the room. ‘I guess?’

She looked over towards the hallway where the back door was and looked back towards him. ‘Jamie told me all about your scheme with Dylan. And why you two fought.’

‘He did?’ That was news to him. He wondered why his brother would have said anything. He started to question whether he could continue it with more and more people finding out.

‘Yeah.’ She lifted her feet up off the carpet and crossed her legs before leaning towards him and lowering her voice. ‘Jamie is pissed.’

‘I know he is.’

‘I don’t know why. I think it’s brilliant,’ she replied.

Tyler sat up a little straighter in his chair. ‘You do?’

‘Yeah! The footy club is always stocked up. Who cares if a couple of slabs go missing. It’s not like your dad will report you to the cops if he ever found out. He’ll sweep it under the carpet.’

Tyler was not so sure. But he liked Sophie’s enthusiasm. ‘What else did Jamie say?’

‘Just beat for beat what you both fought about. I don’t know why he’s so upset. We all know what our parents are like. They all drank way more than we all did in high school and now they want to keep it from us? Its bullshit.’

‘You’re right there.’

Sophie moved across the couch so they were almost next to each other. Tyler could smell the scent of her shampoo. It was intoxicating. ‘Let’s just say we keep this between us, yeah? I want in.’

‘You do? What about Jamie?’

Sophie laughed. ‘We all know he’s going to be something great.’ She waved her finger between them. ‘Us two. We’re just along for the ride. Why not have a little fun while we can?’
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Chapter Twenty-Nine

The only place Nick had seen with this level of opulence in Milford was the homestead at Warranilla. They followed Mark Walton inside and Nick marvelled at the entrance of the home. A grand staircase was in the centre of the room that ran up towards the top floor. The handrailing was gold with an intricate design carved into the balustrades. The floor was a dark polished hardwood he’d never seen before, and he could see through towards the back of the home just how large the interior was.

Mark pointed to a room off to the left. ‘My office. Take a seat and I’ll go get Tamika. You want something to drink?’

Nick looked at Joanna. In a case that involved poison, all of a sudden he was cautious. ‘We’re okay, thanks.’

‘Suit yourself.’

They walked into Mick’s study and Nick looked around. The back wall had a giant mahogany bookshelf that went floor to ceiling and matched the desk in front of it. It was full to the brim with leatherbound books. He whistled. ‘Jesus this place is a bloody mansion.’

Joanna agreed with him. ‘Incredible.’

Nick wondered just how much money there was in being in local council. He knew of mayors becoming wealthy, through sometimes nonlegal methods, but just working for a council seemed to be a normal person’s job. This home screamed old money, and he made a note to ask Jack whether he had heard of the Walton family when he saw him next.

He could hear raised voices from upstairs, and they both took a seat and waited patiently. After a few minutes Mark came back downstairs. ‘She’ll be a few minutes.’

‘Thanks.’

He stood awkwardly in the doorway. ‘Do you want me in on this?’

‘She’s an adult, Mr Walton,’ Joanna replied. ‘It’s up to her.’

Mark laughed. ‘Well, she won’t want me around.’

Nick was curious. ‘Did you build this place?’ He didn’t remember it being there when he grew up in town.

‘I did. Used a builder in Edithvale, though. An old friend.’

‘Must be big money in roads,’ Nick said with a laugh, stating the obvious.

If Mark was offended, he didn’t bite. ‘We do quite well for ourselves.’

Nick saw a young woman reach the bottom of the stairs and Mark turned to introduce her. She was tall and thin, the exact build he’d expect for an A grade netballer, and had long blonde hair tied up in a ponytail. She wore muted make-up, but he could tell by the redness around her eyes that she’d been crying.

‘Hi,’ she said. Her voice was husky, and it made her sound beyond her nineteen years. She looked at her father. ‘I’m alright, Dad.’

Mark laughed. ‘See? What did I say?’

He walked off and she closed the sliding door behind her. She walked to the other side of the desk and sat down. ‘Hi Tamika. I’m Detective Sergeant Nick Vada and this is Detective Joanna Gray. We are investigating the murder of Tyler Petrie and we are hoping you may be able to assist us?’

Tamika’s eyes were welling with tears, but she did her best to keep them at bay. She sniffled. ‘I’m Tamika. Okay. What do you want to know?’

Joanna took the lead. Nick had discussed this with her in the car. He thought she might be more comfortable speaking with another woman. ‘Hi Tamika, it’s nice to meet you. Your relationship with Tyler. We’ve heard some things. Are you able to clear that up? Was there a relationship?’

The tears she had held now streamed freely down her face. She pulled a tissue out of one of her shirt sleeves and wiped her nose. ‘There was.’ She spoke slowly, through sobs. ‘I loved him.’

‘How did you meet?’ Joanna asked.

‘At the football club. He’d been spending time down there with his boys. He was helping out the coaches a little bit. He had a brilliant football mind. He could have easily played in the senior team still. I worked a few shifts behind the bar when they were short on numbers. We worked a shift together and I guess the rest is history, as they say. That was a year ago.’

A year, Nick thought. It had been going on a lot longer than the detectives had realised.

‘I can’t believe he’s gone,’ she wailed. She tried to control her crying but it seemed to get worse. ‘Who would do something like this?’

When she had slowed her breathing and seemingly calmed down a little, Joanna replied. ‘That’s what we are trying to find out, Tamika. Is there anyone you can think of who would want to hurt him? Any enemies? Any disagreements?’

She shook her head. ‘Everyone loved him. He was well-liked as far as I know. The only arguments he had were with his wife, Sophie.’ Tamika turned her nose up. ‘Stuck up bitch. She never liked me.’

‘I wonder why?’ Nick asked sarcastically.

Tamika looked up at him. ‘She was cheating on him too, you know? He wasn’t sure who with, but he knew that she was up to no good. He’d seen all the signs, he just hadn’t proved it.’

That was a bombshell neither of them were expecting. Nick hadn’t pictured Sophie Grant to be the cheating type. She’d seemed so proper. It seemed unbelievable to him. ‘Are you sure?’ he asked.

Tamika nodded. ‘I am. He found a t-shirt in their bedroom that wasn’t his. And she’d drifted away from him. He could tell she had given up on their marriage.’

‘Hadn’t he as well though?’ Joanna asked.

Tamika threw her hands up. ‘He was a complicated guy.’ She stopped and looked down at her hands, thinking on what to say next. ‘It was like he was two different people. I watched him. I got to know him better than anyone. Better than his wife, I’d say even. Some days he was the businessman, all involved with his family, the perfect family man, I guess I’m saying. And then on other days, when he was with me, he could truly be himself. He used to tell me his life was a lie, why should his relationships be any different?’

That interested Nick. ‘What do you think he meant by that?’

‘I don’t know. Like, I think it was because he was two people. He had this family and all this obligation and responsibility. I think he felt a huge amount of pressure with that. And then with me he could be that young guy again. No cares or responsibilities. Just good times.’

‘Back to his marriage,’ Joanna said. ‘He told you his wife had cheated on him. That he had found the shirt and all. Is that all he said? How could he prove it to you? He might have just said that to make you not feel bad for doing what you were both doing.’

Tamika laughed. ‘Feel bad? It takes two to tango, Detective. I wasn’t blowing my life up. I’m a consenting adult. I had planned to go to university this year until my grandmother got sick. I decided to have a gap year and help take care of her. She’s the reason we’re in this house. You reckon my dad could pay for this working for the council? I’m out of here early next year. It was a fling. Nothing more, nothing less.’

‘I thought you said you loved him?’

‘I do. I did. I don’t know anymore.’

‘Where were you four nights ago? The night of Tyler’s murder?’ Nick asked.

‘In the Milford hospital. My grandmother had a fall late that afternoon. Only reason I found out about his death was because the next morning a nurse whispered it to another one in passing while I was in the room.’ She stopped for a moment and it seemed like another wave of emotion was about to hit her. ‘I couldn’t believe it. But I tried to call him and it was dead. I texted him and no reply. He was always fast at replying. That’s when I knew something was really wrong.’

‘When was the last time you saw him?’

She thought for a moment. ‘The weekend before. We had lunch in Edithvale.’

This was getting more complicated by the minute. He needed to talk it all out with Joanna. He looked at the woman closely. His gut feel was that she wasn’t involved. She didn’t come across like a killer to him and he had a pretty good sense about these things. ‘So, are you sure you don’t know who Sophie Petrie is involved with?’

Tamika shook her head. ‘I don’t. I don’t even think Tyler did.’

‘Alright,’ he replied. He pushed his chair back. ‘We will leave you to it for now. If we have further questions we may call on you, alright?’

Tamika wiped a tear from her eye and nodded. ‘Okay. Thank you, detectives.’

Joanna stood up to join Nick. ‘Oh, one last thing. We found red underwear on the couch in his office when we searched it. Any ideas?’

Tamika went red and tried to suppress a smile. ‘They’re mine.’

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter Thirty

They drove back to the Milford police station as glorious sunshine filtered through the dark passing clouds and parked in the carpark. Joanna was busy typing a text out and when she finished, she placed her phone down on her lap and sighed. ‘That was Hattie. Nothing interesting of note on his computers at the office. She scraped them for all their data and didn’t find much.’

Nick rubbed his eyes and reached for his medication in the side pocket of his driver’s side door. He could feel the slightest of headaches coming on, and knew that if he didn’t get on top of it quickly it could turn into a full-blown migraine.

‘You alright?’ Joanna asked.

He sipped from his bottle of water. ‘Yeah. It’s just all off. Somethings amiss here. I feel like we are close, we just need one more thing. Some kind of snippet of information.’

Joanna nodded. ‘Agreed. I can’t believe the amount of cheating that goes on in this town. Everyone is shagging everyone behind each other’s backs.’

‘A tale as old as time,’ Nick replied. ‘Country towns. People can’t keep it in their pants.’

‘So, what do we do now?’ Joanna asked.

‘We go back to the drawing board. We look back through the autopsy and the notes. Go through the images of the crime scene. We need to interview more people, try and figure out if he had any disagreements. I think Tamika Walton is a dead end. Sure it’s scandalous, but as she said, she is a consenting adult, and her family seems as straitlaced as they come. I can’t see them being involved.’

‘Yeah. I can’t see it either.’

‘We need to talk to Sophie Petrie again. We can’t obviously drop any hints about what we’ve heard, but maybe we try and frame the questions in that direction.’ Nick was thinking about how Tamika said he was two different people, something didn’t sit right with him. A memory floated in the back of his head of a time in the past, when he thought about it more it seemed to vanish like a whisper of smoke.

They got out of the car and made their way inside. As Nick walked through the door his phone rang and he excused himself to take the call outside.

‘Hello brother,’ Jess, his sister, said.

‘Afternoon.’

‘All this talk about you being home and seeing us, and we’ve only seen you once? What’s that about?’

Nick laughed. ‘C’mon, I’m doing my best here. I don’t have all the time in the world.’

‘I know, I’m just playing with you.’

‘What are you up to?’ Nick asked.

‘I’m in town actually. Tim has a school music show at daycare that I’m being dragged along to watch.’

Nick knew the daycare centre was only on the other side of the block. ‘Are you there now?’

‘I am. Just waiting for the show to start.’

Nick grinned. ‘Give me five minutes.’ He hung up the phone and jogged into the office area. He could only see Joanna at one of the bare desks, buried in her phone. He stood in the entrance and spoke to her. ‘Hey, give me halfa, alright?’

Joanna didn’t even look up, she knew what he was like, she just gave him a thumbs up as he walked back out the door. The sun was shining and he powerwalked along the footpath towards Tim’s daycare. He had always promised Jess that he would do his best to be the best uncle he could be. He wanted to be there for both of her kids, and he knew how much attending this little show might mean to Tim.

As he turned the corner, he was surprised to see the carpark at maximum capacity. People movers that were full were unloading kids out in all directions. A mud-covered four-wheel drive pulled up in front of him and two busy-looking farmers got out and made their way towards the centre. A nice little event that was cutting into parents’ busy days, he thought with a laugh. He walked to the gate and spotted a face he hadn’t seen in a long time. An old school friend called Michelle Savage. Her mouth opened as he got closer and she smiled at him. ‘Nick Vada. I didn’t know you had any children here.’

Nick stopped and looked at her name tag which read, ‘Head educator, Miss Lamont’. He stood awkwardly at the gate. ‘I, um, don’t?’

She laughed and playfully punched him on the arm. ‘Ahh dur. I know that.’ She pointed towards the open door. ‘You’ll be here to watch little Tim, I’d imagine.’

He felt himself going red. There had always been something with Michelle Savage, or Lamont now, that he had found attractive. She was in the year below him at school and had always been nice to him when they conversed. The years had been kind to her, she looked like she kept fit and her skin was glowing. He pointed to the badge. ‘You’re married?’

She held her hand up to show a diamond ring. ‘Going on ten years. Hubby works in the mines.’

‘Congratulations,’ he replied.

A line of parents had begun to congregate behind him in the twenty-second conversation and he felt himself being pushed past her. He gave her an awkward wave and continued inside. He found Jess sitting at the end of the front row and took a seat beside her. She was smiling from ear to ear.

‘Tim’s going to be beside himself.’ She placed her hand on his shoulder. ‘I know you’re busy, thanks for this.’

Nick felt a warmth from his sister he hadn’t felt in a long time. He made a note to try his hardest to do things like this more often. ‘It’s no worries.’ He turned towards the stage. ‘What are we watching?’

Jess laughed. ‘Don’t expect anything too grand. It’s a talent show. So, there will be some singing and dancing.’

Nick watched as the first two group of kids got up and started dancing to the beat of a popular song. They were all dressed in matching tracksuits and he was actually surprised at how well they’d managed to choreograph the routine. The parents behind him were vocal and cheered and sang along. He turned and looked across the crowd. He was surprised, he recognised nearly half the crowd in there. Most were people he’d grown up with and gone to school with, all happily cheering on the next generation of Milford locals. It made him think about his own future and what his life looked like in the next ten years.

Jess elbowed him and made him turn back around. ‘Tim’s up now.’

The familiar music of The Wiggles came on the speaker and about ten kids in the colourful skivvies came bounding out and dancing along to their fruit salad song. He watched Tim closely, he was wearing a yellow top and was waving his arms above his head. He could see his eyes scanning the crowd, looking for his mum and when he saw Nick, his eyes opened wide and he jumped in the air and waved frantically. He yelled out, ‘Uncle Nick!’

Nick waved back and watched as Michelle Savage walked out and began dancing with the kids. His mind started to tick over as he clapped along and watched the dancing group. Michelle Savage had dated Tyler Petrie for a moment back when he still lived in town. He wondered if she’d come across him during his time back in town, whether they had spoken. He watched her closely, happily dancing along with the children. She hadn’t changed, she was still her happy, bubbly self. The routine ended to rapturous applause and the kids ran off the stage towards all their parents. Tim came down and hugged Jess and then turned to Nick. ‘Uncle Nick! Did you see me up there!’

Nick picked him up and put him on his hip. ‘I did, mate! Good dancing! What Wiggle are you?’

Tim thought for a moment. ‘I’m yellow, but I’m John!’

The name didn’t ring a bell from The Wiggles that he remembered from his childhood. And going by what he’d seen, they were more like a troupe these days rather than the group of four they used to be. ‘Awesome,’ he replied. He spotted Michelle standing over near the stage chatting with another parent and he put Tim down. He looked to Jess. ‘Give me a sec, would ya?’

He passed Tim to Jess who was now busy chatting with another mum about the performance and made his way over to Michelle. He’d timed it perfectly as she’d just finished up speaking to a father and his daughter. She turned towards him just as he got to her. ‘Hello again, what did you think?’

Nick clapped his hands theatrically. ‘Stellar performance. Tim knocked it out of the park. Although last time I watched The Wiggles there was only four of them?’

Michelle laughed. ‘There’s eight now.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘Don’t worry, it’s a whole thing.’

The families in the centre were beginning to fan out and Nick took advantage of the opportunity. ‘Hey, have you got five minutes to chat?’

She looked warily at the crowd still inside. He realised immediately why. Milford was small, and he was a more than familiar face. Everyone in that room knew why he was in town, and they probably deduced why he was in that room, seeing his nephew for the show. But pulling the teacher aside, someone half of them would know had some involvement with the Petrie twins back in the day, well, that could hurt someone’s reputation.

‘Could we go to my office?’ she asked.

Nick nodded. ‘Of course,’ he pointed to the crowd. ‘I get it.’

She led the way up and behind the stage into the centre where the classrooms were. The original building that had been there must have been knocked down in the time he had moved away and this one built in its place because it was light-filled and modern inside. He ducked underneath children’s paintings that hung from a wire above and reached an office door that had ‘Michelle Lamount, Head Educator’ on it.

She took a seat behind her desk and he sat down across from her. ‘How long have you been working here for?’ he asked.

Michelle squinted her eyes slightly to think. ‘Since it was rebuilt. Around eight years. I did my schooling and then started out at Rare Bears. You know the farm school?’

Nick knew it. He had gone there for playgroup as a child. It was a small farming daycare centre out of town. ‘Yeah, I went there when I was a young bloke.’

Michelle nodded. ‘Good place. But when I was offered this, I couldn’t refuse. Better money, and it’s been a great facility.’ She laughed. ‘I’ve seen nearly all our school friends’ kids come and go through here in my time. It’s funny. I see little snippets of all of them in my children. It’s nice in a way.’ She stopped. ‘Sorry, I’m babbling. I’m nervous. Why did you need to see me?’

‘No need to be nervous,’ he replied. It was a normal reaction for a lot of people. He was usually the only homicide detective people met in their lives. They did sometimes act in odd ways. ‘You heard about Tyler Petrie?’

‘I did.’

‘So, you know why I’m in town.’

‘Yeah. Talk of the town, of course. This place can sometimes be a house of gossip.’

Nick thought of Tyler and Sophie’s boys. ‘Tyler had boys. Twins. Did they ever go here?’

She shook her head. ‘No. They went straight to the primary school. A little bit old for here.’

‘You and Tyler used to date, didn’t you?’ he asked.

She sipped from a giant pink water bottle and her brow furrowed. ‘What’s this all about? You don’t think I had anything to do with it do you?’

Nick laughed. ‘Not at all. Just doing a little bit of background research. I wasn’t around when he moved back to town. I mean, I only learnt he’d moved back when I got here for the investigation. And I’ll be damned if I remember him getting with Sophie Grant. Frankly, I’m still in shock.’

She chuckled. ‘She’s Sophie Petrie now. Still as stuck up as she was at school.’

‘Have you had much to do with them since they moved back?’

Michelle leaned back in her chair and sipped from her water bottle again. ‘You know, I was talking to one of my girlfriends about this very subject yesterday.’

‘You were?’

She nodded. ‘I was. She asked if I’d seen Tyler since he moved back and I’d seen him around, yeah. But it was the first time I saw him that was the weirdest.’

‘Why is that?’

‘Because he didn’t even recognise me. It was like I had never existed. I bumped into him in an aisle in the supermarket and it was just us two. I used to call him big foot, remember how tall he was? I don’t know, it was just a silly thing we’d say. I called him that, and he looked at me like I was an alien. Didn’t recognise me one bit.’
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Chapter Thirty-One

Joanna finished up on the phone with the chief inspector and then spent the next few minutes reading emails and text messages. She had no idea where Nick had gone, and wasn’t overly bothered, she needed some alone time to think about the case and go over her notes on what she had.

She opened her laptop and spent the next half an hour reading through the case notes. She read through the autopsy report again, the time of death and the cause. She pictured the scene in her head. Tyler ingesting a deadly concoction and keeling over, blue in the face. A figure standing above him, impatiently watching him, wanting him to breathe his last few breaths. And then finally surrendering to the fact that they would have to do it themselves. The grimy, physical roughness of it, the fight, the expulsion of the final bit of air leaving his lungs and then the aftermath. A corpse lying there. What to do next?

She tried to picture Sophie choking Tyler and just couldn’t see it. Joanna was short, only five foot, four inches, and she tried to gauge Sophie’s height from their first meeting. Sophie was taller than her, but not by much, and she was rake thin. There was no way, even if Tyler had been incapacitated with poison, that she could hurt him.

That left outside influence. They were yet to find anyone else who had an issue with Tyler. Hattie had combed his business records and transactions and as far as she could see, he’d been legit. He was good at his job and professional, there were no red flags there. She raked her mind for ideas. The cheating between them was the biggest issue to her. There had to be something there, she thought, some kind of revelation.

‘How’s it coming along?’

She turned around to see Dylan standing behind her, she hadn’t even seen him exiting his office but saw a cup of coffee in his hand he must have got from the kitchen.

‘Slow going, honestly. Although we got some interesting information to work on today.’

He sat down in the chair across from her. ‘What information?’

‘Tyler was having an affair. With Tamika Walton.’

‘What? Are you sure?’

‘We just met with her. She laid it all out for us. All the details. We found underwear in his office that she confirmed were hers. It’d been going on for some time.’

‘Huh,’ he replied. ‘I was down the footy club with them all the time. I’ve never even seen them speak a word together. That doesn’t make any sense.’

‘You didn’t notice anything in Tyler’s marriage? Any friction? Any arguments?’

‘Nothing. Like I said, yeah, I had a couple of beers with Ty, but we weren’t that close. And we never spoke about anything like that. Honestly, he kept me at arms-length really. He never delved too much into his private life. God, Sophie will be devastated. She doesn’t know, does she?’

‘We aren’t sure,’ Joanna replied. ‘Maybe all of this has something to do with the murder, though?’

‘It’s a possibility,’ Dylan replied. He fell silent and then said, ‘Do you want me to talk to her?’

Joanna shook her head. ‘No. Nick wants to be the one.’

‘Fair enough.’

‘That’s not all,’ Joanna said. ‘Tamika Walton tells us that Sophie was having an affair as well.’

Dylan’s mouth opened in shock. ‘Wait, what? With who?’

‘We don’t know. Obviously, this is privileged information. We will need to tread very, very carefully here. We don’t want her finding out we know for now. We need to dig around to see if we can find out more.’

‘Are you saying you think she’s a suspect in all of this? I just can’t picture it.’

‘We don’t know yet. It’s too early to tell.’

‘Jesus. This is big.’ He shook his head and stood up. ‘Well, if you need me to do anything at all, please let me know.’

Joanna’s initial distrust of the sergeant had dissipated, and she was beginning to feel a level of respect towards him. Being a local and being dragged through all this again, the loss of his close friend in the past and now another in the present must have been hard for him, and he’d been nothing but a professional during the whole investigation. She could tell Nick was wary of him still and she wasn’t sure why but knew that some people held prejudices, disagreements from the past that were now forgotten continued into the future as distrust.

***

Nick walked back from the daycare centre and his mind raced with wild thoughts and theories. He was thinking of something so fantastical, so crazy that he didn’t dare say it out loud. Even thinking it made him feel stupid, but for some reason the lights in his brain were flashing in that direction as every piece of information continued to hit him.

He turned the corner and was in the carpark near his car when he saw one of the Milford police four-wheel drives pull up. He could see the young constable Archie in the driver's seat, and he waited as he parked and got out of the car.

‘Hey Detective,’ Archie said. ‘I’m glad I caught you. I just came from your place.’

‘My place?’ Nick asked. ‘Why?’

‘I was hoping we could have a chat?’

Nick placed his hand on the bull bar of the four-wheel drive as he leaned towards it. ‘Sure, what’s up?’

Archie looked nervously towards the door again and then looked at his watch. ‘It’s nearly knock off time anyway. Would you meet me at the pub in halfa?’

***

The pub was only a few blocks away from the police station and Nick and Joanna decided to walk down rather than drive. Nick’s head swam with wild theories and thoughts, and for the first time since his brain injury, he actually really craved a cold beer. As they walked along the main street, nearing Tyler’s office, he shared his conversation with Michelle Savage earlier at the daycare centre.

‘That’s really odd,’ Joanna replied. ‘Why wouldn’t he recognise her?’

‘I don’t know.’ Nick said. ‘It seemed like he was a changed man. A little bit of an odd cat compared to when he was younger. Maybe all the drama around coming back home and the scandal of being with Sophie made things hard for him? Although I haven’t heard from anyone else that he had ever acted strangely, so it’s weird to come from her. We all see old flames and you’ve just got to get uncomfortable. Grin and bear it and move on with your day.’

‘Why do you think Archie wants to speak to you?’

‘I have no idea.’

The pub was quiet being that it was only 4 pm and they walked inside to see Archie sitting at a table against the front windows in the far corner by himself. Nick grinned at pointed. ‘Remember our last time at this table?’

Joanna rolled her eyes. A local who was involved in their last murder investigation here was drunk and had tried to instigate a fight. Joanna had dealt with him quickly and he’d been arrested on the spot. It felt like a hundred years ago now, he thought.

‘How could I forget,’ she replied.

Nick pointed to the bar. ‘You want a drink?’

‘You know what? I will today.’

Nick ordered himself a beer, Joanna a white wine and together they headed towards the table. Archie had changed into civilian clothes and he looked uncomfortable sitting the booth with his long frame. His left leg hung out from under the table, and he tapped his foot impatiently.

‘Thanks for seeing me.’

‘No dramas,’ Nick replied. ‘I was craving a beer anyway.’ He watched the way Archie hugged his beer, he looked uncomfortable. ‘What’s going on, mate? You look troubled.’

Archie eyes scanned the room and then went to the door. He sipped from his beer and then wiped his mouth. ‘It’s the Sarge. Something’s off with him. He’s been off all week. Acting strange.’

The wheels were turning in Nick’s head, and his previous conversation with Jack at the pub came floating back into his mind about how Sophie would work the bar and Dylan would be always be propped up there. The lights and sirens in his brain began to go off. He looked to Joanna. ‘Are you thinking what I’m thinking?’

‘Fuck,’ Joanna exclaimed. ‘I just told him everything. I told him that we knew about Tyler’s affair and that we’d heard about Sophie’s infidelity too. You don’t think?’

‘Yep,’ Nick answered. ‘What if he and Sophie were an item?’

Archie put both hands up in a sign of surrender. ‘Wait a minute. You’re not saying you think he’s involved in all of this?’

‘Well, you’re telling us how he’s been acting strangely. What’s he been doing?’ Joanna asked.

‘I don’t know. He’s just not himself. He missed a shift two days ago. He’s never a missed a shift in all the time he’s been here. We had to get someone from Edithvale to drive up to chop us out.’

‘That’s not that unusual,’ Nick replied. ‘He might have been sick, he could have had a big night?’

Archie shook his head. ‘It’s just not like him. He asked me this morning if you two have been around the station. If you’ve updated me any more on the case. I told him I’m just a constable, why would you be talking to me?’

That was odd, Nick thought. Clearly, he wanted to know what they were up to. He wondered whether he should just confront him tomorrow morning and ask him what his deal was.

‘He’s grieving,’ Joanna said to them. ‘Grief makes people do weird things. He just lost a mate. Maybe he’s just really invested in knowing the truth?’

‘Maybe,’ Nick replied. It all seemed off to him.

‘Please just keep me out of it,’ Archie replied. ‘I really like it here. ‘I’m from Sydney originally. I had no idea the bush was like this. I bloody love it. I don’t want to get moved.’

‘You won’t get moved, mate. I’ll make sure of that.’
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Chapter Thirty-Two

Sophie

There hadn’t been an exact moment where it hit her, it was a culmination of the last few months of rendezvous with Dylan when she finally said it. It was getting later in the afternoon and she kept a close eye on the clock. The twins’ bus would drop them off from after school care at 4:30, and he needed to be out of the house and a long way from here.

They lay in bed together, naked, and her head rested on his chest as she gently felt the rising and falling of his breath. It had been an incredible hour. His hands had a way with her body that Tyler’s never had, and she felt pure exhaustion, like there was no possible way she could get up and continue her day. She looked up at him, into his eyes, and reminisced on their lives together. He had been there from the start, always nearby and had stuck around through thick and thin. He returned her smile with a quizzical look. ‘What is it?’

‘I love you,’ she replied.

His mouth opened and then closed again. He lifted his hand gently and rubbed her hair. ‘I love you too.’

She felt her heart explode. A warm feeling came over her entire body, engulfing her like a warm blanket. She hadn’t felt like this in a long time, not since she and Tyler had first been engaged, long before her boys had come along. She had no idea what her future had in store for her, but she knew that Dylan was in it. She wanted him and only him. She wanted to be his for the rest of his life.

Once they were dressed and he left, with the promise of a weekend catch up if they could fit it in, she headed back into the kitchen to rehydrate and mentally prepare to turn back into mum mode. She tied her hair up and checked herself in the mirror beside the fridge. She didn’t look like someone who had spent half the day in bed. She looked like any of the other mums who stood at the end of the street waiting for the bus to arrive.

As she walked down their long driveway, her mind started to conjure wild and wonderful ideas about her future with Dylan. She thought of Tyler and his own affair, his lying and infidelity and how she could put it all to an end. It came to her like a light bulb turning on as she turned out of her gate. She wanted Tyler out of her life. She’d had enough. She couldn’t believe her mind had gone in the direction it was going, but she began to think of ways to get rid of him forever. She thought of just coming out with it, that she was in love with Dylan and she wanted to be with him forever, to just tell Tyler to see what his reaction would be. But she couldn’t do that. Financially, she was a part-time schoolteacher. If she were to take the boys, what kind of future would that give them? They’d be away from their father, and she had to admit he was a good dad. A lousy husband, but a good dad.

She made small talk with the other mums at the end of the street while she waited for the boys to come. She fantasised about Dylan, about their life and future together, far removed from Milford. The bus dropped the boys off, and as they walked back together as a family, she thought of ways to kill Tyler. He had written a will and everything was going to go to her and the boys, it was enough that she would be set for life. She wouldn’t have to work again. She thought of hitting him with her car when he was out on one of his morning runs, but that would be much too obvious, her car would be badly damaged and would be found out quicky.

Her phone pinged as she tipped pasta into a pot of boiling water with a message from Tyler: Sorry, need to talk with Japan. Will be home late. That’s it, she thought. She was going to do it, she was going to kill him.

***

Dylan climbed back in his car and waited for Sophie to press the garage door button. He couldn’t wipe the smile off his face. No woman in his life had ever said ‘I love you’ to him, and he had never said it back. He truly had never loved another woman like he did Sophie. He wondered what it was, what had caused the level of intense attraction and affection that he had felt over the last year. Had it been simply the fact that they had known each other forever, and had been in each other’s lives for so long? Or was it something deeper? Was it a bond through trauma, through the loss of Jamie that their connection had come from?

He drove down the long driveway and looked at their home in his rear-view mirror. Tyler had been incredibly successful, there was no other way to put it. Dylan still wasn’t entirely sure what he did, something to do with the stock market, and whenever Tyler spoke of it, the numbers and the acronyms, he felt his eyes rolling back in boredom. Whatever it was, it had made him serious money. The Petrie family had been the perfect middle class family back when he was younger and Tyler had managed to blow past that in regard to his own personal wealth.

When they’d returned to Milford, it had come as a complete shock. Dylan had only moved back a few months before them, and when he heard from another friend that they were moving back, he couldn’t believe it. He remembered the drama and rumour mill that had exploded in the town when everyone found out that Sophie had got with Tyler. It had been a scandal. To be with Jamie for so long, seemingly in love with him and then to just move on with Tyler after Jamie’s death. It had seemed so wild to everyone. But to him, back then, he could see it. It had been almost two years, and Tyler and Jamie were almost one person to him. They had slight differences in their personalities, Jamie’s drive was unmatched, and Tyler had more of a sense of humour, but in looks, to him, he still struggled to tell them apart.

To see them Tyler and Sophie back in town almost twenty years later had been wild to him. Although he had been very close to Tyler right before Jamie’s death, Tyler had moved away to university quickly and their friendship had seemed to end. He hadn’t kept in touch with him apart from being friends on Facebook and watching his life unfold over social media until they moved back to town.

It had been a chance encounter when they finally met again. Dylan had bumped into him at the petrol station while he was fuelling up his police car. It had only been a short conversation, a shake of hands, washing over twenty years of unspoken words with a chat about how long they’d both been back in town and the promise of a catch up for a beer. Tyler had handed him his card. A thick, embossed thing with his name and phone number in neat royal blue print.

Dylan had held the card and watched Tyler walk back to his car. He didn’t know whether it was the years lost between them or whether it was his finely tuned instincts after years of being a cop, but something in that moment had seemed off to him.
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Chapter Thirty-Three

Nick had texted Mick Perkins and asked if he’d be keen to come to the pub for dinner after Archie the constable left. Joanna stuck around, and together the three enjoyed a meal and caught up. Nick watched them closely together. He’d always had an idea that there was something between them, and this night did nothing to quell his suspicions. Joanna’s laughter at his terrible jokes, and the placement of her hand on his shoulder while he spoke were dead giveaways. Mick had lost his wife to cancer a few years back and had never been great with women, but it seemed that something about him had struck a chord with his young partner. He felt bad that after this case they’d have to leave, but he wasn’t one to get in the way of two consenting adults who looked like they wanted to have a good time.

He'd left them shortly after and called it a night. His mind could not stop ticking over with a thought that was brewing. He realised there was only one person he could speak with about it, and that one person was Dylan. It was too late to call him now, so he showered, took his medication and went and lay in bed. He had been texting with Bec all day, and he grinned as he looked at the photo she’d just sent him. She must have been staying in a motel in Edithvale as it was an image of a motel room table with takeaway pasta from Leo’s, a pasta restaurant in town where they had eaten a few times before. Her text was short and simple: Wish you were here, I got your favourite, the carbonara. He smiled at that. She always told him it was bad for his waistline when he had ordered it, clearly she was looking for some kind of comfort with the hearty meal.

He looked down at the photo and typed a reply and then deleted it. He stared at the blank screen and retyped it, he had nothing to lose. I miss you.

Her reply was swift – I miss you too.

***

He got up early, went to the local coffee shop and grabbed bacon and egg rolls and coffee for himself and the sergeant. He had texted him the night before and asked if he was rostered on today and if they could catch up for a chat. Dylan told him he was starting early, so Nick decided to let Joanna sleep and head in and tackle the problem himself.

The problem was that what he was thinking was so out there, so ludicrous, that he couldn’t even bounce it off Joanna. She would have looked at him like he was crazy, so he knew if she was in the room when he was asking certain questions that she might start to wonder what was going on.

He walked into the station and was surprised to see Lucy in. She turned on his arrival. ‘Morning stranger.’ She pointed to the coffee. ‘That for me?’

He looked towards the sergeant’s office. There was no sign of him or his car in the car park. ‘Where’s Dylan?’ he asked.

She shrugged. ‘Beats me. He’s never usually late.’ She stood up and walked to the reception. ‘Someone dropped something off last night for you guys, thought you’d want to take a look.’ She walked past him and grabbed a postage bag from under the counter.

‘What is it?’ he asked as she handed it over.

‘A phone,’ she replied. ‘I worked last night. Boring night, drove around a little, no calls, but when I got back just before 9 pm, there were two young boys here trying to get in.’

‘Who were they?’ Nick asked.

Lucy thought for a moment. ‘You know, I think one of them was a McAllister. You remember, Rob? I think it was his young bloke. No idea on the other guy.’

‘Alright.’

She continued. ‘They were down at the sanctuary yesterday fishing. Now the river’s receding they were saying the fish are biting like crazy. Said they found the phone near where the road meets the track down to the pumps.’

Nick reached for the box of rubber gloves he saw under the counter and carefully extracted the iPhone out of the packaging. It was caked with dirt on the back of it, but the screen was fairly clean. ‘Surely not,’ he replied to himself more than to her. They had searched for Tyler’s phone and had found no trace of it. If this was his, he’d be very likely to find something incriminating on it.

‘It’s flat,’ Lucy said. ‘They tried to turn it on.’

‘Follow me,’ Nick said as he walked through the reception doors into the office. He headed to the makeshift workstation he’d set up with his and Joanna’s laptops and sat down at his desk. He grabbed the USB charger from his laptop bag and plugged in the phone. Immediately, the charging symbol came up, which was a good sign. ‘Where have you been anyway?’ he asked.

Lucy sat down beside him. ‘School holidays. Took the kids to Queensland.’

‘How’s Tony?’ he asked, referring to her husband.

‘He’s good. He said he wanted to try and catch up with you before you left. He wanted to have a shoot.’

Nick’s father had an extensive gun collection when he had passed. Nick had kept a couple of his favourites but given the rest to Lucy’s husband, who was an avid gun collector and the president of the local clay target shooting club. He was realising quickly that he would need to spend a month in Milford if he were to catch up with all the people that wanted to see him.

‘I’ll try and find a moment,’ he replied. The phone beeped and the screen lit up, asking for a passcode. He locked it again and then lit the screen back up. A family photo of Tyler and Sophie with their twins stared back at him. He faced the screen towards Lucy with a smile. ‘Bingo.’

He turned to see Joanna walking through the door. She looked a little worse for wear, she had sleepy looking eyes but a smile on her face. ‘Morning.’ Nick held the mobile phone up, showing the family portrait. ‘Is that what I think it is?’

Nick nodded. ‘Tyler’s phone. Kids found it yesterday.’

Joanna’s eyes widened. She sat down at her laptop and opened the screen. ‘Pass it here,’ she said.

Nick handed the phone over and watched Joanna go to work. She grabbed her own cord and plugged it into her computer. She opened a computer program and leaned it to focus.

‘Hattie taught me how to use this program. She designed it herself. Jailbreak for mobile phones. I can bypass the passcode and get straight in. It’s a similar program to what Apple uses.’

Nick was impressed. Joanna’s technical abilities with this sort of thing far outweighed his own. ‘Can you see the messages?’

She clicked into a screen and watched as lines of writing generated on the screen. Nick read through the contact names on the screen. Wifey, Dylan, Carol, Ben, Dominoes, The ATO and then Optus. All standard pretty standard. However, it was the contact name at the top of the list that most caught his eye: TW. Joanna clicked into it.

‘TW is Tamika Walton, I assume,’ Joanna said more to herself. She scrolled back to a week before Tyler’s death and slowly read through the messages.

‘I heard about that this morning,’ Lucy said to him. ‘Can’t believe it. I didn’t picture him as a bloke that would do that sort of thing.’

‘Never judge a book by its cover,’ Nick replied as Joanna slowly scrolled through.

A litany of picture messages had been exchanged, but Joanna’s program was currently showing them as corrupted files. Nick assumed going by the text messages around them that they were lurid. She reached the day before his murder and slowed. Tyler was planning a trip with her, two nights in Sydney that was booked for a few weeks’ time. Joanna took her hand off her mouse and leaned back. ‘Nothing there. Proves the affair, yeah. But other than that, they seemed to be okay before his murder.’

‘We’ll need to go through each conversation and get those transcripts. We’ll read through each one, see if there’s anything there.’ He had a thought. ‘What about tracking? Does this program have that capability?’

Joanna leaned in again. ‘Hattie’s just figured that out.’ She typed on her keyboard and a new satellite image came up on the screen along with time markers beside it. She began to click through the dates quickly. ‘Wow. She’s sorted this into something much more manageable. The first time she showed me this it was unusable.’

Nick tried to understand it. He turned to Lucy who had the same look of confusion he must have had on his face. ‘Is there a way to set it to the day of the murder?’

Joanna typed some more. ‘Yes. I’ll change date parameters to that exact date. Alright, here we go.’

At the bottom of the map was a bar like a normal TV show with icons for pause, fast forward and rewind. Just above it was a time and date stamp and Joanna clicked play and zoomed the map out as they all settled in to watch the movements of Tyler’s last day.
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Chapter Thirty-Four

It had taken twenty minutes. The dot that indicated it was Tyler’s phone sat stagnant at the Petrie home, which meant he had been there then. Phone data was hard, police knew that the population had their phones permanently glued to them at all times, but that was harder to prove in the court of law. What Nick needed to see was where it had travelled. He was hoping to see a few locations during the journey: his office, a potential site where the murder could have taken place, and ultimately he was looking for the phone to end in the location where the teens had found it, near the riverbank where his body was found.

The dot began to move and the three cops all remained quiet, watching it as it went. It left his home and drove to the office where it remained for the next few hours. It darted back and forth around the desk quickly like a table tennis ball. ‘Talking on the phone,’ Joanna said to herself. The dot left the office and went to Jill’s café, where it bobbed in and then returned to the office.

Another few hours passed quickly as Joanna pressed the fast forward button. Nick pointed to the screen. ‘It’s moving again. Here we go.’ The timestamp on the screen read 4:30 pm, which meant he had spent a full day in his office. Nick found that unusual. He was so sure there was going to be some type of rendezvous, or an unexpected meeting. He watched the dot as it left the office and then drove the same streets it had taken to get there before returning to the garage of his own home.

‘He must go out again,’ Joanna said.

‘The dot remained relatively still, darting around the small square that was the Petrie home. Joanna pressed the spacebar on the screen at 10:00 pm on the dot. ‘This is right when Paul the coroner said the time of death was.’

Nick scratched at his chin. ‘This isn’t looking good.’

Joanna clicked the space bar again and the dot darted around a little longer and then seemed to hold still in the one spot. Nick looked down at the time bar as it passed 12:00 am. If the coroner was right, he was dead. In his own home. The dot began to shudder again at 1:30am. ‘It’s moving,’ he said. The dot was slower even though Joanna had it set to double speed. Suddenly, it jumped to the driveway and began to make its way away from the house.

‘Put it back to normal speed,’ Nick said.

The dot slowed but stuck to the main roads. It passed the doctor’s surgery, the primary school and then slowly went down the main street. It passed over the bridge and then suddenly turned left where Nick knew the entrance to the sanctuary was. It slowed as it continued along the same road the two detectives walked down on their first day in town. The tension in the air was palpable, and Nick could see how focused both women were on the screen as the dot finally stopped, seemingly in its final resting place.

They all sat in dead silence, and slowly Joanna pressed pause on the spacebar, and rolled her chair back. Nick tried to make sense of it. He tried to find an excuse, a reason why it couldn’t be what the evidence was telling him it was. His other thought was now screamed in the back of his mind and he wondered just how much Sophie knew.

‘I need to call the Chief,’ he said.

He stood up and walked to Dylans office for privacy. He closed the door behind him and took a seat. The office felt comforting to him, he’d sat in these same chairs now many times over the years in front of the different heads of the station. It hadn’t really changed much. There really was only one thing that was different. The desk he remembered from his childhood had been full of paper. On later visits it held a chunky computer screen and now the only thing left on it was a slimline laptop. A sign of the times, he thought.

‘How’s it going?’ the Chief asked when he picked up.

Nick outlined his last few days and the case so far. He was cautious of giving away some of the biases he knew in his mind were from his childhood. He tried his best to stay measured. He knew that there was a possibility that the chief would call Joanna in anyway and get a second opinion. He wasn’t looking there and then for an arrest warrant. All he was hoping for was the go-ahead to request a search warrant.

‘All you have for evidence of her affair is word of mouth,’ the Chief replied. ‘That doesn’t mean it happened.’

‘We know he’s cheated though, that’s confirmed. We’ve spoken with his mistress.’

The Chief was quiet for a moment. ‘That program of Hattie’s. She said she was still working on it.’ Nick could tell the chief was mulling it over. He stayed quiet, he knew to never press, the chief hated when people interrupted his thought process. ‘And you’re saying it’s irrefutable? That he was killed in the home?’

Nick nodded to himself. ‘He got up, went to work, had lunch, went home. Then all of a sudden at 1 am at night he’s been transferred down to where his body finally rested.’

‘And you think she did it? You think she’s poisoned him? And then strangled him?’

It was a long bow to draw, he knew that. But it was the only plausible outcome. ‘He would have been incapacitated. Halfway between alive and dead. I think it was just someone doing what needed to be done to finish it.’

‘Alright, alright. I’ve heard enough. I’ll give you a go-ahead on getting the search warrant. Let me call the courts and sort it from my end. I feel like there’s suitable evidence there. But go careful, yeah? You said she’s close friends with Dylan, the local sergeant? I want his involvement here. He needs to be on board.’

‘Yep. Understood.’ Nick looked at the vacant desk again. He needed to call Dylan and see where he was. He kept his thoughts to himself about the sergeant’s potential involvement for now. There was a fair chance Dylan was going to be opposed to what they were doing. ‘Thanks, Chief.’

He walked back out into the office. ‘Alright. We got the go-ahead to search the Petrie house. Lucy, any chance you could call Archie and see if he could come in to help us today? We need to call Dylan too. Jo, see where he is. He’ll need to be involved.’

By the time they drove to the Petrie house it was already three in the afternoon. Lucy followed behind with Archie who had come down to the station quickly. Nick and Joanna had both tried calling Dylan, and Nick had left him two messages with no response. Time was of the essence. Nick’s main focus, he’d said to the group, was the poison. If they could find something incriminating, anything to indicate the poison had been in the house, they could have it tested against the samples taken from Tyler’s body.

They reached the house and Nick parked in front of the garage door. He wanted it blocked so he could also check through Sophie’s car without her trying to take it anywhere. They got out of the car and Archie and Lucy joined them as the group walked to the front door. As Nick lifted his hand up to knock, the door opened inwards to reveal Dylan standing there in civilian clothes.

‘What the hell is going on?’

Nick held up the search warrant. ‘We’ve been trying to call you, Sergeant. We have a search warrant for this address and needed your assistance.’ He looked down and noticed Dylan was barefoot. ‘Any particular reason why you’re here at 3 pm on a weekday?’

Dylan looked turned and looked into the house and then back to them. ‘Helping a friend in need. She’s gone through a lot, Nick. C’mon, mate, you know that. She doesn’t need this type of bullshit in her house.’

Nick had a suspicion from the minute Tamika Walton had spoken of Sophie’s affair that Dylan may have been the other side to that relationship. He had kept his thoughts to himself, but it had seemed obvious. Together, they had gone through a lot. They had both lost Jamie when they were younger, and he was sure that that loss had something to do with their affair and this murder. He just hoped and prayed Dylan hadn’t done anything stupid.

‘You can wait outside or stay there. Either way, we are searching this house.’
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Chapter Thirty-Five

Joanna followed Nick through the front door and past the local sergeant. She could sense Nick’s bubbling dislike for him as he spoke and wondered what their relationship had been like when they were younger. Dylan must have been a different person back then, she thought, because from the moment she had met him he came across to her as a consummate professional.

Although, the sergeant being here and not turning up to work was highly suspicious. To be at the home of your friend’s dead wife, and looking so casual about it with no real explanation was a red flag to her. She watched as he walked down the hallway barefoot with Nick beside him until the group reached the cavernous living, kitchen and dining area. Sophie was standing at the island bench with a mug in her hands and a stricken look on her face. ‘What the hell is going on?’ she asked.

Nick placed the warrant on the bench in front of her. ‘This is a search warrant, Sophie. We are going to search the house. You are under suspicion of the murder of your husband, Tyler Petrie.’

Sophie looked down at the piece of paper and then across to Dylan. ‘Wh…what do you mean? They can’t do this.’

Dylan walked to her side of the bench. ‘You’ve just got to let them do it, Sophie. Get it over and done with.’

Sophie burst into tears. ‘It wasn’t supposed to be like this. It wasn’t supposed to be this way. He lied to me.’ Her tone rose as she got more upset. ‘He’s a liar!’

‘What do you mean by that?’ Nick asked.

Sophie opened her mouth and Dylan placed his hand gently on hers. ‘What she means is that she’s been through a lot, Nick. You and I both know that. Her husband is dead.’

Nick pointed down at his hand. He’d made his intentions known, all of the cops in the room had seen it. ‘We’ve heard from sources that you weren’t faithful yourself. That seems pretty clear now.’

Sophie wiped tears away. ‘I was alone in this giant fucking house. What was I supposed to do?’

‘I could think of many other things,’ Joanna replied. She turned to Nick. ‘I’m going to get started.’

She went to the bedrooms first with Lucy in tow, Nick and Archie started in the kitchen while Sophie and Dylan sat on the couch, deep in conversation. The twins’ bedroom was neat and well presented. Two beds in the shape of race cars side by side, laundry in the baskets and toys stacked away in their box. Their clothes had been meticulously colour coordinated in each wardrobe, all matching. Nothing to see there. She headed for the master bedroom. It was huge, the king-sized bed made up only a quarter of the space, and the afternoon sunlight shone through giant floor-to-ceiling windows and onto the carpeted floor.

Joanna checked through the drawers and mirror cabinets in the ensuite, slowly and meticulously. She checked the medicines to ensure there was nothing amiss but most of it was standard stuff used for everyday ailments. She checked through Sophie’s make-up and besides noticing a similar foundation to the one she used, found nothing unusual there either. Lucy walked in. ‘Nothing in the walk-in robe. Some amazing clothes, that’s about it.’

‘Alright, let’s go and see what Nick and Archie have found.’

They joined the two cops who had pulled out all the contents in the pantry and kitchen cupboards and had begun stacking them on the bench. Nick was kneeling under the sink, slowly and methodically checking each chemical one by one. Archie was going through the preserved products on the bench. Joanna looked over at Sophie and Dylan who seemed to now be having some type of whispered argument.

‘Find anything?’ Nick asked.

Joanna shook her head. ‘Nothing. Clean.’ She thought for a moment. ‘It’s been over a week. How do we know anything’s still here? If I was going to poison someone, I’d get rid of the evidence quick smart.’

‘I agree.’ He stood up, came closer to her and lowered his voice. ‘If we find something, great.’ He indicated to Sophie and Dylan who seemed nearly in a fully-fledged whispered argument. ‘Search warrants a lot of the time are more about pressure. Some people are willing to give up more than they were initially under heavier scrutiny.’

Joanna wondered whether a woman’s touch might help Sophie along to get that information out. She had an idea. ‘Why don’t I try and talk to her. Alone. Just me and her. Woman to woman. She might be more willing to talk if it comes from a, uh, softer approach,’ Joanna said.

‘Worth a try,’ he replied.

Joanna left Lucy to help Nick as Archie headed to the garage. She walked over to the lounge room and spoke as Dylan was standing up. ‘Sophie, do you mind if we have a chat?’ Sophie looked to Dylan for guidance but Joanna added, ‘Alone.’

‘Alright.’

Joanna led Sophie through the kitchen and into a theatre-style room at the end of the house. Sophie switched a light on and they sat down in giant suede armchairs that had cupholders in them. ‘What is it?’ Sophie asked.

‘Tell me about the marriage,’ Joanna asked gently. ‘Truthfully. Now we know what we know.’

Sophie nodded meekly and Joanna could see that she was going to cry again. Joanna pulled a packet of tissues from her jacket pocket and handed them across to her. ‘Thank you.’ She took a deep breath in. ‘What am I supposed to say? It’s just. Everything. I don’t even know where to begin.’

‘From wherever you want, Sophie. I’ve got all day.’

‘I didn’t really want to come back here. We’d grown up here, yes, but I never felt the pull to return home like Tyler did. The busier he got in the city the more he seemed to want to make the change. Covid was the thing that pulled us across the line. Being in the lockdowns made him go stir crazy, he wasn’t about to allow that to happen again. The boys were struggling in the school we’d put them in as well. I had very little say. This house was already being built by someone else and was on the market, they couldn’t afford the build. He just called the Milford real estate agent and bought it outright. He got a builder involved and pretty much planned the whole thing. He was always obsessive with detail. He needed to be involved in everything, to know every angle.’

‘Were you worried about returning home because of your past relationship with his brother?’

Sophie scoffed. ‘Something like that. It was scandalous back then. Now, well, now I know more everything makes a lot of sense.’

‘What do you mean by that?’

Sophie wrung her hands, constantly spinning her wedding ring. She opened her mouth and then closed it. She seemed stricken. ‘I want to talk. I need to get this off my chest. Can you get Nick in here?’

Joanna stood up quickly and headed to the kitchen. Nick was checking through cutlery drawers. ‘She wants to talk to you.’

Nick smiled. ‘I thought as much.’

They returned to the theatre room. Nick took a seat and she sat beside him. Joanna could feel the years of history between them as Sophie looked at him. A relationship and trust that she herself could never build so quickly.

Nick crossed his leg and leaned back. Sophie watched him closely. Both not quite ready to show their cards. Nick went first. ‘Would you like me to tell you what I think happened?’

Sophie nodded slowly and wiped away more tears. ‘Okay.’

‘I think you were desperately unhappy. You felt something wrong many, many years ago in your subconscious mind. You weren’t ready to admit it. Money does wonderful things, doesn’t it? He’d given you all of this and more. What was there to worry about? Then the move back to Milford. You would have been terrified, I’m sure. What if people judged you? And then as you put more things together, what if they found out? I think your relationship you clearly have with Dylan wasn’t lust. It was a need for connection. And a need to work out the truth with the person who was closest to it from the start.’

Joanna tried to keep on track with what he was saying. She understood most of it but was beginning to feel a little bit lost. What would Sophie have been worried that people would’ve found out? That Tyler was having an affair? She thought that came later.

Nick continued. ‘I think his affair was the straw that broke the camel’s back. I think however you found out, it broke something inside you forever. I think it totally changed your mindset on your entire relationship with Tyler. I you would have wanted to protect him from the start. But once he betrayed your trust, that connection was broken forever. You continued to pursue Dylan, probably feeling a connection you’ve never really felt before because Dylan wasn’t lying to you the way Tyler had.’

Sophie wiped her nose and shook her head. ‘I care about Dylan very much. I do. But I’ll never be able to take away my love for Tyler. I just don’t think I’ll ever be able to forgive him for what he did.’

Nick leaned forward. ‘I think you killed him, Sophie. I think you were so broken that you confronted him with the truth and he confirmed it. I think you poisoned him, and then when the poison wasn’t working you choked him to death and dumped his body in the sanctuary hoping the floods would sweep him away, just like Tyler.’

Joanna was confused. ‘Like Jamie, don’t you mean? The brother?’

Nick shook his head and looked at Sophie. ‘No. I think Tyler was Jamie all along. I think he killed his brother and covered it up. To everyone, including you, Sophie.’

Sophie looked at them with wides eyes. ‘He told me, you know? Before he died. He told me the truth. I guess it’s comforting now to finally know.’
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Chapter Thirty-Six

Jamie lay on the bench in the garage and stared up at the bar above him. Usually, Tyler would be there above him, with a grin, telling him not to be a pussy, to push that weight back up and to not wimp out.

But Tyler wasn’t there. Last he had seen of him he had got in their car and headed into town to see Dylan for a catch up. It was spring, and the region had seen record rainfall over the past month, leaving the town soggy and wet. This day was the first day of sunshine they’d had in a long time and it felt unseasonably warm. It was a timely reminder that summer was just around the corner.

He had been fighting with Tyler for over a month now. It was the worst they’d ever fought and he wasn’t about to back down. Tyler, along with Dylan, had been stealing alcohol from the football club’s cool room and drinking it at parties. In was inexplicable to him, and went against everything their parents had ever taught them. Tyler had always been a good person, a team player, always willing to help him whenever he needed, and this was out of character for him. Jamie wanted him to stop, but didn’t have the heart to go to his father about it. He knew how much trouble it would cause them both afterward.

What Tyler didn’t understand was the absolutely crushing pressure Jamie felt in his every waking moment. He felt like every single person in his life was constantly testing him to see if he was up to scratch on whatever direction they tried to push him along. His father wanted him to make it to the top, to play for Carlton in the AFL, which was his father’s dream. His mother had always been more academic and was pushing for him to begin university straight after high school and become a doctor. He knew he was capable of both of those things, he’d already been speaking with the head recruiter at Carlton, and his pre-interviews with University of Melbourne had gone extremely well, but he was conflicted. He had no idea what he wanted. He was a people pleaser. He just went along with whatever each person pushed in front of him at any given time. He never wanted to upset anyone.

His mobile phone buzzed nearby and he reached over and picked it up. Dylan was calling, which was unusual, he hadn’t spoken to him on the phone for months now. ‘Hey.’

‘Hey Jamie. How are you, mate?’

‘Yeah, good. Just working out.’

Dylan laughed. ‘Ty said you would be. He knows you too well.’

Jamie didn’t know what to reply to that, so he stayed quiet for a moment. ‘Uh, so what did you want?’

Dylan cleared his throat. ‘Oh, ah, Tyler was saying he was going to head to the pumps and have a swim, being that this rain has finally passed. We were going to head down and have a dip if you were interested?’

Jamie thought of the rain, and the floods that were going through town. ‘What about the floods? Has the current slowed down?’

‘Yeah, we drove over the bridge earlier. Doesn’t look too bad. Sophie’s with us. She’s coming along.’

Jamie froze and felt anger begin to boil up inside him. This was the third time he’d heard of Sophie hanging out with Tyler behind his back. Something was going on there. Something in his brain was lighting up, telling him that something was wrong. ‘What’s she doing there?’

‘I don’t know,’ Dylan replied. ‘She came with Ty to my place.’

Jamie stood up and clenched his fists. He’d had it. He needed to have it out with Tyler, once and for all. First the stealing. And now this. Tyler wasn’t about to step in and take Sophie from him. ‘You guys heading there now?’ he asked.

‘Yeah. Meet you there?’

‘Done,’ he replied as he hung up. He jogged down to his bedroom and got changed. His mum and dad were out for the day, they’d gone to Edithvale for something to do with his dad’s work, so he grabbed the keys to his mother’s car and jumped in. He was seeing red. He couldn’t understand why Tyler would be so selfish. First, stealing from the football club and potentially putting both of their futures in jeopardy. However which way Jamie put it, he was connected to Tyler, and whatever Tyler did was a poor reflection on his actions. Now Tyler was hanging out with Sophie behind his back, and he wasn’t going to allow it. He needed to put Tyler straight, once and for all.

Sunshine beamed through the windscreen of the car as Jamie headed along the main street. Milford had been a ghost town throughout the beginning of winter, which was unusual, it was usually a busy time, with farmers seeding their crops in preparation for the late spring rain, but this year the rain had caught everyone by surprise.

He crossed the bridge and slowed down to look through the guard railing down at the river. It still looked high, and he gauged it off the towering gum trees on one side. The four knot zone signage that was underwater the last time he crossed was now visible, so it seemed that Dylan was right, the water must be calming as it receded.

He turned down the tight dirt track towards the sanctuary. Really, it was just a stretch of forest and back beaches that connected the bridge and the caravan park to each other by a walking track. He slowed as he felt the rear wheels of his mother’s car slide gently into the deep ruts on the weathered track. He wondered if their Commodore would have been able to get much further due to how low it was, and wasn’t surprised to see it parked off the side of the road around the next bend near some park benches.

He parked behind the Commodore, got out and locked it. He could hear raised voices up ahead, closer towards the river, and he grabbed his towel off the passenger seat and removed his t-shirt. He padded along the wet road in his thongs, feeling his heels slide ever so slightly as he tried to keep traction in the mud. He took a deep breath in, and tried to breathe out, to control his anger. Ahead, he could see the points of the pump station jutting out of the river and Tyler perched on top of one of them, talking to Dylan and Sophie on the bank.

‘Hey! Nice shorts!’ Tyler yelled out to him as Jamie got to the edge of the river.

Jamie looked down and realised they were wearing identical shorts that their grandmother had gifted them for Christmas. He watched the water closely as it hit the metre-thick concrete pole that Tyler was perched on. The current was still fast and he could see where it was hitting the bridge pylon and accelerating past towards the siphon that was a few bends down.

Sophie was sitting on a towel in her swimsuit, rubbing sunscreen onto her shoulders. ‘Hey, babe,’ she said to him.

‘Hi,’ he replied bluntly. ‘What are you doing here?’

She looked like she’d been slapped across the face. ‘Nothing, Tyler said he wanted to go for a swim. I was going to call you, but he said he would for me.’

‘Right,’ he said.

‘I don’t know if I’m going to swim,’ Dylan said to them.

Jamie turned back. ‘I wouldn’t. It’s still going way too quickly. Too dangerous.’

At that moment, Tyler yelled out and bombed into the water. The three on the bank watched closely, waiting for his head to bubble back up. When it passed the expected amount of time, Jamie took a step towards the water. It was Sophie’s scream that sprung Jamie into action as Tyler bobbed up ten metres further down from where they thought he was. Tyler’s arms flailed and they heard a gurgled, ‘Help!’

Jamie dived into the water and felt the vicious current pull him at a speed he’d never felt before. By the time his head bobbed up out of the water, he was metres past the pump pole that Tyler had been sitting on. He could see Tyler struggling in the distance as the current dragged him towards the bridge pylon. He swam as hard as he could, he could hear Dylan and Sophie screaming from the bank as the bridge pylon began to block their view.

He reached Tyler and could see he was in trouble. His face was red from trying to fight against the raging current and Jamie found himself unable to slow down as he smashed into his twin brother with violent force. ‘H…Help me!’ Tyler managed to cough out as the water went over his head once again.

Jamie grabbed his arm and tried to hold on as the torrent of water smashed them against the bridge pylon. He felt the air leave his lungs and he tried to find Tyler’s other arm. He only had a split second to try and think of an idea but as he tried to formulate a plan, he felt Tyler grab his other arm, scratching and clawing, trying to put him down to gasp for more air. He suddenly realised in that moment that he needed to face the truth. They weren’t both going to make it out of the river alive. He could feel Tyler weakening and he took a deep breath and ducked underwater, kicking his brother’s hand that was trying to get the waistband of his shorts. If someone was going to make it out of this river, it was going to be him. He was a survivor. He was strong.

He felt the current drag Tyler away from him and he kicked as hard as he could to get some more air. He found himself trying to keep his head up, while trying to see if his brother had bobbed back up. They’d now travelled well past the bridge, and he could see it looming back in the distance. The river narrowed further ahead and he felt the current slowing. He kicked across and finally made it to the river’s edge, coughing and gasping for air. He felt sick. Tyler was gone, he was sure of it. His body pushed onward in the raging current. He lay back on the bank in the thick reeds and stared at the sky. He felt like half of him had been ripped away. He felt a loss like he had never felt in his life.

He heard yelling and footsteps crashing through the bush. Dylan got to him first. ‘Holy fuck, Ty! What happened! Where’s Jamie? He tried to save you!’

Jamie’s eyes stayed transfixed on the sky. He felt something deep down. The crushing pressure through his life. The push from his parents, his coaches, his peers. He realised he had a chance to make it all go away. To start a new life for himself. One where he could choose his future. A single tear left his eye and he wiped it away quickly and slowly rolled over.

‘Jamie’s gone. The river swept him away.’
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Chapter Thirty-Seven

Sophie stood in the garage and wondered how to break it to Dylan. She wanted him to know what was about to happen, but she was scared. He was the sergeant of the Milford police, the boss in town. Would his duty as a policeman come before the love they had between them? She wasn’t sure but she knew what needed to be done, she couldn’t wait any longer, she needed Tyler out of her life, once and for all.

The day had been like any other. Tyler had left early to go to work, talking about meetings and potential conferences he needed to attend. She just assumed these were all veiled attempts to sneak off and cheat with Tamika Walton. She had found out who he’d been with a few days earlier when her friend Tiffany had gently explained a rumour to her. She had brushed it off in a non-committal way but felt relieved to at least know who it was. Tamika Walton was still a kid, barely out of high school. It made her sick, and steeled her thoughts. She knew that what she was doing was right.

She didn’t want to google anything, as she had remembered that was how police had charged someone on a documentary on Netflix she’d seen, so she tried to be careful. She visited the library at the high school and read about poisons and the effects they had on people. As the rain hit the region and the river began to flood, an idea began to percolate and she slowly put her plan in place over the next week or two.

The arsenic had been easy to get. Her parents lived on a farm out of town and she had taken her boys out to play with their grandmother on a particularly bad rainy day. While the boys rode their bikes in the hulking machinery shed that housed her father’s tractors, she found what she was looking for in the drawers in her father’s workshop. She found a small bottle of powdered arsenic, which from what she had read in books had been used in pesticides. She placed it in her jacket pocket and managed to transport it home with no incident.

Later that week, before Tyler got home from work, she had carefully sprinkled the supposedly tasteless powder through the breading of the chicken schnitzel she had prepared for him. When he finally got home and showered, she made sure to tip a teaspoon of it into his can of Coke he liked to have with his dinner. She had organised a sleepover for the twins at her parents’ house, and as they sat down at the dinner table she watched closely and wondered how long it would take for the deadly poison to do its work. Tyler was quiet, and he typed a text message on his phone while slowly eating his schnitzel and vegetables. She watched as he sipped from his Coke, and waited for a reaction, but nothing happened, which meant that the books were right, the powder was tasteless.

‘This is nice,’ he said finally, placing his phone on the bench screen down. She wondered if he did that because Tamika was messaging him.

‘Hmm,’ she replied.

‘How was your day?’ he asked.

She felt uncomfortable. She didn’t want to make small talk. She wanted it to be over. All of these years, the infidelity – she wanted it done. She took a deep breathe in. ‘Good. How was yours?’

‘Good,’ he replied slowly. He coughed and she looked up. He punched his chest a couple of times to clear an obstruction and took another sip of his Coke. ‘Big deals with Japan.’ Suddenly, his fork clattered onto the table. She watched his face as it began to turn a dark shade of purple. His eyes were wide and he brought one of his hands up to his neck. He reached quickly for his Coke and then stopped. ‘Wh…what is…in this?’ he asked slowly. ‘Wh…what have you done?’

Sophie stood up slowly and took a step back. ‘I didn’t do anything. You did. You broke my trust.’ Her voice rose as she felt her anger boiling over. ‘You betrayed me! And with a fucking kid! How could you?!’

Tyler tried to push his chair out but his hand mistimed the table and he lurched forward. He held still with his face close to the plate. He lifted his face slowly and he held a pained smile. ‘You’re talking like I don’t know, Sophie. I know everything. I have from the moment it started.’

She felt her face flush red with anger. He knew. He knew everything and yet he did nothing. He didn’t fight for her. ‘You deserve this,’ she said slowly. ‘You’re a piece of shit.’

Tyler slumped off the chair and onto the floor. He coughed speckles of yellow bile up and wiped his mouth with the back of his shirtsleeve. He crawled towards the wall and propped himself up against it with great effort. His eyes struggled to focus, but slowly, between coughs he began to chuckle.

‘What the hell is so funny?’

He looked up at her. ‘You know. I thought after all these years that you would have come to your senses. That you would have realised it. But it shows the type of person you are.’ He coughed hard again and Sophie noticed blood trickling from the side of his mouth. ‘Only cared about money, and the boys. You never knew the real me. You never cared enough.’

Sophie didn’t understand. ‘Tyler, what are you saying?’

Tyler broke into a smile. His mouth now was full of blood. ‘Wrong name, hun. I killed Tyler in the river that day. You never fucking knew, Tyler. I know you wanted to. But I took that from you.’ He slumped forward and just when she thought he was unconscious, his eyes reopened. ‘I was young and stupid. I didn’t think I could handle all the pressure. But fucking look at me. I fucking did it. Without any of you.’
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Chapter Thirty-Eight

Nick had heard enough after Sophie’s confession, but Archie had delivered the death knock when he uncovered a half empty jar of arsenic in the bottom of one of the garage bins.

Nick and Joanna placed Sophie under arrest on the spot and she was taken back to the Milford station under suspicion of the murder of her husband Tyler Petrie. Dylan had seemed completely shocked, incapable of understanding that she could have done that under his nose and he didn’t protest as they led her out. He stayed quiet and had followed them back diligently. He wasn’t under suspicion, but Nick still wanted them both to explain the whole story.

It was nighttime before they got everything organised at the station and Archie was sent off to find them all dinner while they got started with the questioning. Sophie’s hands had been cuffed, but as Joanna led her into the interview room, she unlocked them and took them off. It was a classic interview technique they used on offenders they deemed nonviolent to help them build a certain level of trust before the interview began.

Nick placed his phone on the table and set it to record. ‘This is Detective Sergeant Nick Vada and Detective Joanna Gray interviewing murder suspect Sophie Petrie. Time is 6:01 pm and it’s the seventeenth. We have read the suspect her rights. Sophie, you understand them?’

Sophie nodded. ‘I do.’

‘And you’re not requesting any legal counsel at this time?’

‘No. I just want to get this off my chest.’

Nick opened up his notepad. He had written some notes on their drive over to help the questioning if they came to any roadblocks. ‘Alright then. Tell us what happened.’

Sophie placed her hands up on the table and spread her fingers out. The tears back at her home had left her, she was calm and measured. Nick had seen that many times with people who were ready to speak their truth.

‘I didn’t know that Tyler was Jamie. What you said back there at the house. That you thought I suspected something was wrong, I swear to you, I had absolutely no idea. I mean, I still can’t believe it. How did he manage to fool me? I dated him back in school. We were in love. I should have realised it straightaway, but I didn’t. I was traumatised when I thought he’d died. I still remember the funeral.’

Nick remembered standing outside the church with his father and sister as a sign of respect. The entire town had been in attendance, filling the church and the streets surrounding, he hadn’t been able to get inside and left it for closer family and friends. ‘Me too,’ he replied. He still couldn’t believe the Petrie family hadn’t picked it.

Sophie continued, ‘Now I think about it more, there were signs. I knew Tyler, we all did. He was a different guy, only slightly, but enough for me to realise now that it wasn’t really ever him.’ She shook her head and chuckled. ‘I feel so stupid. All of the guilt I held in my heart over the years for doing what I thought I did. I thought I was tarnishing Jamie’s memory by being with his brother. In truth, it was the other way around.’

‘How did the idea of his murder come about?’

‘I don’t know. I really don’t.’ She went quiet for a moment, and he waited. Sometimes people needed time to get it out. ‘It was the only option I had. I love Dylan. I really do. And Tyler, wait, Jamie, threatened to ruin that. I knew he would have somehow taken the boys from me. He would have taken everything.’

‘Why poison?’ Joanna asked.

Sophie threw her hands up. ‘I saw it on TV. I found the arsenic on my parents’ farm. It wasn’t difficult. I mixed it in his dinner. And his drink. It’s tasteless.’

‘But he didn’t die, did he?’

She shook her head. ‘No. It was much slower than I thought it was going to be. It was taking forever. That’s when I knew I needed help. I called Dylan.’

Nick froze and looked at Joanna. ‘What happened next?’ he asked.

Sophie smiled. ‘He came like he always does. My knight in shining armour. He finished it. He did it for me. I was a wreck, I didn’t know what to do with the body. I fell apart. He dealt with it.’

It was an explosive accusation, and one Nick struggled to believe. Obviously they’d developed a strong relationship with each other, but in the end, Dylan was a cop. Nick couldn’t imagine him being able to go through what she was saying.

‘We’ll have to speak with him. To verify this,’ he replied.

***

After Sophie’s questioning where she implicated Dylan in the whole scheme, Dylan immediately got a lawyer and vehemently denied Sophie’s accusations. He had admitted to the affair but stated he had absolutely no knowledge of the plot to murder Tyler and was not involved. He offered his mobile phone up immediately for a data scrape of his movements and was nothing but accommodating to the detectives. Nick needed to check the evidence, but his gut told him that Dylan wasn’t involved with moving of the body otherwise he wouldn’t have offered up his own DNA for testing and his phone. Bec and a team of crime scene investigators poured over the Petrie home and found multiple areas where blood was present, along with traces of arsenic on cutlery and two plates. It was more than enough for a conviction for Sophie.

The next day, Nick and Joanna sat on the front porch of his parent’s home eating pizza from a few days back that Nick had heated up in the microwave. They were both quiet. It had been a long night of interrogating and ensuring that all the stories between Sophie and Dylan lined up with the evidence they had. They had left Sophie in the holding cell while she tried to engage a solicitor, and Archie had drawn the short straw for night shift to watch over her. Dylan was placed on leave without pay by the district commander that morning while the investigation was undertaken and was told to stay in town to help assist the detectives in any way.

The biggest shock to the group and to the whole town – once the story got out – was Tyler’s admission to not being who he said he was. Sophie was adamant that he admitted before his death that he was in fact Jamie, and had stolen his brother’s identity. How or why he did that was never explained, but Nick had formulated his own theories. Jamie had been smart about it, moving away very soon after the funeral they held for his brother, shying away from friends and family. Being identical twins, it was assumed that the only people who could really tell them apart were his parents, and he made it a mission for those first few years to keep away from them. His father died only a few months later and his mother moved away. Getting older and as the years passed, Nick guessed that he felt more confident in returning to his hometown as his alter ago.

Joanna sat beside Nick on the porch with her legs crossed and took a big bite of pizza. Once she swallowed her mouthful, she asked him the question that had been on her mind all day. ‘How the hell did you know Tyler wasn’t who he said he was? You picked it early?’

‘It was a few things. Dropped here and there. I just started to have a weird feeling. But when I met Michelle Savage and she told me he hadn’t recognised her, that made me begin to question. How would he have not remembered his first girlfriend? Everyone does. I knew them both, and shit, I could never tell them apart. Whenever I saw them together I’d just say one of their names and wait for the right one to turn around.’

Joanna laughed. ‘Smart way to do it.’ She fell silent. ‘Why do you think he did it?’

Nick had lay awake the night before thinking of the possible reasons. He could only really think of one. ‘I think it just all got a bit too much. He was Milford’s next big thing. I just don’t think he could handle the pressure. Although, I guess we’ll never really know why he did it.’

‘I could think of other ways to deal with that,’ Joanna replied.

Nick sipped from his Coke can. No-one would ever truly know what went down that day, he knew that. But that was his theory, and he was going to stick to it. The rumour mill had absolutely exploded and he had watched on social media that morning as every man and their dog posted theories and conjecture about the whole situation. Word travelled fast in a small country town.

‘What do you think about Dylan?’ Joanna asked.

Nick shrugged. ‘I think he made a mistake. A big one. He shouldn’t have gotten involved with Sophie. But, I remember him from back then as well. He was a bit of an oddball. He never truly fit in. I think that being with Sophie was like coming home to him. He probably felt a comfort with her he’d never got from anyone else. It kind of makes sense why he did it.’

‘Do you think he was involved in the murder?’

‘I don’t think so. We need to work through his phone and check. If he is guilty, he wouldn’t have offered up his DNA. If he’s as innocent as he says he is, that will clear him pretty quickly.’

***

Sophie was formally charged with the murder of Jamie Petrie a week later with the added charge of the interference of a human corpse. Dylan’s phone was checked by Joanna and triple checked by Hattie and the phone companies, along with his DNA, and he was cleared. He wasn’t near the Petrie house that night. Lucy managed to find surveillance footage from a newly installed traffic camera near the main roundabout at the mouth of the bridge and it was used to back up their evidence. Sophie’s car, with a single occupant that looked a lot like a woman, was seen passing it at 2:00 am the night of the murder, which coincided with the pathologist’s time of death. It was enough for the charge to stick, and Nick and Joanna were both commended by the Chief Inspector. He told them that Sophie was going to be transported to Sydney for trial and it was time to head back to base.

Joanna left Milford a day later, returning to Sydney to begin the tedious work of preparing all the evidence and casework for the trial. Nick asked the Chief if he could have another week and he was given the okay. He’d decided to give himself a mini-holiday before he returned to the big smoke.

The next evening, he stood behind a swing set on the back lawn of his sister’s home at Warranilla, pushing the swing harder and harder as Tim flew up and down. ‘More!’ he yelled.

‘I push any harder and you’ll swing all the way round,’ Nick replied with a laugh.

He turned to look back towards the entertaining area and saw Jess sitting at the dining table with Bec. Bec was juggling a glass of wine and on her lap was his niece, Lilly. Pete walked off the deck with two beer bottles and came down to take over swinging duty. He cracked the tops off and handed one to Nick. ‘Wild couple of weeks for you, mate.’

Nick sipped from the beer. It barely touched the sides. He wasn’t sure whether it was the fresh country air or how tired he was but he felt like he could have another twenty in that moment. It was his first true craving for beer since his brain injury. ‘All a part of the job,’ he replied. He looked out at the fields. ‘How’s your week been?’

Pete gave little Tim a violent push, causing him to scream in delight. ‘Ahh god, problems after problems. Big header blew a tyre and the local shop only had one steer tyre left, that one went out to the McAllister farm two weeks ago. So, I’ve got a quarter of a million dollars’ worth of machinery sitting out in a paddock that can’t move. Not to mention Elder’s bloody upped their feed price again. So, I don’t know if it’s worth running the sheep we’ve got in our back paddocks.’ He sipped from his beer. ‘Shit, but you don’t want to hear this. You’ve had much bigger problems them me.’

‘Nah, it’s interesting to me,’ Nick replied. He wasn’t lying. He had a love for farming that he wasn’t sure would ever go away.

‘You reckon you’d ever move back here?’ Pete asked out of the blue. ‘You know, for good?’

Nick turned back to looked over the fields, he sipped from his beer and thought for a moment. The longer he spent back in town, sleeping in his childhood bedroom, drinking beers on his front deck and seeing old friends – it had definitely made him pause and think. He’d enjoyed it, more than he’d thought. But ultimately work was still his life, and his thirst for the truth and love for giving closure to families overpowered his want and need to return home. ‘I’d love to. Truly. But I couldn’t. There’s so much work out there. People out there who are searching for answers. They’ve lost family members, mothers, fathers, kids. I couldn’t step away from that.’ He thought now of the young Petrie twins, and their future without a mother or father. He made a mental note to ask Lucy back at the station what was planned for them.

Tim jumped off the swing and ran away from the men. Pete caught the swing and lowered it back down slowly. ‘Well, if you ever need a new job, I could use another tractor driver.’

Nick laughed. ‘I might take you up on that up one day.’

They ate dinner on the back deck as the sun set over the horizon, and Nick felt content. His battery felt recharged and he felt ready to get back home to Sydney and sit down with the Chief to map out their next lot of cases. As Jess and Pete put the kids to bed, he stood up with Bec and together they walked down off the deck onto the back lawn and sat out under the sky, which was a deep indigo.

‘It’s beautiful,’ Bec said as she looked up.

‘It is.’

She turned to him. ‘So, when do you head back?’

‘Tomorrow, I guess. Although the Chief isn’t pushing the issue.’

‘Feels like you’ve been here only a few days.’

She was right, he thought. It had gone so fast. ‘I know. I wish I could stick around longer.’ He wondered how to frame his next question. ‘How long are you stationed in Edithvale for?’

‘It was initially two weeks, but as long as I want. Remember, I quit this role. My super is desperate to keep me.’

‘So, that means you can go wherever you want?’ he asked.

She wrapped her arm around him and kissed him hard on the mouth. He felt her warmth and could smell her perfume. There wasn’t anywhere else he wanted to be in that moment. She pulled back and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. ‘Yeah, I guess.’ She stopped and smiled. ‘It’s really up to you.’

Nick smiled at that, and finally felt that everything was going to be okay.
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Books In This Series

Nick Vada Thrillers

Warranilla

Detective Sergeant Nick Vada thought he had left the past when he moved to the bustling streets of Sydney. But when his sister's wedding brings him back to the sleepy farming town of Milford, he's forced to confront memories he'd rather forget.

What should have been a joyful family reunion quickly turns sinister when a body is discovered on the homestead of Warranilla, the largest farm in the region. The local police are out of their depth and Nick finds himself reluctantly drawn into the investigation, compelled by both professional duty and a personal sense of justice.

The deeper Nick delves, the more he finds parallels in the 1992 murder of his own mother, and he feels that the victim's death is connected to events from his own past. With the clock ticking and the wedding fast approaching, Nick must navigate a tangled web of lies, old grudges, and buried truths before another life is lost...

Into The Flames

When 17-year-old Belle Smith is reported missing, the Darfield police are busy helping fight one of the worst bushfires the region has ever faced. Belle seems to have vanished into thin air, and the local police force have no leads.

Twenty years later, the case that gripped the nation is resurrected when the smash hit podcast, ‘Into The Flames’ is released, and asks the question: just what happened to Belle Smith?

Due to the renewed interest in the cold case, DS Nick Vada is tasked with returning to Darfield to once again look into her disappearance, and soon discovers that nothing here is what it seems, and that Belle’s family and friends may know more about what happened to her than first thought.

The Storm

Detective Sergeant Nick Vada has come to the quiet coastal town of Riema for a much-deserved holiday. When a local woman is murdered, he is shocked to learn that they had met before. And that she had been keeping a secret: she was the daughter of Australia’s richest man.

Dragged into a world of corporate power and greed, Nick wonders just how far a family would go to keep that power?

As Nick hunts down a killer, he must uncover the secrets behind one of the nation’s biggest businesses and use his skills to learn the truth about what is happening in Riema, before the killer strikes again..

The Kooleybuc Hotel

Why would someone walk into the Kooleybuc Hotel on a quiet Friday afternoon and murder six innocent people?

The peaceful township of Kooleybuc is left reeling when six people are murdered in cold blood on a quiet Friday afternoon at their only pub, and the locals want answers. Detective Patrick Jacobs of the Cobar Police Department is nearing retirement and is reluctantly assigned to the case. He is running out of leads.

Probationary Constable Nick Vada had planned to get as far away from the bush as he could in his new profession, but is sent to the town of Kooleybuc, affectionately known as the ‘Gateway to the outback’ for his first year on the job and must learn with the help of the local team - and the seasoned detective - just how much work goes into finding a killer.

The Last Sunset

Why would a wealthy businesswoman in the prime of her life, do the unthinkable?

When Detective Sergeant Nick Vada’s girlfriend calls him with the devastating news that her best friend, high-powered lawyer, Emily Hartford, is dead, they are left in shock, unable to understand how this could happen.

Emily's husband, Spencer, a rising star in Australian politics, working his way towards the top job, struggles with the loss and asks Nick what he can find out. But Nick thinks Spencer is hiding something and wonders does he have a connection to another murder from 20 years earlier?

Murder In Secret

When Kiwi backpacker, Cody Short, goes missing on one of the biggest cattle stations in Australia, the local police in the town of Secret are out of their depth and are forced to ask for reinforcements.

Detective Sergeant Nick Vada is sent with his new partner, Probationary Detective Joanna Gray, to the harsh environment to search for the man, along with looking into the disappearance of another woman who had gone missing on the same station in mysterious circumstances a year earlier.

As Nick tries to find answers and give the grieving families some closure, he is forced to tackle some unruly locals, survive the blazing heat, and deal with a forgotten memory from his past...

The Thief

In Melbourne for a passing visit for a friend's birthday, Detective Sergeant Nick Vada meets the beautiful Evie Gibson. Twenty four hours later he sits in the lockup of the Victorian police headquarters, arrested for murder.

Detective Sergeant Eli Roberts is brought onto the case to investigate just what would cause the detective to snap and commit such a horrible crime. Detective Joanna Gray is sent in to assist the investigation and soon finds that not all is what it seems.

The Victorian team is sure of Nick's guilt, but a long lost connection between Evie and Melbourne's seedy criminal underworld begins to surface, and Joanna must race against the clock to prove Nick's innocence before he loses his chance at freedom forever..

The Devil In The Sky

In the isolated mountain town of Blarnie, the murder of local policeman Darcy Comer shatters the peace, with the crime seemingly linked to a sinister murder from the past. The murder of a local two decades ago was just the beginning, now, as the town reels from fresh bloodshed, it becomes clear that these new murders echo a dark legacy.

The old town rumours of a devil cult, long dismissed as folklore, are suddenly revived, and a new, enigmatic cult has arrived in Blarnie, promising enlightenment but bringing fear. The arrival of these outsiders in town, led by a mysterious ex-local stirs up old wounds and intensifies the scrutiny on the town’s secrets.

Detective Sergeant Nick Vada is summoned to Blarnie with his partner Joanna Gray, two years on from Darcy's murder to untangle the cold case. As he investigates he discovers unsettling connections between the murder and the town's shadowy past. With the line between reality and the occult blurring, Nick and Joanna must confront the sinister forces at play and unravel a chilling conspiracy that threatens to engulf the town in darkness...

The Lost Boy

When 11 year old Matty Blackwood vanishes during the Gabinda Rodeo, the sleepy rural town is thrust into a storm of fear and speculation. Detective Joanna Gray, visiting Gabinda to reconnect with her estranged brother is reluctantly pulled into the desperate search for the missing boy.

But Joanna is grappling with her own demons. Her long time partner, Detective Sergeant Nick Vada, lies in a coma at the other end of the state, leaving her to face the case and pressure, alone. As the days tick by, Joanna uncovers a web of secrets hidden beneath Gabinda’s small-town charm. With tensions rising and boy’s fate hanging in the balance, Joanna must confront her own self doubt and fears while navigating a community on the brink of unravelling.

In a race against time, Joanna must find Matty before it’s too late. But will solving the case come at the cost of losing herself – and possibly Nick forever?
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