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Chapter One

The city vibrated with opportunity. As each person walked down the sidewalk, Detective Sergeant Nick Vada tried to imagine just what was going on in their lives at that moment on the quiet Friday night. He watched a man walking in a suit holding a briefcase, possibly a banker, or a lawyer, he could always pick them, on his way to another late-night meeting. His phone rang and he slowed for a moment, eyed the screen and placed it back into his pocket. Clearly, they weren’t important enough in that moment.

His trip to Melbourne had been made on a whim. His boss, Chief Inspector of Homicide, Mark Johnson had forced him to take leave. Mark didn’t care about Nick’s case load at that time, he could see it in his young protege’s eyes, and Nick felt it too, he had needed a break. When he had received a call from Dusty Thomas, one of his old school mates, with an invite to his fortieth birthday in Melbourne, he had booked a flight and made his way to the second biggest city in Australia. He had googled motels and, looking at the city map, decided to stay close to the beach in the suburb of St Kilda.

He sat against the open window with a beer in front of him watching people walking by. St Kilda reminded him a little bit of Bondi Beach, with its blend of young backpackers and the upper class who could afford to live this close to the city in many of the heritage listed, multimillion dollar properties that ran along the beachfront. It meant that the pub he was in was full of a wide mixture of people of all ages and backgrounds. He looked down at his watch again and wondered where his mate who he was meeting was, he was now over half an hour late.

‘Is this seat taken?’

He turned to see a beautiful woman standing behind him with a wine glass in hand. She had long, flowing brown hair and striking hazel eyes. She smiled in his direction and he subconsciously sat a little straighter in his seat. He pointed at the seat. ‘No, please, take a seat.’

‘Thanks.’

The woman sat down and placed her bag and phone up on the bar. Nick eyed her side profile. She wore a muted pink lipstick and had a small button nose. He tried to guess her age, somewhere in her late twenties to early thirties he assumed, although with woman it was getting harder for him to tell. She busied herself looking down at her phone and he turned away from her: he didn’t want her to think he was prying. He sipped from his beer again and looked out at the beautiful amber-red sunset and the sky, which was full of seagulls happily trying to steal fresh chips from the tourists at the beach.

‘You never quite get used to how beautiful it is,’ the woman said from beside him.

Nick turned to make sure she was speaking to him. ‘Yeah. It’s my first time here. Nice spot.’

‘Where are you from?’

‘Sydney.’

She laughed. ‘Oh, well you know it just as well. I have a friend who lives in Coogee. It’s just as nice there.’ Her iPhone was in her hand, and she placed in back down on the bar and held out her hand. ‘I’m Evie.’

Nick shook her hand, it was warm and smooth, and her perfume smelled great. ‘Nice to meet you Evie, I’m Nick.’

‘What brings you to St Kilda?’ Evie asked.

‘A mate’s fortieth tomorrow night. It’s in South Melbourne so I thought I’d stay close by.’

‘Good idea. You’ve chosen a good time to come. Once winter really sets in it’s a bit of a ghost town around here.’

Nick eyed her wine glass, which was dangerously empty. If his mate wasn’t coming any time soon, he wanted this conversation to continue. Evie was beautiful and he could feel something in the air, whether it was her body language, or the way her smile held just that little bit longer than usual. ‘You want another?’ he asked.

‘Sure.’

Nick went over and bought himself another beer and a glass of wine and placed it down in front of her sat and back down. ‘So, what brings you here?’ he asked.

‘Well, I did have a date.’ She held her phone screen up to him, which had a dating app open. ‘Looks like he ghosted me though.’

‘Ghosted?’ Nick asked, he hadn’t heard the term.

‘Yeah. Stood me up. Happens a lot.’

Nick looked at her and struggled to understand how any man could leave her sitting at a bar like this. The online dating game was an enigma to him. If he was interested in a woman, he would talk to her face-to-face. If they didn’t like him, he could usually tell straightaway. He was a good judge of character. Text messaging was harder for him. It was harder to tell the intention of feeling behind words sometimes. There was too much ambiguity.

‘Well, sounds like he made a big mistake,’ Nick replied as Evie smiled.

‘What do you for work?’ Evie asked.

Nick flipped his wallet open and flashed his badge in her direction. ‘Detective.’

Evie’s eyes went to the badge and Nick watched a small flicker in her smile. It was a make-or-break moment, he knew not everyone liked the police. ‘One of my friend’s uncles was a cop,’ Evie replied.

‘Oh yeah?’

‘Yeah. He died of cancer a few years back.’

‘Sorry to hear.’ Silence fell between the pair. ‘What do you do for work?’

Evie smiled. ‘Bit of this, bit of that. Not a lot at the moment.’

Nick sensed she was being evasive. He smiled. ‘Sorry. It’s none of my business.’

Evie looked at his beer and without another word stood up to get them another drink. Nick checked his phone again to see an apology text from his mate Mick, who had been stuck in traffic on the way into the city and was going to head straight for his hotel. He typed out a quick reply, almost happier at his stroke of luck, he wanted to see what the night had in store for him and Evie.

They laughed and spoke of life. Evie explained to Nick about her childhood in St Kilda and her incredible mother who had sadly died of cancer also a few years earlier. Nick spoke of his own childhood in the bush, and his move to Sydney to become a detective. Evie had done the thing most people did when they truly realised who he was, that moment of recognition of his face that had been plastered across the news multiple times in the past few years. Evie was smart, outgoing and determined. He sensed a spark between them and as they finished another round, she placed her hand down on his and looked at him. ‘C’mon. Let’s go for a walk on the beach,’ she said.

St Kilda Beach was dead quiet. The usually bustling spot in summer was now only filled with tourists brave enough to head down on the promenade to take a photo of the famous pier or sunset as the cold set in. A busker played an acoustic guitar in front of a modern concrete building that looked like a restaurant and Nick threw a five dollar note into his case to the man’s nod of approval. He felt Evie’s hand wrap around his and she looked at him with a shy smile. He had lost count of how many drinks he’d had by the time they left the bar and hoped he could remember how to make it back his motel.

‘It’s beautiful on a night like this,’ Evie said, looking out at the sunset. ‘I love it in the cooler months. It’s so much quieter.’

Nick agreed. After a childhood growing up in the bush, he wasn’t a huge fan of large crowds either. He preferred open spaces and familiar faces. The unknown of the city was something he could never truly get used to, and the dangers that lurked underneath every surface.

They walked the length of the beach and managed to find an open corner store off the foreshore that sold alcohol. Nick grabbed himself another beer in a brown paper bag and Evie a small bottle of wine. He walked out to her where she sat at a small public table and placed it down in front of her. It was now or never, he thought. ‘I’m staying back near the pub. There’s a little restaurant just beside the lobby. Did you want to catch a late dinner? I could be the date you were looking for.’

Evie laughed and her eyes shone in the faded sunlight. ‘That sounds really nice. But how about we do one better? I can cook for you. I live just behind the beach, on Acland Street. We could head over to my place if you’d like? I live alone.’

After eating an incredible fettuccini cooked by Evie and polishing off another almost full bottle of red wine, Nick sat on her leather couch with a wineglass in hand and the TV on quietly in the background. Her home was a two-storey Victorian terrace, nestled between a church and a small park and Nick looked around the warm and cosy room and wondered just what she did for work. The place would’ve been worth a fortune. The kitchen was full of modern appliances and the façade outside had been sheer white and immaculate, the polar opposite to the other run-down terraces on the street.

Nick yawned as his eyes tried to focus and the TV screen and he felt Evie’s hand reach across and rest on his own bandaged one. ‘What happened here?’ she asked.

Nick instinctively flinched as memories of the fire roared into the back of his mind, and the screams of his partner came back again. ‘It’s nothing,’ he replied.

Evie stood up, placed her wine glass on the coffee table and leant down with a hand out. ‘C’mon. Let’s go upstairs.’

Nick stood up and wrapped his arms around her, kissing her hungrily. His last few months and stresses washed away in that moment, and he just focused on Evie and giving her all of the pleasure that he could. They stumbled and tripped up the narrow staircase to her bedroom and fell into it, a tangled and laughing mess.

***

It must have been early morning, Nick assumed, and he rolled over and fumbled around in the bed and then the floor for his phone, which was nowhere to be found. He looked over at Evie’s naked body sprawled on top of the bed sheets and eyed her digital alarm clock on her bedside table. The time was 3:00 am. He thought he heard something downstairs and another scrape and thud confirmed it. He placed his hand on Evie’s shoulder. ‘Evie. Evie. Wake up.’

‘Mmmm,’ Evie replied.

Nick heard the thud again and his senses switched to high alert. ‘Stay here,’ he said as he stood up and pulled his t-shirt down. Someone was downstairs, he was sure of it, and he tried his best to creep down the ancient timber staircase without it creaking and alerting whoever was downstairs. He could hear whispering and his initial assessment of one intruder seemed to be wrong, it sounded more like two. He made it to the bottom of the stairs without detection and turned to head down the hallway when suddenly, he felt a presence from behind. As he spun around, he was smashed across the head and hit the ground before he could see his attacker.

***

‘Hello?! Police?!’ came a shout from the front door.

Nick jolted upright and winced in pain as he felt the egg on the side of his head. The hallway was still dark, and he looked at the outline of two figures standing behind the plate-glass window in the front door. He stood up slowly, trying to figure out where the hell he was and what the hell was going on? Why were the police at the door? What time was it? Oh, god. Evie.

He looked around the lounge room which was completely trashed and yelled, ‘Evie!’ as he ran upstairs. The top of the stairs was dark and he stepped on something hard at the top of staircase, he looked down to his horror and saw the bloodied end of a knife handle through the dim. He flew through her bedroom door and tried the light switch but it seemed like the power was off. He got to the bed and could just make out her shape lying in the same spot he left her. ‘Evie! Evie?’ He shook her gently and she was cold. He jumped back in terror and the realisation at what he had just felt, and reached to open the curtain, blinding the room with bright sunlight.

Evie lay face down. Naked and covered in stab wounds on the bed. Nick yelled out in shock and looked down at his hands, which were covered in blood. He walked slowly back over to her and checked her pulse, confirming what he already knew. She was dead. He knew how it was going to look. He immediately began searching for his phone, he needed it on him if the police tried anything. He cursed himself. He should’ve answered the door before he went to Evie. He heard the door crash open and the thumping of footsteps up the stairs.

‘Police! Miss Gibson?! Are you in there?’

Nick stood dead still as the realisation of what was about to happen hit him as the first officer walked in through the door opening. She was young. He guessed still a constable, and knew how a bad situation like this could turn even worse. She screamed at the sight of Evie’s body and then at Nick who held his bloodied hands up.

She pulled her pistol out and aimed it directly at Nick’s chest. ‘Get down on the ground! Now! Steve?!’

A more senior cop came from behind her and walked into Evie’s bedroom. His mouth opened at the bloodied body and then when he looked across at Nick. Nick thought he may be able to reason with him. ‘Please, just wait. I’m a detective,’ he said.

The cop smiled. ‘You might have been. But now you are under arrest.’

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter Two

Probationary Detective Joanna Gray stood in front of the mirror in her new Sydney apartment and assessed her make-up job. The scars from the burns she’d received to her face three months earlier had healed slower than the surgeons had first said, and the new skin had taken its time to slowly work its way from a shining, angry red, to white, and now as it healed, closer to her own skin tone. Her left arm and leg hadn’t been as lucky as her face, and the skin grafts were still covered in a special gauze that would help them heal. Luckily it was winter, and she knew she could cover up for the next few months while she healed.

While her partner, Detective Sergeant Nick Vada was on well-deserved annual leave, her boss, Chief Inspector Mark Johnson, had decided to place her with another detective within their elite homicide unit for the next few weeks while Nick spent time away from the city. Being her first day on the job with a new detective, she was fascinated to see how they would operate compared to her enigmatic partner. Nick could sometimes be four steps in front of everyone in the room, a gift she was sure would come with time and experience, but she was always open to learn from others, and relished the chance at meeting some new faces.

The headquarters for Sydney’s homicide squad was near the centre of the city and Joanna could just make out the hulking outline of the Sydney Harbour Bridge in the far distance. The building was seven stories tall and made completely out of reflective mirrored glass. The only thing that advertised its inhabitants was a small sign reading ‘State Crime Command’ in front of the garden at the entrance. It was only Joanna’s second visit to the building, her first being with her partner Nick, and she felt tentative as she walked over the threshold, ready for her first day back on the job. She swiped her key card through the main entrance and got inside a lift, pressing the button for the top floor where the chief’s office was.

She walked into the top floor, which she knew was made up of the high command of most of the elite homicide unit, and kept her eyes down as she walked down the hallway past the desks of officers, who were much more superior in rank to her. She made the chief’s office and breathed a sigh of relief when he looked up from his computer with a wide smile and waved her in.

‘You’re back,’ the chief said as he stood up and made his way around the desk. He walked over and embraced her in a warm hug. He pulled back with a grin on his face as he surveyed her face with curiosity. ‘They did a bloody good job. You can’t even tell you were burnt.’

Joanna smiled. It was more her make-up job, but she knew most men weren’t privy to the skills a lot of women had with make-up. ‘I know, it’s getting a lot better.’

‘How’s everything else?’ he asked.

Joanna held her left arm up, which was covered in a black long-sleeve shirt. ‘Left arm is probably the worst, I still have a special dressing on that and my leg, but it’s getting a lot better.’

The chief sat down at his desk with a look of concern on his face. ‘It’s not too soon, is it? I’m happy to give you another —’

Joanna cut him off. ‘No. I’m ready. I need to get out of the house. I’m going stir crazy.’

The chief held his hands up. ‘Alright. Fair enough.’

‘How’s Nick?’ Joanna asked. She had purposefully given her partner some space; she knew he had needed it after their last foray into the outback. Both had returned broken and had needed time to heal. Nick, defying belief, had got straight back to work, and she knew that the chief had finally put a stop to it a few weeks earlier, telling him that if he didn’t take a break, he would be standing him down for a time. She had kept in touch via text mostly, and he seemed to be taking it ok.

‘He’s alright. He’s a stubborn bastard, which I’m sure you’re aware of. I told him if he doesn’t take a break I’d be taking his badge. He’s down in Melbourne for a mate’s birthday last I heard. It’s good for him to get away from here from time to time. After what you both went through out there, well, you both needed a good amount of time off.’

‘Agreed,’ Joanna replied. ‘So, what’s plans for me?’

The chief smiled. ‘Observational skills. I’m going to drop you off to Leanne, one of our senior investigators and you are going to work with her for the week. She’s been around longer than most, hell, she was a detective before me, and I think she could teach you a thing or two about the nuances of investigation. We can’t all be running into burning buildings like Nick.’

Joanna’s mind flashed for only an instant to the inferno, and then back to the present. It seemed the chief had noticed. ‘Sorry, wrong choice of words. C’mon, let me introduce you to some of the team.’

Joanna followed the chief down two levels and came to a tighter office environment. This one had a more relaxed feel than the deathly quiet of the top floor of command, she noticed more smiles here, and immediately began to feel more relaxed. The chief stopped at two desks in the far corner of the office with an impressive surround of computer monitors. A young woman with short hair dyed almost silver stood up and held out her hand to greet them. ‘Hattie Boyd,’ she said with a smile as Joanna shook her hand. Joanna looked at the intricate tattoos that went down Hattie’s arm and onto her hand. It made her subconsciously pull down her sleeve over own damaged arm. Hattie’s was a work of art.

‘Joanna Gray. I like your tattoos,’ she replied, pointing at Hattie’s hand.

Hattie grinned. ‘So nice to finally meet you. Nick has told me much about you.’

Joanna noted the clipped European accent. ‘I bet he has. That accent? What’s your background?’

‘Romania. Well, I was born there. We immigrated to Australia when I was four. Although I haven’t lost the accent,’ Hattie said with a laugh.

‘You solved the Belle Smith disappearance?’ Joanna said as a statement more than a question.

Hattie scoffed. ‘Nick tell you that? I might have given him the information. But he did all the work.’

The chief’s phone rang and he excused himself to answer it, walking off towards the floor-to-ceiling glass windows that overlooked the harbour. Joanna looked to Hattie. ‘So, what happens on this floor?’

Hattie grabbed her hand, which Joanna found odd, and walked her down the row of desks. ‘The chief said you were to work with Leanne, yes?’

‘Yes.’

‘Ok, I’ll introduce you. Who knows how long he’ll be on that thing,’ Hattie said.

They came to a neat and organised section of desks with a large table in the centre that had a map of the state and various crime scene images strewn across it. There were laptops and iPads sitting on the table as well, along with one man sitting, deep in thought. He looked up at Hattie and Joanna’s entrance and did the same thing a lot of the men did in the city that Joanna had noticed. Looked them both up and down before meeting their eyes.

‘Chris, is Leanne around?’ Hattie asked.

Chris looked back down at his laptop and continued to study an image, seemingly already bored with the interaction. ‘Nah. She’s down on level three.’

Hattie rolled her eyes in Joanna’s direction and led her to a bank of elevators. On passing the chief she held up three fingers to his nod of acceptance. ‘What’s his deal?’ Joanna asked.

Hattie pointed back towards Leanne’s desk. ‘Chris?’ She laughed. ‘He tried to kiss me at the Christmas party last year, I rejected him, I still don’t think he’s got over it. He’s not my type.’

Joanna thought back to his face, although seeming rude, he wasn’t bad looking. ‘Not your type? What is your type?’ she asked.

The elevator doors opened and they both stepped in. ‘The unmarried type,’ Hattie said.

Level three looked nothing like the office levels Joanna had visited so far, and Hattie led her along a long, cold hallway with linoleum underfoot. Joanna guessed what she was about to see next as Hattie stood at the doorway and stopped. ‘Leanne’s in there,’ Hattie said with a crinkle of her nose. ‘I don’t like to see the bodies. That’s your job.’

Joanna nodded in thanks and walked over the threshold into an examination room. There were cold stainless steel benches running along the wall which had a double-sided glass window that Joanna could see people standing behind. Three people stood around the body of a woman which had been cut open down the centre, and a lady spoke to the people behind the glass explaining her process. On Joanna’s entrance the three looked up and she held her hands up in apology. ‘Sorry to intrude. I’ll just—’

‘Joanna, is it?’ said the woman who seemed to be leading the demonstration.

‘Yes. Joanna Gray.’

The lady pulled down her surgical mask with a smile. ‘Leanne Hartwood.’ She held up her gloved hands. ‘Sorry, I have my hands full. Jump through that door over there and keep watching with the group. I’ll be in with you shortly.’

***

The chief was still on the phone on level five when another call came in. It was from a Victorian number that he didn’t recognise, and he ignored it. When it rang again, he asked the person he was speaking to if they could hold. ‘Chief Inspector Mark Johnson. Speaking?’

‘Mark. This is Deputy Commissioner of Melbourne Metropolitan Police, Reg Miller. We met at that charity gala last year?’

The chief was annoyed. The call he was on was important. He didn’t have time to be talking shop with the interstate high command. ‘Reg. Long time no speak, mate. Look, I hate to do this, but I’ve got a fair bit on my plate, could I call you back?’ There was silence on the end of the line and the chief could hear people speaking. ‘Reg?’

‘You’re going to want to hear this, Mark.’

‘Hear what?’

‘Nick Vada.’

‘Nick? What about him?’

‘Members of our St Kilda team have just arrested him under suspicion of murder. He’s in custody right now.’
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Chapter Three

1984

From before he could remember, Bobby Lee had wanted to be a crook. His dad, Harry, had come back from the western front in World War II as a broken man, but capable and hardened in a way that Bobby’s mother could never explain to him. He was a quiet man, and Bobby had never received a lick of praise from him during his lifetime, but as he had gotten older had come to realise that it was the best upbringing a man could have from his father. His constant yearning of his father’s approval and acceptance had helped him in every endeavour, and it wasn’t until his untimely death from lung cancer that Bobby truly learned through his father’s friends just how proud of him he was.

His father had spread himself across countless organisations in Melbourne and seemed to be universally loved. He worked with the bikies rebadging cars, he knew the dock workers when a shipment of something needed to go missing, and had friends in Chinatown, where most of the latest designer drugs seemed to be popping up.

But as Bobby sat in the old Toyota Camry with his best mate, Marcos, he felt more on the outer with the seedy underworld than he ever had in his whole life. When his father died it seemed like any of the work that he had organised for him had slowly dried up. The protection rackets he’d run for the clubs in Coburg were the last to go, and even when he threatened the new owner that he would come back and burn the place down, he was laughed out of the building. Was his late father’s name worth nothing in the city now? He wondered how could thirty years of hard work and relationships just seem to go down the drain?

‘They’re leaving,’ Marcos said from the passenger seat.

Bobby looked up at the two men as they locked the backdoor of the building and walked to get into two separate cars. The time on the car’s digital clock read 2:00 am, and he knew they only had one to two hours before the cleaning team arrived to prep for the next day. ‘C’mon, let’s go.’

They opened their doors as the two cars sped away and pulled down their balaclavas. Bobby walked to the boot and pulled the pry bar out and held it in his left hand as Marcos stood at the side of the car. Bobby could see his foot nervously twitching as he finished his cigarette. He reached out and placed a hand on his shoulder. ‘Just be cool, alright? No stupid shit.’

Marcos nodded and Bobby led the way. They crossed the street under the moonlight and Bobby felt his senses heightening, like every shadow or movement was a potential threat in every corner. He couldn’t believe the situation he was in. Robbing from a strip club with Marcos Dimitrious, he couldn’t believe he had stooped so low, his father would’ve killed him. But he’d never worked an honest day’s work in his lifetime, and he wasn’t about to start now. He knew one of the doormen at the club a few years back and remembered him telling him how much cash the place had made. With how lax the security appeared to be around the old building, it seemed like robbing the place was going to be easy work.

Marcos reached the door first and held out a hand for the pry bar. Bobby shook his head and muscled past his partner to do it himself. Although Marcos hadn’t said, Bobby was fairly sure he had been hitting some heavy drugs going by the way his hands had been shaking over the past few weeks, and he struggled to know how much trust he could place on his young partner.

He worked the pry bar in between the rear double doors and slowly worked it up and down until he felt good purchase. He slowly pulled the bar towards himself as he heard the timber around the antiquated mortise lock crack and groan under the pressure until he heard a satisfying crack.

‘We’re in,’ Marcos said with a wicked smile.

Bobby held a finger up for quiet and Marcos nodded. He led the way into the dark entrance and tried to sense any movement or danger and found none. He knew the place had cameras and made his way up the stairs into the main dancefloor section and headed straight for the office. The door had a gaudy sign in sparkled gold that said ‘the boss’ and he made quick work with the pry bar on the old handle and popped it open quickly. Their plan was that Marcos would hit the cash registers and he would head into the office, break whatever security system or tape-recording set-up for the cameras they seemed to have and check if there was any extra cash lying around before they made their escape.

The office door flew open and to Bobby’s shook a man jolted awake on the couch across from the desk. ‘What the fuck!’ the man yelled as Bobby stood, frozen in shock, unsure what to do next. ‘What the fuck are you doing in my club!’ the man screamed at him. Bobby had no weapons except for the pry bar and stood motionless in the opening contemplating his options. The man stood up in a fit of rage and lunged at Bobby before he could move, and he was suddenly pushed out of the way by Marcos, who grabbed the pry bar out of his hand and hit the man midstride in the face with the heavy weapon with a sickening thud.

‘Jesus, Marcos! What are you doing?’ Bobby yelled.

Marcos turned back to him, and Bobby could see his smile through the hole in the balaclava. ‘I’m savin’ your skin. No witnesses.’

Bobby looked down at the man who lay face first on the floor in a pool of blood and knew it was best to focus on the reason he had come here. To get the money and get the hell out. ‘How much did you get from the registers?’ he asked.

‘Nothing. They’re all fuckin’ empty. That’s why I came here.’

Bobby swore to himself. They must have cleaned out the registers after close. His friend who had worked here had said they never did that. ‘Fuck.’ He eyed a grey metal box under the desk. A safe. He ran over to it and knelt down. He was hyperaware of his surroundings, he could hear Marcos’s heavy breathing, the groans of the injured man and also something else in the distance. Sirens.

‘Fuck! The cops! Bobby we gotta get out of here!’

Bobby concentrated on the safe. He looked over hinges, then the numerical tumbler on the face. ‘Give me the pry bar.’

Marcos handed the bar over. ‘We’ve got no time mate! Just leave it!’

Bobby ignored him and jammed the ends of the pry bar between the door and frame. The club might have been old but this safe wasn’t, it looked new but oddly cheap. As the pry bar slowly worked into the edge of the door, he noticed the soft metal starting to bend.

‘Fuck! You got it!’ Marcos yelled. ‘Keep going!’

Once both forks of the bar were behind the hinge, Bobby pressed all of his weight into forcing the soft steel outwards as the sounds of the sirens increased. As Bobby pressed as hard as he could, the hinge finally began to pop and the top rivet came loose. Marcos yelled encouragement as Bobby gave the bar one final push and the top half of the door broke off.

Bobby pulled the door down and together the two men looked through the opening of the safe, while the injured man on the floor began to cough and then laugh. ‘You bloody idiots. There’s no cash here. We do the bank run on Thursdays. Joint is empty.’

Bobby couldn’t believe it. How could he be so stupid. The safe was empty and they had nothing to show for their work. He stood still looking into the bare shelves. ‘Let’s get out of here,’ he said to Marcos.

The two men ran out of the office door as the sound of sirens came ever so close. ‘What way should we go?’ Marcos yelled.

Bobby looked at the front entrance where he could see the flashing red and blue lights of police cars. There was no way he was going to go down for this. His dad had taught him better than that. He pointed to the side door that cut through into a laneway between the buildings. ‘Through here. Follow me.’ Bobby opened the door and could now hear the sirens wailing through the cold night air, he could hear people yelling from back inside the building and he sprinted down the tight alleyway and aimed for the carpark where his car sat. Marcos was just in front as they ran down along the side of the building and they both came out into the carpark at the exact same moment and nearly ran straight into the end of two gun barrels.

Two of the more experienced detectives who were out on the beat that night had heard a radio call of a possible break and enter at Ringo’s strip club and thought they might be able to help the guys on patrol. They advised the two younger cops to enter through the front while they waited at the back in case anyone tried to escape out the rear. They’d made the right call.

‘Get down on the ground or I’ll put a bullet between your eyes,’ one of the detectives said to them.

Marcos looked over at Bobby with a look of defeat. ‘I’m not going away for this shit. I can’t,’ he said.

Bobby went to speak but it was too late. Marcos lunged at the detective who had spoken, and the two men jumped on top of him and gave him the beating of his life. Bobby listened to the old night sticks smashing his friend in the back until he was unconscious, and he stood frozen, unsure if he should make a run for it.

One of the detectives stood back up and wiped the blood off the metal baton on the back of Marcos’ shirt. He looked over at Bobby. ‘You try anything like that and I’ll put a bullet in you.’
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Chapter Four

Detective Sergeant Eli Roberts lay in bed and listened to his phone vibrating on his side table. It was his first day off in over two weeks and his wife had generously offered to get up early with his one-year-old son and let him have a few hours to catch up on sleep. He groaned into the pillow. He’d been told they would leave him alone but whatever it was must have been important. He rolled over and grabbed his iPhone off the charger without looking at who was calling.

‘Roberts.’

‘Sergeant Roberts. This is Deputy Commissioner Reg Miller speaking. Have I caught you at a bad time?’

Eli sat bolt upright and rubbed his eyes. Sunlight shone through the edges of the plantation shutters in his bedroom, and he eyed the time on his alarm clock, which read 11:00 pm. Wow, he must have been tired, he thought. ‘Uh, Hi Commissioner Miller, no, sorry I’m not in today.’

‘I know that, son. Listen, call me Reg? I’ve just got off the phone with your superior, Inspector Venables. Have you got a minute to chat?’

Eli spun his legs out of the bed and stood up with phone in hand, it was something he had done ever since he was young, when the alarm went off, his feet would be on the floor as quick as possible and he would stand. There was no sleeping in in his household and that practised discipline that he had with his sleep routine was something that ran through all of his daily activities. He was a man of structure and precision, and it was a reason why he was one of the youngest detective sergeants in Melbourne Metropolitan Police’s long history. And he had no plans of stopping there, he wanted to work his way to the top. ‘Of course, Reg. How can I help?’

‘Homicide on Acland Street in St Kilda. Call came into the station about someone suspicious loitering around a home. St Kilda sent a truck out with two street cops to complete the check and found the house ransacked, and a woman upstairs in the bedroom, deceased.’

Eli’s mind was analytical, and he was already three steps ahead of the Deputy Commissioner. Why he had called him was still a mystery, but he was already beginning to formulate an idea in his head. He had one of the best arrest records in the state for catching killers in the last five years and for someone this high up to be involved, he guessed it could potentially be somebody important who had been killed? The police could work in fickle ways sometimes and not every homicide was the same, he had come to learn, some seemed to attract more resources than others. Eli knew that the Deputy Commissioner would understand his question. ‘And who was she?’ he asked.

‘The victim? That’s not the interesting part.’

Now his curiosity was piqued. ‘What is it then?’

‘Inspector Venables notified me that you know of and met New South Wales Detective Sergeant Nick Vada last year, is that correct?’

Eli’s mind once again raced ahead. He remembered the conference in Canberra for new investigation techniques and remembered the brief conversation with the famous detective well. He was taller than he had imagined, and quieter, even a little aloof, like he felt uncomfortable in the situation. His prevailing memory from the encounter was that he stunk of alcohol and that morning clearly looked like he’d only just finished his last drink from the night before. He wondered what the hell an interstate detective had to do with this investigation. ‘Correct, sir. Inspector Venables and I had lunch with him and his superior. What’s this got to do with this murder though?’

‘The two locals found Nick Vada in the victim, Evie Gibson’s, bedroom, covered in blood. He’s been detained and taken straight to headquarters for questioning.’

Eli nearly dropped the phone. Nick Vada was one of the most famous cops in the country. He had solved the famous Belle Smith disappearance a few years earlier and his name always seemed to be in and out of the news. What on earth would push a man of his calibre to do something like that?

‘What? Detective Nick Vada? Are you sure we’re talking about the same person.’

‘One and the same.’

‘Alright. I find it hard to believe one of the country’s best homicide detectives would commit murder, but I have been wrong before.’ Eli could hear the sound of muffled conversation through the phone. ‘What do you need from me?’

‘Can you head straight to Acland Street with Senior Constable May and have a look at the scene for me? I have forensics there already. I want you to give it a full once over. Once you’ve done that, head here to headquarters. I want you to be the one to question him first.’

Eli raced to the shower and quickly got ready for what he slowly began to realise may be the defining case of his career. Nick Vada might have Belle Smith, but this could potentially be even bigger. He quickly went through his suit collection and pulled out his best work suit, a dark grey Hugo Boss set that he had bought a few months ago, and put it on. He eyed himself in the mirror before he walked out of the bedroom. He was well known for his professional attire within his unit and knew that there was potential for media with a case like this.

‘You’re dressed up,’ his wife, Stephanie, said from the doorway.

He smiled in her direction. ‘Uh, about that time off I was meant to be having.’

Stephanie had already known when she heard the phone ring. ‘It’s ok. I’ve made us fresh banana bread if you want to take some in.’

He walked over and kissed her gently on the forehead. Her patience with his career was one of her best qualities, along with that same patience for some of his quirks. ‘Where’s Blake?’

Stephanie held up the baby monitor in her hand that showed their one-year-old son, Blake, sleeping soundly in his cot. ‘First nap for the day, don’t wake him. I’ll tell him Daddy said he loves him.’

Eli smiled. ‘Thankyou.’

Eli got to St Kilda quickly, he lived only a few suburbs away and slowed as he got closer to the popular tourist destination. Saturdays and Sundays were always busy, more so in the summer as the inhabitants of the city flocked to the famous St Kilda Beach for a swim. Winter was a different story bayside as Melbourne’s blistering cold that came from the south kept everyone away.

He turned down the residential end of the famous Acland Street and made his way down the tight one-way street. A sandstone church loomed off on the left before a row of two-storey, early-20th century terrace houses. Police tape cordoned off the entrance to the street past a small roundabout and he parked in front of the church. He got out and made his way through the crowd of onlookers and walked straight under the tape towards the forensics team.

‘Thought I’d be seeing you here,’ said one of the forensic investigators from behind safety glasses and a medical mask.

Eli smiled at the worker. ‘Morning Jim. How is it in there?’

Jim lowered his medical mask and had a curious look on his face. ‘Not pretty. Not pretty at all I’m afraid.’ Jim looked over his shoulder at the crowd of onlookers and leant in close. ‘Have you heard?’ Eli nodded. ‘Hard to believe,’ Jim continued. ‘I met him once you know. Would never have guessed he could do something like this.’

‘Me too, it’s still early though, let’s keep our options open.’ Eli replied as he watched more workers walking out of the home with clear evidence bags. He needed to get in there before they moved the body. ‘Talk later, Jim.’

The home was one of the old terraces, painted a vivid white. The facades gleaming render shone in the morning sun, and he eyed the vintage double hung windows and shining black, intricate lattice work. The home was clearly one of the jewels of the street. Eli eyed two security cameras haphazardly hanging from the balcony of the next door neighbours and made a note to get a copy of the footage if possible. He looked at the row of five terraces, and across to the mansion that loomed large on the other side of the street, closer to the beach. This area had its bad spots, and was well known for its rough crowd, but some areas still reeked of the wealth of inner-city suburbs that Melbourne was built from.

‘Morning Detective,’ came a voice from behind him.

Senior Constable Courtney May stood at the edge of the crime scene with two coffees in hand. She held out the takeaway cup. ‘Almond milk flat white, wasn’t it?’

Eli smiled and grabbed the coffee. Courtney was still new to their detective group and had a lot to learn, but she was always great with coffee orders. ‘Thanks Court.’

‘How’s little Blake today?’

‘He’s good. Sleeping when I left.’

Courtney smiled. ‘God, I can’t wait until I have kids.’ Eli’s mind flashed to the sleepless nights, the sickness and his wife’s postpartum struggles. He didn’t want to burst Courtney’s bubble so he said nothing. ‘So, they’re saying it was that famous Sydney copper?’

Eli looked back towards the house. ‘Yeah. But let’s keep an open mind alright?’
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Chapter Five

Nick sat in the back seat of the patrol car as his mind raced a million miles an hour. He had been in the position of the two cops in the front seat. Full of triumph at their impossible luck. Two patrol officers catching a murderer red-handed. Well, they’d be drinking for free for the next few months, the toast of the town.

Nick eyed the more senior officer as he spoke to his younger partner and wondered whether he knew who he was. He guessed not, going by his sarcastic remark during his detainment. Since then, he had played coy. Surely by the time he got back to the station, announced his name and got to make a few phone calls, he would be able to get it cleared up in no time. After all, cop to cop, mistakes like this were made from time to time.

The heater on the car was on high, and Nick tried to hold a burp down as the car lurched over a set of speed bumps as it turned into the entrance of a carpark. His head swam and his vision was blurred. He was a pro with a hangover, but this one was a big one, and he was quite sure they weren’t going show him much sympathy. His mind drifted back to the night. Of the scraping and scratching noises he heard when the burglars entered. He wished now he had of just stayed in the room with Evie. He could’ve held his own against the two men, he was sure of that. She had died for nothing.

The car slowed as they went into an underground car park and Nick mentally prepared himself for the next few hours. He needed to speak with their commanding officer the minute he was let into the station. ‘Excuse me?’ he asked.

The elder cop turned to him as they parked. ‘He speaks. What?’

‘I need to speak with your commanding officer. And I need my phone back. I need to make a phone call.’

The younger cop laughed and looked at her partner. ‘That’s a new one.’

Nick felt his anger rising but decided not to push. He would wait, speak with their superior and make them look bad. He’d had enough already. The woman cop jumped out of the passenger seat and pulled him out into the darkly lit carpark. The two cops led him along a narrow alleyway and towards glass sliding doors that opened as they walked through. The cuffs on his wrist were tight and uncomfortable, and he now knew how it felt to be on the wrong side of the law. Before he was a cop he had had a couple of run-ins with the local cops in his hometown, but this was a whole different story.

The two cops marched him up to a white counter that had clear plexiglass protecting the senior officer behind it. He sat with a takeaway coffee within arm’s reach and was deep in his phone reading something. Nick read his badge: Senior Sergeant Steve Rinaldi, he was the senior officer he needed to talk to, but he didn’t even look up as the two proudly announced their arrival.

‘What’d he do?’

‘Murder, sir.’

Steve looked up immediately with a shocked look on his face and eyed Nick who stood between them in cuffs. ‘What did you say?’

‘We found this man in the bedroom at 23 Acland Street with a murdered woman. You haven’t heard? We called it in on the spot. Should be an army of people there by now. We were sent away to bring him in.’

Steve’s mouth remained open as it looked like he tried to calibrate his thoughts. He looked at the two officers again and then back to Nick. His gaze hung on his face and a smile crept onto his lips. ‘Wait, wait, wait. You aren’t who I think you are?’

Nick tried to hold off a triumphant smile. He was annoyed at the two cops, but mistakes were made, and they were about to be repaired. ‘Detective Sergeant Nick Vada. New South Wales Police. Head of Rural Homicide with the homicide squad.’ The two cops’ grips on his arms came away as they both stepped away from him in shock at the same time. He held his cuffed hands up. ‘As I’m sure you now realise, I didn’t kill anybody. I was simply in the wrong place at the wrong time. I’m happy to chat with you, Steve, or your superior officer, and we can get this all cleared up.’

Steve looked again at the two cops and then back to Nick and began to laugh. The two other officers, unsure of what was so funny, began to join in.

‘What’s so funny?’ Nick said. ‘There’s a killer on the loose out there!’

Steve wiped a single tear from his eye. ‘I know who you are obviously. Your reputation precedes you, Detective. But if my two here say that you were found at the scene of a murder. What’s the saying? Caught red-handed? Well, how would that look if I let you go?’

Nick opened his mouth again and Steve held a hand up. ‘Stop. I don’t need to hear anymore. Brian. Lead our friend here into the lockup.’

As the weight of what was happening hit him, Nick immediately knew he had to change tact. He wasn’t going to speak another word until a superior officer came to him. He knew in time they would come. And in the meantime, he needed to get his phone call. It would be his one request. The two cops led him down past the front desk and down another narrow hallway. He was led into another room where a smiling young constable took his fingerprints with a digital scanner, took a DNA swab from his tongue and then handed a sign to him that he assumed would be for mugshots.

He held the sign in his hand and looked at the three cops. ‘I’m not doing this.’

Brian looked at him. ‘You do it. Or I make you do it. And it ain’t gonna be pretty.’

He surrendered and walked up to the stark white wall that had height lines on it. He held his mouth perfectly neutral as the camera photographed his face and then his side profile. He would make sure those photos would never get out. The minute he thought of that he all of a sudden realised just what this could do for his career. Yes, it was a misunderstanding. But it’s something that could never be taken away if it ever got out. The rumours and innuendo would kill his career. ‘Do I get a call?’

‘All in time,’ Brian said.

Brian and the other two cops ferried him down another hallway until he came to a door marked ‘Detainees’. Nick looked through the clear glass at the lockup. A wide room, about ten metres long, it had benches along each wall along with two small toilets and a wash basin in one corner. He counted six men sitting on various benches, and he prayed that no-one would recognise him.

The cop from the photography room unlocked the gate into the cell with a smile. By then, the men sitting in the cells had noticed the new visitor and all looked up expectantly at the fresh meat. ‘In you go, Detective,’ Brian said with a firm push in his back.

With the sound of the door clanging and locking behind him, Nick looked across at his options. On one side of the room, four men sat. One of the men was enormous, covered in tattoos and wearing a leather biker’s jacket. He automatically assumed he was going to be his biggest threat, so he turned to the opposite side and sat down at the far end of the bench, making sure to not say a word.

The four men across the room whispered and elbowed each other, pointing in his direction. He hoped that someone would be returning shortly so he could make his call. He could sense danger and as he looked down at his still-bandaged hand, realised he was going to struggle if it came to a fight.

Nick looked at the smallest of the four men, who sat beside the giant. His eyes were shifty, darting back and forwards and he scratched at the inside of his arm. Clearly a druggie. ‘Didn’t want to come sit with us?’ the man asked.

Here we go, Nick thought. ‘Nah. Looks crowded over there.’

The druggie looked towards the giant who crossed him arms. ‘Did that copper say you’re a detective?’ the giant asked.

‘In a past life, yeah,’ Nick replied, hoping to squirm out of the conversation.

The giant stood up and stretched his arms over his head. Nick spotted a swastika tattoo across his stomach. Great. A bikie and a skinhead. This wasn’t going to be pretty. He guessed his only choice to assert dominance was to use the element of surprise. The cops put him in here for a reason, he’d done it himself from time to time, get the thugs to rough him up a little, and all of a sudden, you’d have someone who’d gone to water, screaming to be let out so they could talk. That wasn’t him. And he hadn’t done anything, he knew that.

‘Well, you know what my kind think about coppers?’ the giant said.

Nick smiled. ‘Your kind? Racists?’

The man beside Nick, who looked more out of place than anyone in his neatly pressed chinos and button-up polo, placed a hand on Nick’s elbow. ‘Don’t. Please. He’s already bashed another guy in here this morning. They dragged him out by the ankles. His face was a mess.’

The giant continued to walk across the room menacingly in Nick’s direction. His arms were as round as Nick’s legs and his hands were like dustbin lids. ‘I don’t like bullies,’ was all Nick replied to the man beside him as he stood up to take the giant on.
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Chapter Six

1992

Eight years. Eight years Bobby Lee had spent in prison for his attempted robbery on Ringo’s strip club. His accomplice, Marcos, had ratted him out as soon as he could, and blamed him for the assault on the owner, which had lengthened his sentence. But Marcos had found out quickly what happens when you rat out a mate.

Bobby had spent his first years behind bars angry. Angry at the police, angry at the system and its harsh laws, but mostly angry at all of the supposed friends his father had made throughout the years that had promised him that they would look after him and give him the work he needed to survive. There wasn’t an exact moment or day or hour that he could remember now, but a switch flipped inside of him and he decided since he had seven years to go, he needed to make the most of it. Seven years to be the fittest, strongest and smartest man he could be. He promised himself that when he got out, he would never be caught again, and he would make his mark on the city, just like his father before him.

As fate would have it, two years into his sentence he was given a new cell mate, an elderly man by the name of Jeff Ramonsky. Jeff was a lifer, and Bobby soon learned why. During an attempted robbery of a city bank, his time was finally up when he shot a bank guard from close range and almost killed him. During his escape, his car broke down, and he was caught, along with his accomplice, and sentenced to 25 years to life behind bars for multiple counts of armed robbery and attempted manslaughter.

Bobby liked Jeff, he was a quiet man, but full of wisdom and valuable information for him when it came to the one thing that he wanted to learn about: safes. The only thing Bobby seemed to ever dream about since he was locked up was that cheap little grey safe that sat under the table in the strip club office. His dream was always the same. Marcos screamed in his ear as he tried in vain to bend the door corner with his pry bar, the owner’s laughter, and the ever-present ringing of police sirens in his ear. As the door popped open and he reached in to grab the piles of cash, they would evaporate, and he would wake up in a cold sweat as he realised his greed and stupidity once again.

Over the years, Bobby focused on relationships. He befriended all of the robbers, jewel thieves, car thieves, basically anyone in the game of theft. He wanted to know it all, how they had committed their crimes and how they had been caught. He read every book in the limited prison library that could aid in his future. He read about money. Where it came from, where it went. How it was generated and how it was used. He listened to stories of failed bank heists, failed truck robberies and failed armed hold ups. And as the years went on, he tried to think of how he could prove those wrong who had doubted him.

On release, he’d moved out of Melbourne quickly on advice from the other inmates. The rules for parole in Victoria were lacklustre, and he never seemed to feel much pressure to ever need to check in with his parole officer. He’d never lived out of the city before, but settled in the gold mining town of Bendigo, in a tiny old weatherboard home at the rough end of town. His parole officer had said he needed to show he had permanent employment so he had a friend of a friend who worked in the transport industry fab up some dodgy timesheets that he could submit each month to his officer to prove he was working while he figured out what he really wanted to do.

Within his first week of release, he had already stolen two cars closer to the city centre and sold them off to another contact he had made in prison. Cars were small game these days, and he realised quickly that people in these smaller country towns had a higher level of trust between each other that always worked to his advantage. The two cars, one a BMW that fetched him ten grand, and the other a new Holden Commodore, had both had the keys in the ignition when he’d got to them. He hadn’t even had the chance to test out some of the hot-wiring techniques he’d been taught in prison.

Now with fifteen thousand cash stored away in his top drawer, he finally felt like he had some breathing room to plan his next move. He spent the next few weeks trying to plan out his next idea that had been at the forefront of his mind since it was first mentioned to him by another inmate: robbing an Armaguard bank truck.

The idea had seemed simple at first. The distances between towns in country Victoria were upwards of half an hour between them. More than enough time to get to a truck, rob it, and get away before the cops saw a thing, the perfect crime. The trucks themselves he knew had a driver and a passenger who were both heavily armed, along with a third man who sat in a jump seat in the rear money hold, prepped for anyone that might come their way.

He thought of it all. The distances the truck would drive between the towns of Bendigo and Castlemaine. Between Castlemaine and Maryborough, and finally the one he thought the most promising, Bendigo to the small township of Koorawalla. It was the longest drive they would take without stopping and with the town only having one local bank, he thought it may be the best bet. Koorawalla was one of the oldest towns in the region besides Bendigo, and he learnt quickly that a lot of the local dairy and grain farmers money ran the township. Big farms meant big money, and the little bank branch in town was sure to be taking multiple cash deliveries a week, he guessed.

The Newmarket Motel on the outskirts of town had become his new favourite haunt. Filled with tradies, bikies and hard men, he slowly entrenched himself at the main bar on weeknights, hoping to find like-minded people he could befriend, and potentially use as a crew. He had people from the city who had tried to reach him since his release, but he knew he had to get away, clear himself from any past connections and start fresh. His old mates were the reason his was behind bars.

He sat at the bar on a cold winter’s night and listened to the pub owner announcing the winners of the Thursday night meat raffle. ‘Gerry Jones. Gerry you in?’

Boos and jeers rang out over the owner’s voice. ‘Redraw!’ and ‘Go again! He doesn’t need it!’

The man called Gerry Jones meekly walked up with a wave and took his prize. A local bricklayer, Bobby had drunk a couple of beers with him on one of his first weeks in the bar. He was straight, and no use to what Bobby needed new friends for. But a good bloke none the less.

‘This seat taken?’

Bobby turned around to see a woman standing against the vacant chair beside him. She was beautiful, tall, with striking frizzy auburn hair and a brilliant smile. She wore a tie-dyed t-shirt and corduroy pants, and she was what his mates when he was younger would call a hippy. ‘Nah, all yours, love.’

The woman smiled and placed her handbag up on the table. As she waited to order, Bobby, now curious as to why such a beautiful woman was in this rough and tumble pub, turned and faced forward and tried to get a better look at her.

As he tried to multitask, holding a conversation about the footy with another patron and eyeing up the woman to his left, she tapped him on the shoulder and pointed to the barman. ‘Hey, can you get his attention?’

Bobby looked at barman, who had his back to them and seemed deep in conversation. ‘Oi. Greg.’

Greg turned. ‘Yeah?’

‘What do you drink?’ Bobby asked the woman.

‘Just a Moscato if he has it.’

‘You got Moscato, Greg?’

Greg looked at them both, and then down into his fridge. He swooped down and pulled out two wine bottles, unceremoniously thumping them down on the bar. ‘I’ve got red. And I’ve got white. What’ll it be?’

The woman smiled at Greg. ‘Just a white, thanks.’

‘And another for me too, thanks,’ Bobby added as he placed a ten dollar note on the bar.

The woman grabbed his wrist, and her soft skin sent a jolt of electricity up Bobby’s arm. It’d been a long time since he had felt the touch of a woman. ‘Please, you don’t have to.’

‘I insist.’

She smiled as Greg placed the drinks in front of them and held out a hand in his direction. ‘I’m Sheryl.’

Bobby shook her hand, once again feeling the softness of her palm on his rough hand. ‘Bobby.’
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Chapter Seven

Joanna landed at Melbourne Airport and quickly walked through the arrivals gate and made a bee line for the hire car section. Her last few hours had been a whirlwind and she struggled to believe from how her day had started that she managed to get in the situation she was currently in.

The news tape up on the TV screens overhead announced the terrible news, and she had hoped that the media might have at least asked the force for comment before they blew it out all over the airwaves. ‘New South Wales Detective Sergeant arrested for murder in Melbourne earlier this morning, stay tuned for this breaking story on the six o clock news.’ Arrested. Joanna scoffed. Yes, from all reports it seemed bad, but he wasn’t formally arrested as of yet, he’d only been brought in for questioning.

She had been down in the morgue room with Heather when her phone had started to ring incessantly. The chief needed her upstairs, right away. She had raced up the elevator. She had known the chief for a few years now, and going by the phone call, something sounded very wrong.

She walked through the office area that had seemed quiet earlier in the day but was now a hive of activity. Senior inspectors marched back and forth on their mobiles, another gaggle of senior sergeants were animatedly working through a Zoom call, and she could see the chief in his glass-walled office standing in the corner on his mobile with his head in one of his hands.

He put one finger up to motion his call was almost done and for Joanna to sit. As he hung up the phone, he walked to his glass door and closed it behind them, and the vibrant noise of the bustling office behind him cut to nothing and the door sealed shut.

‘What the hell is going on?’ Joanna asked.

‘Nick. He’s been arrested for murder.’

Joanna gripped the arm rests of her chair tightly. ‘I’m sorry. What?’

The chief looked resigned. ‘Two uniformed police officers were called to a disturbance at a property near St Kilda Beach first thing this morning. There, they found a deceased woman. Stabbed from what I’m hearing.’

‘And where the hell was Nick?’

‘Standing in her bedroom. Covered in blood.’

The room felt like it tilted off its axis. Joanna shook her head. ‘No. It just wouldn’t happen. You know him, Mark. You know what he, hell, what we’ve been through. He’d never do that.’

The chief nodded. ‘I know, Joanna. But they’ve got him.’

‘What do we do? We’ve got to help him. There has to be more to it.’

Joanna sat in silence and watched in awe as the chief asked for quiet and hit the phones. His desk phone and mobile phone seemed to ring, be answered and spoken into in unison as he busied himself trying to find out more information on Nick’s whereabouts, what sort of case the Melbourne Metropolitan Police had, and how they could be inserted into the investigation.

The key moment came on speakerphone. The chief spoke with the Deputy Commissioner of Melbourne Metropolitan Police, Reg Miller, and Joanna was shocked when her name was brought up.

‘Yep, like I said in our last call, Reg, Detective Joanna Gray, Nick’s partner is ready and willing to come down and assist.’ There was silence down the end of the line and Joanna imagined the Deputy Commissioner thinking of all angles and optics. The chief added for extra affect. ‘And obviously she is absolutely devastated at the news. She wants answers just as much as you.’

‘Yeah. You know what? A little bit of interstate collaboration wouldn’t hurt. Send her down, Mark. We’d like to know what makes Nick tick.’

The chief smiled in Joanna’s direction. ‘Well, she’s the one who’ll tell you how.’

‘It’s decided then. We will see Detective Gray shortly.’

‘I’ll have her on the next flight.’ The chief pressed the end call button on the desk phone. ‘Looks like it’s sorted then.’

Joanna was in two minds. She had only been a detective now for six months. She had so much to learn, and to be sent to another state, with another team of elite detectives who would be doing their absolute best to bring Nick down was intimidating to her. She didn’t want that pressure.

‘Mark, I—’

The chief held a hand up. ‘Just do your best. I have plenty more experienced here, but let me tell you, you do know how Nick thinks. If he’s truly got himself into this mess, I’m sure you’ll be able to look at the scene and make your own judgements. Call me absolutely any time you need and I will also assist. Joanna, you and I both know he was not capable of this. You have to help get him out.’

Joanna wrung her hands together. It was going to be hard. ‘You called me Detective Joanna Gray on the phone?’

The chief smiled. ‘Yep. Consider this your promotion to full-time duties. I’ll sign off anything required.’

***

Joanna had grown up in the state of Victoria and knew the capital city, Melbourne, well. She was born in the leafy northern suburbs and, as she drove her rental car towards the city, tried her best to not reminisce on her difficult childhood. Her mother had left when she was young and she was brought up mostly by her older brother. Her dad had stuck around but was a drunk, and a mean one at that, and she shuddered as some of her memories returned of the way he would treat them.

The skies were grey and overcast and drizzle started to mist over her windscreen as she drove over the Bolte bridge towards the city centre. Her phone rang in her handbag and she put it on speakerphone as she placed it up on the dash near her mouth. ‘Detective Joanna Gray speaking?’

‘Detective, this is Deputy Commissioner Reg Miller here. Look, I know your orders were to head straight to the headquarters at Docklands. But I wondered if you’d like to head straight to the crime scene and meet some of our detectives?’

Joanna gripped the steering wheel tightly. She needed to get to Nick, she needed to speak with him. She needed to look him in the eyes. She would know in that moment. But now was not the time to upset the order of things. ‘Sure. Where exactly am I headed?’

‘Acland Street. Down by St Kilda Beach.’

Joanna’s mind flashed back to visits to that very beach as a child, ice-cream cones on the jetty and riding the wooden rollercoaster at Luna Park, the ancient amusement park that skirted the water. ‘I know it well. I’ll head there now.’

She hung up the phone and followed the water towards her destination. How and why Nick was in St Kilda would be news to her. She knew he had a friend’s birthday to attend, but who that friend was she didn’t know. Him being found in the woman’s bedroom could mean anything, she guessed maybe that he had met her out and went back to her place? It would make the most sense. She turned off Fitzroy Street as the sun tried to peak through the clouds and past the famous Prince Hotel onto Acland Street. Both sides were packed with cars and onlookers, along with multiple news vans with satellite dishes that were already set up for what she knew was going to be the biggest news story of the week.

She left her car next to a church and set off on foot towards the crowd up ahead. She wondered why the Deputy Commissioner would have been so interested to get the New South Wales police involved. What did he stand to gain? But knowing how high profile the case was, she knew that the higher-ups would want to make one hundred per cent sure that absolutely everything was done by the book. And getting Nick’s partner in to assist was a smart idea.

She walked along the leafy street and eyed the properties. St Kilda had been a lot rougher in the 80s and 90s but, like most city suburbs, had slowly gentrified. The two-storey terraces that lined each side of the street loomed large. With wrought iron front gates and beautifully painted federation-style façades with intricate fretwork, she knew that the university students and backpackers who used to call this area home would no longer. These homes were now prime real estate.

A crowd formed near a roundabout at the front of the church and she eyed the next row of terraces further on down the block. The street was completely cordoned off with police tape and uniformed officers standing behind, ensuring no-one would breach the crime scene. Joanna walked up to the closest cop who was a man who looked to be in his mid to late-twenties. She held out her badge. ‘Hi, Detective Joanna Gray. Sydney Homicide. Here to see a Detective Eli Roberts?’

The cop looked her up and down and then leant in to look at her badge. It was clear the Sydney part of her title had thrown him. She guessed correctly that he was wondering why an interstate cop would be on scene when he answered. ‘Sydney. You’re a long way from home, Detective.’

Another cop, who Joanna could tell by the crown on his shoulders was very senior, seemed to hear the conversation and broke away from the person he was talking to. ‘Detective Gray?’

Joanna smiled. She was nervous. ‘That’s me.’

‘Deputy Commissioner Reg Miller. Nice to meet you.’

Joanna eyed the Deputy Commissioner. He was tall and thin, with a grey pencil moustache and a serious face. The young cop who was playing security guard raised his eyebrows and lifted up the police tape. Joanna stepped underneath with a curt nod and walked towards the building beside the Deputy Commissioner. ‘How was your flight?’ he asked.

‘Good. Fast. When will I get a chance to see Nick?’

Reg looked at her. ‘In time. Look, I know what you think. You think we’ve got the wrong guy. But I can assure you, Detective, I’ve walked in there. It’s bad. I wanted you to come here first and see for yourself before you saw Nick again. I didn’t want him to sway your opinion.’

Joanna stood still and listened as the Deputy Commissioner spoke. Nick had got himself into an incredibly intricate and serious situation. And she knew that right now she was the only one who believed he was innocent. She would believe that until she looked him in the eyes. She would know it the minute she saw him. She needed to play it smart, though. ‘Understood, Commissioner.’ She pointed to the row of terraces. ‘May I?’

The Deputy Commissioner pointed to a group of people near the front door and led her in their direction. There were two women and one man, who in Joanna’s eyes was incredibly good looking. He had closely cropped blond hair and wore an immaculate suit. His green eyes were curious, and he was cleanly shaven. He looked into Joanna’s eyes and she felt herself take a half breathe as he held out his hand to introduce himself. ‘Detective Gray, is it? Detective Sergeant Eli Roberts. Nice to meet you.’
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Chapter Eight

Eli’s initial assessment of the crime scene hadn’t been quite the same as some of the other cops and crime scene techs that had entered the property. Yes, from what he could see it was very clear the murder had happened inside the property, upstairs in the victim’s bedroom, but the ferocity of the stab wounds, and the state of the rest of the property was what had caused him to pause.

As he stepped over the threshold initially with Senior Constable May, he looked around in the entrance of the property. The home was modernised and spacious inside, and the tight, small rooms you’d usually find in a federation-style property like this one were nowhere to be seen. Some serious money had been spent on renovations.

Courtney whistled behind him. ‘Wow. This place is nice.’

Eli silently agreed. But was confused with what he was seeing. The home was completely destroyed inside. The leather couch in the front room had been tipped upside down and the base had been ripped apart, the wall beside the front door had what looked to be a hole in it from a fist. The kitchen further on had the same treatment: drawers ripped out, and the contents of the cupboards thrown out onto the floor.

‘Jesus. What the hell happened here?’ Eli muttered to himself.

After a cursory walk through the downstairs area, before he headed upstairs, he stopped to look at the back door and security screen. Nothing seemed amiss from he could see, but made a mental note to ask forensics to check for potential forced entry. He opened the door with his gloved hand and looked into the small courtyard. It was quiet except for a lone cat that brushed around his feet as he stepped outside.

The back of the courtyard had a roller door with a metal security door beside it, which both led out into the laneway beyond. A perfect entry and exit point for a perpetrator. He wondered if Nick Vada had been still in the midst of his crime when the locals came across him. He imagined if he was ever to think of committing a crime so heinous, he would’ve at least thought out an escape plan. He finished the last sip of his coffee and placed it in a small plastic bin the forensic techs had set up near the front door for the protective booties he was wearing and then headed upstairs. The staircase was carpeted, steep and narrow, and he felt a deep sense of foreboding as he walked up step by step with Courtney in tow.

The top floor was tighter than downstairs and had all the hallmarks of the heritage façade outside. There was a narrow hallway that led off to rooms left and right. Eli walked towards the first room on the left that had a tech in a full bodysuit taking images on a digital camera.

‘Morning,’ he said to the figure.

The woman turned around and lowered her mask with a smile. ‘Eli. Thought I’d be seeing you here.’

‘That’s exactly what Jim said. Hi Kelly.’

Kelly Parsons was one of the top cops in the forensic unit. Together they had closed over twenty murder investigations. They weren’t Nick Vada numbers, but in his division, he was one of the best. Eli walked past Kelly into the bedroom and took pause. He’d seen worse, but it wasn’t pretty.

‘Evie Gibson. Thirty-two years old. This is her residence, looks to be the sole occupant. Twelve stab wounds on the chest and stomach. Fatal blow was this one,’ Kelly pointed to a deep laceration near her neck. ‘Pierced her carotid artery. She would’ve bled out in minutes.’

‘Time of death?’ Eli asked.

‘That’ll be for the coroner to decide. I’m guessing early hours of the morning.’

The bedroom was in similar state to the ground floor. The dressers on Evie’s bedside had been pulled out and sections of her cupboard had been rummaged through. Eli knelt down and picked up a men’s dress shoe. ‘This Vada’s?’

Courtney bagged it. ‘Could be. Unless she had other men’s shoes in the house. Did she live alone?’

‘Other bedrooms are fairly empty,’ Kelly replied.

Eli was lost in thought. Why was a thirty-two-year-old woman living in a big empty place like this in St Kilda. And how would she afford it? Eli was a bit of a real estate nut. House prices fascinated him and he knew that a place like this in the current market post-Covid would be worth almost two million. He looked at Evie’s naked body and her lifeless face that stared back at him. A sheet of her brown hair lay delicately across her right eye. She had been a beautiful young woman, and her life had been taken needlessly.

‘Did Vada say anything when he was arrested?’

Kelly shrugged. ‘Haven’t heard.’

Eli said nothing as he assessed the room. His colleagues told him they believed he had a photographic memory, but he didn’t believe it. He did know that he could catalogue some moments that seemed more important than others in his head and then come back to them when needed. Not everything stayed up there. But Evie’s body in her bed and that bedroom was something that he knew wouldn’t wriggle free.

‘Murder weapon?’ he asked.

‘Twenty-eight centimetre kitchen knife. Taken from the knife block downstairs. Found it at the top of the stairs,’ Kelly replied.

Something didn’t feel right. But Eli couldn’t put his finger on it. It was a feeling, deep in his gut. He heard voices coming up the stairs and two of his colleagues, Matt Dennis and Chan Yeo from homicide, entered the room.

‘Jesus Christ,’ Matt said with a grin. ‘Lucky bastard, Roberts. Wish the boss had of got us on this.’

Chan looked over at the body. ‘I always knew there was something wrong with that Vada bloke. You seem him on the telly last year? Bloke was a weirdo. I’ve heard from mates up in Sydney that he’s a pisshead.’

‘Let’s keep our options open, hey?’ Eli said to the two men.

Matt scoffed. ‘Don’t make this any more than what it needs to be, Eli. The bloke was caught red-handed. This is cut and dry. Just collect the evidence. Build the case. And put this guy away. Shit, who knows? This might not be his first time.’

Eli ignored the two men and left the bedroom. He walked back downstairs to the lounge room. What had happened down here? Had there been a scuffle? It certainly looked like it. But this was different, there was method here. It looked like someone was intentionally smashing the place up. And for what reason? His phone rang and he answered it. ‘Roberts.’

‘Detective Roberts. Reg Miller here again.’

‘Hi Reg. How can I help?’

‘What do you think?’

Eli kept most of his suspicions to himself. ‘A little early to tell. Although from what everyone is saying, fairly straightforward.’

‘Good man. I knew you’d make sense of it quickly. Pretty clear this bloke was a sick bastard. To do something like that? The locals said he was covered in blood when they found him.’ Eli went to speak and then stopped himself. He just took on the information, retaining everything for a later date. ‘I’ve spoken with New South Wales homicide. With his boss, Chief Inspector Mark Johnson.’

Eli remembered the chief from their lunch back in Canberra. Medium build, buzz cut and a stern gaze, but with a kind smile. He’d had a way with words. ‘Yeah, I remember him,’ he replied.

‘He’s offered his help.’

‘Sir, I—’

‘I don’t want to hear it. He’s already sent Nick’s partner down. A …,’ Eli could hear paperwork rustling as the Deputy Commissioner looked at notes, ‘Detective Joanna Gray.’

Eli didn’t feel like babysitting and had no idea who Joanna was. From what he’d heard, Nick Vada liked to work alone.

‘The chief says she knows what makes him tick. He hasn’t kept a partner in years, but she’s been around for a while.’

The decision had already been made. He was never one to push back. ‘Alright,’ he said reluctantly.

‘Good man.’

Eli hung up the phone. Courtney had been a new addition to his little team, and he still struggled sometimes with her immaturity. He usually worked alone. Now he came to think of it, he may be a little more like Nick Vada than he realised. He didn’t need this Joanna Gray slowing him down, though. He would get her to come for a walk around the crime scene, take her back for the interview and then send her on her way.
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Chapter Nine

1992

It had been love at first sight for Bobby that night back in the Newmarket Hotel when he saw Sheryl sitting there. She had just moved to Bendigo to start her schooling for nursing. She was from the bush good and proper, a little town in the middle of nowhere called Cray Creek, and on a whim had decided to pop into the pub on one of her first nights in town.

She was a fierce woman, and although ten years younger than Bobby, she had had that sort of upbringing on the land that made her wise beyond her years. Their courtship had been fast, and soon they found themselves deciding on whim to head into the courthouse and elope. Two months together and married already, Bobby had never been happier in his life. He had met her mother and father, and could tell they weren’t overly pleased, but he knew he could slowly whittle away at their affections.

Sheryl had moved in with him and a few months into their marriage slowly realised Bobbys true situation. She knew his history, his incarceration and his release. He told her about his upbringing, about his father and his notoriety. He was ashamed at first, but she had been caring and understanding: it was more than he could say for many of his so-called mates who had all left him when he was locked up. All he wanted to do now was provide for her. He wanted them to have the best life, just like the life his father had seemed to have. Although where any of his money had gone when he had died was news to him.

On a chilly Thursday night, he sat in the pool area of the Newmarket with his crew he had slowly gathered over the last few months and took another sip of his beer before he spoke. There were three other men sitting around the small table and they spoke in hushed tones as Bobby drew on the road map of the region the plan that he put together. The men around the table all had their own specialities that Bobby had carefully scouted, and he was relieved to finally have them all together for the first time. Heath Diggs sat to the left of him, an accomplished bank robber who had just been put on parole. Bobby had got to know him inside and developed a friendship with him. Heath lived in Melbourne, but Bobby had finally managed to get him out of the city in hopes of a big score. Bobby considered him a close mate, and he knew he could rely on him.

Across from him directly was Stanley Thomson, another ex-con now on release. He was known around the traps as one of the best getaway drivers in the business, and a cool hand when things went south. He smoked his cigarette and assessed the map Bobby had drawn with quiet contemplation. To the right of Bobby was the person that made him a little uneasy: John Westley. John was a friend of Stan’s and, although he vouched for him, Bobby hadn’t heard great things. He was prone to extreme violence when he didn’t get his way. And now Bobby had finally met him, he was getting the same frenetic vibes off him that his ex-partner in crime Marcos the rat used to put out.

Bobby pointed to the map. ‘Longest route is between here and Koorawalla. It’s around fifty Ks give or take. There’s plenty of back roads behind the farms along the route. We need to try and hit them here.’ He pointed at the turnoff he had drawn. ‘This is the Barnadown turnoff. Middle of the road. Got to try and hit them before they get to this point. This will make it the furthest point between both police stations. Cops would be thirty minutes away at least.’

‘And what type of car were you thinking of?’ Stanley asked.

Bobby smiled; this was the key to his plan. If the men disagreed, it would be a no-go. ‘No cars.’

‘No cars?’

‘No. Motorbikes.’

Stanley laughed. ‘It’s ballsy.’

‘Can you both ride?’ Bobby asked the other two men.

They both nodded in unison and Bobby continued. ‘I’ll arrange the bikes. Shouldn’t be an issue. Thursday is the run. Armaguard pick up the monthly cash run from the main bank here in town and send it out to all country branches. I say we ride up beside them, point guns in the windows and get them to turn off here.’ Bobby pointed at a side road just before the turnoff. ‘John and Heath. You’ll both keep an eye on the driver and passenger. Stanley and I will focus on the back door man. He’ll be in the jump seat ready to go. Now I’ve asked around, these blokes are rent-a-guards at best. Pushovers. They’ll offer no resistance.’

‘What kind of cash are we thinking?’ Heath asked.

‘I’d say at least a couple of hundred K. Enough to keep us all sorted for a while,’ Bobby said with a smile.

‘And how’s the cut?’ Stanley asked.

Here was the kicker, Bobby thought. He was smart though, he knew the way people thought, and knew that even though he was planning the whole thing, that they would think he was going to be greedy. He needed to be fair. He’d heard of too many horror stories of crews turning on each other mid-job. ‘Even cut,’ he replied.

That caused the three men to break out in smiles. He knew it was rare for the planner to offer to take the same amount of the cut. He hoped it may cause a level of security for himself along with loyalty.

Heath sculled his beer. ‘Right, so when are we doing this?’

‘Next Thursday is the aim. Let’s all meet at my joint at Eaglehawk, I’ll have the bikes ready to go.’

Bobby left the pub feeling buoyed. His memories of his last big job, the failure at the strip club and his incarceration, were a distant memory. He’d thought of every angle, of everything that could go wrong and couldn’t find any weaknesses in his plan, he knew that this would be simple. He parked in the driveway of his home on the outskirts of town and made his way inside. Sheryl was standing at the kitchen bench stirring a metal pot of something which smelt delicious and smiled upon his entrance. ‘Hello, handsome.’

Bobby felt like pinching himself sometimes. To have a beautiful wife like this to come home to, it made him think that maybe his better option was to play it straight. But he knew what he was, and knew what that life entailed. He’d never get ahead with the way the world worked anymore. He lit a cigarette and sat down at the kitchen table. ‘Evening.’

Sheryl stopped stirring the bowl, removed her apron and walked over, sitting down beside him. She lit a cigarette herself and looked at Bobby with concern. ‘Everything ok?’

Bobby grinned. ‘More than ok. It’s done. I’ve set it up.’

‘And Heath is in on it too?’

Bobby knew that Heath agreeing to it was the stickler. Sheryl had taken a liking to his mate, and it seemed like if he was involved, she would be onboard too. ‘Yep. Heath and John Westley and Stanley Thomson.’

Bobby watched his wife closely. The last few months had been building up to this meeting with the men, and he had outlined every step of his plan to her. He felt like if she didn’t want him to go through with it, he wouldn’t. But he knew what a life changing amount of money could do for them both. Sheryl could quit her schooling; she’d never have to work again.

‘And the motorbikes?’ she asked.

Bobby let out a sigh of relief. She was in. She was all in. He’d never loved someone more than in that moment, she would go to the edge of the earth with him. ‘Swiping them from a farm out north. There’s four of them in his shed, plain as day for anyone to see. Heath and I will get them Wednesday, that will keep the heat low.’

Sheryl inhaled her cigarette and stared directly through the window across the room and out into the rainy night. Bobby had a bad feeling about the look that she had. ‘What is it?’ he asked.

She turned away and stood up, walking back to the pot on the kitchen bench. ‘Nothing.’

‘Tell me.’

Tears welled in her eyes and she wiped them away, trying to maintain her composure. ‘I’m scared. I don’t want to lose you.’

Bobby stood up and wrapped his hands around his new wife’s waist. ‘You’re not going to lose me. I promise.’

Sheryl folded in on him, and Bobby could feel her heaving as the weight of what he was about to do seemed to be hitting her. Bobby knew from experience that people either folded into this life or walked away. It seemed like this was the moment, this was the tipping point on whether she was going to go all in. She looked up at him, red-faced and puffy eyes. ‘I know it’s not the best time to tell you this. And. Well. I’ve been putting it off.’

‘What?’

‘I’m pregnant.’
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Chapter Ten

After pleasantries were exchanged, Eli led Joanna through the wrought iron front gate, past the pristine hedging and into the front entrance area where a white vintage cast iron table and chairs sat. Eli sat down and motioned for Joanna to join him. Joanna reluctantly sat, and felt a renewed amount of energy as sunshine peeked through the clouds. She wanted to look around and get to Nick as soon as possible.

‘How’s Nick?’ Joanna asked.

‘Couldn’t tell you. I only got here two hours ago. The Deputy Commissioner said they’ve placed him in lockup for the time being. He’ll be awaiting our arrival to headquarters for the first interview.’

Joanna smiled for the first time, and Eli noted the heavy make-up on her left cheek covering some sort of scarring. She was short. Around only five foot two, and had dark hair, cut into a short hair style that was tied into a high ponytail. She was pretty, in a no fuss type of way, and had an energy about her that he could feel as she sat beside him.

‘He will not like that,’ Joanna replied.

‘Neither would I.’

Joanna stood up again. ‘So, what’s the plan? Let’s get in there.’

Eli couldn’t stop her, and she walked straight to the plastic bin at the front door and put coverall booties over her shoes. Eli followed and put a fresh set on himself and walked inside.

Joanna stood in the lounge room and immediately took pause. The home was tastefully renovated, with modern furniture and colours, but that was where the nice part of the house ended. The place had been destroyed, with table and chairs strewn everywhere, holes in walls near the staircase and throw pillows torn and scattered all over. She continued on past the staircase where she could see blood spots at the base of the landing, and walked on into the kitchen, which was more of the same. Drawers had been pulled out and the cupboard doors had been flung open. Joanna’s mind was already ticking. ‘Why would Nick do this?’ she asked Eli.

Eli had thought the same on first inspection. The comments outside in the throng of fellow cops were that it was perhaps domestic violence, an argument turned bad that turned into a fit of rage, destruction of the house, and then murder. ‘Has Nick spent much time in Melbourne? Do you know if he knew the victim?’

Joanna laughed. ‘We’ve both been in Sydney for the last few months. Before that up near the Northern Territory. Closest he’s been to Melbourne was Edithvale on the border about six months ago. So, no. He hasn’t been anywhere close to here.’

‘And the victim?’

‘Evie Gibson?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Never heard of her in my whole life, I never heard her name mentioned. I’ll be honest, he’s just come off a fairly traumatic breakup six months ago, and then out in the outback ran into an old flame. I don’t think he’s had much time for dating a woman from Melbourne, we’ve been so busy with cases.’

Eli knew the feeling. He felt like before he met his wife Steph that he may never find love. The hours involved with being a homicide detective were over and above the average job and he sometimes struggled in social situations.

‘There’s something not right here,’ Joanna continued. ‘Can we go upstairs?’

Eli nodded and led the way. Joanna followed tentatively, mentally preparing for what she was about to see. She walked up the staircase where the blood spots at the base slowly got bigger until she saw a puddle at the top step about twenty centimetres wide.

‘Where we found the knife,’ Eli said, sensing her question.

Eli continued and Joanna followed. Upstairs was tighter, just a narrow hallway with bedrooms and a bathroom coming off it to the left and right. A forensics tech stood at the entrance of a door and Eli stopped to talk to them. Her ears began to ring slightly as the enormity of the situation Nick was in truly hit her. She couldn’t hear the words the two men said as she walked past them and stood at the end of the bed and looked down at Evie Gibson’s body.

She lay face first and had multiple stab wounds across her back. The pool of blood in the bed surrounded her whole body and Joanna could tell by looking at the scratches on her arms that she’d tried to put up a fight. She looked across at her side of the bed and the upturned side drawers and couldn’t understand how or why Nick would put himself in this situation. How did he know this woman? And why hadn’t he mentioned her? She looked down at the foot of the bed and took pause. A shoe right next to hers she recognised, a leather brown dress shoe that she’d seen Nick wear before. She looked up again and noted his wallet sitting on the opposite bedside table. The walls of the room started to feel like they were tightening, and suddenly her breathing became shallow.

Eli touched her elbow, causing her to jump. ‘You ok?’

Joanna shook herself straight. ‘Yeah. Fine.’

‘Come on. Let’s head out and get some fresh air.’

Eli once again led the way and Joanna cautiously gripped the handrail as she navigated the steep old wooden stairs. She passed two men carrying a stretcher with a body bag at the entrance and, as the sun light in the front entrance hit her face along with the fresh air, she felt her mind clear immediately. She turned back towards the house and Eli and pointed at the building. ‘Someone was looking for something.’

‘Seems that way,’ Eli replied.

‘I don’t get it. Why do the police think he did it? Something is wrong here, Detective. Why would the best homicide detective I’ve ever seen come to this home, ransack it and murder its sole occupant? It makes absolutely no sense.’

Eli motioned for Joanna to follow and together they crossed the road and stood under the cover of a blooming jacaranda tree. ‘I agree,’ Eli replied. ‘Something stinks. The local cops who got to the scene said he was standing in the bedroom at the foot of the bed covered in her blood. Forensics are saying time of death was the early hours of the morning. Why would he still be hanging around? I’ve read up on his career. No homicide cop would be so stupid.’

Joanna watched Eli speak. She could already tell that he wasn’t sold on the idea of Nick’s guilt. Yes, he was in that room with that woman and it looked awfully bad. But Joanna could not for the life of her imagine an outcome where Nick was guilty. He was clearly in the wrong place at the wrong time. ‘Maybe it was a home robbery gone wrong?’ Joanna asked.

Eli looked away and Joanna turned around just as the scrum of media hit the edge of the footpath. She was taken aback and took a backwards step, nearly tripping over the small brick wall behind her and landing in the bushes.

‘Detectives! Detectives!’

‘Can you tell us any more information!’

‘Why did he do it? Where is Detective Vada now?’

Eli held a hand up for quiet and Joanna stayed behind him. She didn’t need her face all over the news. What if news travelled to Nick before she got a chance to see him? He may think she was trying to build a case against him.

One the blonde reporters in a green pantsuit seemed to position herself at the front of the scrum for the impromptu interview that Eli was forced to give. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Detective Sergeant Eli Roberts.’

‘Ok. We are going live in—’

‘Wait,’ Eli replied, but as the camera operator’s finger came up to suggest that he would be live in the air in mere seconds, he had no choice now but to stand and face her.

‘This is Jennifer Oswald here with Channel Four news at the scene of the horrific murder of a local St Kilda resident. I have Detective Sergeant Eli Roberts with me here. Detective, where is Nick Vada now and has he been formally charged with the crime?’

Joanna listened to Eli with concern. Whatever he said in this moment would likely be parroted for years to come. ‘Nick Vada has been detained for questioning but has not been formally charged at this time. We are still looking into the matter and all options, including the option of the detective not being involved at all. All possibilities are on the table.’

The scrum in the background exploded and more microphones and cameras were pushed near Eli. ‘I have no further comments,’ he said finally and grabbed Joanna by the elbow, walking back towards the house.

‘Thank you,’ Joanna said once they were back behind the safety of the police tape.

‘For what?’

‘For vouching for Nick. He’s a good man, Detective. We both know that he didn’t do this.’

Eli’s brow furrowed. ‘I don’t know anything for sure right now, Detective Gray. But yes, I’m not about to accuse someone of murder on live television when I don’t have the facts just yet.’

‘Just give it time,’ Joanna said. ‘Once you speak to him, you will realise. He could never do something like this.’

‘So you’ve said. C’mon. Let’s head to the station and have a chat.’
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Chapter Eleven

1992

The sun rose across the vacant farm paddocks and a heavy mist sat low in the morning light as Bobby stood in the backyard of his house outside of Bendigo. The weather forecast that he’d read in yesterday’s paper was spot on. Cool morning and no rain for the next few days meant that today was the day. He’d stolen the motorbikes from a farm on the outskirts with Heath a day earlier and they were all jammed side by side in his garage with the door down so he didn’t attract any heat.

‘You alright?’

He turned around to see Sheryl standing on the back porch with a cup of tea in hand. The sun radiated off her and she glowed in the morning light. From the moment he found out about the pregnancy he felt like his life had been tipped off its axis. It was no longer him against the world. He had to be the provider for his wife and child. And he wanted them to have an upbringing like no other, like one that his father had never allowed for him.

He took one last inhale of his cigarette and flicked the butt out near the clothesline with a grin. ‘I’m alright.’ He looked at his watch. ‘Heath and the boys will be here shortly. Need to get dressed.’

The men all arrived shortly after in separate cars, which Heath told the men to ensure weren’t parked out the front of his home to not arouse suspicion. Bobby sat at his kitchen table and studied them all closely. Heath sipped from a chipped mug with a calm composure, Stanley quietly bit into a piece of toast Sheryl had made for him, and John paced nervously near the window, continually stopping to inhale his cigarette, and then take a look out of the curtains.

‘John. You alright? You’re making me nervous,’ Heath said finally as he looked over at Bobby.

John stopped suddenly and sat down in the chair. ‘Yeah. Just checking if anyone’s watching us.’

‘Why would there be?’ Bobby asked.

‘Fuck, I dunno!’ John replied. ‘God, now you’re makin’ me nervous!’

‘There’s no need to be. Look, we know the plan inside and out. If anything looks amiss or changes, we back out.’

The three men stood up in unison along with Bobby as the final preparations were made. The men one by one headed to the garage and chose from an array of weapons that Bobby had managed to procure. John and Stanley grabbed the ugly, stubby-nosed sawn-off shotguns. Heath brought his own small submachine gun. Where he managed to find a weapon like that Bobby had no idea. And finally, Bobby checked the ammunition in the Glock pistol he had managed to buy from a city gun dealer. He figured if it came to it, he’d rather be shooting with a pistol on a motorbike.

They wished each other good luck and Stanley and John roared off on the motorbikes into the brisk morning air. Sheryl walked over to Heath and gave him a hug. ‘Please look after him,’ she said, pointing in Bobbys direction.

Heath smiled. ‘I’ll do my best.’ He jumped onto his motorbike, started it and nodded at Bobby. It was go time. Sheryl turned and hugged Bobby and he could see the tears in her eyes.

‘Please be careful,’ she said.

‘Don’t worry about us. Just stay close to the phone, alright?’

***

The Armaguard van travelled along at a leisurely pace. It wasn’t a pretty-looking vehicle, with a short boxy bonnet painted black and near vertical windscreen, it looked like something made out of Lego. The team of three who manned the vehicle were running late, and the driver, a twenty-year veteran with Armaguard, Tony Curtis, was frustrated at his new help.

The team always had the same roles. He was the driver and leader, and had every road and route meticulously planned out. His passenger had one of the riskier jobs. He was the main money man who would exit the vehicle and enter the banks for each pickup, along with the guard in the rear of the van. The reason behind his frustration was that his two new men he’d been given didn’t seem to understand how important it was for them to stick to their time schedules. He’d had to break a cardinal rule within Armaguard, he had to leave the truck to head into the bank and ask the two new men to get back to the truck. They were both busy chatting to one of the pretty young bank tellers. He was furious.

‘The route, our timing and the money are the three keys to maintaining order within my truck,’ he said, berating the two young recruits. ‘I’ve never missed a pickup. And I’ve never had any trouble. Let’s continue that, alright?’

After the lecture, the truck had been filled with a peaceful silence as Tony travelled along the empty country highway. He was enroute to Koorawalla, a small farming town around thirty minutes away, and watched the road ahead as he neared the turnoff before the state highway.

In the rear jump seat, protecting the cash that was due for drop off at the Koorawalla branch, the young guard, Jesse, sat and fumed at the dressing down he’d received that morning. It was only his second week on the job after failing to make the police force, and he wanted to impress, he wanted the bosses to see how useful he could be, he wanted to be a truck driver like Tony, and needed the better salary that that job entailed.

Through the back windows of the van, he watched as the odd car sped to the rear of the van, and then overtook them effortlessly. The van was heavy, thick with armour plating and bulletproof glass, and only could manage a top speed of eighty Ks an hour, well below the usual limit of one hundred. His curiosity piqued when, through the back window, he noticed motorcycles coming at speed, and he stood up, holding onto the handrailing above the shelving and walked towards the window to take a better look.

There were four red motorcycles, all off-road style, and he froze when he realised the men were wearing balaclavas. He strained his eyes through the toughened glass to make out what the front bike was doing and just as he opened his mouth, the sound of gunfire ricocheted of the back door.

‘We’re being robbed!’ he yelled.

Two of the motorcycles sped up both sides of the truck, and Tony looked out his window at the balaclava-clad man who was holding a pistol directly at him, and gesturing for him to pull over. He took his foot off the accelerator slowly as his passenger yelled at him. ‘Tony! What the fuck are you doing? This whole van’s bulletproof! Just keep driving! They’ll never get in!’

Tony wished that was the case. He knew that his model of truck, an older Chevrolet, didn’t have the same bulletproof features that some of the newer trucks in the city had. Jesse in the back and his passenger in the truck had been trained in the city and had been told of the safety features of the trucks, but no mention would have been made about their older counterparts. He indicated off the highway onto a lonely side road that seemed to lead to a farm and slowed to a stop.

Jesse popped his head through the back window between them. ‘Why are we stopping! We’re bulletproof!’

Tony turned to them both. ‘This is an older van. Windows are just glass. Not bulletproof. Just do what they say.’

The guard in the passenger seats mouth opened and he wrapped his arms around himself, rocking bad and forwards. ‘We’re going to die, we’re going to die.’

Jesse turned away. He’d grown up in the bush, on farms with his dad, and had been in a scrap from time to time. Now was his moment, he wasn’t going to let these bastards take a single cent from this van. He could see the shadows of two men now who banged on the back door of the van. ‘Open up. Or we’ll put a charge under the van and blow the back off this fuckin’ thing!’

Jesse tensed up. He was ready. He unclipped his pistol from his holster as Tony saw what was happening. ‘Don’t you dare! You know we can’t use them unless absolutely necessary!’

Jesse looked at Tony. ‘You don’t think it’s necessary? Well, I plan on fuckin’ getting out of here alive!’ He walked down to the back door and unclipped the back handle with his foot, with pistol in hand. He wore a bulletproof flak vest, so prayed that he could use the element of surprise. The doors swung wide, and at first, all he could see was the vacant highway behind them. His senses were on high alert and he could hear the blood rushing in his ears. Suddenly, as two of the balaclava-clad men came around a corner each, he slid his finger to the trigger, pointed in their direction and started firing.

***

Bobby watched from the drivers side of the truck as it sped away in a hail of dust as John was killed instantly as the bullets hit him in the chest, with the fatal blow going straight through his neck. Bobby got to him first: he lay on the side of the road as the motorcycle roared against the farm fence, the throttle seemingly jammed at full speed causing the back wheel to spew up a giant dust cloud. He took one look at his face, which was covered in blood, and the awkward angles his limbs were in and knew he was gone. Heath reached Stan, who was near John’s body and had inexplicably managed to stay upright on his motorcycle.

Bobby ran over to them as Stan’s motorcycle finally fell and he hit the dirt in the table drain beside the highway. Bobby could see the blood pouring from the back of his head and shoulders from the messy bullet wounds. Heath cradled his old friend’s head as he looked in Heath’s eyes and spoke his last words. ‘Tell Missy I love her.’

Bobby heard the sirens first and grabbed Heath by the shoulders. ‘Heath! We’ve got to go! You have to leave him!’

The motorcycles flew through the busy township as fast as possible, trying their best to stay below the speed limit and potential heat from the police. Heath reached the house first and dropped the motorcycle as it was still running, causing it to crash into the old tin shed garage door with an almighty bang. Bobby stopped more graciously as he saw Sheryl coming out of the screen door.

Sheryl could see something was clearly wrong. ‘What happened?!’

Heath grabbed Bobby by the collar and shook him. ‘They’re both fuckin’ dead! And it’s your fault!’

‘Mate, I had no idea they were going to shoot at us!’

‘You got them killed! And we’ve got nothing to show for it!’

Bobby had no reply. He had failed. All of his planning had been for nothing. Heath let go of him and walked up to Sheryl. ‘Where are my car keys?’

Sheryl stepped back and pointed inside. ‘On the kitchen table.’

Heath stormed in and walked back out. He pointed in Bobby’s direction. ‘I’m fuckin’ done. I don’t want anything to do with this. Don’t call me. Leave me out of it.’
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Chapter Twelve

Joanna sat in the passenger seat of Eli’s unmarked police car as they neared the giant police headquarters building in Docklands. His phone had rung twice on the journey and he declined both calls. When it rang a third time, he answered it with a frustrated huff.

‘Roberts.’

‘Roberts, you mind telling me what the hell you were doing back there?’ Eli looked at Joanna and rolled his eyes. Joanna guessed straightaway what his superior was going to say next. ‘We’ve caught the bloke red-handed killing a woman and you’re out telling Channel Four that there’s a possibility that he was not involved at all! Have you lost your mind?’

‘No, I have not. Has anyone said a word to Vada yet? Has he said anything?’

There was silence at the end of the line. ‘Well, no. The Deputy Commissioner told me it would be better if you were the first to talk with him now you’ve seen the scene. You know I disagree, and I told Reg that. I also said I would’ve preferred Matt and Chan leading this one, but it’s clear you’ve got your nose up his arse, so I’m stuck between a rock and a hard place.’

Joanna was intrigued. Eli seemed competent enough, and from what her chief had told her, one of the best detectives Melbourne Metropolitan Police had, but it seemed clear that some members up above didn’t agree. She wondered what he may have done to anger them.

‘Well, all I’m saying is that there could be more to the story. But hey, I have been wrong before.’ The statement hung in the air and Joanna looked ahead as the car travelled through the boom gates into an underground carpark. ‘We’re here anyway, I’ll talk to you soon,’ Eli finished, hanging up the phone.

‘Who was that?’ Joanna asked.

‘Inspector Rob Venables. My boss.’ Eli replied.

‘What’s his problem?’

‘If you find out, let me know.’

Eli parked and turned off the car without another word to Joanna. She knew what the inner workings of some of these elite departments could sometimes be like, and it seemed clear that Eli had been on the wrong end of a decision. Maybe he and Nick weren’t so different after all? She followed him through the back entrance of the super station, and into an office space. A group of cops had congregated near a television screen next to a tearoom, and Eli and Joanna walked over to the screen to see what they were watching.

The screen was CCTV and looked to be vision from inside a holding cell. There were three men sitting on a bench near the top of the screen and, from what Joanna could tell from the heads near the bottom of the screen, more people sitting across from them. As the footage re-started, one of the cops said, ‘Here, wait, wait, wait.’ She pointed to the bottom corner of the screen. ‘Here he comes.’

A man from the top side of the screen stood up. He was a giant, with a black vest and long, bushy beard. It was hard to tell from the quality of the footage, but he seemed to be speaking to the men across from him in the room and rubbing his hands together. Joanna had seen the way men like that moved many of times. This man was looking for a fight. He slowly sauntered closer and closer, and his arms started to move outwards, like he was reaching his point, reaching a crescendo in whatever point he was trying to convey. Suddenly, a blur came from the bottom of the screen, and the man was kicked with a vicious blow to the groin. There were ooo’s and aaah’s from the male cops watching the screen and Joanna watched as the figure from the bottom of the screen stood up and delivered a vicious uppercut to the giant. The giant’s head rose as if in slow motion, and blood spurted from his nose as he flew backward and landed back in the centre of the cell in a crumpled heap.

Eli pointed at the giant. ‘Who the hell is that? And what’s this all about?’

One of the officers turned from the screen. ‘That Eli, was Carl Bridgton. A Hells Angels enforcer. Convicted for multiple counts of assault, and in that holding cell for murder. Bar fight gone wrong. A few hours before this he bashed another bloke in the holding cell for looking at him wrong, he’s been transferred to hospital.’

Eli’s mouth opened as he pointed to the figure who had done the damage, who had slowly sat back in his seat. ‘Well, who the hell is that then?’

Joanna smiled. From the second she saw him stand; she knew. ‘It’s Nick.’

***

Interview room one of the police headquarters was the biggest, and the most state-of-the-art. Cameras were in every wall along with the smallest microphones that could pick up even the lowest of whispers. One wall had the same double-sided glass you see in movies. In those movies, behind that glass was a room full of other cops listening intently. Today in that cramped room, some of Melbourne Metropolitan Police’s top brass all stood and waited for the interview to commence.

Joanna was nervous for some reason. She fidgeted uncomfortably in the chair that was closest to the door. She wasn’t afraid of Nick; she knew already that despite all the odds against him that there was no way he could have done what they said he had. She just wanted to whisk him out of the building and take him back to the bush, where all seemed right in the world.

The door opened and Nick walked through in a teal set of pants and t-shirt. The t-shirt still had a smattering of blood drops up the centre of it from the crushed biker’s nose. He looked terrible, his hair was a mess and his stubble was longer than usual. His hard-set face immediately lit up when he saw who was in the room. ‘Joanna!’

Joanna didn’t care. She stood up and walked to him, embracing him in a tight hug, even though he was in cuffs. ‘Are you alright?’

He pulled himself back and held up the cuffs. ‘What do you think?’ He looked over at Eli. ‘He any good?’

Joanna looked at Eli, whose eyebrows were raised. ‘Too early to tell.’

The guard behind Nick looked over at Eli. ‘Cuffs?’

‘Remove them please,’ Eli replied. It was a classic move to establish trust. Joanna remembered Nick discussing it with her. Nick sat down across from them both and Eli started. ‘Afternoon Nick. I’m not sure if you remember me?’

Nick smiled as he realised he had met Eli before. ‘Yeah. I do. Detective Sergeant Eli Roberts. Canberra forensics function?’

‘Yep.’

Nick rubbed his wrists from where the cuffs had scratched his wrists. ‘And now here we are.’

Eli cleared his throat. ‘Alright. I’m going to lay down the facts of what we have. I’m going to be honest as you and I both know how this works. I have you in the residence of Evie Gibson, covered in her blood, and the murder weapon confirmed to have your DNA on it.’

That was a fact Joanna didn’t know. She looked at Nick and tried to imagine what was going through his head. He smiled and looked across at the glass. ‘Is this a test?’

‘No test.’

‘Well, you and I both know that no matter what state, DNA evidence takes twenty-four hours to come back. Even the most urgent of submissions. So, you’re lying to me.’

Joanna wasn’t sure what the exact timing was of DNA tests but knew Nick’s arrogance may be about to get him into trouble. ‘Nick. Just tell us what happened. From start to finish. Let’s clear this up.’

Nick held his hands up. ‘Alright. I’m sorry. Let’s start over. I headed down this weekend for an old school mate’s fortieth birthday. It’s in South Melbourne tonight. You can look it up. I booked a place in St Kilda to stay for the weekend. Looked close to a beach so thought it wouldn’t be bad. I got here, checked into my accommodation and planned to meet a mate for drink at the Prince Hotel around 6:00 pm. I got there early and struck up a conversation with Evie. She had been stood up on a date and we hit it off, had a couple drinks. She took me for a walk out on the beach and then I’d planned to head back to my accommodation, but she invited me back to her place for dinner.’

‘What time was this?’ Eli asked.

‘About nine. She cooked us dinner. Fettuccini. We drank a bottle of wine, watched a little TV and then headed up to her bedroom.’

‘And?’

Nick rubbed his hand over his face. ‘And we had sex. Consensual. Shortly after, we both fell asleep.’

The silence in the room was deafening. Joanna leaned forward on her seat. Now was the pivotal moment. What did he have to say?

‘At 3:01 am I heard a noise downstairs. Initially I fobbed it off. Sleeping in someone else’s house, you know? I tried to go back to sleep but heard it again and decided to check it out. I crept downstairs as quietly as I could.’ Nick closed his eyes and concentrated. ‘I heard two men. Two sets of footsteps. And I’m pretty sure I heard whispers. I got to the bottom of the stairs and as I reached the bottom was struck over the head. I was knocked out.’

Eli leaned back in his chair with a grin and placed his hands on top of his head. ‘Awfully convenient.’

Nick leaned forward in the chair quickly, causing Joanna to almost jump. He swiped his hand over the top of his head until it hit a point, and then parted his hair under the fluorescent light. A deep, ugly cut was clearly prominent right between his hair line. He leaned back up. ‘That’s where they hit me.’

Eli looked over at Joanna. ‘Ok. Well. We’ll need to get that checked out. We’ll need to try and corroborate that.’

Nick continued, ‘I woke up at the bottom of the landing and the house was absolutely destroyed, shit everywhere. Whatever they were looking for, they must have found it I’m guessing, or I’d be dead.’

‘How do you know they were looking for something?’ Eli asked.

Nick looked at Eli with a deadpan expression. ‘I thought they said you were good? Did you see the house? It was destroyed. Why would I, or anyone for that matter, completely destroy a house mid-murder? That something you’ve seen before? Because I certainly haven’t.’

‘Ok. Fair point. What happened next?’

‘I ran up the stairs as fast as I could. I screamed out Evie’s name and heard nothing. I saw what I assume now was the murder weapon at the top of the stairs, which I never touched I might add, and continued on upstairs. The blood got worse as I got closer to her room.’ Nick looked down, and Joanna could see tears beginning to well in his eyes. ‘She was gone. I checked her pulse. She was cold. There was nothing I could do. I should never have gone down those bloody stairs. If I had of stayed, I could’ve saved her.’

Joanna looked at Eli, who offered no consolation. ‘You were outnumbered, Nick. You’re lucky to be alive,’ she said.

Eli scratched his chin. ‘It’s an interesting story.’ His story lined up with her time of death, and explained more why he was still in the house when the police arrived.

‘When do I get to make a call?’

Eli looked over at the mirror as a reflex. ‘I’ll let you know soon. Sit tight for now. That concludes the first official interview with Nick Vada.’ Eli looked at his watch. ‘At 3:30 pm.’
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Chapter Thirteen

1994

Bobby and Heath sat together in the front bar of the Esplanade Hotel in St Kilda, listening to a rock band playing directly behind the bar. The lead singer was in full leather and the music was deafening. He was screaming and gyrating into the microphone with lyrics that had something to do with the government.

It had been two years since the failed Armaguard van heist near Koorawalla and it still pissed Bobby off to this day. He had been advised that the guards were trained to never under any circumstances use their weapons, they were to be used as a visual deterrent only. Stanley had been a good mate of Heath’s, a childhood friend, and Heath was devastated by the loss. Bobby knew that Heath had blamed their deaths solely on him, which he thought was fair. The last time he had seen Heath before their beer in the pub that afternoon in St Kilda was his back as he drove away in his car on that fateful day.

‘Long time,’ Heath said.

Bobby held a beer up. It was good to see his old friend again. A lot had happened in his life over the last two years, most things good and some bad, but he had a score to settle, and Heath was a key part of his plan. ‘Too long. Look, mate, we both know what happened in the past. And I can’t bring back Stan. And I’ll say it once, I’ll say it a thousand times, I’m bloody sorry for what happened. You and I both know I had no idea it would go down that way.’

Heath clinked glasses with him. ‘I know. And I’m sorry for the way I reacted. There was no way you could’ve known.’ He looked down into his beer. ‘I had to tell his wife, Misty. That was rough.’

There was silence as Bobby realised the terrible predicament he had put his old friend in. ‘I’m really sorry, mate. That would’ve been terrible.’

‘It’s alright.’ Heath sipped from his beer and smiled. ‘Could you imagine if we had have got away with it? I asked around a bit after it. A bloke told me some of those trucks can hold up to nearly a million dollars.’

It was information Bobby knew. He had spent his last two years obsessively working on his next grand plan. And he was close to putting all the pieces together. Heath, although on the outer after what happened with Stanley, was reliable and he knew he could trust him. He’d heard around he was still working in their trade. Nothing major, but enough that Bobby knew he’d be rock solid if he hit him with the proposal. Bobby had moved back to the city with Sheryl, and had rented a little place in St Kilda with hopes of potentially joining back into the world his father had mastered when he was a young boy.

‘So why did you want to see me?’ Heath asked.

‘Thought it’d be a good chance to catch up with an old mate. Heard you were working around here. Doing a bit of this, and a bit of that. How’s all that going?’

Heath looked over his shoulder. ‘Cars are still the go-to at the moment. They are getting easier to nick, not harder. Stole an immaculate Holden Calais last week. Got a good panel bloke who takes them, cuts off the tags and repaints ‘em. We sell them in the Trading Post newspaper. Makin’ a bloody fortune.’

‘Sounds risky,’ Bobby replied.

The rock band finished their last encore and the crowd around the bar cheered and clapped. It was hot inside the bar, mostly with body heat, and the only reprieve was the ocean breeze that blew in through the windows. Looking out from the front bar you could see St Kilda Beach directly across the road. Bobby’s foray to the country was short, and St Kilda had made him fall in love with the city again. Money had been tight for the past year, and he had struggled with some odd labouring jobs on building sites to keep Sheryl happy. He wanted to keep his head down. His next score could change their entire life.

‘Nah, it’s alright.’ Heath punched Bobby’s arm. ‘Plus, who are you to talk? You ain’t no criminal mastermind. Nothin’ like your old man anyway.’

The words stung. But Bobby hoped he may still join him. ‘Well. That might be about to change.’

Heath turned in his chair in Bobby’s direction. ‘Yeah? How so?’

‘I’m planning a job. Bigger than anything anyone has ever done.’

Heath laughed. ‘C’mon mate. We tried the armoured trucks. Didn’t work. After what happened with Stanley things have changed, it’s got a shitload riskier. Did you read the articles? Those things are nearly indestructible now. And half the guards now are ex-coppers or ex-army. Probably even worse than the bloke that shot at us.’

‘Not the trucks. I want the bank,’ Bobby replied.

Heath laughed. ‘Fuckin’ hell. Haven’t you learnt anything in the past few years? That shit’s old news mate. It’s 1994. The technology now in banks is bloody nuts. New cameras, alarm, safes, the whole shebang.’

It was once again all information Bobby knew. But his failed heist on the Armaguard truck had become a pivotal moment in his life. He had managed to get a glimpse of the inside of the back of the truck. Bricks upon bricks of new money wrapped in clear plastic had been stacked high on each shelf. He estimated more than hundreds of thousands. It had looked like millions. He couldn’t get it out of his mind, it was like a worm in the back of his brain. The kernel of an idea that had taken two years to come to fruition.

‘You remember the back of that truck out on that road?’

Heath sipped from his beer. ‘Yeah. Stacked to the bloody hilt. We didn’t get a fuckin’ cent. Still can’t believe it.’

‘It got me thinking. Why did the van have that much cash to go out to a country bank? So, I did some research and you know what I found out?’

‘What?’

‘That every second Thursday, the federal government sends out a massive shipment of cash to those little banks for pensions, dole cheques, grants and government wages. Millions of dollars are disbursed. Cash.’

‘So?’

‘So, say right now is Thursday. That same truck, or one similar, is dropping upwards of a million dollars into that little Westpac bank in Koorawalla. The building is over one hundred years old. It’s still running on a power board from 1933. It has a cast iron, vintage Chubb bank vault, imported from London postwar in 1958. Entirely mechanical. The bank currently has only two security cameras, at the front and back door. And a daytime security guard who knocks off at five every night, and is in the pub down the street at 5:10.’

Heath’s mouth opened as Bobby talked. ‘Jesus, Bobby. You know a lot about this bank.’

‘I do. I was there this morning. I’ve been scoping the place out for the past few months.’

‘Shit. Alright. You’ve got my attention. What do you want from me then?’

‘I want to put together a crew. I’ve already got one man. He’s my electrical support. He knows cameras and alarms better than anyone. In case there’s something I’ve missed.’

‘What’s his name?’

‘Stefan Hinchcliff.’

‘Never heard of him. Who else you got?’

‘Me. And hopefully you?’

Heath smiled. ‘And the cut?’

Bobby grinned. ‘You know me. Even.’

‘I’ll need time to think.’

‘Alright. Well, I’ve got another bloke who I’m keen on talking to. Once I case him and see if he’s interested, I’ll call you and start filling you in on my plan if you’re interested. It was bloody good to see you again, mate. Truely.’

Heath stood up and embraced his friend in a hug. It’d been a long time, too long, and he had probably been a little stubborn. What had happened wasn’t totally his fault.

Bobby watched Heath as he walked back out the front door and down the famous steps of the grand old pub. He had one more cigarette and then set off on foot back towards his house. His last year in the city had been hard on the family, and Sheryl’s commitment to his lifestyle had waned as they tried to bring their first child into the world. She had been born eight months after the failed heist, and had been the sole reason their marriage had seem to stick together. His childhood had been one of constant arguing and mistreatment and battles with his father. He wasn’t about to bring up his daughter in a broken home.

The home they had rented was only a block behind the Esplanade Hotel on Acland Street. It was an old two-storey Victorian terrace that was past its best years, but still had a little charm. The sun was slowly setting behind him as he saw his two girls up ahead on the footpath out front playing hopscotch. His daughter was nearly two now, and was a spitting image of her mother. She still had the baby fat from before she had learnt to walk and had beautiful golden curls, which Bobby told Sheryl were from his side of the family.

The little girl spotted him from the end of the street and squealed in delight. From behind her, Sheryl smiled and followed the toddler as she waddled in his direction. ‘Dadda! Dadda!’ she yelled.

He swooped her up and gave her a kiss on each cheek. ‘And how is my little Evie girl tonight?’
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Chapter Fourteen

Eli and Joanna were immediately summoned to the office of what Joanna assumed was Eli’s boss who’d spoken to him on the phone. The cramped space was full. A man sat at his desk in the centre of the room. Another man leaned against the wall. Joanna recognised him as Reg, the Deputy Commissioner she had met at the crime scene.

‘Roberts. Take a seat,’ the man at the desk said.

Eli sat down at one of the two chairs in front of his boss and Joanna awkwardly stood in the doorway. ‘And you must be Detective Gray?’ the man asked.

Joanna nodded. ‘Joanna is fine.’

Reg pointed to the man seated. ‘Joanna, this is our Inspector of homicide, Rob Venables.’

Joanna smiled in the Inspector’s direction. He didn’t return the smile. She already felt like she was getting the lay of the land. Eli seemed to be a good cop and the Inspector seemed like he may require some more work.

‘Take a seat, Joanna,’ Rob said to which Joanna obliged. ‘So, Roberts. You’ve got us in the shit big time with the media after what you said. Why do you think someone else could be involved?’

Eli breathed in deeply, and Joanna could sense his frustration. She’d only been in homicide a few months and even she could see at the scene that something wasn’t right. Why did every other cop seem to have their blinkers on regarding this case? ‘The house is destroyed, sir. Someone was looking for something, it’s pretty clear. You heard the interview. Vada’s saying he was cracked over the head, unconscious. Two perps, looking for something.’

‘As you said, awfully convenient,’ Reg replied.

‘Have we got any DNA back yet? Fingerprints?’ Eli asked.

‘The knife is being tested as we speak. We’ve got Vada’s DNA and fingerprints so we’ll know quickly what those results are. How do you account for him being in her bedroom covered in blood when the locals got there?’

‘He was checking to see if she was still alive. The house was dark, the power had been cut,’ Joanna replied.

Rob looked in her direction. ‘I’ll remind you, Detective, that you are a part of the New South Wales police. Not Victoria. You have no jurisdiction here. You’re here only in an advisory role.’

Reg cut in. ‘Rob. Cut her some slack. She’s good a good track record. I know her boss, Mark Johnson. He knows his stuff. He wouldn’t have sent her if she couldn’t help at all.’

Joanna watched the interaction. She had met men like this before. Arrogant, entitled, never wrong. It wasn’t a good look. She wanted to shake him. Scream at him. Nick did nothing wrong. She was sure of it. She could see that he didn’t want to be wrong. He for some reason needed it to be Nick. Nothing would change his mind.

Rob looked back at Eli. ‘You will need to notify her next of kin. Joanna, seeing’s though you’re so interested in following along, you can tag along.’

Eli didn’t reply at the sarcastic jab and stood up as a knock came at the door.

A young woman walked in. She wore black jeans and a matching blouse. She had mousey brown hair worn loosely with dark framed glasses. She smiled in Eli’s direction. ‘Sorry, Inspector. Urgent information. Thought you all needed to know.’ She placed down a piece of paper on the Inspector’s desk, and then addressed the room. ‘I was searching next of kin per your requests. Evie Gibson is an only child as far as I can see. Her mother was a Sheryl Gibson. Died of lung cancer seven years ago. Her father was Bobby Lee Gibson.’

Robs mouth opened and the Deputy Commissioner walked over, snatching the piece of paper off the desk. ‘The Bobby Lee Gibson?’ he asked the woman.

‘As far as I can tell, sir, yes, the one and the same.’

Joanna didn’t recognise the name and could tell Eli was in the same position. ‘Bobby Lee Gibson?’ Eli asked. ‘Why does that name ring a bell?’

Rob read from the piece of paper once Reg handed it to him and then spoke to the two younger officers. ‘Bobby Lee Gibson was the ringleader of what the Victorian Police called the Koorawalla drill gang. Famous bank robber. He was supposedly the mastermind of the famous Koorawalla bank robbery back in 1994. It’s still not solved to this day, although multiple informants have come out since saying he was the brains behind the operation. They took 2.3 million. No-one was ever arrested for it. Cash was never found.’

‘What’s this got to do with her murder though?’ Eli asked.

‘Who knows? It’s probably a terrible coincidence, but it’s good information for you two to have,’ Reg replied.

Eli and Joanna took the remaining paperwork from Rob’s desk and walked out with the woman who delivered it. Joanna introduced herself to her. ‘Hi, I’m Detective Joanna Gray.’

‘Hi Joanna. I’m Senior Constable Courtney May. I’ve been working with Eli on and off whenever he needs a hand. If you need anything from me don’t be afraid to ask, alright?’

Joanna nodded in her direction. After the cold welcome inside the Inspector’s office, Courtney made her feel more at home. ‘Thanks so much.’

Eli walked over to one of the many desks within the cramped office space and sat down. Joanna found a spare chair and sat down across from his, naturally falling into the position she would with Nick, waiting for her next direction. Eli had his head in his hands and his eyes were facing down onto his desk. He leaned back, rubbed his temples and looked at Joanna. ‘What a day. I was meant to be on leave.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Joanna replied. ‘What did you have planned?’

Eli turned a picture frame on his desk around to face her. Joanna picked it up and looked at the image. It was a family portrait, of Eli standing beside a beautiful woman with jet black hair, in a lace dress, holding a newborn in a blue one-piece suit. ‘My wife and son. He’s just turned one. Honestly, I didn’t have a thing planned. Just wanted to hang out at home with them.’

Joanna handed the photo back to him. To see someone with their life in such order was stark contrast to the way she and Nick were currently operating. She felt like she was never at home and always on the road, and the possibility of her ever slowing down and starting her own family felt incredibly distant. The structure of family life like the one that Eli seemed to have was completely foreign to her and she wondered if that level of order helped in his day-to-day workings as a homicide detective.

‘Are you married?’ Eli asked.

Joanna laughed. ‘Me? No. I had a country placing for a few years. Out in Milford. That’s how I met Nick. He was from there. A couple of years later we crossed paths again and he offered me a job to train me up in homicide. Honestly, I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for him. But no, my role is in rural homicide. So, the only thing I feel like I’m married to is the road. And old, dusty country hotel rooms.’

‘I haven’t left the city in years. Grew up here. Bought a house two blocks away from my childhood home. I’m a man of order. I don’t really like change.’

Joanna laughed again. ‘Well, you and Nick are definitely two completely different people then. I swear he doesn’t know what year it is some days. How someone so gifted in his role can be so nonchalant about his outside life is beyond me.’ Joanna paused. It was time to focus on work. ‘What’s the next move? We really need those DNA results back.’

‘We do. But for now, we wait.’ Eli looked down at the paperwork in front of him. ‘Had you heard of Bobby Lee Gibson before?’

Joanna shrugged. She felt like she had heard it mentioned somewhere, or she read something about it a long time ago, but couldn’t be sure. ‘I’m not sure.’

‘Looks like he’s still here as her next of kin. He’s in a nursing home now, Trentham Greens in Toorak. Wow, and they say crime doesn’t pay. I’ve heard that that joint is worth a fortune to get into.’

‘Maybe he was smart with his money,’ Joanna replied.

‘We need to hit social media. Facebook, Instagram, LinkedIn. Anything you can think of where you can find any friends of Evie’s we can talk to. No-one came to the scene, so that’s saying something. Maybe she was a bit of a loner? I’ll get one of the techs to go through her phone. See if she and Nick had been talking beforehand.’

‘Didn’t Nick say she’d been stood up on a date? Maybe there’s something there?’

Eli looked up with a smile. ‘Good call. Your boss was right. You are good.’

Joanna swelled with pride but kept her composure. It was early days. ‘Thanks.’

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter Fifteen

The second holding cell Nick had been placed in after his altercation with the bikie was much nicer. He had a bed, a toilet that was walled off, a desk and a television. In any other circumstances he’d be enjoying his time there, it was nicer than half of the bush motels he and Joanna had been in over the past few months.

He sat at the desk and grimaced as he pulled the old bandage off his hand gingerly. He and Joanna had been in a fire a few months earlier and Joanna was lucky to be alive after he pulled her out of the burning building. Joanna had been under the knife with some of the best burns treatment surgeons in the world after the blaze, but his hands and back had not been so lucky, being haphazardly skin grafted back together with pieces of skin off his calf muscle in the bush hospital.

Joanna had healed. Slowly, but her scars were the polar opposite to what he had been going through over the past month. He hadn’t told anyone but had been having to visit a doctor’s clinic every second day to have sections of his inflamed and infected skin cut off to allow for his wounds to dry and the new skin to begin to come through. The sessions had been painful but he knew what was required to fix him and get it better. His back wound dressing hadn’t been changed for over forty-eight hours now, and he hadn’t showered in over a day and could feel the sticky gauze pressing against the cracked and broken wound.

His hand, however, was much worse. With the bandage off, he braced for the worst as he picked the dried gauze away from the base of his thumb. The skin was an angry red due to the lack of air that his doctor said was needed each night, and he could still see the indentations of the rough stitching between the webbing of his thumb and his index finger.

How he’d managed to find himself in the situation he was in was still a shock to him. But he knew that if they didn’t formally arrest him during the initial interview with how guilty he must have looked back at the house meant that the detectives must have said there was some sort of reasonable doubt. He assumed that because of the state of the apartment he’d seen on his way out in cuffs, that the detectives were confused. Why would he trash the place and then kill Evie? And why would he hang around? It wouldn’t make much sense and it still didn’t make sense to him either. Why were the two men there at her house? And why did they smash the place up? What were they looking for? Evie had told him she was a bartender, and, come to think of it, she had quite a nice home for such a humble profession, but certainly didn’t seem to have anything there that would warrant such violence. It seemed inconceivable.

There was a knock at his door, and before he could re-wrap the gauze on his hand a police officer opened the door quietly. He looked over his shoulder and then walked up to Nick and held out a mobile phone that looked to be mid-call. ‘It’s for you,’ the young cop said.

Nick looked at him blankly. ‘What? Is this my phone call? I thought—’

‘Just take it,’ the young man said, cutting him off.

Nick reached out with his damaged hand and the young man recoiled slightly in shock and disgust. He picked up the iPhone and held it up to his ear. ‘Nick Vada.’

‘I swear every time I speak to you, you seem to have found yourself in worse and worse situations,’ his boss, Chief Inspector Mark Johnson, said.

Nick looked at the young cop and immediately turned away from him. ‘Chief? How’d you arrange this? Who’s the kid?’

‘Mason? Don’t worry about him. He owes the New South Wales police force some favours, let me tell you.’ Nick glanced back again at the cop, who was staring at another phone, seemingly bored already with the interaction. ‘What the hell happened, Nick?’

The seriousness of the Chief’s tone made Nick feel a sense of shame that he hadn’t felt in a long time. It was like he had disappointed his father, or something very close to it. ‘Nothing Chief, that’s the thing. I met the girl, Evie was her name, out at a pub. She invited me back to her house. I heard noises in the middle of the night, I went down to investigate and was cracked over the head. I woke up and found her in the bed, dead. She was cold. There was nothing I could do.’

‘Jesus, Nick. You should have called the police straightaway. What the hell were you thinking? Who do you think did it? Does someone have it in for you?’

Nick shook his head. ‘I don’t think they were there for me, Chief. I think they were surprised I was there. The place was absolutely trashed when they led me out. Someone was looking for something.’

‘Have you seen Joanna yet? I sent her down, hoped she may be able to help.’

‘Yep. Thank you. Remember Eli Roberts? That Melbourne detective we had lunch with at the Canberra conference? Was a bit of a square?’

‘Yeah, I remember him. He’s been doing good things I hear.’

‘They’ve got Joanna with him.’

‘Good. That’s good. At least I know he’s honest. He’s not just going to try and throw you to the wolves.’

‘Chief. You gotta get me out of here.’

‘There’s not a lot I can do, Nick. Let Joanna do the work. The evidence will come out in the wash and you’ll be on the streets in no time.’

‘What about a lawyer? Should I get one?’

The chief paused. ‘You know how that looks when one comes in. I’m not going to make the choice for you. But personally, I’d leave this as a cop to cop matter for now. They’re wrong, and if a lawyer was involved, they might take it the wrong way and who knows how hard they’ll dig their heels in. Just leave it.’

‘I get it. Sorry. I’m just feeling a bit on my own here.’

The chief laughed. ‘You’re locked in a cell under suspicion of murder, Nick. I get it. But you and I both know one thing. The evidence will set you free. Look, I’ve got to go, I’ll try and arrange another call soon alright?’

‘Thanks, Chief. Tell Joanna I’m counting on her.’

The line went dead and Nick handed the phone back to the young cop. ‘If you’re such a famous homicide detective, how could you be arrested for murder?’ he asked with a smug grin.

Nick shrugged. He wasn’t going to bite. ‘Beats me.’

The young man left without another word and closed the steel door behind him. He hadn’t eaten all day and was starving and hoping someone would remember to bring him something to eat. He left the dressing off his hand and lay down on the bed and tried to close his eyes. He’d always been taught to sleep when he could. Who knows when he would next get the chance.

He was awoken again by the sound of soft knocking at the door. The door opened and a women walked in in a standard Melbourne Metropolitan Police dark blue jumpsuit holding what looked to be a medical tray. She was beautiful. Tall, roughly his height, with piercing blue eyes. She had blonde hair, cut into a neat bob cut similar to Joanna’s and had the physique of a runner, or some type of athlete. Someone who kept themselves in top shape. Nick got up slowly and tried to pat down the back of his hair, which always stuck up in vain.

‘Evening. Mason reported you were in need of medical assistance.’

Nick looked at the tray. There was fresh bandages and betadine, along with a tray of pills. He stood up and stretched his arms over his head. ‘You could say that. I’m Nick.’

The woman laughed. ‘I know. I’m Dr Tori Bolton. Nice to meet you.’

Nick was confused. The clothes she was wearing were Melbourne Metropolitan Police. ‘Doctor?’

‘Yeah. I assist at the headquarters in an advisory role from time to time.’ Her black-rimmed glasses had slid slightly down her nose and she pushed them up. ‘I was actually sent here to fix up some of your handy work earlier.’ Nick struggled to hide his grin. ‘It’s not funny. I don’t think he’ll breathe out of one nostril again.’

‘He bashed a bloke that had been put in that cell for tax evasion. A bloke half his size. I’m sorry I’ve upset you, but he deserved it,’ Nick replied icily.

Tori looked down at his hand and took a deep breath. ‘Alright hot shot. Show me your hand. Mason looked green when he came and spoke with me before.’

Nick sat at the desk again and held his hand out under the lights. If Tori was shocked, she didn’t show it and held out both of her hands in his direction. ‘May I?’

Nick nodded. ‘Please.’

Tori held his hand and Nick looked at her pristine nails. Her hands were soft and warm, and for some reason his mind was transported back to Bec, his ex-partner, for a brief moment. She rolled his hand over and leaned in, then rolled it back again. ‘Ok. You’re going to need more medical attention than what I can give you right now.’ She touched a small lump at the base of his thumb. ‘See that bump there? That’s fluid. It’s severely infected.’

‘I know. I’d been going to the day surgery every second day having the old dead skin cut off. The graft never took properly.’

‘I can see that. Far out, where was it done? Overseas?’

Nick chuckled. ‘Cobar. Out bush.’

‘Oh yeah? I’m from out Hillston way. Parents owned property.’

That was a shock to Nick. Tori looked much too put together to be from somewhere so remote. Managing to become a doctor from a region so unpopulated was even more of a shock. ‘Oh yeah? Wow. How’d you manage to get to Melbourne?’

‘Long, long story.’ Nick sensed she didn’t want to talk about it, so he stayed quiet while she applied the cream and fresh bandage. He could smell her perfume as she leaned in close and struggled not to feel attracted to her. He felt something unspoken in the room and she clipped his fresh bandage up finally and stood up. ‘You didn’t kill that woman, did you?’

Nick shook his head. ‘No.’ His hand already felt better with the fresh cream. ‘Thanks for this. I know you didn’t have to.’

‘It’s fine. Now I’ve been asked to assess your head wound as well. Can you please show it to me?’

Nick leaned over and parted his hair for Tori to see, she looked at it with a small medical torch and slowly ran her gloved fingers over it. She used a special type of medical glue to close up the wound and placed three small butterfly stitches over it to hold it together. ‘A deep laceration. I’ve glued it up for now, but if it pops again, you might need stitches.’

‘Ok.’ Nick was already feeling better. ‘Thanks for that.’

Tori picked up the medical tray as the door opened from the outside and began to leave. Nick moved back to bed and she stopped in the doorway and turned around. ‘Hey. If you ever get out of this, let’s go for a drink?’

Nick smiled as she walked out. ‘I’d like that.’
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Chapter Sixteen

It hadn’t taken long, but Joanna and Eli had immediately found Evie’s place of work and decided to head there and see what they could find out. The small bar was set back just off St Kilda Beach, and only a five-minute walk from Evie’s house. They watched as two staff members carried chairs out, ready to set up for the nighttime crowd, and Joanna realised it was a Saturday night. It would be busy with patrons filling all of these places soon.

Eli walked up to a young woman who had dreadlocks and a sleeve tattoo. ‘Detective Sergeant Eli Roberts. The owner here?’

The woman looked at him quizzically, and then spoke in a thick Irish accent. ‘Sure. He’s in stocking the bar.’

They walked into the small bar and Joanna looked around. It had an eclectic style, like the inside of someone’s apartment, and there was a small stage towards the rear of the dance floor with a bathtub on top of it. Each wall had giant projectors playing 50s and 60s movies and in any other situation it was a place she would have loved to come and have a drink at. But now was not the time. Behind the bar, there was a tall man with a ponytail, dressed in black, stocking the fridges methodically. He stood up and wiped his hands with a cloth. ‘Help you guys? We don’t open until six.’

Eli held out his badge. ‘Detective Sergeant Eli Roberts.’

The man’s face fell. ‘You’re here about Evie.’ He looked at his watch. ‘Come into my office and take a seat.’

The three sat in the small office at the rear of the building and the manager filled them in on Evie. ‘She’s worked here for four years. She’s my longest standing employee.’ He looked down at his hands. ‘I still can’t believe she’s gone.’

‘Was there anything you’ve noticed over the past few weeks that could have indicated that this may have happened?’ Eli asked.

‘No. Nothing. Everyone got along with her.’ The owner looked confused. ‘The news was saying a cop did it? Haven’t you already caught the guy?’

‘We are just keeping our options open,’ Eli explained. ‘We want to be a hundred per cent sure.’

The owner continued to sing Evie’s praises and soon after Eli and Joanna called the interview and left the bar, out into the cool night air. As they got back to the car, Joanna looked over at Eli, who kept looking at his watch. He looked tired, and it was clear to her he wanted to go home. ‘Do you want to call it?’

He looked over at her. ‘No. But I know my wife will be wondering if I’m coming home tonight.’

‘We’re only a few blocks from my car. Drop me off and you can head home? I don’t mind, I’ve got to find accommodation anyway.’

Eli didn’t reply but started the car and headed in that general direction. As he neared the block where Evie’s home was, Joanna realised that the police cordon and news vans had already departed. Probably onward to the next terrible story. Nick’s guilt or innocence would be forgotten within a few months. Or at least she hoped.

Eli’s phone rang inside the car and Joanna eyed the screen. It was the last person she hoped would be calling. ‘Evening Rob,’ Eli answered.

‘Roberts. You still working? You still with Vada’s partner?’

‘My name is Joanna,’ she said with a hint of frustration.

Eli smiled in her direction. ‘Sorry. Forgot to mention you were on bluetooth.’

Joanna swore she heard a muffled swear word. ‘It’s fine. I’ll need you both back here as soon as possible please.’

‘What’s this all about?’ she asked.

‘Back here. Now,’ Rob replied and hung up.

‘He always like that?’ Joanna asked. She had hardly met a cop on the force she didn’t respect in one capacity or another, but Eli’s boss was one she was yet to find a redeeming quality in.

‘He is. It’s a long story.’ Eli looked down at his phone again and Joanna could tell he was annoyed. It seemed like this was the last thing he needed.

‘Eli. I know we’ve only just met, and I don’t know you from a bar of soap, but I’m a good read. Just drop me at my car and go home for the night. I’m sure whatever it is can wait until the morning.’

Eli’s shoulders seem to drop with a release of tension that he must have been holding for the whole day. Joanna couldn’t imagine how hard it might be trying to balance family life and their type of career. She wasn’t sure if she would have been able to manage having a family in her position.

‘Alright. I’m going to go and grab a few hours of sleep and I’ll be back first thing in the morning alright?’

The car slowed and Joanna eyed her rental still sitting near the sandstone church. ‘Don’t rush.’

Eli waved her off and she stood in the carpark next to her car. Winters in Melbourne could be freezing and the cool night beside the ocean was cutting through her. She opened her car door and grabbed her puffer jacket out and decided to take one last look around Evie’s home again before she headed back to the headquarters.

The lights of the bar and pubs along the esplanade seemed to cast the residential street in a dull glow. The sound of revellers and music from the same direction meant that you were never truly alone in a suburb like this. It wasn’t something she was used to after being out in the bush for so long. Sometimes you could be the only person within a couple kilometre radius. This was much different. She walked along the footpath, which had the streetlight on that side, and watched a group of men and woman in high heels dressed for a party walk past in the other direction. They were smiling and laughing, without a care in the world and Joanna longed for a good night out with her friends. It felt like her job now consumed her.

She imagined Nick and Evie walking the same route one night earlier and struggled to believe the amount that could happen within the space of a day. She passed the roundabout and noticed a small section of white and blue police tape still dangled gently in the ocean breeze from the base of a branch. A forgotten memory of an action-packed morning.

Now she had quiet and could focus, she looked at the property again in a different light. The home seemed to stand out on the quiet street over the others on each side. Its paint work, a vivid white, was much fresher and more refined than its neighbours. The hedges behind the ornate iron fencing were trimmed neatly with precision. She made it to the black iron gate and looked left and right before opening it up and walking into the front entrance. It was odd to her that a crime scene with so much riding on it would not still at least have a uniformed cop on patrol at the front and back until the crime scene techs had to return. But she assumed maybe Melbourne Metropolitan police practice was different.

She walked slowly up the tiled steps and looked at the front door. There was a cross of blue and white police tape that had been pushed away at the handle side and now hung the same as the tape from the tree at the roundabout. She placed her hand on the door and it shifted inwards ever so slightly. Something in the back of her mind was immediately alerted and she tensed up. Was somebody in the house? Her hand unconsciously moved to her weapon in its holster as she pushed the door harder and stepped over the threshold. As she looked inside, the shine of a torch flashlight blinded her and she made out the shape of two men standing in the kitchen. ‘Police!’ she yelled.

Both men saw her at the same time and she removed her weapon with one hand and tried for the light switch with the other. She swore under her breath, the power seemed to have been switched off again. The two intruders were smart and dropped low quickly. She gave chase as they cut through the rear hallway and out of the back door of the unit. One was tall, she guessed over six foot, and the other was shorter, both in black and both wearing balaclavas. The rear gate into the back lane was ajar and they both sped through it while Joanna tried to keep up. ‘Police! Stop!’

By the time she made the gate both men were nowhere to be seen. Vanished. Without a trace. She stood for a short moment trying to catch her breath and get some composure back. Realising she was outnumbered and in the dark alley, she quickly backtracked into the yard and into the house with her pistol in hand. This time the contents of the home remained, from what she could see, similar to her visit in the morning. But it was clear to her now that there was something was inside this home that someone wanted.

She closed the front door and stuck the police tape back up as a police car arrived out front at speed. An exasperated young constable got out and ran up to Joanna. ‘Excuse me. This is a crime scene. You’re not allowed to be here.’

It had been a long day. And Joanna always knew it was better to be kind. Her senses were still on high alert. ‘I’m a detective with New South Wales homicide. I’ve been assisting Detective Sergeant Eli Roberts. I just found two men breaking in.’

The young woman’s shoulder slumped. ‘What?! How long ago? I was meant to be here for shift changeover but with the amount of media out at head office I couldn’t get my car out of the car park.’

Joanna looked at her. ‘Media? Why?’

‘Haven’t you heard? They are going to let Nick Vada out.’
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Chapter Seventeen

1994

They had decided on two cars, a nondescript Toyota HiAce work van that a mate had lent Heath and a Holden Commodore wagon that Bobby had bought from a used caryard in Coburg. The advantage with the car was it still had a month of registration in the old owner’s name, and would be perfect as a getaway car as nobody could be tied to it.

The crew was smaller than Bobby first imagined, and Heath had won the argument. Less men, more cash for each was ultimately his thought. Bobby had tried to fight, but knew his old friend was right. A smaller crew was nimble and light on their feet. And there was also less chance that one could blab to the police about the plan. He had scrapped the idea of using his electronics contact and had researched everything himself that he would need to do to cut the power. The key to the entire operation pinned on two things. One, that his safecracker would decide to join the team. And two, that he could manage to obtain the correct electromagnetic drill.

The drill had been easier than he’d thought, and within a few weeks he had managed to score one from a friend who had ties in the construction industry. He bought the tungsten carbide bits at a speciality store using cash and stored it all away for safe keeping until the fateful day. The safecracker had been harder work. The man he needed was Tim Ramonsky, the son of his former cell mate, famed safebreaker Jeff Ramonsky. Tim had decided after many hard years to turn away from a life of crime and was working as a bricklaying labourer when Bobby had finally managed to find him in a pub in Port Melbourne. He outlined the entire plan, along with the safe information that he was fairly sure was accurate, and asked if what he planned on doing could be done.

‘If it’s the 4220, there’ll be no dramas. The locking mechanism hasn’t changed in eighty years. My dad had an old door off one in the back of our garage. My mum could break in to one,’ Tim had said.

Bobby eyed the photo again for the thousandth time that he’d snapped with a disposable camera inside the bank branch. He could clearly see the number 4220 written across the top of the frame. Tonight was the night. They had driven in a convoy together to Koorawalla from Melbourne without stopping, and arrived mid-afternoon at the local service station to re fuel before they headed to a quiet parking bay on the edge of town to eat and go over the plan for the final time.

Bobby had a small map that he had drawn up from his many visits to the bank on the table. ‘Alright. We are going to wait until midnight on the dot. They don’t have a guard anymore, but a local security company run a route past the bank and check on their behalf at 11:30 pm and then at 4:00 am. Should give us ample time to get what we need. I’m going to get there first in the van, I’ll park in the street behind, near the back gate, and flash my lights to you two if the coast is clear.’

‘And if it isn’t?’ Tim asked.

‘Then no-go. There’s a hundred more nights we can try this. I’m not getting caught this time.’ He pointed to the end of the street on his makeshift map. ‘The meter board is at the back of the bank. I’ve researched the camera and alarm system thoroughly. It’s all old stuff from the early 80s. No backup power, hell, not even battery. I’ll cut the power and then we’re in.’

Heath turned to Tim. ‘How long will it take to crack?’

Tim shrugged. ‘As long as the drill bits we’ve got are good, probably twenty to thirty minutes.’

Heath laughed. ‘More than enough time for us to get in and get out.’

‘We just all need to keep cool and calm heads. Any stupidity and we’re done for. Follow my lead, and we’ll be in for the biggest payday of our lives,’ Bobby said.

***

The street was dark and quiet and Bobby sat and rolled a cigarette while he eyed his watch. The last workers were long gone in separate directions at 6:00 pm, which was later than the time he’d watched them knock off last, but still, everything else had run the same way. The same bin truck idled down the lane at seven, and he made sure to lie down and hide himself in case a nosy driver decided to look. Other than some kids who rode away from him at the end of the street, the first sign of life he saw was at nine when the red Commodore wagon with Heath and Tim idled into position in the back lane behind the houses on the next block.

At 12:00 am on the dot, happy the coast was clear, he flashed his high beams with a fast click. Satisfied the men had seen him, he slid down his balaclava and grabbed his bag with the appropriate tools and headed through the back gate at speed. He followed the fence line as tightly as he could, sure that he was out of sight of the cameras, and opened the old timber door that formed the ancient power box. He found the wiring he was looking for and took a deep breath in. ‘Here goes nothing.’

The wires cut through with ease, and he froze for a split second, praying no alerts would come. After thirty seconds he returned to the back gate and waved Heath and Jeff onward. The two men arrived and the three of them got to the back door.

‘Alarms and cameras are all cut,’ he whispered.

Heath walked over to the black door and, using his construction pry bar and surprising strength, popped the back door out towards them in one go. The mortise lock was a shattered mess, hanging from the back door by a thread. Bobby pulled the door across and turned on his flashlight. ‘Remember, keep the beams low. Don’t want anyone seeing anything through the windows.’

Bobby removed his balaclava and led the team in. The lights were out and the inside of the small building was pitch black. Entering from the rear, the safe loomed large in the back right hand corner of the bank, near where they entered. The men walked to it and Tim ran his hands over the door with a smile and chuckled. ‘4220. Exactly the same as Dad’s.’

Bobby let out a sigh of relief that the men didn’t see. His whole plan had hinged on Tim’s expertise that he had learnt from his father. Bobby had learnt as much as he possibly could about the bank and even the safe itself, but the years of knowledge that Jeff had bestowed on his son would be invaluable. He unzipped the bag and pulled out the telescopic tripod that the electromagnetic drill clipped to as Heath took the drill out. It was now their time to stand back and watch a master as Tim set up the drill and begun to drill precise holes near the locking mechanism.

He had heard stories of robbers being caught just by the sound of drilling and had been advised by Tim that under no circumstances should they use diamond-tipped bits as they could cause a screeching noise. The tungsten carbide bits that Bobby had procured went through the vintage steel like a hot knife through butter and after drilling six perfect eighteen millimetre holes, Tim stood back with a smile. ‘Alright, step two.’

Tim pulled out his final piece of equipment, something that Bobby had never seen before. It was a long piece of plastic with a point on one end and wires coming out of the other. It looked like a medical scope of some sort and was battery-powered. He fed one end of it through the first hole and used his other hand to thread a thin wire behind it. From a tiny back and white screen down by his feet he could see the damage caused by his drilling to the door’s lock tumbler mechanisms. He worked slowly but surely, using a long metal rod through the holes to pop the lock mechanisms clear of their landing positions. After stopping only once to wipe sweat from his brow he finally pulled the camera and wiring out of the fifth hole with a smile and looked at his watch. ‘Sixteen minutes. That’s a new record. Try the door.’

Bobby looked at Heath, and with no further hesitation put both hands on the handle of the safe door. ‘This one is for Stanley and John. Here goes nothing.’
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Chapter Eighteen

Joanna didn’t wait until the local truck with reinforcements arrived. She advised the young officer about the perpetrators she had chased and gave her and her superior all the information she could but guessed they were now long gone. As she drove back to the headquarters, she wondered whether she had been face-to-face with Evie’s killers.

As she neared the entrance of the carpark, the street was a madhouse. News trucks lined the opposite side of the street and she could see reporters broadcasting live from under the streetlights. From what she had seen, other than Eli, most of the Melbourne Metropolitan Police were certain of Nick’s guilt. There must have been something absolutely airtight that made them change their mind. She was keen to find out what that was. She turned into the underground carpark to flashes of cameras and parked beside Eli’s car. She had to laugh. He wouldn’t have been able to resist not coming in once he heard the news.

The office was a hive of activity and she walked slowly, trying to spot out Eli within the crowd. She looked over to the Inspector’s office and saw him deep in conversation with the chief and another man. She walked over to the doorway and Eli turned at the right moment, ushering her in.

The man beside Rob was tall and imposing. His shoulders wore similar crowns to the Deputy Commissioner’s and Joanna assumed by his commanding presence that she might be looking at the head of Melbourne Metropolitan Police. He had a thin, grey moustache like Reg’s and was red in the face, and she realised she had just walked into the centre of a dressing down.

‘I told you Rob! And I told Reg. Do not do anything hasty! I got a call from the St Kilda sergeant. he’s an old friend and he asked me for advice. I told him keep it quiet, pull him in for a chat and let him out. He’s one of the most famous homicide cops in the country. Where did you think he was going to go?!’

Rob’s face was a similar shade of red, and Joanna sensed none of the arrogance she got from him a few hours earlier. ‘Ray, he was in the victim’s bedroom covered in her blood. What the hell did you want me to do?’

‘Talk to him! You bloody dragged him to head office, without saying a word to him, and of course someone here leaked it to the bloody media. Now we’ve got a shit storm on our hands! If Vada wants to, we could have a legal case on our hands here!’

Eli cut in. ‘Commissioner, to be fair to the Inspector, he advised me to quickly check over the scene and then get straight here to talk to him. It had only been an hour.’

The Commissioner held a hand up. ‘I appreciate you trying to stick up for your boss, Detective. But this is one hundred per cent on him. You did what was asked. You are not in the wrong.’

‘Thank you.’

The Commissioner pointed at Eli and Joanna. ‘And from what I hear, you both had your suspicions straight off the bat?’

Joanna felt it may be the right time to introduce herself. ‘Hi, sorry. I’m Detective Joanna Gray, Nick’s partner up in New South Wales.’

‘Detective. Thank you for coming on such short notice. Reg filled me in.’

‘Of course. I just thought I’d provide a bit further context. As Eli was on his way here, I decided to scope out the front of the crime scene again just for peace of mind.’

Rob cut in. ‘All crimes scenes are off limits, only crime scene technicians are allowed back for a forty-eight-hour period. We have had a uniform there keeping an eye on it.’

Joanna had him right where she wanted him and put her next sentence delicately. ‘Yes. That’s what I thought. But there was no officer at the scene and I noticed the crime scene tape on the door had been cut so I decided to investigate.’

‘Where was the officer?!’ The Commissioner said incredulously.

‘She arrived around thirty minutes later. She got stuck at the shift change.’

The Commissioner rubbed his face. ‘Jesus Christ, vital evidence. Just open for anyone to see.’

‘I found two people inside the kitchen. Both in black, balaclavas, torches.’

Eli’s mouth opened. ‘Joanna! Why didn’t you call me?’

Joanna shrugged. ‘You were long gone. Once I saw them, I gave chase, but lost them in the back lane. I’m sorry.’

The Commissioner’s stare was like daggers into the side of Rob’s head. ‘So, you’re telling me that there’s the potential that the killers may have returned to the crime scene and the only chance we had was with this one detective who doesn’t even have jurisdiction in our state?’ He looked over at Eli and Joanna. ‘You two are dismissed.’

Joanna followed Eli out of the office. ‘Follow me,’ he said.

They walked towards the same interview room that they had their first discussion with Nick. They turned left down a hallway and arrived at a door. ‘Nick’s in here, getting processed for release. Thought you’d want to speak to him first.’

‘Thanks. What made you want to come in? Thought your wife needed you?’

Eli smiled. ‘I called her. She was good about it. This needs to be the most important thing in my life for now. Did you get a good look at the guys in the house?’

Joana shook her head. ‘Like I said, all in black, balaclavas. One quite tall, over six foot. One medium build. That’s it.’

‘Thanks.’ Eli pulled out his phone and started to type. ‘I can’t believe we let that happen. We’re better than that.’

Eli walked off, deep in thought about whatever his next step was, and Joanna realised that at that moment, as she had her hand on the doorknob, that it was all over. The context about why Nick was being released didn’t really matter to her. He could keep his position in homicide. Everything was going to be ok. She needed to get out of this building as soon as possible, find a motel and take a long hot shower and get the thick layer of makeup off her face. She felt covered from head to toe, like she couldn’t breathe. The city felt like it was beginning to envelope her. She took a deep breath and opened the door.

The room inside was like a transfer station and an array of characters sat on benches along each wall. They were being called one at a time up to an officer behind a plexiglass window. There, they were given their clothes and belongings back and sent on their way. Nick spotted Joanna first. ‘Jo!’ He got up and ran over and wrapped her up in a hug. Joanna realised that this was her second hug with him in the same day, maybe he was softening up a little.

His eyes were bloodshot and his stubble was rough. His hair needed a wash and the clothes he’d been given were all wrong. ‘You ok?’ she asked.

Nick smiled. ‘I will be in ten minutes when I get out of here.’

***

The coffee shop was styled like an old American diner and had signs spruiking twenty-four-hour coffee and breakfast. The countertops were worn and the kitchen was old and smelled of grease, a good sign the meal was going to be good. Joanna and Nick sat in a booth in the back corner as a waitress put two piping hot coffees down in front of them. Nick picked up the coffee and held it in his hands before taking a small sip. ‘God, I needed this.’

‘What the hell happened?’ Joanna asked. She was still in the dark.

Nick smiled. ‘DNA. Can’t do much without it these days.’

‘What about it?’

‘They got the results back from the knife. Covered in the DNA of Evie, and an unknown assailant. Same with blood.’

‘And none of yours?’

‘None. Also, multiple sets of bloody footprints in the room. Along with my own. They found shoe prints that didn’t belong to any of the police or mine at the scene. Only blood of mine they found was at the bottom of the stairs like I said.’

Joanna sipped from her coffee. It was that simple these days. The DNA did not lie.

‘They found particles of skin around the handle where the attacker must have slipped. That too had unknown DNA. They also had a doctor come in and look at my head wound. Looks like I was hit over the head pretty hard with something round, there’s no way I could’ve done it myself. There was no way it could have been me. As I said.’ Nick looked at Joanna with his piercing light blue eyes. ‘You never thought I did it did you?’

Joanna had thought about that over the last few hours. ‘No. I never did. I know you, Nick. You would never.’

He grinned. ‘Plus, if I was going to do it, do you reckon I’d be dumb enough to get caught?’

Joanna punched his arm. ‘Not funny.’

The waitress dropped a giant plate of bacon and eggs down in front of Nick. He hungrily began to eat as Joanna watched on. ‘You not going to eat?’ he asked.

She should, she thought. But something in the back of her mind was unsettled. There were killers on the loose and nothing she could do about it. It didn’t feel right leaving a crime unsolved. ‘Nah. I need sleep.’ She pulled out her phone, it was well past midnight. ‘I’m going to book a motel room.’

Nick placed his hand on her phone. ‘Don’t stress. I’ve still got accommodation booked in St Kilda. Stay with me. I’ll sleep on the floor. After our last foray at a motel, I’d rather stay close.’

Joanna’s mind flashed with bright lights and burning flames for a split second, and she felt an affection to Nick she never had before. Even after all of this, he still cared about her safety. ‘Alright. And then what?’

Nick placed his knife and fork down and wiped his mouth. ‘And then we are going to the catch the bastards who killed Evie.’
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Chapter Nineteen

1994

What Bobby didn’t know at the time as he held the handle of the safe door was that the usual weekly Thursday influx of cash that was doled out to country banks had not happened the week before. The same old Armaguard van that he and his previous crew had tried to hold up years earlier was still doing the same run, with the same trigger-happy guard that had finally got his promotion to lead driver. The week before, however, the old van had finally died forty kilometres out of Koorawalla, and had to be picked up by a tow truck, cash and all. That meant that the delivery that day was double what the town usually got for its dole and government grant payments.

Bobby turned the handle with surprising ease, and the safe door opened seamlessly. Heath let out a quiet cheer and he stepped back and turned on his torch. As the light ran from the floor into the darkened vault, he thought he was almost going to faint. There was towers and towers of cash, all bundled into plastic-wrapped cubes that nearly reached the ceiling. Heath ran in and got to the pile first. ‘Jesus! We’re gonna be rich!’

Bobby tried to count the stacks, but it was difficult with how high they were bundled. He knew the blocks of fifties equated to $20,000, but the more he looked, the more he realised most bundles were hundreds. There was at least double here than he had expected. The three of them got to work quickly, and in near silence they worked for the next hour loading the cubes of cash onto a trolley Tim had found in the back laneway. Soon, the van was full to the brim along with the rear of the wagon and the back seat. Heath used blankets from the van to obscure the cash that would have been clearly visible in the windows of the wagon.

The three stood near the vault door and shone their torches through the empty bank vault one last time. There were no sounds, no incoming sirens, no-one shouting, just complete, blissful silence. Bobby couldn’t wipe the smile off his face. They weren’t in the clear yet, but he already had a good feeling.

Tim closed the door with a hollow thud and returned the safe vault handle to its original position. He got out a metal pick and small hammer out from his toolkit. ‘A little trick Dad taught me,’ he said as he stuck the pick through the drill holes and gave all five holes a tap with the hammer. ‘Destroys the tumblers. It’ll re-lock itself and no-one will be able to open the door.’

‘Brilliant,’ Heath said.

Bobby looked around the dark bank one last time. ‘C’mon, let’s get out of here.’

***

Bobby was amazed at the restraint the men used over the two weeks that followed, and there was an air of celebration as they all arrived at the commercial shed he’d hired to hand out the cut. Tim and Heath had both arrived separately in hired cars on Bobby’s direction, and walked into the shed in awe.

Bobby had set out the bundles in exact thirds and welcomed the men with a grin. ‘Want to know the total?’

Heath couldn’t wipe the grin off his face. ‘Go on.’

‘$2.3 million in cash. $766,000 each,’ Bobby replied.

Tim started an almost manic laugh. ‘Seven hundred grand. Jesus, if only my old man was still around to hear about this.’ He walked to the bundle and held up a heavy stack of hundreds. ‘Any heat at all?’

Bobby shook his head. They had all been obsessively watching the news. It had been everywhere. The media were calling in the biggest bank robbery in Australian history, saying that the state police were absolutely stumped and were asking the public for any leads they could send in. ‘Nothing,’ he replied. ‘I heard through a source that it took them two days just to get the door back open. When they did, well, you know what they saw.’

All of the men celebrated with a beer and Bobby did his best to explain to them the importance of what they could and couldn’t do regarding spending. He knew that the cash being federal made it untraceable, so there was no concern there. His biggest worry was if one of the men chose to splash the cash too much, it could potentially lead back to them. Heath’s want of a smaller crew was a godsend and Bobby felt like Tim may be the only weak link in the chain. But so far it seemed Tim had been smart and held up his end of the bargain. Bobby helped load up the boot of his car with a smile and wished him good luck as he left.

With only Heath remaining, Bobby helped his old friend neatly stack the cubes in the boot and across the backseat. ‘What are you going to do?’ he asked.

Heath shrugged. ‘Don’t know yet. Getting out of this city will be my first thing. Who knows? Maybe I go overseas.’

Bobby smiled. Heath had had a tough life. And after their first failure on the Armaguard holdup, he knew he had not had an easy time. Heath placed his hand on Bobby’s shoulder and Bobby could see he was getting emotional. ‘Bob. I want to thank you. I don’t know where I’d be without this. You’ve bloody changed my life, mate.’

Bobby gave his old friend a hug. ‘You’re welcome, mate. It was a pleasure doing business.’ He closed the boot with a thud and a smile. ‘Now, I don’t want to ever see you again.’

Heath grinned. It was a pact the three men had made. The police could be watching at any time. ‘I’ll do my best,’ Heath replied.

***

Bobby never heard from or saw Tim or Heath again after that night, and it was something he regretted as the years went on. They had vanished without a trace, and he never knew whether to be concerned or impressed with their vanishing acts. But they had kept up their ends of the bargain and that was all he could ask for. He had been wise with his money. He had immediately bought their family home in St Kilda, but smartly got a mortgage with the bank and then paid it off in lump sum amounts over a five-year period. He wanted to be sure that Sheryl and Evie were set up, even though the marriage didn’t work out after the robbery.

He still visited any chance he could get, and slowly watched as Evie grew up. She was the one constant in his life, and even when Sheryl wouldn’t talk to him, little Evie would be an incredible sounding board for her dad as a multitude of problems entered his life when the money did.

The police had finally come knocking on his door years later after a tiny breadcrumb trail of evidence slowly accumulated and they tried valiantly to pin the robbery on him. But in the end they couldn’t string together enough pieces of evidence to pin it on him. There were sightings of Bobby in Koorawalla in the months prior to the heist, hazy security footage from a petrol station the night of the robbery that the police swore was Bobby and accomplices, and more than one criminal who hoped to curry favour with the police trying to rat him out. They all said the same thing: back in prison, and even out of it, he was planning something back then, they just weren’t sure what.

The media had not been kind. When the police finally came knocking, his name had been plastered all over the newspapers for a few months, and he had to keep a low profile to ensure the heat would finally ease off. It never truly seemed to go away, and whispers between people on the streets who had recognised him from the news were always the same: ‘Isn’t that that famous bank robber?’

The years passed faster and faster, and slowly the friends he had made and the women he had been with were gone and the only thing remained was his children. It happened quicker than he could ever have imagined but finally his mind started to go as well. He was diagnosed early, and luckily, because it gave him a chance to get into a place that could care for him in his final years. Early-onset dementia was the diagnosis, and he had immediately put plans in place to move into one of the best facilities in Australia. He had been smart with the money through investments. Some criminal and some legitimate, and he knew that he didn’t have to worry financially.

He sat in his room and looked out the window overlooking the pristine gardens outside. When he first moved in, he had laughed off the warning signs that the nurses told him were beginning to come. Evie was the only person who visited him anymore, and he was thankful his daughter still gave him the time of day after the years of grief he caused her and her mother. As the memories slowly slipped away, one stayed as sharp as ever. Beat by beat, minute by minute, the robbery of the bank in Koorawalla. He started to wonder whether that was the final memory he would hold before he died. It wasn’t a terrible thought. All in all, life had been good to him.
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Chapter Twenty

Renewed by five hours of sleep and appropriately caffeinated, Nick and Joanna sat back at the same cafe as the night before and finished their breakfast before they planned their next move.

‘Bobby Lee Gibson. Still can’t believe it,’ Nick replied about Joanna’s news of Evie’s father.

‘I’d only ever heard the name in passing,’ Joanna replied.

‘It was before my time but I remember my dad talking about it a few times when I was a kid. The cops had a mountain of evidence but could never fully pin it on him. He was in all the papers back in the day. I remember because he had these shiny gold teeth and a heap of jewellery. The media would always ask him for comment of dealings around the city.’

‘So how do you think it relates to Evie?’ Joanna asked.

‘I don’t know yet. But I’m going to find out.’ Nick pulled out his mobile phone and saw two missed calls from the chief. They would have to wait. He dialled Hattie Boyd’s number. She was tech support for their division in homicide and he knew he would have to lean on her now. She was capable of getting information that he knew could take him weeks.

She answered on the first ring. ‘Nick. Are you ok? Are you with Joanna?’

‘Thanks, Hattie. Yeah, I’m alright, feel like I’ve been put through the wringer a bit.’

‘That’s understandable. Your face has been on every screen I’ve looked at in the past twenty-four hours. When are you coming home?’

Nick knew it would be true, but didn’t want to think about it. He never ever wanted any spotlight. He was an honest detective, good at his job, and things sometimes fell his way. He hated how he had somehow developed this image that the media ate up. He knew they would currently be in a frenzy. ‘Not yet. I want to look into this case a little. As a professional courtesy.’

There was silence at the other end of the line and he could tell Hattie was choosing her words carefully. ‘I see. And this requires my help I’m guessing? You know I have no jurisdic—

Nick cut her off. ‘I’m not asking you to do anything illegal. I just need you to check the victim’s phone records. Evie Gibson is her name.’ He rubbed the side of his head, ready for her reaction to the next question. ‘Oh, maybe one illegal thing.’

‘Nick. You know I can’t.’ Silence again. ‘What is it?’

‘I need you to look at her bank records. I want to know if her dad, Bobbly Lee Gibson, really got that money and whether any of it was given back to her.’

Nick could tell Hattie was making a decision. After a short pause she said, ‘I can do that. I can go through some back channels. Mask my IP so it doesn’t come back to us. I’ll call you soon.’

Nick hung up and decided the chief could wait. He knew he’d want him out of the state as soon as possible. But he needed time. He wasn’t going to let whoever killed Evie get away with it. ‘How was Eli Roberts? The detective?’

Joanna sipped her coffee. ‘Competent. A little neurotic. Extremely organised. He knew something was up from the start. He gave it a lot more thought than his superiors.’

‘Can he be trusted?’

Joanna nodded. ‘He immediately didn’t think it was you. His bosses blew their stack when he brought it up.’

‘You got his number?’

One phone call and thirty minutes later, Detective Sergeant Eli Roberts had been summoned to the Espresso 3182 cafe. He arrived alone, as instructed by Joanna, and sat down beside her in the booth. He was dressed immaculately but Joanna could see the dark rings around his eyes. He looked like he’d barely slept and clearly felt uncomfortable as he ordered a coffee.

‘First up, I want to apologise. Obviously, I had nothing to do with your detainment,’ Eli said.

Nick put a hand up. ‘It’s completely fine, mate. Understood.’

Eli looked across at Joanna then back to him. ‘So, why am I here?’

‘Because we are going to help you catch the bastards that killed Evie and smacked me over the head,’ Nick replied.

Eli shook his head and laughed. ‘Very funny. Don’t you see how bad that’ll look? I can’t have the bloke we tried to arrest trying to solve the same case. Don’t you think that’s a conflict of interest?’

‘I see how you’d feel that way, Detective. But unfortunately, I’m a stubborn bastard.’ Nick pointed at Joanna. ‘And Joanna is with us. She wants to get to the bottom of this too.’

The waitress came over with Eli’s coffee, a large long black, and Nick watched as he sipped from the cup and closed his eyes for a second, breathing in and out. He was an odd cat, that was for sure. ‘Alright,’ Eli said finally. ‘I need people I can trust. But you’ve both got to keep a low profile. Strictly in an advisory role only. You can’t be seen with me.’

‘Fine by me,’ Nick said. ‘So, what other evidence did the techs find?’

Eli shrugged. ‘Like you were told on release, blood and DNA in Evie’s bedroom didn’t match your samples. DNA sample left on the knife also didn’t match yours, along with the bloody fingerprints. Also multiple boot prints didn’t match any police or yourself. There was more evidence against you than for you, there was no way they could keep you detained.’

‘So, what’s your next move?’ Joanna asked.

‘Interview her friends, or any other family. Well, anyone who’s left. Check if forensics has completed all of the DNA testing on all evidence. Pretty standard stuff.’ There was silence between the three, and they all sipped from their coffees in near unison. ‘Why do you think she was killed, Nick?’

Nick shook his head and his eyes seemed to transport back to that night. ‘I honestly don’t know. The men. They seemed like professionals. Made very little noise. Only reason I heard them was because I’m a shocking light sleeper. I’m guessing they were robbing her but why not take anything? Why not take my phone? Why not take her jewellery? Joanna said it was all still on her dresser.’

Eli’s breakfast, an acai bowl, was placed in front of him and he picked at it slowly with a spoon. ‘Is that ice-cream?’ Nick asked.

Joanna laughed. ‘It’s an acai bowl. I swear you are from the 80s.’

Eli pointed at Nick’s bandaged hand. ‘What happened to your hand, was that from that night?’

‘Fire. Another case. It’s still healing.’

Eli finished his acai bowl and fixed up his bill, and the three made their way outside onto the bleak and grey street frontage. ‘I’ve managed to locate Evie’s best friend. Her name is Lauren Simpkin. I’m going to talk with her today. See if I can get any info out of her about this date she was meant to be going on.’

‘Keep us posted,’ Joanna replied and then stopped. ‘Sorry. I mean, if you want too. We just want to help.’

‘Will do. Look. I’m not going to ask what you guys are doing next. I don’t want to know, alright? Just don’t go flashing your badges around pretending you’re one of us. You are concerned citizens for now, alright?’ Eli walked off and climbed into an unmarked police car. With a short wave, he sped off and was gone.

‘You said Bobby Lee Gibson was still alive?’ Nick asked Joanna.

‘Yeah. He’s in a retirement village. Trentham Greens. Why?’

Nick grinned with a mischievous look in his eye. ‘How about we go pay him a little visit?’
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Chapter Twenty-One

It wasn’t hard work, but it frustrated him to no end. The cigarettes arrived by the pallet in a nondescript freighter that passed through the Melbourne port much faster and with half the fuss that the rest of the giant boats passing through seemed to have to go through. He and his best mate, Jordan, were packers and shippers. Cigarettes were old school; it was the vapes that were the money-makers these days. People who never smoked were all of a sudden vaping, and his bosses seemed to be benefiting from the increase in it.

His childhood had been hard. He grew up in Broadmeadows on the outskirts of Melbourne in a broken home. His mother had resorted to selling herself on the streets for a time to keep up her habit and he was used to the revolving door of men who would come over back when he was in school. School had been a waste of time, he never had the concentration to stick to it, and his behaviour had gotten so bad in high school that he decided to leave in year nine. By then, his mum was dying and didn’t seem to care when he told her.

The one thing he ever had to look forward in his life to was his dad. His dad had never lived with him and his mum, but would do his best to try and drop in from time to time. The visits were always the same. Fancy cars and clothes, gifts for his mum and him, promises of a better future. He remembered now back to when he was younger, his dad would even sleep over sometimes. But those truly good times went away when his mum’s drug habit started to increase.

Now, he was twenty-five years old, and hadn’t heard a word from his father in over four years. He had vanished without a trace; he had tried everything to follow the clues of where he could have gone but found nothing. He was enraged that his dad had left him. He was the only chance he had in making it in the seedy underbelly of the city, where your name was everything and the legacies of your family meant something. He remembered the way his dad was respected on the streets. Handshakes were dispersed with a twenty dollar note and a smile. Doors were opened, opportunities were given. The promise of a better life. That promise had been shattered when he’d heard of his father’s disappearance, and then the sudden radio silence on his behalf.

His ‘manager’, or so he called himself, walked over in his direction with a clipboard. ‘Heath, stop fuckin’ daydreaming. We’ve got thirty more pallets to unload.’

Heath looked up at the mountain of cigarette and vape boxes. Every second corner had a tobacconist on it these days. They sometimes doubled as a kid’s lolly shop, which was a running joke with all of the owners. Get them started on the sweets, the flavoured vapes would follow. There was a war on the streets for supremacy in the business, and Heath and his best friend, Jake, were in the middle of it.

Heath smiled his best sarcastic smile. ‘On it, boss.’

His manager walked off in the direction of the office. ‘Why do you let him push you around like that?’ Jake said.

Heath cut the next pallet and went to shift the next box. He truly wasn’t sure. A few years earlier they had been movers and shakers in the criminal underworld, having a famous father could do that. But now things were totally different. He was broke, and had barely had enough money to put credit on his phone and put fuel in his car. Times were tough, but he was smart like his dad. He had been told the stories and had read the articles. His dad had never admitted it to him, but he knew he was involved in the famous Koorawalla bank robbery. Those thieves had got $2.3 million. The biggest robbery ever. He was ready to follow in his father’s footsteps and try to get his own big score.

Finally, when all the boxes had been packed away, the two men called it a day and headed to their local pub for a beer. It was another thing he was taught by his dad. Relationships are made in pubs. Listen, be a good bloke, never miss a shout, and you’d be shocked at what you can get involved in. A foray into stealing cars had ended when he and Jake were caught and held in lockup for a night. They were lucky they were in Victoria, which was notorious for its lax legal system with the latest governments. The cops were too busy regrouping after the debacle of the Covid lockdowns in the city, the courts were full up and slaps on the wrist seemed to be the flavour of the month at the time.

The bar was busy for a Friday night, which was unusual. Their local pub was due for demolition in the next year after a developer had bought the corner block to build apartments. The only men left were tradesman and drunks from yesteryear. All unable to escape their memories of the good times they had had in the old building. The reason for the crowd that night was drinks specials, Heath realised. Pots of beer for $4, which was unheard of in Melbourne in 2024.

Heath and Jake propped up at one of the two tired pool tables and started their weekly Friday night ritual of a few games. The music was loud, the drinks were flowing and Jake eyed a couple of young women drinking shots. He was terrible with the ladies; Heath had always called him a pervert. He pointed in their direction. ‘What do ya reckon?’

Heath laughed. ‘If that bag is real that the one in the black is holding, we don’t stand a chance.’

One thing both of the men knew was the value of things. Although they never met when they were younger, their childhoods had been similar, and they were always on a constant look out for things they could swipe and sell. Phones and electronics were getting harder and harder these days, most things they dropped off to their contacts were unusable with the amount of security they had on them. Better thieves and better contacts would be able to break the security systems on these products, but Heath and Jake were the bottom of the barrel, and the clout that his father had given him when he first started in the business had now all but evaporated.

As they continued to play and discuss their asshole manager and what they could do to get out of the job, an elderly couple walked in. The woman had a walker, and the man’s glasses were so thick Heath was surprised he could see at all. They looked out of place with the rough and rowdy crowd and Heath watched as the man looked around the bar, unsure of his next move. Slowly he turned and spotted both of the men at the pool table. ‘This’ll be interesting,’ he whispered to Jake as the man shuffled over.

The man almost tripped coming up the step near the table and two men walking from the toilets to the bar nearly knocked him over. Heath and Jake stood motionless and waited to see what he had to say.

The man squinted through his thick glasses at both of them. ‘Evening lads. I’m after a bit of help.’

The man’s hand rested on the edge of the pool table and Heath saw it immediately. A pristine, Omega Speedmaster wristwatch.

Heath immediately replied. ‘Of course, mate. What is it?’ Jake looked over at Heath with a suspicious look like, what are you up to?

The elderly man immediately smiled at Heath’s generosity. ‘Our BMW outside has a flat tyre, and we are still an hour from home. I’ve called RACV but they won’t be here for a while. I’d love to be able to do it but, well I’m sure you boys can see, my tyre changing days are behind me.’ The man pulled a ten dollar note out his wallet. ‘I’ll make it worth your while.’

Jake rolled his eyes and knew Heath was up to something. They both left their cues and drinks at the table and followed the man to the door. ‘Follow my lead,’ Heath whispered to his best friend.

It had been one of the easiest picks of his career. He advised the elderly man to take off his watch so he didn’t damage it as he huffed and puffed and tried to help the men, passing the jack and tyre irons to them. Heath had grabbed the heavy watch from the edge of the leather seat as the man reached for the jack and then set to changing the tyre as fast as he could. He patted the bonnet and smiled and waved as the elderly couple were set on their way. He turned to Jake and, unable to wipe the smile off his face, handed him the ten dollar note the old man had given them. ‘Here. For all your hard work.’

Jake swiped the note and punched him in the arm. ‘Was it the watch? I know nothin’ about ‘em. Was it a good one?’

***

It was more than a good one. It was a genuine Omega Speedmaster Moonwatch, which, as he held it in his hands that night, knew was worth over ten grand retail. The next day, he stood in a brightly lit room as a jeweller looked over it with a magnifying glass and hoped he could get at least three-quarters of what the retail was worth.

The jeweller lowered it down onto the table and placed his magnifying glass down beside it. The only reason Heath had got into see him was because he had known his father. And whenever Heath found something worth selling, he always went to him. More and more these days, the things he brought in were fakes, the rich were as gullible as the needy it seemed, but going by the jeweller’s smile, he knew he may have something special.

‘It’s genuine. Ed White edition, Omega Speedmaster Moonwatch. That’s the watch the Yanks wore on the moon,’ the jeweller said.

‘And what’s it worth?’ Heath asked.

The jeweller’s expression was hard to make out. But Heath’s father had told him he was cutthroat and could be vicious, so caution was always required when dealing with him. Heath went to apologise for possibly overstepping his boundaries when the jeweller replied. ‘That’s an interesting question.’

There was silence in room and Heath waited to see if he was going to continue. Finally, he asked. ‘What is?’

‘Worth,’ the jeweller replied. ‘Retail, one of these is worth ten to fifteen grand. Now, this watch is old, vintage, but also in incredible condition and also definitely stolen. Which will be harder for me to sell.’

Heath was getting desperate. His rent was due and his pay from the warehouse was never reliable. ‘Five grand?’

The jeweller looked up. ‘You’re not a very good negotiator. I was going to say seven. But what I will give you is something more valuable than money.’

Heath was still happy, he was worried the jeweller was not going to buy at all, and now he was curious. ‘What?’

‘Information. I know where your father is.’

Time seemed to slow and Heath would think about that moment in the brightly lit jewellers office many times in the years to follow. He had tried everything to find where his father had gone, and had finally given up years ago. He assumed he was dead by now. ‘Tell me.’
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Chapter Twenty-Two

Nick and Joanna slowed as they reached the towering stone fence line. The top of it had razor wire similar to a prison, and Nick eyed the CCTV cameras on each of the towering, cobblestone pillars as they neared the front entrance.

Nick whistled. ‘Far out. This place a retirement home or a prison?’

‘Guards up top and it would be,’ Joanna replied.

The car slowed as they reached an electronic boom gate and a guard in a pristine dark grey uniform with a clipboard walked out with a cheery smile. ‘Welcome! Name?’

Nick leaned out of the window and matched his cheery demeanour. ‘Morning, mate. Sorry we won’t be on there. Hoping to ask for a favour?’

The guard bent down and looked in at Joanna, who gave him an overly enthusiastic smile and wave. He seemed to assess they were no threat. ‘Of course. Hit me.’

‘Listen we are both relatives of Bobby Lee Gibson. I’m Evie’s cousin Jimmy,’ He pointed to Joanna. ‘And this is my wife, Sarah.’ He wasn’t sure where he was going with his elaborate story and hadn’t expected such dense security for a retirement home. ‘We’re over from Perth. Haven’t seen Uncle Bob in years and were hoping to surprise him.’

The guard smiled and tapped the door. ‘Gibson? Ok. Give me a minute and I’ll ask the boss.’

If the guard recognised the famous name he didn’t show it as he walked over to his terminal. ‘What the hell was that?’ Joanna whispered.

Nick shrugged. ‘Got any better ideas?’

‘What if they say no?’

‘We’ll be no better off than where we are right now.’

They both waited and Nick eyed a Mercedes Benz slowly pull up behind them. The guard seemed to notice too and walked back from the booth quickly. ‘Look, couldn’t get onto the front desk but I’m sure it’ll be fine. Have a nice day!’

Nick turned to Joanna as they drove under the boom gate with a grin. ‘See? Nothing to be worried about.’

Beyond the gate, both of their mouths opened in unison. The building in front of them was an incredible three-storey neogothic building. It was painted a sandstone brown and each pointed gable had a cross on the top of it. The roof had intricate terracotta tiling like a Spanish villa out of the movies and the lawns and gardens that ran behind the stone walls were beautifully manicured, and full of the elderly residents and their families enjoying the fresh air. The place reeked of wealth.

They pulled into the visitor’s carpark and got out, Nick tucked his shirt in and made sure his hair was brushed back neatly. Joanna watched him and asked, ‘So, what’s our story at the front desk?’

Nick shrugged. ‘We try the same.’

The entrance to the facility was huge. The front desk ran from left to right and was manned by busy staff, half on the phone and half helping people to their loved ones. The front lobby was lined with federation-style tessellated tiles and Nick’s mind was transported back to the similar tiles on Evie’s porch as he walked over to the one woman who wasn’t busy.

‘Good morning, welcome to Trentham Greens. How can I help?’

Nick looked over at Joanna who rolled her eyes, it was her time to shine. She smiled and tucked her hair behind her ears. ‘Morning, I was hoping for a little bit of help. We’ve come over from Perth to visit our uncle and, look, I know it’s unannounced, but I was hoping we could see Bobby Gibson?’

Smart, Nick thought. Saying Bobby Lee’s full name may have set off alarm bells. He hoped the woman behind the desk wouldn’t think anything of it. ‘Gibson you say?’ She typed a few words into her computer and then read. ‘Sure. He’s out in the Deniliquin wing. Self-contained units with onsite nurses.’

Joanna turned to Nick and winked. ‘Thank you so much. We know the way.’

After finding a map, they walked through the light-filled hallways towards the Deniliquin wing. The centre was huge and seemed adequately staffed and incredibly maintained. ‘Interesting place to retire for an old crook who supposedly was never involved in anything illegal?’ Nick said.

They reached the door to the self-contained unit that was one of an endless line of doors along a bluestone-paved hallway. As Nick went to knock, a woman walked around the corner dressed in a basic set of medical scrubs. ‘Help you?’ she said to them both.

‘Just visiting Uncle Bobby,’ Joanna said with the same cheer she used with the lady at the front.

‘Oh? Sorry, he just hasn’t had a visitor in so long. I’ve just got him ready for the day. Some days are harder than others now, but of course, you know how it is with dementia.’ The lady looked flustered and placed her hand on Joanna’s wrist. ‘I’m sorry, of course you know how it is. Thank you for coming. He’ll be happy to see family, it’s been weeks.’

The lady walked off with a small medical trolley and Joanna turned back. ‘Nick. This is wrong. My nan had dementia; we aren’t going to get anything of value here.’

Nick walked past and turned the door handle. ‘We’ve come this far, come on.’

They both walked into a bright white, modern and spacious apartment. Nick could hear an AFL football game playing on the television and could smell the same disinfectant he remembered from his last hospital visit. ‘Bobby?’ he said into the void.

The glass door across from the lounge slid open and Bobby Lee Gibson walked into the room with a questioning stare. He still had that same face Nick remembered from his pictures in the papers but was considerably more stooped as his back had arched with his advanced age. ‘Hello,’ he said to both of them and then stopped. He looked at them both again and his eyes rested on Joanna. ‘Are you friends with my Evie?’

Joanna walked over to him and shook his hand. ‘Hi Bobby. My name is Joanna. I’m a writer.’ She pointed over to Nick and he was impressed at her acting, the idea to pose as writers had been her idea. ‘This is Nick, my partner.’

‘Writers?’ Bobby asked.

Nick walked over and shook his hand. ‘Yes. Writers, Bobby. Good to meet you, mate. Been waiting for this day for a long time.’

Bobby smiled and motioned for them to sit at his dining table. ‘Wow, writers, what are you doing here?’

They both joined him at the small table and Nick assessed Bobby up close. He still had the gold teeth, his left front tooth and the two beside that, and the watch on his wrist looked to be a Rolex. It was clear that he had been wise with his money. Nick thought of Evie and her beautiful home in St Kilda and wondered whether she had known about her father’s past. It wouldn’t have been difficult to find out. Maybe she had been smart and asked him for financial help: it was clear he still wasn’t short of a dollar. Evie had the same brilliant green eyes as Bobby and the thought struck him: had he been notified of her death yet? He assumed not, considering his jovial demeanour.

‘We were hoping to write a story about your life, Bobby.’ Joanna said. ‘An autobiography.’

‘An autobiography? Me?’ Bobby chuckled. ‘Won’t be much to write about. I was a carpenter most of my life, did odd jobs here and there. Nothing special.’

A likely story he must have parroted to people over and over, but his hands were the dead giveaway. Despite his age, they were perfect manicured, and not a scar or mark to be seen. Nick wondered whether, given his condition, maybe that is really what he thought his past was? It would be hard to tell.

Nick decided to put it all on the table, and he knew Joanna would follow his lead. ‘What about the Koorawalla bank heist? Do you remember that?’

Bobby blinked and looked at them both with his hands on the table. ‘Koorawalla? Bank heist?’ He laughed. ‘You must be thinking of the wrong person. I’m a bit too thick to be a bank robber. Would you all like a cup of tea?’

‘Sure,’ Nick replied. He looked at Joanna and shook his head. This was a dead end. They weren’t going to get anything out of him. And frankly, he felt guilty being there anyway. He might have been a criminal but that didn’t mean he still didn’t deserve respect in his retirement. Evie had seemed to turn out ok. Maybe he had been a good father?

Joanna slid back in her chair. ‘Bobby, do you mind if I use the bathroom?’

Bobby pointed down the hallway near the front door, ‘Of course, Evie, down to the left.’

Joanna looked at Nick with eyebrows raised at Bobby’s mistake, and then made her way to the bathroom. When the door clicked shut behind her, Nick was shocked as Bobby spun around and walked over to him with a huge smile and patted him on the shoulder. ‘Heath, I never bloody thought I’d see you after Koorawalla again, mate. Shit, how many years has it been?’

Nick was taken aback. ‘Ah, Bobby, I think you have me confused with someone else.’

Bobby laughed. ‘You know that night when we handed the money out? I told you both that I never wanted to see you again. I never actually thought I ever would. I’m glad you’re here.’

It dawned on Nick that Bobby must have mistaken him for an accomplice in a robbery and he stayed quiet, hoping for more information. Bobby sipped from his teacup and spoke again, ‘What did you do with your cut?’

Nick shrugged. ‘Invested. Property. You?’

‘Property! Smart man! Me too. Bought that little place in St Kilda. Spent a bit, invested some.’

Nick wasn’t sure whether his next question would blow his cover, but he had to try. ‘How much was it again? Long time and all.’

Bobby’s eyes closed and his smile never diminished. ‘God, remember all those stacks? $2.3 million in the end, or close to it. Seven hundred grand each.’

Nicks mouth opened in disbelief. $700,000 in today’s money was over three million. Each. No wonder he was in a place this nice, that sort of money back then would have completely changed his life forever. Nick cleared his throat. ‘I remember. Couldn’t figure out where to put it all at first.’

Nick heard the bathroom door open and Joanna’s footsteps coming back towards them as Bobby spoke again, ‘Me either. But like I said to my young bloke the other week. I’ve still got a hundred grand tucked away at the St Kilda house for a rainy day. No-one will ever find it.’
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Chapter Twenty-Three

Eli headed to his arranged meeting with Evie’s best friend, Lauren, at a coffee shop off Barkly Street in St Kilda. He was in two minds about his predicament. He was one of the highest decorated detectives in Melbourne Metropolitan Police for his age, and knew he had the experience, ability and nous to solve the case, and didn’t want to have to play second fiddle to Nick and Joanna. But he knew that if he was in Nick’s position, he would be doing exactly the same. He just prayed that the two experienced detectives didn’t get themselves into any trouble that would put him on the radar of his boss. He knew Rob would be looking for any chance to make things hard for him. He had never quite figured out why he didn’t like him. It was a clash of personalities he assumed. Rob was brash, confident and often outspoken. Eli was the opposite. He was quiet and reserved, often sitting in the corner of briefings, lost in thought, already seemingly two steps ahead of everyone else.

His guess was that whoever had broken into the house the second time was clearly Evie’s killer. And looking into any leads with Evie’s date would probably lead to a dead end, but knew that sometimes answers were found in the often mundane and pointless interviews that he never thought would lead anywhere.

The coffee shop was small and each of the tables almost touched as he tried to navigate the bustling scene. He had looked Lauren up on Facebook earlier. It was a trick he used more and more to quickly find out how someone looked as most people had on online presence these days. He saw her sitting in the far corner at a table for two, and after ordering a takeaway from the front counter, walked over in her direction.

‘Lauren, is it?’ She looked up at him wary, until he pulled out his badge. ‘Detective Sergeant Eli Roberts.’

She immediately looked at ease. ‘Hi, sorry. Just with all this about Evie.’ She wrapped her arms around herself. ‘Nowhere feels safe anymore.’

Eli sat down to face her. She looked to be in her late thirties, similar in age to him, and had long brown hair that was tied up in a messy bun. Her hand had an intricate henna tattoo drawn on it and she smelled mildly of marijuana. You get all types in St Kilda, he thought. ‘I totally understand. And I’m sorry for your loss. I was hoping to ask you a few questions about Evie if you have time?’

Her eyes were glistening with tears as she replied, ‘Of course. Ask anything. I want to help.’

‘How long had you known her for?’

She smiled. ‘God. Forever. Since we were in primary school.’ She pointed over towards a block of apartments down the street. ‘Our school used to be right there.’ Eli typed notes in his iPad as she spoke. ‘She was special, truly. Kind-hearted, so, so generous.’

‘Generous how?’

‘My parents split in my teenage years. I had a rough intro to adulthood. But Evie and her mum Sheryl took me in.’ She wiped tears from her eyes and blew her nose. ‘I lived at their place on Acland Street for a few years in my twenties. I just can’t believe she’s gone.’

Eli gave her a minute to compose herself. ‘Is there anyone out there you could think of that would want to hurt her?’

Lauren shrugged. ‘Her ex was a piece of work. But that was years ago. No reason for him to want to see her dead. I think he’s married now.’

‘What was his name?’

‘Andrew. Andrew Paviti.’

Eli wrote the name down and put a question mark beside it. ‘And what about more recently? We had a source state she was out on an online date the night of her murder. Is that true?’

‘I can’t be sure. She was always fairly private with her love life.’ She sipped from her coffee. ‘Why did you let that detective go?’ Her face turned dark. ‘Everyone is saying he did it. I don’t understand?’

‘I can’t divulge too much right now. But we have pretty concrete evidence saying that he wasn’t involved.’

‘Ok.’

Eli sipped from his coffee. Much better than the last cafe with Nick and Joanna. ‘Tell me about living on Acland Street.’

Lauren looked out of the cafe window and held her coffee cup close to herself with two hands. ‘We both worked at a bar on Fitzroy Street. It was a backpacker bar where the drinks were cheap and we basically never shut. I was studying to be a nurse, so I was busy doing that as well. It was a busy time.’

‘My mum was a nurse,’ Eli replied.

Lauren shook her head. ‘I was training to be one. Never finished it. That was the thing living at Evie’s. I don’t know. Life was good, we partied hard, we worked hard, but that was it, you know? I had the feeling Evie never really wanted anything more.’

Eli thought about it, and, knowing the price now of what her terrace was worth, asked the question delicately. ‘How was she financially?’

Lauren smiled. ‘Fine. I mean, you know who her dad is right?’

Eli nodded. ‘He always said he wasn’t a criminal from what I heard.’

‘Yeah, that’s what he said to us too. He would come to the house often back in the day. Always to see Sheryl. I kind of feel like he never really got over her, you know? And Evie of course always had a soft spot for her dad. I think deep down she always wanted her family together. But I knew who he was. He wasn’t a good man.’

Eli perked up. ‘And why would you say that?’

‘Couldn’t keep his hands to himself. One time when we got home late from a party, he was headed back out the other way. He bailed me up in the front entrance and grabbed my bum. I felt sick, didn’t know what to do. I still remember his gold teeth reflecting off the streetlights.’ She shivered. ‘Still gives me the creeps.’

Eli wrote down everything that he thought could be helpful and wrapped up their chat. ‘Thanks for the information. Nothing else you can think of? Nothing she said in the weeks before her death?’

Lauren picked up her handbag. ‘No, nothing off the top of my head.’

Eli shook her hand. ‘Thanks for your time. If you think of anything else, please let me know.’

Eli walked slowly back to the carpark and tried to figure out what his next move would be. Suddenly, the sound of his ringtone broke him away from his thoughts. ‘Roberts.’

It was the Inspector, and he didn’t sound happy. ‘Detective Roberts. Where the hell are you?’

Eli opened his car up and sat inside. Going by his tone, it sounded serious. ‘St Kilda. Just interviewed the victim’s best friend. What’s up?’

‘You mind telling me why I just got a call that Nick Vada was at Trentham Greens speaking with Bobby Lee Gibson? If I find out you are working with him, I’ll have your badge.’

Eli gripped his phone and took a deep breath. Everything Nick and Joanna had said seemed to be for nought, they had completely disregarded his orders. He was pissed off now. ‘Rob, I didn’t have anything to do with it.’

‘I want him arrested immediately. I don’t care how you do it. Obstruction of a murder investigation. Now, I know you think he had nothing to do with this murder but, who knows? Maybe if we get him back into that lockup he might squirm and some real answers might come out.’

Eli was angry, but also knew that what Rob was saying was wrong. He wasn’t in the mood to pick another fight. ‘What about Joanna Gray?’

‘The little one? Don’t worry about her. I’m not concerned about her.’

‘Alright.’

Eli hung up the phone and sat in his car and stewed. Yes, they had both disregarded his orders, but what Rob was proposing was drastic. Ultimately, he had to follow his boss’s orders though, no matter how much he disagreed with them.

***

It hadn’t taken long, a quick text to Joanna who advised they were back in the same cafe he’d met them in that morning. It was busier now, with mums enjoying a quick coffee before the school run began and tradies in for a late lunch. The chief had sent a local truck to assist with two uniforms in case things got out of hand, and Eli had tried to get them to wait at the door, out of respect for Nick’s record, but they both insisted on following him in. He walked up to Nick and Joanna in the booth with them both in tow, and he could tell by their reactions at seeing the uniforms, they knew something was up.

‘What’s all this then?’ Nick asked.

‘I told you both to leave it. I said I could handle it,’ Eli replied.

Joanna scoffed. ‘You said we could help.’

Eli shook his head. ‘Help? You interviewed the father of a woman who no more than forty-eight hours ago we accused you of murdering! When I’d told you to back off.’ Eli could tell Nick was getting mad and he held both of his hands out. ‘We can do this the easy way or the hard way.’ He pointed around at all the patrons. ‘Please don’t make a scene.’

Nick scanned the busy coffee shop and Eli could tell he could now see the quiet that had set in. Mums whispered and pointed over their lattes and the tradies waiting for takeaways stood up on tip toes to get a closer look at the action. A look of resignation fell on Nick’s face, and he slowly looked down, with all the fight leaving him.

‘Nick, you’re under arrest for obstructing an ongoing murder investigation. Anything you say or do will be used against you in a court of law. Do you understand?’

‘Ridiculous!’ Joanna yelled at Eli, but Nick placed a gentle hand on hers, nodded and stepped out from the booth. He looked at the two uniformed officers, who looked like they were itching for some action, and then back to Eli.

‘I understand. Please just let me walk out. Don’t let them cuff me.’

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter Twenty-Four

The jeweller had said words that Heath had only imagined he would ever hear in his life again. ‘I know where your father is.’ He had heard rumours and stories, but nothing had seemed to stick. He knew his dad was a wealthy man and had connections, but he’d seemed to vanish off the face of the earth, no-one seemed to have any idea where he had gone.

Heath had always assumed he had either moved overseas or died. Otherwise, why would he never have reached out? They’d had a tumultuous relationship when he was a teen, but when he finally matured into a man, they had gotten on well. Heath had even stayed on his property at Gisborne just outside of the city for a few months when he had bashed the wrong member of a motorcycle gang and the heat was on him.

His dad was a hardarse. But always fair, and as Heath got older, he helped get him employed in all sorts of interesting roles within Melbourne’s underworld. He worked as security for the jeweller, he was taught how to steal cars and deal with their complex electronics, and he was taught about safes. That was one thing his dad seem to know a lot about, and although he asked him many times over the years whether he was the ringleader behind the famous Koorawalla bank heist, his dad never truly told him the truth. But Heath was certain. He had never seen his dad work a day in his life.

He had never been to this part of the city before. The homes were massive, a mixture between centuries-old federation-style homes, which had housed some titans of industry as Melbourne was working towards becoming the epicentre of Victoria during the turn of the 20th century. Alongside the homes were ultra-modern mega-mansions, in stark contrast to their ancestors. Home to new money, the tech millionaires and the Chinese, who he felt like had taken over some parts of the city. He rode the bus and as he looked at his bank balance realised that for the first time in his life, he had zero dollars to his name. The jeweller had taken the watch and decided to give the information for free but the cash would come once he got it verified with a second opinion. He tried to protest but the jeweller was firm. No-one was going to mess with him.

So, for now he was completely broke, and potentially nearly homeless. He was four months behind on his rent and his housemates were getting serious. He needed to pay up. He looked up at the sky as he stepped off the bus in front of the Trentham Greens estate and prayed for miracle. He wasn’t religious but he thought only god could help him now. His dad was his last resort. He knew that if he was in there and wanted to see him, he would help him.

He got through the front entrance with ease, telling the guard he was Bobby Lee Gibson’s son, and made his way into the cavernous front entrance. The property, behind towering stone walls, was a paradise. The gardens and grounds were immaculately put together and everyone in and out of the building looked professional and competent. He chuckled at the thought of Bobby in this place, his memories of the rough and tumble ex-con were far removed from the polish of this retirement home.

The lady at the front counter was wary but helpful, and he had made sure to wear the one clean button-up shirt he owned for the visit, thinking it may help his case. Shockingly, she allowed him through and directed him to the office of a doctor, who welcomed him to sit in her stark white office.

‘Morning, Mr Gibson, is it?’ she asked.

‘Just call me Heath,’ he replied.

‘Ok Heath. I’m sorry, we were never advised Bobby had a son. Otherwise, we would have called earlier.’

The words slapped Heath in the face. He tried to compose himself but felt frustrated. Why would his dad never mention him. ‘That’s alright.’ He made up a lie. ‘I, er, have been overseas for a few years. Haven’t been in the country.’

The doctor smiled. ‘Ok, that would explain it. Now, have you been kept up to date with your father’s diagnosis?’

‘No. I haven’t sadly.’ Whatever it was couldn’t be that bad he thought, his old man was tough as nails, always had been.

The doctor read from a report on her desk. ‘Bobby came to us five years ago, perfectly healthy from all reports but with a diagnosis of early-onset dementia.’

Heath’s mouth opened in shock. That explained everything. The absence. The no contact. ‘Dementia?’

‘Yes. Now at first it was slow, but in the last two years it has accelerated, unfortunately. Some days he’s the same old Bobby. Some days he doesn’t know who he is. I’m happy for you to see him, of course, but you’ll need to exercise caution.’

Heath tried to hide his shock. His dad was gone. ‘Understood.’

The doctor closed her report. ‘I’m sure your sister explained his blow up last week. He had to be physically restrained for a few hours, sadly.’

Heath had the exact same feeling he’d had in jewellery store two days earlier. Time slowed and he could hear the blood rushing in his ears as a lifetime of memories came rushing back. His dad, in and out of his mother’s life, never a constant. The arrival and the money, and then the disappearing. Again, and again. He knew why now. His dad had another whole family to go to. He couldn’t even remember what he said to close the conversation out with the doctor but suddenly he found himself at the door of his father’s apartment. The nurse behind him gave him a reassuring pat on the back and said if he needed any help to call out. He took a deep breath and turned the handle.

The apartment was spacious and had a long hallway that led into an open area with a living room and kitchenette in it. There were sliding doors and a large balcony with was filled with warm sunlight and overlooked the expansive gardens. The TV had Wheel of Fortune playing in the background and he stood in the centre of the room and yelled out, ‘Dad?’

From Heath’s left an old man came hobbling out of a bedroom. The tall, towering presence that Heath remembered was gone and the powerful father that he remembered was now a stooped and balding old man. Bobby smiled at him and in that moment the anger he had felt at the doorway about finding out he had a sister seemed to melt away. He just wanted to see his father again.

‘Hello,’ Bobby said.

‘Hi Dad,’ he replied.

Bobby blinked and walked closer to him. ‘Are you new here? Where’s Jeff?’

‘Jeff? It’s me, Dad. It’s Heath.’

Bobby looked him up and down again with visible confusion. ‘Heath? I don’t know any Heaths.’

So the doctor was right, Heath thought. His condition had worsened. There was no way he wouldn’t recognise him. He took a deep breath. He needed to be strong. He was filled with rage again, furious at his dad for what he had done to him. But this little old man who was now over pouring a cup of tea in the kitchen was not his father. He wanted to walk out, to run away and try and tackle his problems somewhere else but Bobby turned around and spoke. ‘Cup of tea, young fella? Shall we watch some telly?’

Bobby flicked around the channels until a show about house renovations popped up and then took a seat on the lounge and motioned for Heath to sit. He watched his father as he sipped his tea and watched the TV intently. Heath felt peace. His dad couldn’t help him. He had tried his hardest to help him for a while, but Heath knew he had always seemed to fuck it up himself. He needed to find a solution to his problems. He knew his dad had. He was a fixer, a problem solver, one of the smartest men in the room. He wanted to prove to him he could somehow do it too. Finally, he thought of his stepsister. Who was she? If she was here at the home visiting him, she must have played a vital part in his life. He wanted to know about her. He wanted to know everything.

An hour had passed, and between the small talk about the weather and Bobby asking again whether he was a new staff member, Heath started to get restless. He stood up, picked the two teacups up off the table and took them to the sink. He looked back at his dad still engrossed in the television and felt a sadness he had never felt before. He didn’t want to see him like this. It hit him right there and then that he would never come back. He didn’t want his last memories of his father to be like this. He wanted to remember him how he’d been.

He walked back over to the lounge and prepared to wish his father goodbye when Bobby turned to him with his mouth open in shock. ‘Heath? Is that you, my boy?’

Heath froze. ‘Dad?’

Bobby slowly stood up with tears in his eyes. ‘My boy.’ Bobby shuffled over towards him. Heath wrapped him up in a warm embrace. Even if it was fleeting, it was nice to speak again with his father truly.

Bobby pulled back with a wide smile. Heath could still see the shining gold teeth that he remembered so well. ‘I’m sorry I never told you I was in here. I had to go. I didn’t want you seeing your old man like this.’

It all made sense now. His dad was a fiercely proud man. Heath wouldn’t want his child to ever see him that way either.

‘It’s ok, Dad. I get it.’

Bobby shook his head. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Dad, why didn’t you ever tell me I had a sister?’

Bobby sighed. ‘Evie? Because I was ashamed, mate. Evie was my first child. I love her to death. And I loved her mum. But eventually her mum couldn’t handle me anymore and I left. That’s when I met your mum and you came along.’

‘Where is she?’ Heath asked.

Bobby shrugged. ‘Probably still in the St Kilda house. I bought it after the Koorawalla robbery.’

Heath blinked. ‘So, you did do it?’

Bobby sighed and then smiled. ‘C’mon. Of course, mate. How else do you think I lived without working? How else do you think I had this life?’

At that moment, Heath realised that his dad had made a choice. And that choice had been his sister and not him. Why else would leave her a house? He couldn’t believe it. Here he was, without a cent to his name, almost homeless, basically jobless, having to pickpocket and rob to survive, and his sister was up sitting pretty in some big house in the city? It made his blood boil.

‘I’m in trouble, Dad. I got nothing. The Vietnamese crew spat me out. The Matrianas fired me. I need help.’

Bobby stared blankly at him. ‘You know I named you after Heath Diggs? He was my best mate for a time. We robbed that bank together. Reliable as they come, he was. After the robbery I never saw him again.’

Heath didn’t understand, his dad was making no sense. ‘Dad. I need help! I’ve got nothing! You need to help me.’

Bobby blinked slowly. ‘Help? I never got a lick of help from my fuckin’ old man when I was a young bloke. Learnt it all myself. Did it the same with you. You gotta learn some things in life the hard way, my boy.’ Then Bobby stood still with his mouth agape and blinked a couple of times. He slowly lowered his hands, which had been on Heath’s elbows, and spoke, ‘Are you new here?’

Heath couldn’t believe it. He grabbed him by the shoulders. ‘Dad. It’s me. It’s Heath. I need help.’

‘Help? Me? Why?’

He was getting desperate. ‘Dad. Do you have any money. I need help.’

Bobby shrugged. ‘Money? Sure. It’s in the house on Acland. A hundred grand still at least.’
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Chapter Twenty-Five

Joanna sat on the front steps of the Melbourne Metropolitan Police headquarters with her head in her hands. Nick had been arrested. This time formally, and she wondered whether he would ever be a cop again. She knew a cop couldn’t continue to work after a criminal conviction. She had all of the pieces of the puzzle in her head, and she needed to get to speak to Eli immediately and tell him about their visit to Trentham Greens.

The sun was setting in the sky and she stood up to leave as her phone rang. ‘I’m guessing you’ve heard?’ she said to the chief.

‘Joanna. What the hell were you two doing? I told Nick to get back to Sydney immediately. Have they formally arrested him?’

‘Yes.’

‘Shit. This is bad. This is really bad. He could lose his badge over this. If anyone else finds out, we’re in big trouble.’

‘I asked Eli to keep it quiet for twenty-four hours if he can. Chief, I need to get to the bottom of this. I have to get answers for Nick.’

‘You know I can’t sign off on that detective. You’re out of operational jurisdiction.’

‘Chief, please—’

The chief cut her off. ‘But.’

‘But what?’

‘But, I can advise you to take annual leave for the next few days. And if you ever want to have a chat about things, not involving work or any cases, well, I’d be happy to indulge. And that’s all I can say about that.’

Joanna smiled. She knew the chief was on her side. She turned around to see Eli walking out of the front doors and said goodbye to the chief. ‘I’ve got to go.’

Eli stood at the landing of the staircase and Joanna could see the rings underneath his eyes. He looked worn out. ‘What are you doing here?’ he asked.

‘I’m sorry.’

Eli shrugged. ‘Me too. If I was in his shoes, who is to say I wouldn’t have done the same thing? But unfortunately, the rules are the rules. I had to arrest him.’

‘I get it. But I have information you want to hear. I think I know why Evie was killed.’

***

Joanna sat in a cosy booth in the pub and watched the rain falling outside the window. It was her one memory that seemed to stick of her childhood in the city. The rain, the long cold winters and the rainy spring months. The wild weather swings. She remembered mornings wearing a jacket and beanie and being in shorts and a t-shirt in the afternoon. The constant changes were maddening. But the weather over the last few days had been constant. Dreary grey and drizzle, it was like mother nature was punishing her for doing the wrong thing. She needed to get answers and she needed to get away from this city as fast as she could. She wanted to be back out in the bush as soon as possible.

Eli walked over with two menus and a beer and Coke in hand. Joanna picked up the ice-cold glass and drank half of it in one sip. ‘You not drinking?’ she asked.

Eli shook his head. ‘I don’t drink. Never have.’

Joanna laughed and then stopped. ‘I wish I had your self-control.’

Eli sipped from his Coke. ‘I’m pretty disappointed that you went straight to Bobby Lee Gibson. Especially when I told you not to get into any trouble.’

‘It was Nick’s idea. I know what we did was wrong,’ Joanna replied.

‘So, what’s this information you have? You spoke with Bobby Lee Gibson? How was he?’

‘Old. He’s a lot frailer than the photos of him I found when I looked him up. Still has the same gold teeth. He was surprised we were there.’

‘Surprised?’

Joanna smiled. ‘We said we were writers. Looking to write up an autobiography.’

‘Smart. I’m glad you didn’t say you were cops. That might help Nick’s case a little.’

‘Oh really? I hope so.’ Joanna shrugged. ‘It was hard in there. He’s suffering from early-onset dementia. Doesn’t know who he is, etcetera, etcetera.’ Eli’s shoulders fell. Joanna could see his look of dejection. ‘Wait. I have more. When I went to the bathroom he spoke directly to Nick. He called him Heath? Not sure how that is related, I’m guessing he assumed he was an accomplice of a robbery, or that’s what he spoke about at least.’

‘The robbery? The Koorawalla heist?’

‘Nick said it seemed like it. He told him they got $2.1 million. Seven hundred thousand each. So, we assume three men must have been involved. Bobby, this Heath character and someone else.’

‘That’s long been suspected. There were sightings.’ Eli sipped from his Coke and wiped his mouth. ‘How does that help us though?’

‘Because he said he still has a hundred grand hidden at his house in St Kilda.’

Eli’s mouth opened in astonishment. ‘What?’

‘Yep. One hundred thousand cash.’

‘And he told Nick that directly, or were you in the room?’

‘I wasn’t in the room, no.’ Joanna could see where he was angling. ‘I get what you’re thinking, Eli. Nick wouldn’t lie. What does he have to gain?’

‘Well clearing his name for starters.’

‘That was already done with the DNA results, was it not?’

‘Well, yes. But you never know.’

Joanna slammed her hand down on the table in frustration. ‘Don’t you get it? I thought you were on our side. It’s pretty clear what has happened here.’

‘What?’

‘Bobby said he told his “young fella” about the cash stored at the house in St Kilda. Did Evie have any siblings that we know about?’

‘No. I looked over her file personally. No direct relations I know about.’

‘Then she has a half-brother at least somewhere. Or at least that’s what young bloke means to me? I think Bobby had a moment of clarity, as he seemed to have had with Nick and told his supposed son where the money was. Now if you were Bobby Lee Gibson’s son, wouldn’t you want a piece of whatever you thought he had? He didn’t have the St Kilda house; we know Evie was the sole owner. What if he was wronged? What if he wanted to take his piece of the pie?’

Eli nodded along. ‘It’s plausible. And on the night Nick was there?’

‘Exactly. It could have been a terrible coincidence. We don’t know but what if this supposed son arrived to look for the money, discovered Nick, attacked him and then killed Evie. That would explain why the house was trashed, and that would explain why I caught two men back in the house the night after. I’m guessing they still haven’t found the money. We need to try and find out what children Bobby Lee Gibson had.’

Eli leaned back in his chair and rubbed his chin, lost in thought. ‘Alright. I guess it’s the best lead we’ve got.’

Joanna pulled out her phone. ‘I’m going to call our tech in Sydney. She’s incredible, she’ll find a name or address of any person in no time.’

‘Alright. I’ll do the same. Obviously, I want my higher-ups to know we are going about this the right way. Now I’m sure you’re aware they are pretty pissed at what you and Nick did by going directly to Gibson. So, if you are to help me, it’ll have to be in unofficial capacity.’

‘Understood.’ She smiled. ‘I’m on holidays anyway.’

Joanna called Hattie, who was luckily still in the office halfway through helping out on a software update, and Eli contacted his team to start the search. Dinner was placed in front of them both – a steak for Joanna and the fish for Eli – and they ate and spoke about their careers. Although she was frustrated at Eli for arresting Nick, she knew he was only doing his job, and was starting to develop a soft spot for him. He was built like a footballer, tall and muscular with the same roughish good looks, but had a softer centre, and seemed more in touch with his emotions than her rough and tumble partner. She regretted going to see Bobby so quickly and imagined a time where the three of them could have worked together to solve the case without Nick’s arrest.

As their plates were being taken away, she had a thought. It was 2024. Everyone was on social media. She opened Facebook, typed in ‘Gibson Melbourne’ and pressed search. Damn it, she thought. 118 results. She had assumed it wasn’t going to be that easy. She started to scroll through as Eli watcher her. ‘Smart idea. It’s how I find a lot of my suspects these days. I’ll try Instagram and Twitter. He opened his phone and started the search.

Joanna pulled out her iPad and opened the notes folder and slowly wrote out names that she wanted to come back to. Lee Gibson, Jack Gibson, Tim Gibson, Sean Lee Gibson, Heath Gibson, Mark Gibson and Noel Gibson. She immediately cut out Lee and Sean Lee, both too old. She was looking for someone in their twenties or thirties. Jack Gibson was a question mark, he was on private and his profile picture was black. Next, she clicked into Heath Gibson and suddenly had a brainwave. ‘I’ve got a Heath Gibson here. That’s who Nick said Bobby thought he was when he spoke. He called him Heath. What if Bobby called his son after his partner in the heist?’

‘It’s possible. Let me look him up on Instagram.’

Joanna clicked on his Facebook profile, which was luckily on public. Heath Gibson was in his mid-twenties and lived in Preston, which she knew was just north of the city. She clicked on his tagged photos and her mouth fell open. ‘Oh my god.’

‘What is it?’ Eli asked.

Joanna turned the screen around to face Eli. On it was a photo of a young man he assumed was Heath Gibson, arm-in-arm with Bobby Lee Gibson, with the caption ‘Family over everything’.
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Chapter Twenty-Six

The jeweller had called that same afternoon and told Heath to come anytime to collect his five thousand. Heath headed straight there, picked the cash up immediately, then went outside to count it. He trusted the jeweller but had been shafted too many times before in his life.

He felt sick in the stomach, he was filled with a rage he never knew could exist. He had never felt so wronged by someone ever before in his life until he heard those last few words his dad had told him. It was hard enough to know that he had a sister he hadn’t been told about, but even harder to think about the fact that his dad had kept her, along with seemingly another wife, completely comfortable for the rest of their lives while his mother died penniless and alone. And he hadn’t had it much easier himself.

He hated his father and the predicament he put him in, but more so hated his sister and this family he had never known. Why did they deserve all of his father’s spoils? He had worked hard to develop a reputation in the city, and it was a reputation that his father had helped prosper, and where had that got him? Nowhere. He was on his own. He had his best mate, Jake, and nothing else. He shared a house with a bunch of losers and the only thing he had to his name was an old Holden Commodore that he had driven around for the past year with no registration. All while his sister seemed to live the high life in a nice home in St Kilda.

He wondered about the money. The supposed hundred grand his dad had mentioned was at the house in St Kilda. He wondered: had his sister got to it already? He needed to know. He was going to get his piece, if it was the last thing he did.

The next day, he sat at Jake’s house on the couch while Jake smoked a bong and played Xbox. The next shipment of cigarettes wasn’t due for another week so they had five days of nothing on the horizon and he could tell Jake was starting to feel the pinch.

‘Fuck, if the real estate agent calls again I’m a goner,’ Jake said. Heath nodded and said nothing. Jake turned to him. ‘You alright, mate? You’ve been off all day. What’s going on?’

Heath breathed in. ‘I found my dad.’

Jake dropped the controller. ‘You what?! Where is he?’

‘Trentham Greens. It’s a retirement home. In Toorak.’

Jake whistled. ‘Toorak. So, the old buggers still got a bit of cash. Why didn’t he reach out?’

‘Dementia. He’s off with the fairies a bit.’

‘Oh shit, sorry to hear, mate. That’s terrible.’ Jake replied. ‘How bad is it? Did he recognise you?’

Heath smiled. ‘For a short time, yeah. Found out some interesting shit.’

‘Like?’

‘Like I have a sister.’

Jake laughed. ‘Serious? Who is she?’

Heath shrugged. ‘Duno. But I want to find out.’

‘She in Melbourne?’

‘Yep. Dad bought her a house in St Kilda.’

Jake looked over to him. ‘What? He bought her a house? Fuckin hell, mate. That’s a bit stiff. It’s not like you’re doing the best. Couldn’t he have helped you out and cut you off a piece?’

Heath nodded as his anger rose. ‘I know, right? I’m pretty pissed off to be honest. But don’t worry. I’ve got a plan that’s gonna get us out of all of our problems.’

Jake seemed apprehensive. Most of Heath’s plans managed to get them into more trouble. His harebrained schemes were one of the reasons they both rented places separately. It had been Heath’s idea in their share house the year earlier to flood it. With all of the stolen goods inside damaged, they would receive a tidy sum if they took out home and contents insurance. What Heath had failed to realise was there was a six-month grace period on collecting any payouts. He flooded the home two weeks after purchasing the policy and destroyed most of their own belongings along with any chance of remaining as tenants when the landlord found out. Jake was still angry at him for it.

‘Oh, yeah?’ Jake replied slowly. ‘This’ll be good.’

‘Dad told me he’s got one hundred grand cash still at the St Kilda house. For a “rainy day” he says.’

Jake jumped out of his seat in shock. ‘What! Bullshit! And he said you can have it?’

Heath frowned. ‘Well, no. He just said it was there.’

Jake sighed. ‘So, you’re telling me he told you he had a hundred grand stacked at this house but you can’t have it? What are you trying to say?’

‘He lost his train of thought and I couldn’t get any more info from him. But this is my plan. We find my sister. Find her house. We break in, we get the money and we fuck off from this city forever.’

Jake looked at his friend knowingly. It was a risky plan, and they didn’t have a place to even start. But he was near homeless, and even broker than Heath, he knew he had to try. ‘Alright then. Deal. What’s my cut?’

Heath grinned. ‘Eighty–twenty?’

‘Eighty–twenty. Come on. You gotta be kidding me.’ Jake pointed at him. ‘Look at you. We get in trouble and you know it’ll be me coming to save you. Seventy–thirty?’

Heath held out his hand. ‘Alright. Seventy–thirty.’

***

It had taken a day, and a day only. Jake was better with social media than Heath who hadn’t been on any apps in years and struggled to afford the data on his phone bill. Jake had managed to find her name finally on Facebook. Jake used his multiple profiles that he usually used to scam single woman out of free meals to search for Heath’s sister and found her quickly. Heath told him her name was Evie and he guessed her last name was still Gibson. Her profile was top of the list on Jake’s searches, and he scanned her profile and found her place of employment. A little bar called The Saloon, which was just off St Kilda Beach, and he and Jake sat in his car parked near the front entrance and waited to see if she was at work that night.

Jake swiped through the photos on her Instagram profile and pushed a photo of her in a bikini in Heath’s direction. ‘Far out. Your sister’s pretty hot.’

Heath smacked the phone away. ‘Fuck off.’ He had looked through the profile that morning when he was alone. She seemed a little older than him, maybe late thirties, early forties, although it was hard to tell with woman these days. She was pretty, nice hair and a straight, white smile, nothing to get too excited over. The biggest thing he saw though was the travel. Costa Rica, Italy, America, France, Fiji. She had been everywhere and anywhere. It infuriated him more and more. He wanted to grab her and shake her. Ask why her? Why did she deserve everything and him nothing? As far as he could tell she worked at this bar part-time and spent most of her time travelling. With no mortgage or rent it was probably quite easy.

‘Jeez, sorry. You’re in a mood,’ Jake replied.

‘C’mon. Let’s try and focus.’

Steady rain pattered on the windscreen of Heath’s Commodore, and he squinted through the dim, reluctant to turn the car on. Fuel was expensive these days and the $5,000 he had got from the jeweller had already dwindled to $2,000 after he paid off some loans that were owed. At the exact moment he started the car and the wipers cleared the water away, Jake saw her. ‘There! Is that her?’

She had a small, floral umbrella and wore denim overalls. In the brief moment before she walked into the bar, she glanced in their direction and Heath looked at his stepsister in real life for the first time. She waved and smiled at someone inside and ran in quickly out of the rain, presumably without a care in the world.

The sun went down and St Kilda, although wet and dreary, began to spring to life. The streets filled with nighttime revellers, off for a big night out with nowhere near the number of problems that the two men sitting in the car seemed to have. Jake had returned with two burgers from McDonald’s and they both sat in silence and ate, it was about all Jake could afford, Heath knew, and he had owed him dinner from a few weeks ago. For now, it would have to do.

Hours later, as the bar started to clear out, the men watch as Evie helped some of her colleagues pack up and bring in the chairs from out front. Fifteen minutes later, she walked out again into the night with a bag over her shoulder and Heath reached for the door handle. ‘I’m gonna follow her. Try and keep up with the car. If she still lives here in St Kilda, I doubt she’s driven.’

The night sky had cleared up and the streets had begun to quieten as Heath followed behind his stepsister at a safe distance. She walked and read her phone intently, typing out something while waiting for a tram to pass. For a brief moment, she looked back and he quickly ducked between a cake shop and a 7-Eleven. He peered out again and, satisfied he was in the clear, watched her walk past the brightly lit McDonald’s that Jake had been to, and up the hill onto Acland Street.

She had slowed due to the thick trees darkening the area on the residential street, and Heath caught up close to her. He spotted Jake idling nearby and motioned for him to go past. They seemed closer now as she slowed suddenly, and he froze as she turned around in his direction.

She jogged up to him and he stood on the spot, frozen in indecision. ‘Hey! So sorry, I think I dropped some keys. You haven’t seen any have you?’

Heath fumbled. ‘Keys? Uh, I, um, nah, nothing.’

Evie tried her pockets. ‘Oh god, if I lose these I’m down to my last set. I just hope the spare is still out front.’

Evie’s eyes locked onto his and he fully expected her to say something else, but she just shook her head and laughed. She reached into the centre pocket of her overalls. ‘Oh my god. I’m such an idiot sometimes.’ She pulled out a set of keys. ‘Here they are. So sorry to bother you! Have a good night!’

She turned around and walked away as Heath stood transfixed on the spot with his mouth open. He was nothing, just another bystander, a stranger on the street. She was happy, clearly, and didn’t seem to have a care in the world. He watched as she crossed the street near the next roundabout and opened a black wrought iron gate between two neat hedges. The Victorian terrace towered over the streetscape and dwarfed its run-down neighbours. Heath watched as she put her key in the lock and walked inside.

Jake parked near where he was sitting and Heath got up, quickly ran over and got in. ‘What happened?’ Jake asked, in awe at what he had just seen.

‘I just met my stepsister.’ He pointed to the home. ‘That’s the house. And she just told me where she keeps her keys. We now know she works nights. Let’s come back tomorrow a bit earlier and get what we are owed.’
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Chapter Twenty-Seven

Joanna read from the laptop screen out loud. ‘Heath Gibson. Twenty-five years old. One conviction for insurance fraud. Couple of other minor indiscretions. Placed on a good behaviour bond when he was a juvenile. Lives in Preston.’

‘Nothing else?’ Eli asked.

Joanna shook her head. ‘Nothing. It has his last known address written here.’

Eli typed the address into his phone. ‘Alright. Let’s go.’

The suburb was quiet and nondescript, no different to the many other inner-city locations north of the Yarra and Joanna began to feel flashes of her childhood as Eli traversed the narrow streets past the brick veneer homes. She was from a few suburbs over and had vowed at a young age that she would never return after the way her father had treated her.

Eli seemed to pick up on her discomfort. ‘You alright?’

She sighed. ‘Yeah. Just some old memories. I’m from around here.’

The day had been long, and Eli could see through her patchy make-up the heavy scarring across her face. He had wanted to ask something from when he first met her and felt like they had been through enough together that now was the time to ask. ‘Mind if I ask you something?’

‘Sure.’

‘What happened to your face?’

Joanna turned to him and smiled. ‘You’re the first person who has actually asked it like that.’

He laughed. ‘Sorry. My wife says I have no filter sometimes.’

Joanna laughed as well. ‘She’s right.’ She unbuttoned the sleeve on the arm of her blouse and rolled it up and then held it over the centre console in Eli’s direction. His eyes widened in shock at what he saw. Dark purple and pink blotchy skin, old skin mixed with new and the shiny white marks of where stitches had been. Closer to her elbow he could see the muscle in her forearms pulsating through the angry purple skin. ‘I got burnt,’ Joanna finally added.

Eli turned from her arm and indicated down the next narrow street as Joanna continued. ‘Me and Nick were in a pub up in the outback. Someone tried to burn it down.’

‘Shit.’

‘Yeah. Full inferno. I got smoke inhalation, was knocked unconscious. I had burns all over the left-hand side of my body. Unfortunately, my face copped a fair bit of it.’

‘You can hardly tell,’ Eli replied.

Joanna shrugged. ‘Good surgeons. And I’ve got better with my make-up.’

‘How’d you get out?’

Joanna smiled. ‘Nick. Nick got me out. He literally ran into a burning building for me. Scooped me up and carried me out. Did you see the bandage on his hand?’

‘Yeah.’

‘He’s still having complications with his burns. His back was really bad, but his hand was even worse. It got stuck on a metal door handle. Ripped half of his palm off when he tried to get it off. It isn’t pretty.’

Eli shook his head. ‘Shit. That sounds nasty.’

‘He saved my life. So, I’m sure you can now see why I’m so frustrated with how all of this has turned out.’

‘I know. And I’m sorry. I have to follow the evidence though and currently everything we are working off is circumstantial. If this lead fizzles out, I only have her ex to speak with, but far as I can see they have been split up for seven-plus years. He’s married with two kids now. So, no likely reason for him to be involved.’

‘I think that this Heath is involved. I can feel it,’ Joanna replied.

Eli pointed out his window at a home. ‘Let’s find out. We’re here.’

Eli parked out front of an old California bungalow-style home, no different to the scores of others along the tight street. An old motorcycle was leaning against the wall of the building with missing wheels, and someone had spraypainted the word ‘rat’ on the low brick fence at the front. The small patches of grass on each side of the front path that they walked up were waist-high. As Eli went to stand on the front step it creaked in protest. They made the front door, which was in similar state to the front yard. Its stained-glass panels were intact except for the one near the handle which now seemed to be lined with cardboard, a sure-fire way to see that this house had been a target of its own thieves.

Eli knocked on the door and they both waited. A scuffle and mumbled words seemed to be exchanged inside, then they heard footsteps padding down the hallway. The door opened suddenly, causing Joanna to take a step back and she struggled to hide her surprise as one of the biggest men she had ever seen in her life opened the door. He would’ve been at least two hundred kilos, with small, beady eyes and a cleanly shaved face. She wondered how he managed to fit through doorways with his girth.

His little black eyes ran over Joanna, up and down, and he licked his lips, making her shudder. ‘Help you?’ he asked.

Eli pulled out his badge. ‘Detective Sergeant Eli Roberts, Homicide. Was hoping to speak with an occupant of this home?’

‘Cops, hey. What the fuck do you want?’

Eli stepped up closer. ‘What’s your name?’

The man smiled. ‘They called me Little Tony.’

Joanna stifled a laugh and Little Tony saw her smile. ‘I can keep that smile on your face if you’d like, sweetheart.’

She nearly vomited in her mouth; the man was disgusting. ‘Does Heath Gibson live here?’

Little Tony looked over his shoulder back down the hallway and scoffed. ‘He did. Little fucker hasn’t paid me rent in three months. He owes me.’

‘Where is he now?’ Eli asked.

Little Tony shrugged. ‘Beats me. I haven’t seen him in a few days. He’s probably fucked off to his dad's old place in Gisborne.’

Joanna knew Gisborne. A quaint little town out in the Macedon Ranges. She had been there for a long weekend with an old partner and still remembered the smell of all of the woodfires in the cottages.

‘Do you have a phone number for him?’ Eli asked.

‘You got a warrant?’

Eli smiled; this guy wasn’t worth their time. ‘No.’

‘Well, fuck off then,’ Little Tony spat as he slammed the door in their face.

‘Charming,’ Eli said.

They walked back to the car and got inside. Eli indicated away from the property and Joanna could see his frustration. They were at a dead end. She knew it, and he seemed too as well.

Eli headed back in the direction of head office and they both sat in silence. Joanna wracked her brain for a thread of anything, any information she could find. She imagined herself grabbing at it and all the answers landing in front of her. She closed her eyes and concentrated and tried to map it all out. Evie Gibson. Murdered during a seemingly failed home robbery. Nick arrested for a crime he did not commit. The new information of Heath Gibson, Bobby Lee Gibson’s son, who had been told about money stashed at the home. She thought of her visit to the home and nearly catching the two men. She was sure that one of them had been Heath. It had to have been. Then it hit her like a bolt of lightning.

‘Is there still a uniform posted at the crime scene?’

Eli looked at his watch. ‘It’s been four days now. I’m not sure. Why?’

Joanna hit the dashboard. ‘We’ve been stupid. We think we know now why Evie was killed. The money stashed at her house. So we are assuming that Heath Gibson broke in to steal that money, and then tried again when I saw the two men the day after the crime?’

‘Yeah, and?’

‘Well, what if they’ve just been scoping the house out, biding their time until the crime scene investigation is wrapped up and they are planning their heist once they know the coast is finally clear? We could catch them red-handed.’

Eli smiled. ‘They said you were good. Shit. Why didn’t I think of that? Let’s go back and we go and scope the place out, if we get the uniform removed off the door ourselves, we could set up a trap. What do you think?’

‘Sounds like a plan.’

With a renewed sense of purpose, Eli called a number on his phone and the voice answering popped up through his bluetooth. ‘Hey Eli.’

‘Hey Kath. How are you?’

‘Ah, I’ve been better. Murders in my suburb don’t look good on my stat sheet. But the numbers never look good in St Kilda. You had any luck finding the killer yet or was the re-arrest of Vada for that purpose?’

News travelled fast within the Victorian organisation the same way it did in New South Wales, Joanna realised. If the media got hold of Nick’s re-arrest, his career may be done for. She thought of her friend, and hoped he was being smart and keeping his mouth shut. He would have to of had a lawyer organised by now, and she hoped he could get a good one.

‘No luck as of yet,’ Eli replied. ‘But we’ve got a few good leads.’ Eli steered the car onto the main road that connected the suburbs to the city. ‘Got a favour to ask.’

‘Shoot.’

‘You know the Acland Street house?’

‘Yeah?’

‘We want you to remove the uniform off it tonight.’

There was silence at the end of the line. ‘What do you mean? We removed them yesterday. Crime scene finished up yesterday lunch time.’

Joanna and Eli looked at each other in shock. ‘Shit. We might already be too late,’ Joanna said.
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Chapter Twenty-Eight

Nick had been passive during his first arrest and had given Eli the respect he knew he deserved during his second detainment, but stood in the single cell an hour later and fumed. He couldn’t believe he’d been arrested, seemingly this time formally, and he knocked on the door as hard as he could with his good hand, waiting for someone to open it and speak with him.

Finally, he heard the click of a lock and an officer walked into the small room with a mobile phone in hand. Going by the crowns on his shoulders, he was either a superintendent or a commander. ‘For you,’ he explained, holding the mobile out to Nick.

‘Hello?’

‘Nick, it’s me,’ the chief replied. ‘What the bloody hell happened? Why have you been arrested again?’

‘I went with Joanna to speak with Bobby Lee Gibson. They’ve arrested me for obstruction of a homicide investigation.’

The chief scoffed. ‘What an absolute load of rubbish. Shit. Alright, I need to make some calls. This has gone past where I can get involved now, I’m going to call in a favour from an old friend, get you a lawyer.’

Nick stiffened. Lawyers made things seem very official. He still assumed the chief could ring someone up above and put in a quiet word. Yes, he’d technically broken a law, but why wasn’t Melbourne Metropolitan Police already pursuing these leads? They only had Eli on the case, which seemed like nowhere near enough resources for such a major investigation. ‘Lawyers,’ he replied finally. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes, I am sure. Give me thirty minutes.’

Before Nick could reply, the chief hung up, and Nick held the iPhone out in the direction of the senior officer. ‘How’d he get you?’ Nick said with a grin.

The officer smiled. ‘I owed your boss a debt. It’s repaid now.’

Nick tried his luck. ‘Who authorised my arrest?’

The officer opened his phone and scrolled down the screen. ‘It says Inspector Rob Venables. He’s head of homicide.’

Nick said the name out loud in his head. ‘Never heard of him.’

The officer placed his phone in his pocket and walked out of the door. ‘He’s a tough customer. Good luck.’

***

Nick eyed his watch as he heard the lock turn in the door. It was thirty minutes later exactly, the chief always delivered. The senior officer walked back in with a younger woman cop and she placed him in handcuffs. ‘Where are you taking me?’ he asked.

‘To see your lawyer,’ the cop responded.

Nick smiled and followed the two cops to the same interview room where he’d seen Joanna for the first time. It felt like it had been a week since that moment, and yet it had only been a few days. He hoped this lawyer was good because he needed to get the hell out of this place and get some answers. As he had sat and waited, he’d mapped it all out in his head and it had become very clear. Bobby had a son and that son had murdered Evie. His own sister. The son and an accomplice had tried to find the hundred grand cash, hence the destruction he had seen when he was escorted out that morning after the murder. They needed to be at that house, that was where the action was. If he had tried again when Joanna was there, what’s to say he wasn’t going to try again? To try and finally try and take what he thought was rightfully his.

The cop led him into the interview room and unclipped his handcuffs with a meek smile. Nick returned it and she left him in the room with his lawyer. The lawyer sat at the table in a tweed suit and had a big, black leather suitcase sitting up on the table. Nick tried to guess his age, he assumed late sixties, potentially early seventies, and was surprised at the speed he stood up and outstretched his arm. ‘Bud Carson. Pleasure to meet you, Mr Vada.’

Nick shook his hand and was surprised by his firm grip. The man seemed solid as a rock, and he could feel his commanding presence as he looked out from half-moon glasses with piercing blue eyes. ‘Nice to meet you. I’m sure the chief has got you up to speed?’

‘Mark? Yes, he has.’

Nick rubbed his wrists once again where the cuffs had cut off his circulation. ‘So, what do we do?’

Bud removed his glasses and wiped them with a sheer white handkerchief. Nick wished he had an ounce of the older man’s style. He could feel the mans gravitas as he spoke, ‘I’m going to head upstairs and speak with the Commissioner directly. I used to play golf with his father, I’ve known him since he was a constable. The charge of course is ridiculous, but I must tread lightly. If it is formally accepted, there is potential that you will not be able to operate as a member of the New South Wales police force ever again.’

Nick had assumed that was going to be the case and sighed. ‘Well, obviously I don’t want that to happen. I love my job, and I’m bloody good at it. If there is anything at all I can do to assist, please let me know.’

Bud stood up and headed for the door. ‘Give me ten.’

Nick sat to wait and prayed, prayed that the lawyer could find him a favourable solution to his predicament. He tried to think of what the hell he would do with his life if the police kicked him out, and couldn’t think of a single thing he wanted to do that wasn’t being a cop. His life had been providing answers to people, and he didn’t want to do anything else.

The door opened again and Bud walked in with another cop, who Nick recognised to be the Commissioner of the Melbourne Metropolitan Police. Nick stood up quickly and he held a hand up for him to stay seated.

The Commissioner held out his hand. ‘Nice to finally meet you, Sergeant Vada.’

Nick smiled. ‘Good to meet you, sir.’

‘Call me Ray, son.’

‘Alright, sorry Ray.’

Bud took his seat behind his briefcase and laid out documents across the table. ‘I’ve advised Ray, Nick, that you will be released on bail today for $50,000, which can be negotiated at a later date.’

‘Ok.’

Ray leaned against the mirrored wall and Nick wondered if anyone was behind it listening in. ‘I’ve read the charge sheet Inspector Venables has provided to me. I’ll be honest, son, I think it’s a bit stiff. I’m going to do a little bit in the back end to try and help your case.’ Ray pointed at him. ‘But if I hear of one single bit of bullshit or funny business, well, you’ll be in more trouble than you can poke a stick at. Honestly, you’re bloody lucky you’ve got this bloke here to save you or I mightn’t have been so generous. It’s not every day you see a King’s Counsel down at the police station arguing bail.’

Ray walked out of the room and Bud smiled at him. ‘See. Easy as that.’

‘A King’s Counsel?’ Nick asked.

Bud winked. ‘One of the best. You’re lucky I owed Mark a favour.’

***

Nick stood at the front entrance of the police headquarters for the second time in mere days and had to applaud his luck. He was lucky to have the chief on his side, and his record seemed to obviously be doing him favours. He pulled out his phone and went to call Joanna and then stopped. He needed a few hours to figure out what his plan was going to be. The tram line that connected the city to St Kilda was only a short walk from where he was so he set off on foot. Walking always helped him clear his head.

He reached his motel room, stripped off and took a long, hot shower. He tried to focus and figure out how to best approach the situation without causing any more animosity with the Victorian cops. He was angry at Joanna still. She should have stuck up for him more during his second arrest, she was just as involved now as he was. He needed to know what she and Eli were up to. They needed to find Bobby’s son and they needed to check the St Kilda house and see if the money was still there. He switched the TV on in his room and walked over to the mini bar. It’d been a few days now since his last sip of alcohol and he ached for a drink.

He swiped out a small bottle of rum, twisted the lid off and took the whole mini bottle in one swig. Next, he grabbed the vodka and did the same. He reached down and pulled one of the two bottles of beers out of the door and cracked the lid off it and took a seat on his bed to check his messages. As he lay there, drinking his beer and reading his phone, his eyes started to close, and as the last few days of action finally caught up with him, he drifted off into a restless sleep.
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Chapter Twenty-Nine

Heath had a restless sleep. His dreams seemed to all be the same: he was in a bank, and he stood at the teller, asking her for his money. Her face turned from a smile to a manic laugh when she told him he had no money, and he would never have any money. He’d turn to the crowd of people in the bank, who all seemed to turn and laugh at him at the same time, jolting him back into consciousness.

Today was going to be different. He promised himself that. The hours in the day seemed to slow as he awaited nightfall patiently. Finally, as the late afternoon set in and the storm clouds set in over a bleak sunset, he grabbed his bags of things he needed and jumped in his car to pick up Jake.

Jake was late, like always, and he tooted his horn out the front of his share house. Evie’s shift had been from eight until 2:00 am, so he guessed being a Friday night she would be on similar hours. It was more than enough time to get in, search the place, find what he knew would be there, and quietly get the hell out before she got home. Their dad was a thief, seemingly one of the best to ever do it. There was no reason why he didn’t have that same skill in himself somewhere deep down.

They drove in silence for most of the trip and Jake seemed to notice Heath’s concentration. ‘You ok?’

Heath nodded. ‘More than ok. I just want to get this done.’

The traffic bottlenecked where one of the major roads crossed a major highway and Heath felt his car shudder suddenly.

‘What was that?’ Jake asked.

The car lurched, spluttered and then jolted suddenly and Heath felt a loss of power at the pedal. He looked down at the temperature gauge, which was showing in the red. ‘For fuck’s sake.’ He punched the steering wheel. ‘Fuckin’ piece of shit car. Why can’t anything ever just bloody work for me!’

He pulled to the side of the road on the busy street as people tooted their horns and yelled abuse in his direction. He stuck his finger up at a red car that was passing. ‘Yeah, fuck you too!’

Jake followed him to the front of the car as Heath popped the bonnet. ‘Grab us the big bottle of water on the back seat, will ya?’ Heath asked.

Jake did as he was told and grabbed the five-litre bottle off the back seat that Heath had in case of emergencies. Of all the things Heath’s dad had taught the two men, working on cars was one of them, and Heath cautiously removed the radiator cap and poured the fresh water in. After, he closed the bonnet and sat back inside.

The sun had now set and the road seemed to be getting even busier. Jake cautiously eyed his watch. ‘We need to keep moving. We’ve got to be in and out quick.’

‘No shit, Sherlock,’ Heath replied as he eyed the temperature gauge with caution. ‘Another ten minutes and we’ll get going.’

They finally got going again after an excruciating hourlong wait and Heath eyed the time on the dashboard: 9:00 pm. St Kilda was still another thirty minutes away and he figured they still had plenty of time to get in and get out before her shift ended.

The beachside suburb was busy for a Saturday night considering it was winter, but when wasn’t it busy? He hated it, the mixture of obnoxious backpackers and the rich kids and tourists who flocked to the beaches. It was his least favourite part of the city.

He drove down the busy Fitzroy Street full of bustling restaurants, turned onto the quieter Acland at the residential end, cruised up the low rise, and parked near the old church that loomed in the dark night. It was now 10:30 and they were a long way behind schedule. Jake got out of the car first and then quickly jumped back in.

‘What’s wrong?’ Heath asked.

‘Cops,’ Jake replied, pointing to a police divvy van that had parked further down the street.

Heath looked over. There were two cops, both sitting inside the car eating, from what he could tell. He cursed his luck. What else could go wrong this night? ‘We’ll wait them out,’ he said. ‘Looks like they’re having a break.’

Jake looked at his friend. He could see and feel his desperation. ‘Let’s just drop it, mate. Come back tomorrow night? This doesn’t feel right.’

Heath went red with anger. ‘I’m not leaving. I’m getting my fuckin’ share. You can go if you want. But I’m not leaving this joint until I get what is owed to me.’

The car fell silent again and time ticked on. Finally, after another hour of waiting, the police car reversed and headed off in the opposite direction. Heath opened his door first. ‘Let’s go.’

They walked down the street at a leisurely pace. Heath held a bag that had various tools he had gathered over the years for break ins, along with a long hunting knife he always kept in there should he come into any danger. He slid the knife and sheath inside the long pocket of his black cargo pants as he walked and looked over his shoulder beside Jake, before turning and opening the black wrought iron gate at the entrance of the grand, old home.

It was late, much later than he had hoped when he looked up at the front porch ceiling and tried to spy any security cameras. He pointed up in each corner of the entrance. ‘Nothing,’ he said to Jake.

He had explained to Jake what Evie had said about having a key stored out at the house and he bent down and turned the welcome mat over. Nothing. He walked over to the table and chairs on the front porch as Jake followed and turned over the ornate pot plant in the centre of the iron table, nothing again. Jake bent down near pot plant in the far corner of the porch and turned back with a smile on his face holding a single key. Success.

They both pulled their balaclavas down and Heath held his finger up for quiet. He slid the key into the lock and prayed it would open, the street was quiet but he was sure if he had to bust the lock or window that someone could potentially hear, and then they’d be in a whole world of trouble.

The key turned smoothly and the door opened easily. Heath stood in the opening as his eyes adjusted to the darkness. Jake walked in and bumped into him, causing him to pitch forward and drop his bag of tools on the solid timber floors with a thud. ‘Jesus, watch it,’ Heath hissed.

There was a single lamp on in the corner of the lounge room, which illuminated the living, dining and kitchen areas. The house was immaculate. The couch was brown leather and sturdy, one that looked expensive. The furniture around it, too, was of the same high quality, and art adorned the stark white walls. The house reeked of effortless wealth, and it made Heath feel a rage building inside of him that he had never felt before. This was all his. He deserved it all, not just the cash that he prayed was here. He wanted to wipe his sister and any remaining family members completely off this earth.

Jake tensed behind him and it made him jump, he pointed up towards the top of the stairs and mouthed, ‘I think someone is up there.’

Heath looked down at the small coffee table in front of the leather couch and noticed a bottle of wine, glasses and empty bowls, and he realised at that moment that they must have been wrong. Evie was home. He sprinted for the floor lamp and hit the foot switch, plunging the spacious room into complete darkness. He reached down for his knife in the cargo pocket of his pants and began to creep back in Jake’s direction near the stairs.

Jake’s eyes must have been better than his because all of a sudden he heard a commotion. Jake thumped a figure over the head with his thick torch handle with one swift blow and he heard the thud of the body as it hit the floor. Heath pulled his small flashlight from his bag and clicked it on, holding his hand over the light until he got to the body. The light slowly illuminated the figure, and he realised it was a man when it stopped on his face. Was this Evie’s boyfriend?

A sound came from upstairs and then they heard a sharp whisper. ‘Nick?!’

Heath was still shaking, the adrenaline of seeing what he had seen in the house and the lust for this forgotten money seemed to hit him in a frenzy. He looked at Jake with rabid eyes. ‘Fuck this. Stay here.’

He took the steps loudly two at a time as he shook with rage. It was his time now. He was going to get what he deserved. No-one would ever know he and Jake were ever at this house. His plan was callous and simple. Kill his sister and leave the knife with the boyfriend. The cops would not expect a thing.
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Chapter Thirty

The sun had set, and Joanna and Eli stopped into the St Kilda police station to grab the set of keys for Evie’s home before heading in that direction. Joanna was worried on multiple fronts. She needed to get back to Nick as soon as possible and try and help get him out, and she was worried about what they were going to find at Evie’s home. If the patrolling officers had stopped watching the house the day before, who knows what had happened inside the house since then.

Eli had a laser-like focus on the task at hand, he drove in silence, quickly darting between cars and running orange lights. He had a feeling that they may be too late, and that their chance to find out the truth may be lost forever.

They pulled up near the sandstone church and got out immediately. It was dark on the quiet street now, similar to the night that Joanna first came across the empty house and ran into the intruders. She wasn’t sure where she stood with Eli and her role in helping solve the case, but she clipped her service weapon onto her belt and waited for him to say something. He looked down at the gun and nodded. He knew they could be facing danger.

They walked briskly through the drizzle and Eli opened the wrought iron gate. The police tape that had been broken across the door on Joanna’s last visit was firmly across the doorframe this time and Joanna pulled it off as Eli placed the key in the lock.

The home was dark inside, and Eli fumbled for the first light switch, illuminating the lounge room in a warm light. Joanna walked on through into the dining and kitchen area and flicked on as many lights as she could find. Being in the house now all illuminated made her shiver. She knew what had happened in the building and something like that had never bothered her before, but something inside felt off, like someone or something was already there.

The home had been neatened slightly from the trashed mess that was the crime scene, but there were still all the hallmarks of the damage that the killers had wreaked all over the place.

‘What are we looking for?’ Joanna asked.

Eli bent down and lifted the brown leather lounge suite, flipping it over on his back. The back canvas underside had already been run through with a knife, and he felt around inside the empty space then the lowered the couch back down gently on the floor. ‘Anywhere you’d hide one hundred thousand dollars.’

Joanna started in the kitchen for some reason. She knew it wouldn’t be easy but knew they had to try. She pulled the same drawers out that had been strewn all over the floor days earlier, she looked inside the oven, the dishwasher and the microwave. She even popped the rangehood duct off the top of the rangehood and placed her hand inside the grimy area. Eli watched her with interest. ‘Now we’re talking.’

Eli had headed upstairs a few minutes later and Joanna was busy in the small European laundry near the stairs when she heard a noise at the front door causing her to jump. Her hand immediately went to her weapon as a reflex, and she began to walk slowly towards the front door as she eyed a shadow through the plate-glass window in the door. She looked up and noted Eli at the top of the stairs with his pistol in hand and pointed towards the door. He nodded back, and began to tiptoe down the stairs, ready for backup if need be. Joanna tried to settle her heavy breathing. She needed to be calm, her trigger finger needed to be steady.

She neared the door and suddenly the handle turned and opened inward. She stepped back to allow the door swing and held her gun up. ‘Police! Stop right there!’

Nick held both of his hands up with a stern look on his face. ‘Not sure who would be in more trouble if you shot me. You or me.’ He lowered his hands. ‘You can put the gun down, Detective.’

Joanna dropped her weapon and tried to stifle a smile. Less than twenty-four hours and somehow he was out again. ‘I’m sorry,’ she replied.

Nick looked up at Eli, who had lowered his weapon, and then back at Joanna. ‘What the hell were you both playing at?’ He pointed at Eli. ‘You knew it was a bullshit charge. Have some fuckin’ backbone for god’s sake, man.’ He turned back to Joanna. ‘And you.’ He shook his head. ‘Well, you should have stuck up for me.’

Joanna felt shame she had never felt before from her partner. It was like being told off by a parent. She knew she was in the wrong, but she was blinded by the investigation. Her quest for answers and the truth had been more important than protecting her friend. She couldn’t believe how selfish she had been. She looked down to the floor, unable to meet Nick’s eyes. ‘I … I’m sorry, Nick.’

Nick shrugged. ‘Doesn’t matter now. I’m out.’ He closed the door behind him. ‘And if either of you have an issue with me being involved with this speak now or forever hold your peace.’ There was silence in the room as Nick’s voice rose with each word. ‘Because I’m not backing down! I’m going to catch the bastard who has done this!’

The three all stood in silence, looking at each other. Joanna wasn’t sure she had ever seen Nick this angry, and knew he had every right to be. Eli walked down the stairs slowly as he holstered his weapon. ‘How’d you know we would be here?’

Nick rolled his eyes. ‘Was fairly obvious. I thought I’d be too late; you should’ve been here this morning straight after you arrested me. What the hell took you guys so long?’

‘We found out who Bobby Lee Gibson’s son was,’ Joanna replied.

‘Yeah? Who was he?’

‘Heath Gibson is his name. He had an address in Preston, so we tried to pay him a visit first,’ Eli said.

Nick walked over to the brown leather couch and flipped it back upright and sat down. His hand ran slowly down the couch side and then onto the coffee table until he shook his head, snapping himself out of his daydreams of his final night here. ‘And let me guess? He wasn’t there. When did they take the uniform off the door?’

Joanna smiled. He was smart, smarter than most. ‘Yesterday morning.’

Nick stood up. ‘So, this house has been left unguarded for,’ he looked at his watch, ‘thirty-six hours?’

Eli nodded. ‘Yep.’

‘Well, we don’t have much time. We need to figure out if they got this money that Bobby spoke about. If they have, we are stuffed. If they haven’t, we might still be in with a chance.’

They started upstairs, pulling out drawers in each of the cupboards, flipping beds and looking underneath them for any storage spots, Joanna watched Nick as he pressed the back walls of the cupboards with care, feeling deep into the corner for false panels or hinges.

‘You know I worked in construction before I started as a cop? Worked as a labourer for a local builder.’

It seemed like he didn’t want to speak any more on the arrest and Joanna got it. Nick was one who struggled to hold grudges and would move on quickly, it was one of his best traits. She knew he was still upset, but she wanted to do her best to get back in her partners good books, – that was if he was still a cop after all of this was over.

‘Oh yeah?’ she replied as Eli walked out of the room to head to the master. She had watched Nick walk straight past it without looking in. She was sure he would want to skip that one, and understandably so.

‘Yeah. These old places are all the same. Same hardwood frames, same lath and plaster.’ He knocked the back of the wall in the room again. ‘Although I reckon some renos have been done in this place. This wall is horsehair.’

Joanna laughed. ‘You may as well be speaking a different language to me, Nick.’

Nick walked back out without another word and began pacing up and down the hallway, stopping near each bedroom door, looking in and then walking to the next, lost in thought. ‘Trying to see if there are any false walls.’

‘I’m going to try back downstairs,’ Joanna said as she walked past Eli who was looking underneath the bedframe in the master bedroom, and headed for the stairs.

***

Nick thought he was onto something. He remembered his own house where he grew up that had a linen cupboard that due to a void between the two walls was connected to his bedroom cupboard. As a kid he could walk inside the void between the walls between the two rooms. He would enter the cupboard in his bedroom and squeeze down the cavity and come out of the linen cupboard to scare his sister. What if there was some sort of cavity up here that they couldn’t see? Bobby Lee Gibson was a smart cookie, and not a man who would have kept his loot too far out in the open in case anyone could get it.

Eli walked out of the master bedroom and saw him staring at the walls. ‘All good?’

Nick turned back. ‘Yeah, thought there might be a false wall or something. But nothing.’

‘Where’s Joanna?’

Nick pointed at the stairs. ‘She’s gone back downstairs to look.’ He walked past Eli towards the landing. ‘I might try the backyard. There might be a spot there.’

Eli nodded and Nick turned to head back down the steep staircase. As his foot hit the first tread on the descent he stopped. Something in his brain lit up at that moment. Something seemed off. He looked downward and the front door that was closed when they went upstairs was now ajar, creaking back and forwards slightly from the ocean breeze. ‘Joanna?’ he called out downstairs into the void.

Eli joined him at the top of the stairs and sensed Nick’s trepidation. Nick pointed to the open doorway and made a shrugging motion. Eli kneeled down to see the door, and then gently stepped in front of Nick to lead the charge, he was the one with the gun after all. Nick was grateful to follow.

With a hand on Eli’s shoulder, the two men descended the staircase quickly. Eli spun to the left towards the lounge room first and Nick followed closely. Eli stopped abruptly and Nick could see why. Standing in the centre of the dining area was Joanna with a terrified look on her face, while a man dressed in all black beside her with a balaclava held a gun to her head. There was another man on her other side with a long knife pointed at her side.

The man with the gun smiled. ‘Drop the gun or I’ll blow her fuckin’ brains out.’
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Chapter Thirty-One

Nick held deadly still as Eli held his gun out in front of the two men, and then watched as he slowly lowered it to the ground. ‘Alright, I’m lowering my weapon,’ Eli said.

The man with the knife walked over and bent down, picking up the gun with a sneer. He cocked the top of the pistol and held it back in their direction. ‘Thanks.’

Nick looked at the two men. He couldn’t decipher much with the balaclavas, but he looked at their shoes, both bright, Nike runners. He took a mental note and tried to make out any other discerning features but struggled.

It was a Mexican stand-off. Nick and Eli were at the door, and the smartest thing to do, Nick knew, was sprint for it. Handguns were notoriously hard to shoot, especially for the average member of the public and he thought that one of them may have stood a chance at escape. But he looked at Joanna and the sheer terror in her eyes and knew he could never leave his partner behind. It wasn’t in him to run away from a fight.

‘You’re the copper that murdered the chick here aren’t ya?’ the man pointing the gun at Joanna’s head said with a grin.

Nick smiled. He wasn’t going to play this game. He made an assumption. ‘Nice try, Heath. You may as well take the balaclava off.’

The man’s eyes widened, and he took a slight step back. The other man turned and stared at him, like a deer in the headlights. It was a guilty admission as far as Nick was concerned.

‘D … don’t know who Heath is,’ the man spluttered out.

Nick took a step forward and the man spun the pistol directly toward him. ‘I told you I’m not fuckin around! Ja—’ The man caught himself as he almost announced his partner’s name. Nick caught the letter J at least. The man pointed at his partner. ‘Grab the rope and tie them up. Leave them here.’

The second man nodded and pulled a length of rope he had stored inside the black gym bag on the dining table. These were seasoned crim’s Nick noted, prepared, organised. Potentially taught well by Bobby, he thought. Both men pointed their guns at them, and they did as they were told. Nick knew that Eli had a kid, he wasn’t going to be a hero. One of the men focused his gun on Eli and pointed at Nick. ‘Tie the rope around his wrists.’

The man threw the short coil of rope at Eli’s feet and Nick felt Eli wrap the rope slowly around his wrists. He cinched the rope tightly and Nick, at the last second, kept a gap in between his wrists, just enough that he hoped he could try to get out of it when the time was right. The feeling of the rough rope around his wrists made his mind flash back suddenly to the last time he had been tied up. He prayed it wasn’t going to be like that time.

The man then tied Eli’s wrists tightly and, as he began to protest, smashed him on the head with the butt of his pistol without warning, causing him to crumple backwards onto the leather couch unceremoniously.

‘Eli!’ Joanna screamed.

‘Shut up, or you’ll be next,’ the man standing beside her said.

The second man held the pistol up in Nick’s direction and Nick held his hands up. ‘If you hit me with that, I’ll wrap it around your fuckin’ head,’ Nick spat.

The second man grinned. ‘We got a tough guy over here.’ He pointed to the couch. ‘Sit down and shut up.’

Nick sat down and bent over, grabbing Eli under the one arm with his tied-up hands, and dragged him up onto the couch. Blood trickled from a wound in his head, and he groaned in protest. ‘C’mon, mate, sit up. You’ll be right.’

The two men met back in the centre of the lounge room and Nick tried to make out what they were saying. The first man sat Joanna down in a chair and whispered something in her ear and pointed back over in their direction. She nodded and sat still. The second man sat down across from her and casually pointed his pistol back directly at Nick.

The first man headed towards the kitchen and then turned to the back door. He was out of sight for a few minutes and Nick heard some bangs and scrapes and the sound of a drill. Suddenly he heard manic laughing and then a shout. He ran around the corner with two giant bundles of cash in each hand. ‘It’s all fuckin’ here! There’s shit loads!’

The second man left Joanna and ran over. ‘How much you reckon?’

‘More than what he said! There’s gotta be!’

They both headed back to what Nick assumed what the small linen cupboard that was under the staircase and he whispered to Joanna. ‘Oi, come and untie me.’

Joanna’s eyes were wide, she was frozen with fear. She shook her head. ‘Don’t be a hero, Nick. Not this time.’

The first man sprinted around the corner with his gun out. ‘Who fuckin’ spoke!’

Nick sat up. ‘Was just saying it’d be nice if you at least put the telly or for us.’

The man smiled. ‘Jake was right, you are a smartarse.’

Nick smiled. ‘Jake, hey? Heath and Jake. Got it.’

The man Nick had called Jake popped his head around and stormed over with the gun and pointed it point blank at Nick. Nick wasn’t scared to die, he’d been close to the edge before, over and over again, and he felt like he knew when his time would be, and this was not it. He wasn’t going to be done over by these two fools. The man, who he knew now was called Jake, pressed the cold barrel of the pistol against his head and said, ‘If you say one more fuckin’ word, I’ll blow your brains out.’

‘Nick. Please. Just let them do what they need to do,’ Joanna pleaded.

Nick stayed silent, but was unable to wipe the grin off his face. He had one of their names, and was pretty sure the first guy was Heath going by his reaction. Both of the men walked away and spoke back in the kitchen. Nick checked Eli who was slumped on his side on the couch. He could still hear his shallow breathing; it was a good sign. The men were in a heated discussion. He guessed they were at odds at what to do. Finding the money was not good for the three cops, he guessed. They would want to get away quickly and leave no trace.

They headed back into the cupboard and a few minutes later hauled four black bags out and placed them at the front door. Nick could see the wrapped stacks of hundred and fifty dollar notes in them. There was easily a hundred thousand in them, and like they had said, potentially a lot more. If they left at that moment, Nick was worried if he would ever be able to find them again. The first man walked to Joanna and pointed his pistol at her. ‘Get up.’

Joanna did as she was told and followed him slowly. ‘Where are we going?’

The man turned to Nick, still holding the pistol up in Joanna’s direction. ‘We are taking her with us. If you try and follow us in any way, well, I’m sure you can guess what we’ll do.’
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Chapter Thirty-Two

Heath opened the boot of his car up quickly and threw the two black bags he held while trying to hold his pistol steady on the woman detective. He opened the back door of his car and pressed a hand on her chest before she got in. ‘Wait,’ he said.

Jake had removed his balaclava and Heath could see the sheen of sweat on his face. ‘What the hell are we going to do with her?’

The detective, who he and Jake had both nearly run into when they had broken in two days earlier, was short and good looking. He picked her to be around his age and her eyes were wide with terror. He needed to make a quick decision. She was better off with them for the time being, she could be used as leverage in case the cops decided to come after them. He pointed into the car, ‘Get in.’

As she lowered her head to climb in, Heath lifted the pistol and hit her hard with the handle, straight in the back of the head. She fell forward, limp and rolled down between the seats onto the dirty, carpeted floor. He bent down and rolled her back up onto the rear seat and climbed into the driver’s seat.

Jake was smiling from ear to ear, and he smacked him on the shoulder as he got in. ‘We fuckin’ did it!’

Heath reversed out and accelerated hard down the quiet residential street, making the back tyres screech. He struggled to wipe the smile off his face and wanted to scream with joy. He’d done it. He knew from when he was a young boy, when his mother told him the incredible stories about his father that he was destined to achieve the same greatness. He knew it might take time, but he would finally become the man his father had always wanted him to be. He wouldn’t have told him about the money and it being stashed in the house if he didn’t want him to have it. His stepsister was a necessary casualty.

The murder had stayed with him ever since in his conscience, and he was often plagued by the visions of that bloodied bedroom. Why he didn’t kill the man they found in the entrance was still a mystery to him, but when he had seen the news that he was a famous detective, and had shockingly been arrested for the murder, he took it as luck finally falling on his side of the fence. That first night hadn’t been fruitful in their search for the money, and once the cops descended on the house, he was terrified that they may have found the money themselves. He and Jake had kept a close watch on the house from the next morning onwards until the very moment he drove away out of the suburb.

They were stupid for trying to break in the few nights after and had initially thought that by having no cop on the door that the crime scene team was finished with the property. Imagine their shock when the woman detective opened the door in the middle of the night to find them both in the kitchen. She had given chase, but he knew the suburb well and found a neat hiding spot within the walls of the church nearby, and they had waited out the heightened police presence for the night there.

After the failed second attempt, he finally gave up and did the one thing he thought he would never do, he went back to Trentham Greens, and back to his father again for what he had hoped would be the final time. He had to sit in the sterile, cold room and pretend to be someone else, hoping for his dad to come around again one more time to hopefully answer all of his prayers. His fear of his dad not being able to help, however, was far from the truth. This time, the minute he had walked in he had recognised him and had welcomed him in with open arms. Going by his demeanour, he guessed that the staff or police had not told him yet about Evie’s death, and he sat and spoke with him as if the years had never passed. Heath told him in a roundabout way that he knew about the money and he was struggling, he needed his dad to help him in any way he could.

His dad had smiled, in the knowing way a father could when he knew he had the answers and said, ‘The money is in the cupboards under the stairs, there is a fixed panel in front of it that’s screwed in. It’s yours.’

Back in the car, Jake said what was now on Heath’s mind. ‘What the hell are we going to do? Where are we gonna go?’ He pointed to the woman in the back seat. ‘We’ve kidnapped a copper. Fuck. If they get us, we are in big trouble.’

Heath smiled. ‘They’ll never get us, mate. No fuckin’ chance.’

‘Well, where are we gonna go?’

Heath thought about it. They couldn’t go back to Jake’s share house, his roommates would be home from work by now, and there was no way he was going near his place with Little Tony skulking around looking for rent. He racked his brain on where to go and it hit him in an instant. They needed to get away from the city, and there was one place he knew was unoccupied.

‘We go to Gisborne,’ he replied to Jake.

‘Gisborne? To your dads?’

Some of Heath’s best memories were of the few times his dad had invited him out to his property in Gisborne. It was a small miner’s cottage on a few acres of land nestled in the foothills of Mount Macedon, and had been the hideaway from the hustle and bustle of the city that Bobby had always wanted. His dad had taught him many things about life on that farm and he was fairly sure it was one place that the police didn’t know about. His dad had told him he had paid cash for it many years earlier off an old coalminer who had moved away. He doubted if Bobby’s name was even associated with it.

Heath accelerated up the onramp on the major highway that headed out of the city. ‘Yep. We head to the cottage and wait it out for a few days. Wait for everything to die down.’

Jake pointed to the back seat. ‘What about her?’

‘I haven’t thought that far ahead yet.’

Jake smiled and held up his pistol. ‘Did you see me back there? Pointing the gun at ‘em? Fuckin’ pigs.’

***

As the two men laughed and spoke about what they had planned to do with the money, Joanna finally began to come back in consciousness. She could taste blood in her mouth and her head throbbed from where she was hit. She subtly reached up to her head as quietly as she could and felt a giant lump on the back of it. It was dry, which meant no blood, a good sign that she was going to be ok. For now.

The car she was in felt like it was on a freeway, and she rolled over as it hit the next hump and kept her eyes closed, hopeful that the two men in the front didn’t realise she was awake. After a few minutes she stole a glance out the window, it was pitch black now, but going by their speed they were headed out of the city, into the great unknown.
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Chapter Thirty-Three

As soon as the men walked out of the door with Joanna, Nick sprung to action. He leant down and made short work of the rope that tied his feet around the base of the couch. He stood up immediately, feeling the soreness in his muscles from being stuck in the same place for too long, and ran over to the kitchen as fast as he could. He knew he didn’t have much time, Joanna’s life depended on him getting out as quickly as he could. He pulled a serrated knife out of the knife block and sawed the edge of the rope close to his wrists with his left hand until it finally frayed enough that he could break it apart.

He shook the ropes off himself, ran to Eli and placed his hand under his chin. ‘Hey, oi. You alright?’

Eli’s eyed opened, blinking rapidly in the bright overhead light. ‘What happened?’

‘They hit you over the head. Knocked you out.’

‘How long was I out for?’

‘Dunno, twenty minutes at least.’

Eli sat up and rubbed the back of his head. Nick cut the ropes off him too and he slowly stood up and wobbled slightly on his feet. ‘Where are they? Where’s Joanna?’

‘They took her. They got the money. It was under the stairs.’ Nick still cursed himself for not looking under there straightaway, it was the perfect hiding spot. ‘They’re gone.’

Eli pulled his phone out immediately and dialled a number. ‘Hey, it’s me. I’ve just been attacked by two men at the Gibson home. Came here to follow up on a few leads. Yep. Yep. I know. They’ve taken Detective Joanna Gray with them. Yep. I need you to put out an all-points bulletin immediately. No, I don’t know what car they were driving. Two men, both Caucasian, one tall, six foot three at least, the other medium build, I’d say five foot seven.’

Nick watched as he spoke on the phone. He needed to get to his car, and he needed help, and fast. Eli on the phone had given him an idea. He walked out of earshot of Eli and called his friend Hattie Boyd. ‘Hattie. Sorry, I need an urgent favour.’

‘Hello to you too. Is everything ok? Joanna told me you’d been arrested again.’

Nick shook his head. ‘I’m sorry, Hattie, I don’t have time to talk. Joanna’s been kidnapped. I need your help.’

Hattie gasped. ‘Oh my god. What can I do?’

‘Phone tracking. Are you able to track her work phone?’

‘Yeah. They’re all tightly encrypted though. Will take me time.’

‘I also need any known addresses of Heath Gibson, son of Bobby Lee Gibson.’ He had an idea. ‘And also any addresses of properties owned by Bobby Gibson while you’re at it.’

Nick heard furious typing on a keyboard. ‘Give me ten minutes. I’ll call you back.’

Eli had hung up the phone and headed for the door. Nick followed and as they both headed out onto the front porch, Nick could see lights and hear police sirens at the end of the street. He knew what it meant. Eli turned to Nick. ‘You’ve got to get out of here. If any of them see you here, you’ll be stuffed.’

‘We need to find Joanna.’ Nick pointed towards the lights and spoke in an exasperated tone. ‘I don’t give a shit about them. I’m not losing my partner. Not after all this.’

Eli placed his hand on Nick’s shoulder. ‘You won’t lose her. I have the full power of Melbourne Metropolitan Police behind me. I will find those bastards if it’s the last thing I do. But you need to take a step back, Nick. This is my fight. Let me catch them.’ The sound of the sirens was now blaring, and people were opening their front doors to see where the noise was coming from. ‘You’ve got a couple of minutes to get out of here. Count yourself lucky, mate. If my bosses had their way if they saw you here, you’d be getting locked up for good.’

Nick stood for a moment and didn’t know what to say, they were much better off together than apart, but Eli’s mind seemed set. ‘Thanks,’ was all he replied. He walked off the front porch into the night as the first patrol car came screeching to a halt at the front door. He wasn’t about to get into an argument with Eli as they turned up. He knew what he had to do. He was going to find Joanna and get to the bastards first, well before Eli got anywhere near them. He jogged as fast as he could back to his motel, which was only three blocks away, and jumped into his rental car in the underground carpark. Eli had said that they had tried to visit Heath in Preston, so he set the GPS on his phone to the suburb and hoped that Hattie would call him with further information as soon as possible. It was a long shot, but it was better than sitting around waiting for Eli to save the day.

He hit the centre of the city and came to a grinding halt in the busy traffic as he tried to call Joanna’s phone. It rang out, which was a good sign, but there was no answer. He texted too but didn’t get a response. He dialled the next number in his favourites and braced himself for the conversation he was about to have.

‘You’re out, I’m guessing?’ the chief answered. His second release had felt like a lifetime ago. ‘And you met Bud?’

‘I’m out. Yes, I met Bud. Thanks for getting me out, Chief.’

Nick could hear noise in the background. People laughing maybe? He had probably caught the chief at a dinner. Hopefully he was in a helpful mood. ‘No worries at all. I just want you both out of there now. No more funny business.’

Nick rubbed his forehead and prepared for the reaction to what he was about to say. ‘About that. There’s been, ah, a little bit of an incident.’

There was silence at the end of the line. ‘What now?’

There was no other way to say it. ‘Joanna’s been kidnapped.’

‘What!’

Nick accelerated through the green traffic light as he began to leave the CBD. ‘I went back to the crime scene. Found Joanna there with Eli Roberts. They asked me for help. We had a snoop around to see if the lost money was still in the house.’

‘Lost money? Why the hell would you go back to the crime scene! What are you talking about?’

Clearly the chief hadn’t been updated, Nick thought. ‘Bobby Lee Gibson stashed a hundred thousand dollars of cash in the house. Told his son it was there. That’s what we think happened. His son wanted the money and broke in and killed his sister while he was looking for it.’

‘Jesus, Nick. That’s a big assumption with no evidence.’ The chief paused and Nick felt that he’d picked up on Nick’s urgency. ‘But it does make a lot of sense. They reckon they got millions in that robbery back in the day. I wouldn’t be surprised if there wasn’t still some of that cash lying around for a rainy day. So, what happened? How the hell did Joanna get kidnapped?’

‘We were upstairs and came down to find her at gunpoint. Two offenders dressed all in black. They tied me and Eli up. Smashed Eli over the head with their gun.’

‘Shit,’ the chief replied.

‘Yeah, and what’s worse is they found the money. It was stashed in the cupboard under the stairs. Bundles and bundles of cash. They took it with Joanna, said that if we followed them, they’ll shoot her.’

‘How serious did they seem?’ the chief asked.

‘Deadly.’

‘Alright. Well obviously, it’s out of our jurisdiction, but with Joanna helping out on the case I’ll call in shortly for a general catchup, see if they need my assistance with anything. That’ll give me an opening.’ The chief sighed. ‘I can’t do much until they tell me.’

‘I get it,’ Nick replied, the chief was tied up in bureaucracy, a problem that he currently didn’t have. ‘I’ve already called Hattie. Seems like Joanna’s phone is switched on so I’ve asked if she can try and track it, try and find a location.’

‘Good work.’

‘I’ve also asked her to find any known addresses of Bobby Lee Gibson’s son, Heath Gibson, and also any addresses of Bobby’s. I’m hoping he’s heading to his place first, he didn’t strike me as a master criminal.’

The chief chuckled. ‘Alright, well it sounds like you’re covered for now. As soon as I’m done here, I’ll call my contact at Melbourne Metropolitan Police and see what they are saying. I’ll let you know how I go.’

‘Thanks, Chief.’ Nick could see Hattie’s number popping up trying to call. ‘I’ve got to go.’

‘Be careful, Nick,’ the chief said quickly as Nick hung up and answered the next call.

‘Hello?’

‘Nick, it’s me.’ Hattie’s clipped Eastern European accent came thick through the car speakers. ‘I’ve managed to track her phone.’

‘Tell me.’

‘Calder Park Raceway. It’s a race car circuit outside of the city.’

Nick immediately indicated to turn left at the next major intersection. He knew Calder Park; his dad had taken him there once as a child to watch drag racing. He had never forgotten the ear-splitting roar they made when they thundered down the track. ‘Got it. I know it. I’ve been there before. Great work, Hattie.’

‘Nick.’

‘What?’ Hattie seemed nervous and Nick braced himself. ‘Tell me.’

‘That’s the last known location. Carrier is saying the phone is now switched off. So, once you get to Calder Park, I can’t help you out from there unless they turn her phone on.’

Nick was buoyed by the lead; the details didn’t matter. He had a purpose, and he knew he would be one step ahead of Eli already. The official way to do things was messy, warrants, paperwork, he was in the clear for all of that when it was one of his own. ‘That’s ok. Any luck with addresses?’

Nick heard typing on the keyboard as he sped up the on ramp onto the major freeway that connected Melbourne from one side to the other. ‘Yes. Heath Gibson resides at 55 Patrol Avenue in Preston. Rents with two housemates.’

‘That’s where Joanna and Eli went to this morning.’

‘That’s his only address.’

‘What about Bobby Lee Gibson?’

‘Many more residences. St Kilda. A place in Sale. Apartment in Richmond. Cottage in a place called Gisborne.’

Nick tensed. ‘Gisborne?’

‘Yes.’ Nick could hear typing again. ‘Shit, sorry, I should’ve caught that. Maps is saying Gisborne is seventeen kilometres from the raceway.’

Nick put his heel up near the top of the accelerator now, passing the slowly moving cars on the main freeway at speed. ‘Text me the address. That’s where they’ll be headed.’
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Chapter Thirty-Four

Joanna was scared now. The one connection she had to the outside world, her phone, had been thrown out the window when the passenger heard it ringing in her pocket. He had vaulted from the passenger seat, causing the driver to cross multiple lanes and ripped it from her pocket while she screamed. He held it up in her direction. ‘Who’s Nick?’

Joanna said nothing and the driver spoke up. ‘That’s that fuckin’ detective. The one on the news they pegged for the murder. Give it here.’

The driver grabbed the phone, pressed the window down and threw it out into the darkness. The passenger laughed in her direction. ‘Won’t be needing that.’

Joanna lay back down across the back seat in her original position, feeling helpless. Phones could be tracked, she knew that, but knew that with it flying from the window they would arrive in the middle of nowhere with nothing to show for it. She knew Eli and Nick were smart and would work together well, she prayed that they at least could find the location where the phone was.

‘It’s been a while,’ the passenger said to the driver.

The driver laughed. ‘You sick bastard.’

‘What do you reckon? We could tie her up and have a bit of fun?’

‘I don’t care what you do with her. We’ve just got to keep her alive for a few days in case they find us. Once the heat dies down, we’ll get rid of her.’

Joanna sat frozen in shock. The seemingly bumbling crims she thought she had seen back in the house sounded cold and calculating. She realised at that moment that she may not get out of the situation alive.

‘You seen her face? It’s all fucked up on the left side.’

‘Nah?’

Joanna felt her face, her make-up had all but wiped off now from the blindfold and tears began to form in her eyes. She just wanted it to be over already. She needed to get the hell away from these men. Time seemed to slow, and she tried her best not to listen to the two of them speak about how they had planned to spend their money. She tried to think of possible ways to escape, but she had no idea where they were headed, and whether there could potentially be more accomplices at their destination.

She felt the car bump off the main road onto dirt, and she tensed again on the rough road. She peeked out from under her blindfold and could see nothing but black, so she assumed they were now miles away from the city. She gathered they had been driving for at least an hour. The car finally slowed and come to a stop, and she prepared herself for her final stand. She slowly sat up and had another quick peek. She could see thick forest all around them. If she could make a run for it to the trees, she might be ok, she thought. It could be her last chance.

The two men got out of the car, and she heard her door open. The driver flipped off her blindfold and for the first time she saw Heath Gibson’s face in real life. He was younger than she had realised, and still had a boyish look to him. The other man she didn’t recognise but remembered Heath calling him Jake back at the house. Going by the way his eyes were leering over her, she knew she needed to steer clear from him.

‘Welcome home,’ Heath said.

She knew it was now or never, and as the two men stepped back to allow to her step out, she placed both of her feet onto the side step of the lowered car and vaulted herself between them, knocking Heath flat onto his back as she sprinted past him and aimed for the trees.

‘Get her!’ Heath screamed.

There was a cabin to her right that was lit up in the night and she aimed away from it, hoping the darkness of the forest would protect her. She heard Jake yelling as he took chase but ignored him, praying upon anything that she could make the cover before he got her. She heard the pops before she realised what was happening, and it wasn’t until the tree line just beyond her began to explode in a shower of splintered wood that she knew she was being shot at.

Suddenly, she was pitched forward inexplicably, and couldn’t understand what was happening. She fell face first, mere metres before the towering pine trees and felt a hard knee driven into her back. ‘Got ya,’ Jake said. Within seconds, her leg exploded in a fierce pain she had never felt before, and she looked down to see a round patch of blood beginning to seep through her jeans at her calf muscle.

She screamed out in agony, and tried to stand up as best as she could. ‘You shot me!’ she yelled in fury.

Jake tucked his pistol into the back waistband of his jeans and grabbed her roughly by the arm. ‘I told you I would if you didn’t stop running.’ He pulled her by the arm as she tried her best to mask the excruciating pain she felt in her leg. He got to the steps of the cabin, and she tripped on the first step and cried out in pain. ‘Get up! Or I’ll shoot you again!’ Jake screamed.

Heath was standing at the top of the stairs and grabbed her by the other arm, and together the men dragged her up the old timber stairs and through the front door of the dilapidated old cabin. Joanna looked around inside. It had a main living area in the centre with a kitchen and woodfire that Heath walked over to and began trying to get lit. Jake pulled her by the arm again and dragged her into the bedroom. His comments back in the car came back to her the second she saw the bed and she started to scream again until he pressed the cold barrel of the pistol into her back. ‘Stop screaming.’

She immediately stopped as he roughly pushed her onto the bed and as she turned around to fight, he turned without another word and walked back out the way they had come, slamming the door in the process. She heard the sound of a lock clicking and didn’t have the energy to try the door but guessed that he had locked her in. She rolled over on the ancient mattress towards the exterior wall and tried with all of her might to lift the old timber window, but it seemed to be jammed shut somehow. She wanted to scream out in pain and at the situation she was in but didn’t want the men to come back. She moved back on the bed and leaned against the back wall, mentally preparing to look at her leg.

She rolled her pants leg up slowly. With the pain of the wound causing her eyes to tear up, she found a neat hole in her shin, which was pouring with blood. It seemed the bullet had gone through her calf muscle and out past her shin, a ‘through and through’ they called in the movies, and she struggled to believe how the characters in those stories managed to continue on with those wounds, considering the amount of pain she was in. She reached for the yellowing bed sheet and tore a corner of it off and tied a tight torniquet directly above the wound. With no pain relief, it was the only thing she could do; she was going to have to wait it out. She prayed that someone would find her.
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Chapter Thirty-Five

As Nick raced away into the darkness, Eli had run through his version of events to the local cops who had arrived on the scene. Satisfied there was nothing more they could do at the house, he ran to his car and headed for the headquarters. As he neared the building, he saw Senior Constable May was calling and hoped she had made progress on the urgent favour he had texted her for.

‘Hey Eli. Sorry it took so long. We got her phone information. Last known location was Calder Park Raceway, you know out on the Calder Highway?’

Eli immediately pulled over. They were headed out of the city, and it hit him straightaway. Gisborne. Heath Gibson’s housemate had said he was headed to his dad’s place in Gisborne. Gisborne was only half an hour past Calder Park Raceway. He typed the small township into his maps and turned his flashing lights on. He knew where they were headed.

‘I know it. I need you to find me any known addresses of Bobby Lee Gibson.’

Eli heard typing on a keyboard. ‘Alright. Give me a few minutes.’

‘Thanks, Court.’

The roads were quieter once he got onto the main highway that headed out of the city, and he drove as fast as he could and prayed that Joanna would be ok. He hadn’t been home for two days now and his head was aching from where he had been hit. He missed his wife and son more than anything. He dialled his wife’s number and waited for her to answer.

‘I’ve been texting you all day,’ Stephanie answered.

‘I’m so sorry. It’s been a day, I can tell you that.’

‘When are you coming home?’

The lanes on the highway were becoming emptier as he left the outskirts of the city. The cars moved over for him as he approached each one and he pushed the car harder than he ever had before. The taillights of each car had begun to blur, and he wondered after being hit in the head if he should even be driving. ‘I don’t know. I’m sorry.’

‘It’s been two days. Can’t it wait?’

Eli shook his head. ‘One of my colleagues has been kidnapped. We are trying to locate her now. It’s pretty serious.’

‘Oh my god. Please be safe, Eli.’

‘How’s Blake?’

‘Asleep. He’s been good today. He’s getting over his cold.’

‘Give him a kiss for me tomorrow, will you?’ He eyed the signage for the Calder Park Raceway coming up in the distance, he had to be ready to go. ‘I have to go.’

‘Please be safe. I love you.’

‘I love you too.’

The call ended and silence filled the car. He turned his wipers on as drizzle started to obscure his view and he switched the heater up to the highest setting. Gisborne was near Mount Macedon and was always colder than the city. He had been there to a farmers’ market with his wife and son only a few months earlier. It was small and insular, the perfect place to hide out. He prayed that he was correct. If they weren’t headed to Gisborne they could be anywhere by now.

His phone chimed again, this time with a text message from his boss, Inspector Rob Venables. ‘Special Operations Group on their way to location we have just sent. Should be onsite within an hour. Do not engage. I repeat, do not engage. If Detective Gray is at the property, they will get her out.’

Eli typed the location into his phone and reset his maps. He was fifteen minutes out now; he couldn’t wait an hour. What if they were hurting her? He decided to make a call when he got there. He debated his next call for a short moment, and then dialled Nick’s number. He answered on the second ring.

‘Hello?’ Nick answered.

‘I’m sorry about before, I’m sure you understand.’

‘It’s fine.’

‘Look, we’ve got a lead. We’ve managed to track her phone to Calder Park Raceway. I think they might be headed to Gisborne. Heath Gibson’s housemate told us that he would sometimes go to his father house there. I’ve just been sent the address.’

‘77 Mountain View Road.’

Eli looked at the map on his phone. Shit, he thought, this guy is good. ‘Yes, that’s right. How the hell did you get that info?’

‘I’m here right now. Parked a few doors down.’

Eli’s mouth opened. ‘Nick! I told you to leave it! You’ve got to get out of there! We’ve got a SOG team on their way.’

Nick laughed. ‘You think I’m going to wait? There’s a car parked out front and I can see figures in the windows. I think it’s them. I’m sorry, Eli. I’m not losing Joanna. I’m gonna take these bastards down.’

Eli eyed the minutes to the destination. He wasn’t going to let Nick go in alone. ‘I’m eight minutes out. Can you at least wait for me?’

‘Alright. Eight minutes. Not a minute more.’

Eli flew along the state highway well above the speed limit and got to Mountain View Road in five minutes, well ahead of time. He hit the dirt road at speed and soon slowed at the sight of the rear of what he guessed was Nick’s car. He reached over onto the passenger seat, grabbed his weapon and opened the door into the frigid night air.

‘You’re lucky you called. I was just about to go,’ Nick said from behind him, causing him to jump in fright. ‘Shit, you’re jumpy.’

Eli turned to look at him. He had changed into dark jeans and a black windbreaker. He wore a navy-blue bulletproof vest and had his pistol clipped onto his belt. ‘You can’t use that here,’ Eli said, pointing to the weapon.

Nick looked at him, deadly serious. ‘Are you going to try and stop me, Detective?’

Eli turned and looked at the driveway further on and groaned in frustration. ‘Shit.’ The special operations team were still an hour away, who knew what could be happening to Joanna in the meantime. They needed to see if she was in there, and get to her, quickly. ‘If any one of my mob sees you, you are screwed.’

Nick smiled. ‘If she’s in there, we’ll have her out before they get here.’

***

Joanna wasn’t sure how long it had been, at least a few hours she guessed as she shivered on the freezing mattress. The pain in her leg hadn’t subsided, it had merely dulled, and she prayed that the torniquet was helping stem the blood flow, the pool on the mattress hadn’t seemed to increase anymore, so it was a good sign. She needed to go to the toilet badly, and she could hear the two men laughing as music played through the door. She was in two minds. Go in the corner room with no fuss, or ask her captors to use the bathroom? It might give her a better chance to see where she was, she thought, so she chose the latter. She slid her legs off the bed and gently placed them on the ground. The pain that had dulled now came back ten times worse and she bit into the back of her hand as tears streamed down her face. She wasn’t going to show weakness. She was strong.

She knocked gently on the door, and she heard the lock clicking as the door opened. Heath stood in the doorway with a wide smile on his face holding a bottle of beer. ‘Well, well, well. She’s awake.’

Joanna looked at him confused, she was fairly sure she hadn’t drifted off, but pain did funny things to a person. ‘I need to use the bathroom,’ she asked.

Heath stepped back and dramatically bowed, pointing towards the hallway beside the kitchen. ‘Last to the left.’

Joanna could smell the alcohol and could see that Heath looked to have been drinking heavily. He swayed back ever so slightly and took a step back as he laughed. She stepped forward and looked for Jake, who was laying on the only couch in front of the fire with another bottle in hand. He looked steadier, and his eyes were all over her. He smiled in her direction, like he’d just remembered she was there. She shivered and limped towards the bathroom.

Once she was done, she tentatively opened the door. The tiny kitchen was to her left and she looked across to the two men who were now singing something, looking at the fire. She couldn’t believe her luck. They seemed to be complete idiots, they had a member of the police kidnapped and were happily letting her walk around. They weren’t the sharpest bunch, she thought. She moved to her left towards the kitchen, and with the light off, she fumbled for the top drawer and pulled a knife out gently, grabbing the only one she could see. She pocketed it as fast as she could and slid back across towards the bathroom door.

Heath noticed her standing there. ‘Oi, get here.’ He motioned for her to come to them.

She made sure the knife was pushed down into her pocket and hidden as best as she could and limped, trying her best to look as weak as possible as she walked over into the light.

‘Take a seat, darlin’,’ said Jake, who patted the spot beside him on the old, threadbare couch.

She walked over and sat down, closest to the fire. Her senses were on high alert, there was only one thing she needed to know. Where were the guns. Her eyes darted around, the coffee table, full of empty bottles was clear of anything else, the couch seemed bare except for her and Jake. They had stripped off their black jackets and their pockets looked empty.

Jake held a beer bottle in front of her face. ‘Drink.’

She did as she was told. The beer was bitter, and she grimaced at the taste. She needed water, badly. Jake chuckled. ‘It’s not that bad.’

‘What exactly is your plan?’ Joanna said. ‘You realise Nick and Eli will already be out of that rope. The entire Melbourne Metropolitan police force will be out looking for me.’

Heath laughed. ‘They can look. But no-one knows about this property.’

‘It’s 2024. Information is very easy to come across these days,’ Joanna replied. Heath sipped his beer and looked out the window. She had him spooked. She turned to him. ‘Why did you kill your sister?’

Heath sat down on the lone wooden kitchen chair and pointed to the black duffle bags stacked near the doorway. ‘That’s why. That money belongs to me just as much as it belonged to her. She got it all. She got the house. The family. The money. She got Dad.’ He spat on the floor. ‘And I got nothing. Nothing but problems.’

‘That money didn’t belong to your sister. Or your dad for that matter.’

Heath said nothing, but Joanna watched his eyes. They were down on her chest. She knew that look and realised she might be in big trouble. She turned away from him and looked at the fire and noticed both pistols sitting on top of the mantlepiece. She was the closest to them. She knew she had a chance.

‘Jake? What were you saying back in the car?’

Jake sat up straighter on the couch with a sick smile. ‘What, do you say we have a bit of fun?’

Joanna turned at smiled at both the men. This wasn’t going to be it. She was going to fight. She was ready. ‘You can try.’
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Chapter Thirty-Six

Eli’s phone rang as they prepared to walk up the driveway. It was his boss, Inspector Rob Venables. ‘Roberts, have you made the location yet?’

‘Yes.’

‘Good. We’ve managed to get our tech to track the phones in the property. One is Heath Gibson’s, the other belongs to a Jake Voss.’

‘Copy.’

‘Special Operations are close. Wait for them, Roberts.’

‘Understood.’

Eli hung up the phone. ‘Who was that?’ Nick asked.

‘The boss. They’re in there.’

It was all Nick needed. He set off to Eli’s quiet protests and hugged the tree line in the darkness. An old burgundy Holden Commodore was parked out front of the house, which looked more like a log cabin. Nick could see light emanating from the front window and could see smoke coming from the chimney. He kept low and sprinted from the trees to the edge of the car and he turned back to see Eli joining him. ‘I tried to tell you. Special Operations is close. If you want to have a crack at getting her out, you’re running out of time,’ Eli said.

‘Seems like you’re pretty interested in getting her out too?’

Eli frowned. ‘Of course, I am. I just don’t go off book like this. There are rules and procedures for a reason, Nick.’

‘Rules are just guidelines, Detective. Sometimes they are made to be broken.’

Nick looked towards the building and then raced down low again and hit the edge of the house with speed. He felt Eli close behind him as he skulked to the edge of the house with his pistol facing down. He wanted to try and get a look through a window instead of going through the front door. If they were smart, they would be set up on both exits just to be safe. It’s what he would’ve done.

He skirted the cold wall as the drizzle started to turn into a heavy downpour. He shivered in the biting cold and wiped the water off his forehead. The next window was lit up and didn’t seem to have a curtain. He turned back to Eli and put a finger to his lips for quiet and then pointed upwards. Eli nodded and he slowly stood up and had a look inside. The bedroom was tiny and cramped, only lit by a single antique lamp in the far corner on a dresser. There was a bed with a threadbare sheet over it that looked to be covered in blood stains. Nick squatted back down as he heard the faint faraway sound of a helicopter coming in the distance. ‘Blood,’ he whispered to Eli.

They got to the rear of the house as the rain continued to pound down, Nick couldn’t hear anything from inside, which he wasn’t sure was a good or bad sign and tried to focus his senses on the inside of the property, any bump, any scrape, any whispered words. But he could hear nothing.

‘There’s no door out here,’ Eli said. ‘If you want to do this we need to go through the front.’

Nick breathed in, he was ready, he needed Joanna to be ok. ‘Alright. Follow me.’

He disregarded the slow walk he had used to get to the back of the building and jogged back to the front corner of the building again. Once he checked the coast was clear he turned back to Eli. ‘I’m going in full tilt. I'm kicking the door in.’ He pointed to his vest. ‘This is all we’ve got.’ He looked for trepidation in Eli’s face and didn’t see any. ‘I know you have a kid, Eli. I understand if—’

‘I’m ready,’ Eli replied with a nod of determination.

Nick turned back and stood up, ready for whatever was about to come. He walked up the front steps and eyed the front window, he couldn’t see anything through the dirty curtains, and he knew he was going in blind but, for Joanna, it was a risk he was willing to take. The front door was cracked and faded through years of harsh winters, and he eyed the antique lock. He had been taught to kick just below the keyhole. It was the jamb that usually gave out, not the door, but in older places like this it wasn’t always certain. He braced for what could be inside and kicked the door with his left foot with all of his might and spun into the room. ‘Police!’

The cabin was small, a living area, a kitchen and a door opening that looked to lead down a hallway where the bedroom was. The living area was a mess. A man lay on the floor face first with blood coming from his head and the remnants of a kitchen chair beside him. The table in the kitchen had been flipped over and light from the fire flickered gently over Heath Gibson’s face as he sat on the couch that faced the doorway Nick stood in. Heath stood up slowly. He held Joanna in front of him with his right arm around her neck and a pistol held against the side of her head. Joanna looked terrified and she had blood down the side of her face. ‘Nick!’

‘Move one more step and I’ll put a bullet in you,’ Heath said.

Eli walked slowly around the corner and stood beside Nick. Nick had been sent a photo of Heath Gibson on his drive out, and now knew who he was looking at. ‘I’m guessing your Heath, then?’

Heath nodded. ‘You’re both not getting out of here alive.’

Nick pointed down to the body on the ground. ‘What happened to him?’

‘She hit him with the chair,’ Heath spat. ‘But I fuckin’ got her.’ He kneed her in the back of the calf muscle, sending Joanna to her knees screaming in pain.

Nick now saw the cause of her pain, a gaping hole in the front of her pant leg. The wound looked horrible, but he could see a makeshift torniquet. Joanna was smart, it was all she could have done in the situation. ‘Whoa, whoa, easy,’ Nick said. ‘You’ve got about one hundred cops due here any minute,’ he continued, as the sound of the distant helicopter suddenly got a lot louder. ‘What do you want to happen, Heath?’

Heath smiled. ‘I want my money. And I want to get away. You can have her if you really want. I only need thirty minutes. You’ll never see me again.’

Nick tried not to scoff. They had found him within the space of a few hours, so he wasn’t that worried. ‘Ok, then.’ Joanna eyes widened. ‘Joanna comes with us.’ He pointed to the black duffle bags on the floor. ‘You take the money. If she’s ok, I’ll give you an hour.’

Eli looked at Nick with eyes wide. Nick held out his hand. ‘Joanna. Come with us.’

Nick had to time it. The pistol in Heath’s hand was rock solid but he could see his finger was not on the trigger. He made a calculated guess that Heath Gibson was not experienced with the pistol, and it was one he prayed was correct. He knew he would be quicker when the moment came. Heath pulled the gun away and up ever so slightly and pushed Joanna in their direction. He was cocky, way too cocky. How he thought these three seasoned detectives would let him walk away from this situation Nick never would know, but as Joanna fell forward onto her injured leg Nick lifted his pistol and fired.

The bullet hit Heath Gibson flush on the left shoulder, and he spun around, dropping his pistol on the ground. Eli took chase quickly for the loose weapon as Nick pounced on Heath and held him face down near the fire as he kicked and screamed in pain. Blood poured from the gunshot wound, but he could see it had just grazed him. Nick looked over at Eli with a smile. ‘You want the honours?’

Eli grinned and pulled out his handcuffs. ‘Heath Gibson you are under arrest for the kidnapping and imprisonment of a police officer. Anything you do or say can and will be used in court against you. If you cannot afford a lawyer, one will be supplied by the Victorian government. Do you understand?’

‘You fuckin’ liar! Get off me!’ Heath screamed.

Nick had turned away as Eli read Heath his rights and ran straight for Joanna. He placed one arm around her and hoisted her up off the floor and back to the couch. ‘You alright?’ he asked.

‘He did it, Nick. He killed Evie. He confessed to it all,’ Joanna said with tears in her eyes.

Nick shook his head. ‘Yeah, I kind of assumed that. Who cares about that right now.’ He pointed to her leg. ‘What happened?’

‘They shot me. Outside. I tried to run away. Didn’t get far.’

Nick smiled. ‘Not a nice feeling, is it?’

Joanna shook her head. ‘No. Now I know what you’re always whingeing about.’

Nick looked over at the second man who was still unconscious on the floor. ‘What happened to him?’

Joanna grinned. ‘Tried to make a move on me. Got him with the kitchen chair. I tried to take Heath as well, but he was too quick.’

‘You did well, Detective. You’re alive. That’s all that matters.’

Eli hoisted up Heath Gibson and walked him past them and out the front door. Nick pointed down at her wound. ‘I’m carrying you. No complaints, alright?’

Joana nodded and gritted her teeth in preparation for the pain as Nick hoisted her up. He carried her out of the door and onto the front porch. The helicopter was now overhead and the noise was deafening, and flashing lights shone in the distance.

Eli stopped and turned back to Nick. ‘Get out of here. I’d say you’ve only got a few minutes. If the Special Ops guys catch you out here, I can’t cover for you.’

Joanna’s eyebrows raised, but she knew Eli was right. If Nick was caught here, being intimately still involved in this rescue when the police told him to distance himself wouldn’t be a good look. Nick placed Joanna down gently and looked at his partner. ‘Will you be ok?’

Joanna smiled. ‘I’ll be fine, I’m a tough cookie. Go on, get out of here.’
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Chapter Thirty-Seven

Nick had managed to slip away into the darkness as an army of special operations cops descended on the small house. With automatic weapons drawn they had arrived minutes too late. It seems, going by Detective Sergeant Eli Roberts’ police report on the incident that he heard screams coming from the home that he could not ignore. In the fixed position that he had not moved from, as advised by his boss, he had decided enough was enough, and had hit the front of the house by force, kicking the door down and shooting one suspect who had his weapon trained on Detective Joanna Gray.

Paramedics had been called and Joanna had been transported directly to the Austin Hospital back in Melbourne, so surgeons could work on ensuring that the nerves in her leg wound were properly sutured and closed back up again. The minute the dose of morphine was given to her, her worries of Nick being discovered on the scene floated away as a white fog of the painkillers slowly drifted down over her face like a warm blanket.

***

Two mornings later, Eli sat in the office of his boss, Inspector Rob Venables, and waited for the bad news. So far, his boss had been effusive in his praise for him, but he knew him too well, and waited for his negative spin on the whole affair. He assumed it might have to wait until next time as the Commissioner of the Melbourne Metropolitan Police, Ray Delahay, walked in and stood beside him with a grin on his face.

‘I want to say again, Sergeant Roberts, we couldn’t be prouder of what you did on Thursday night. You walked into the face of danger.’ He held a fist up. ‘And you bloody took it head on. I can’t ask for any more out of my detectives.’

Eli smiled. It wasn’t true, and he wasn’t sure if the Commissioner knew the truth, but he had already began playing the night back in his head over and over. Standing behind Nick. Nick kicking the door in. Nick facing the danger. Surely Heath Gibson would have said something by now? ‘Thanks Ray,’ he replied.

‘I hear you’ve got a wife and a kid?’

Eli nodded. ‘Yep. He’s just turned one.’

‘Good man.’ He picked up his hat and headed for the door. ‘Let’s put this debacle behind us. Rob, try and lock him in for a bit of leave. He deserves it. I’m off.’

The glass door opened and then closed again. The noise of the office, which was in a celebratory mood, was loud and then whisper quiet as the door sealed. The Inspector tapped his pen on the edge of the table with a grin. ‘Very, very brave Roberts.’ Eli said nothing. He had a feeling about what he was about to say. ‘Although there is one thing.’

‘What’s that?’

‘Heath Gibson told two of our detectives that Nick Vada was the person who shot him. Kicked the door in. Got Joanna out.’ Eli said nothing. He wasn’t going to rat Nick out. ‘Now, obviously I can’t prove that. No-one can. But if I get any more evidence that Nick Vada was at the scene, I’ll have him arrested in a heartbeat.’

Eli changed the subject, he wanted to get the heat off Nick. ‘What about the murder?’

‘Heath Gibson admitted to it. Killed his stepsister in a fit of rage. Knocked Nick Vada out in the process. Looking for the cash that they ended up finding.’

‘So, Nick had nothing to do with it then?’ Eli reiterated.

Rob shook his head. ‘No. He didn’t. But he did obstruct Melbourne Metropolitan Police during an ongoing murder investigation. And I’m going to make sure that charge sticks. He won’t be a detective again. That’s for sure.’

Eli was angry but didn’t want to show it. ‘What is your problem with him anyway?’

Rob looked at him as his face turned red. ‘You should have the same problem with him, Detective. We are police officers. We are bound by a very strict set of rules called the law that everybody must abide by. Nick Vada skirts around the edges of those rules. I’ve heard from all sorts about the things he has done to get some investigations over the line. He’s a cowboy. He needed to be stopped.’

Eli stood up. ‘Look, I’m not going to get in an argument with you. But I disagree. Am I dismissed?’

The chief opened his drawer and slid a small black box over the table. ‘For you. From the Commissioner.’

Eli opened the box, which held a small medal. ‘What’s this?’

‘Victoria Police Medal for Valour,’ the chief replied. ‘There will be a ceremony next month.’

The medal felt heavy in Eli’s hands. He didn’t feel like he deserved it. And going by the chief’s smug smile, he didn’t either. ‘You’re dismissed, Detective.’

Eli walked out the door with the box in his hands to pats on the back and congratulations from his fellow cops, the office was the last place he wanted to be and he headed straight for his car. He just wanted to be home with his wife and son.

***

The house had been painted by a local painter a few months earlier, organised by Nick’s sister Jess, in preparation to put the property up for sale. It hadn’t been occupied now for three years and the house had been looking tired and old. After the house was painted, the gardens were next on the list and Jess had organised a local mowing business to get in and work their magic: the front lawns were green and lush and the once-dying rose bushes had been revitalised and their red and white flowers now bloomed brilliantly in the cool afternoon sun.

Nick sat on the front porch of his childhood home with a beer in hand and his feet up on one of the white cast iron chairs that his dad used to sit at to have his evening night cap. The weather in Milford had been pleasant for the past week, freezing cold mornings, sometimes thick with fog so bad he couldn’t see to the other side of the river on his morning walks, but always cleared into a bright blue sky and warm sun that had him stripping off by lunchtime, even though it was still winter.

The chief had contacted him the morning after Joanna’s rescue and told him he was stood down with pay for the time being while his case was being assessed. He wanted to be as far away from any city as he could, and his hometown was over five hours from Melbourne and more than nine from Sydney. It was the perfect place to get away from the outside noise that seemed to make his townhouse back in the city feel unwelcome from the minute he had returned back to Sydney after Joanna’s rescue.

Reporters had somehow found his address and had camped out front of the gate of his townhouse in preparation to get the interview that the whole country seemed to be after. ‘Hero cop, unfairly accused of murder faces termination’ was the headline on the front page of the paper the day after he returned home, with an image of him walking through his front gate trying to cover his face. The discourse was loud, and he tried to not read anything on social media but any time he turned his television on he seemed to come across someone talking about it. His lawyer Bud had spoken with him through email about his progress on wiping the arrest off his record in the hopes that he could still work as a police officer, but progress had seemed to slow and stall, and he wondered whether he would ever be able to do his job again.

Milford was a last resort, and as he sat at his home in Sydney trying to figure out what to do, he finally decided on a whim to make the trip. He needed to be out of the city, he needed to be away from the noise and the chatter, and he needed fresh country air. The chief had tried to call him a few times with updates on his case and what he assumed was going to be disciplinary action or even potentially taking his badge, and he decided the minute he walked into his childhood home that he wasn’t going to take those calls. His work phone stayed on his bedside table switched off, and he finally, for the first time in what felt like years, spent some time alone with his thoughts. The New South Wales police would survive without him, and his homicide division would be fine without his expertise. There were plenty more young and keen officers who were working up the ranks that could take his place. Maybe they were better off without him, he thought.

Back on his front deck as he sipped on his cold beer, he noticed a white sedan slow on the street and turn into his driveway. The reflection off the windscreen obstructed his view but when he saw a crutch pop out above the roof line of the car he smiled.

Joanna used the single crutch under her left arm to support her damaged leg. The surgery had been successful and the doctors had given her a six-week recovery period where she was relegated strictly to desk work. It hadn’t bothered her too much; it had given her a chance to focus on her studies and complete all of the competencies the chief had been on her back about to ensure she was adequately qualified to be a detective within his elite unit.

‘Afternoon,’ she said as she limped slowly up the stairs.

Nick kicked the chair back around to the other side of the table and stood up, helping her into the chair. ‘How is it?’ he asked.

‘Getting better. Should be off the crutch in another week. Back to normal duties after that.’

‘Good to hear.’

Joanna sat down and Nick could see her looking at him with her best motherly stare. ‘Nick. What the hell are you doing? The chief has been trying to call you every day. I’ve been trying to call you. No-one has heard from you. You can’t just run away from this. This isn’t like you. You can’t give up.’

Nick shrugged. ‘If I can’t be a detective anymore, what’s the point?’

Joanna smiled. ‘You seriously haven’t spoken to anyone?’

‘No.’

‘Your arrest record has been wiped. Bud Carson cleared your name. You know how we said we were writers?’

‘Yeah?’

‘Well, he argued that we never mentioned we were police, so there was no way we could obstruct the investigation. Genius really, I guess that’s why he’s a King Counsel.’

Nick sat up straighter, he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. From the emails with Bud before he left the city, he didn’t feel like he stood a chance at returning to his job, but Bud had somehow managed to do it, even after he selfishly dropped contact with the outside world.

‘Seriously?’

‘I’m one hundred per cent serious. Your name has been cleared.’

Nick smiled for the first time in what felt like months. A weight had been lifted off his shoulders. He could still do his job; he could solve murders and gives families and their loved one’s answers once again. ‘Well, it sounds like I need to turn my phone on. Sounds like I have some apologising to do.’

‘Too right,’ Joanna said. She stared off in the distance towards the houses across the street. ‘I never got the chance to properly thank you back there either, Nick. You saved my skin again. I owe you big time.’

Nick stood up. Suddenly his hometown felt too small for him once again. He needed to get away. He needed to call Bud first to thank him, and then the chief second to apologise. He wanted reinstatement as fast as possible.

‘It’s fine. Thanks for not giving up on me. You never thought I killed Evie. You were one of the only ones who didn’t. You fought for me. You had my back no matter what.’

Joanna grinned. ‘That’s what partners do, Nick.’
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THE END
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Thank you so much for reading my novel.

If you enjoyed The Thief, make sure you check out my other novels in the Nick Vada series - Warranilla, Into The Flames, The Storm, The Kooleybuc Hotel, The Last Sunset and Murder In Secret. They are all on Amazon Books now.

Also, if you enjoyed my novel, please consider leaving a rating/review on my Amazon book page or on Goodreads. It means a lot to hear what my readers think as reviews are hard to come by and I personally read every review. 

Jason Summers
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Books In This Series

Nick Vada Thrillers

Warranilla

February 1992. Billie Vada is murdered in cold blood, while her children sleep.

Present day, Detective Sergeant Nick Vada has returned to his hometown Milford, for his younger sister’s wedding. When a young woman is murdered, he must return to his past, and aid the local police force in catching a killer, all while navigating long-lost relationships with family and friends.

Unable to shake the parallels of his own mother’s murder, Nick must hunt the killer. Before his past finally catches up with him..


Into The Flames

When 17-year-old Belle Smith is reported missing, the Darfield police were busy helping fight one of the worst bushfires the region has ever faced. In a case that gripped the nation, she had simply vanished into thin air, and the local police force have no leads.

Twenty years later, the case is brought back to the nation’s forefront, 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 into the cold case, DS Nick Vada is tasked to return to Darfield and look back into her disappearance, and soon discovers that nothing here is what it seems, and 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 have met before. And that she had been keeping a secret. She is the daughter of Australia’s richest man.

Soon dragged into a world of corporate power and greed, he 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 special set of 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, struggles with the loss and asks Nick what he can find out. But what secrets is Spencer hiding and does he have a connection to another murder from 20 years old ago?


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...
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