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Epigraph

‘For shame, Heathcliff!’ said I. ‘It is for God to punish wicked people; we should learn to forgive.’

‘No, God won’t have the satisfaction that I shall,’ he returned.

‘I only wish I knew the best way! Let me alone, and I’ll plan it out: while I’m thinking of that I don’t feel pain.’

Emily Brontë

Wuthering Heights
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PART ONE





The beach was where they went to play. Renée always led the way, even though she was the younger sister. She would run down the path through the dunes like a wild creature just released from a cage, skinny legs strong and true, dodging sharp spinifex grass underfoot, while Margaux lingered, picking seaside daisies from the dunes until her hands were full. The screech of silver gulls and the sound of crashing waves would greet them as they reached the shore.

They didn’t swim, not when they were alone. The waters of their beach were not to be taken lightly. Instead they sat on the sand and made daisy chains and crowns, and paddled in the shallows and explored the rock pools. They crushed mussels with stones and threw the remains into the water, just to watch the little fish and the crabs swarm. They built sandcastles on the beach and stories in the air and when the hunger came, gnawing at their bellies, they played louder, ran faster, until the sun started to dip low, then lower still, and they had no choice but to retrace their steps, back up through the dunes to the house.
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CHAPTER ONE

When Judith Lee walked into the interview room early on Monday morning, Alexis Turner was waiting for her. Someone had brought the girl a cup of coffee from the machine in the custody suite, but it didn’t look like she’d touched it.

‘Alexis? I’m Judith.’

Alexis was wearing a grey hoodie that was two sizes too big for her. The hood was up and pulled forward, hiding most of her face. Judith put her own cup of coffee down on the table, pulled out a chair and sat, carefully. The pain in her ribs was a constant dull throb and sudden movements turned the pain into something much sharper.

‘It’s toxic, the coffee down here. We’ll have to do better.’

‘Yeah.’

Judith leaned forward a little, trying to get a better look at the girl. She caught a glimpse of brown eyes, smudged dark eye make-up, and a sharp little chin. Tendrils of dark hair escaped from under the hood. The desk sergeant had said that Alexis had asked for Judith by name, but Judith didn’t recognise her.

‘I’m told you want to report a crime. If you don’t mind, I’d like to record the interview. I’ll press this button here . . .’ Judith gestured to the control panel installed on the table. ‘That will turn on the sound equipment in the room. Is that okay? If you’d prefer, for now, I can just take notes.’

‘Doesn’t matter. Either way is fine.’

Judith entered her badge number and started the recording. She checked her watch and cleared her throat. ‘This is Detective Sergeant Judith Lee. It’s nine forty-eight a.m. on Monday, eighth of July 2024. I am in interview room three, Melbourne West Police Station. Also present is Ms Alexis Turner. Alexis, do you understand that this interview is being audio recorded?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Can you give me your full name and date of birth for the tape?’

‘Alexis Turner. Tenth of May, two thousand and four.’

‘Thanks. And your address and phone number?’

‘I live at Merrill Hall. Room fourteen, floor two. It’s near to uni. I can walk to lectures.’

‘Okay, great.’ Judith wanted to ask Alexis to pull down her hood because she couldn’t see her clearly with the hood up and eye contact was key to reading someone. She decided to leave it alone. Alexis gave Judith her phone number, then wiped at her nose with the back of her hand and mumbled something.

‘I’m sorry?’ Judith said.

‘I know you heard me.’

‘I’m sorry, Alexis, I really—’

‘It’s just so messed up. He’s the one who . . . and now I have to sit here in this horrible room. Why does it smell so disgusting?’

‘I don’t think it—’

‘That’s not even the point. The point is, he does what he wants, he’s done it for years, and now I have to come here. I have to be recorded, and I have to go through all of this song and dance while he sits at home in his mansion and what price does he pay for any of it? Answer me that.’

Alexis had small hands. Her nails showed the remains of chipped black polish and were bitten to the quick. She wore chunky silver rings on her fingers.

‘That’s why you’ve come here,’ Judith said. ‘Because you want me to investigate. You want to tell me what he did, so that he can pay the price. Right?’

Someone must have sent this girl. Someone who believed that Judith would do the right thing by her. And Alexis had trusted that person enough to come in, just about.

‘Can we start at the beginning?’ Judith said. ‘Start anywhere that feels right to you.’

There was a moment, a long pause.

‘I was having trouble.’

‘Trouble in college?’

‘It was just headaches, in the beginning. When I woke up in the morning, the headache would just be there, waiting for me. But then I started to feel nauseous in lectures. I thought I was sick, or something. I thought maybe I had a tumour. In my brain.’ Alexis laughed; a tight, unnatural chuckle.

‘But you didn’t have a tumour?’

‘No, but I didn’t know that, did I? I just thought, there must be something physical wrong. My roommate, Beth, said I should get checked out so I went to the health centre, and I saw the doctor, and they sent me for all these tests. Blood tests. All that. Even sent me for an MRI. But everything was normal. And then I started to . . . you know . . .’ Alexis gestured towards her chest and started to breathe in an exaggerated rasp.

‘You started to hyperventilate?’ Judith took notes. She didn’t need them, not with the sound equipment running, but some witnesses did better when her attention was one step removed.

‘Exactly. In lectures. I’ve never been claustrophobic but it felt just like how they describe. Like the walls were closing in. Like I couldn’t get out. So I stopped going to lectures completely, and my friend Beth said I needed to see someone. Like, a shrink kind of someone. So I went back to the health centre. They sent me to a psychologist.’

Judith’s pen stilled.

‘Which psychologist?’

‘Robert Walker.’

The name washed over Judith like cold water over feverish skin. Her mouth was suddenly dry. She reached out and took a sip from her horrible coffee. Alexis must have caught the change in mood. For the first time in the interview, she looked straight at Judith. She took in Judith’s face and frowned.

‘What happened to you?’

Judith shook her head and took another steadying sip of coffee. The flavour was toxic but grounding. ‘It’s nothing for you to worry about. You said were referred to Doctor Walker?’

‘He’s not a doctor. He’s a clinical psychologist. Which means he had to do a degree, sure, but he’s not a medical doctor.’

‘Did you tell anyone that you’d made an appointment with Mr Walker?’

‘You think I wanted all of my friends to know that I was losing it? You think I want the people I care about to think I can’t handle my own shit? Of course I didn’t tell anyone.’

‘Except Beth.’

‘What?’

‘You must have told Beth. She was the one who said you should see someone. About your panic attacks.’

‘Right. I told Beth. She thought it was great that I was seeing someone. She thought it would help.’

‘Okay. I’m sorry, Alexis. I know this must be hard to talk about. But can you walk me through everything that happened at Robert Walker’s office?’

‘He calls them his rooms. Not his offices. And I’m fine to talk about it. His rooms are on Haines Street. My appointment was on Friday. I got there at a quarter past nine because his receptionist said I should come in ten minutes early, and then it was raining so I got the bus.’

‘Did the receptionist let you in?’

‘Yeah. She asked me to sit in the waiting room. After a while he came out with another patient. Client. And he asked me to go in and take a seat.’

‘He introduced himself?’

‘Yeah. All of that. He gave his name, I gave mine. Whatever. Did you think I had mixed him up? You think I came here to make a complaint about the wrong guy?’

‘I didn’t say that.’

Alexis had been at a slow simmer when Judith had come into the room. Now she was more agitated, shifting in her seat, worrying at her sleeves, almost twitching with pent-up energy as her speech came faster and faster. Was she on something? It was a possibility. There was something a little manic about her.

‘He introduced himself. Okay? And we went inside his room, and he closed the door and he sat in a seat in the far corner of the room, and he had his notebook, and I sat on the other chair, and he asked me questions. It was all completely normal in the beginning. He asked all the stuff that you’d expect. What I’d been feeling. What I’d been thinking about before I started to panic, all the usual shit. The worst part of it is that I actually liked him. He had a sense of humour. He made a couple of jokes. I’m not saying he was like, hysterical, or anything. I didn’t really laugh, but it seemed like he was a normal guy. Down to earth. He didn’t seem like he looked down on me.’

Memory is a strange thing. There are memories that you strive so hard to hold on to and the tighter you hold on, the faster they fade. And others you try again and again to bury and they stay as they always have been, painfully clear. For a moment, Judith experienced a profound sense of déjà vu. Alexis was still there, still in the room, but she was overlaid onto another girl who had sat in front of Judith in a room just like this one, ten years before. Judith knew exactly what Alexis was going to say. Every word of it.

‘He made you feel comfortable,’ Judith said.

‘It didn’t get weird until near the end. I think about half an hour in, maybe forty minutes. I don’t know exactly because I wasn’t looking at my phone. My phone was in my bag, you know? But then he asked me if I ever smoked anything to relax. He said I should try it. I said that it was a cliché, the idea that all uni students do is sit around, you know, punching cones or whatever. My roommate is studying civil engineering, and she’s got like forty hours of lectures a week, plus study. She doesn’t have time to get high.’

‘And you? Do you have a similar schedule?’

Alexis laughed. The same twisted painful laugh from earlier.

‘He asked the exact same question. I’m doing a double major in Chemistry and Food Science. I have twenty hours of lectures. But I also have tutorials and practicals and even if I didn’t, I’m not interested in baking my brain. I told him that. And that’s when he said that he enjoyed a smoke sometimes. That I should come by for an evening session, and we could smoke together. He said it would help me to relax.’

‘What did you say?’

‘What did I say? Probably I didn’t say anything. Probably I just smiled, or something, because I’m a people pleaser, right? And I didn’t want him to feel uncomfortable, because I liked him. I thought he was a good guy. Trying a bit too hard to be cool, or whatever, but harmless.’

‘What happened next?’

‘He just kept talking about how important it was to relax. He asked if I meditated. I said no. He asked me if I went for massages. I asked him if he was joking. I’m a student. I have literally no money. And then he put his hands on my shoulders and told me to close my eyes. He said we were going to try something.’

Judith’s mouth felt dry, and her hands felt cold. She swallowed. She felt an unsettling combination of pity for the girl in front of her and intense anticipation. This time she was going to get the bastard. Finally, after all these years, she was going to get a second chance.

‘What did you do?’

‘I just froze. I didn’t close my eyes. He started massaging my shoulders. He was standing behind me the whole time.’

The tone of Alexis’s voice had changed. She was almost reciting now, as if she was reading someone else’s account, not talking about something that had happened to her. Which wasn’t unusual. Many people who had been through a deeply traumatic incident disassociated in some way; tried to put distance between them and their pain.

‘He massaged my shoulders and told me to picture my safest place and all this shit. And then he just reached down the front of my shirt and started massaging my breasts. He just . . . like it was a completely normal thing to do. He kept talking the whole time. He sounded like a yoga instructor. Like . . . monotonous and gentle. It was . . . it was completely head-wrecking. His voice was so normal, the tone never changed.’ Alexis drew in a shaky breath. ‘I literally had a moment where I doubted myself. How can his hands be on my body when he’s talking like that?’

‘I’m so sorry,’ Judith said. How many times had Walker done this, over the years? ‘That sounds . . . that sounds very upsetting.’

‘You think?’

Judith watched Alexis as the girl steadied herself. There was no sign of tears, not in this one. She was hurting, of course she was, but it was fury that was making Alexis’s voice shake, that made her shift in her chair and tug at her sleeves. Alexis wanted to hurt someone. She wanted revenge. Judith could almost feel that want in the room.

‘What happened next?’

‘I just freaked out. I pushed him off me and I stood up and I grabbed my bag and I left. I just ran out of there. I went straight home and I got in the bath and I stayed in it all day. My roommate found me there. The water was cold and I kept just shivering and shivering but I couldn’t get out. She got me out of the bath and she kept asking me what happened, but I couldn’t tell her because I felt so stupid.’

‘A lot of victims blame themselves, but there’s—’

‘I’m not a victim,’ Alexis said, sharp and hard, like the crack of a whip.

‘There’s no negative connotation to the word victim,’ Judith said. ‘It just means that someone hurt you. Being a victim, it doesn’t mean that you did anything wrong, and it doesn’t mean you’re weak.’

Alexis stared back at her. Even with that face half-hidden under her hoodie, Judith couldn’t miss the cynicism in her expression, the disbelief and the fury. Judith felt a surge of admiration for the girl. She was tough. There was no give in her.

‘Okay fine, I hear you,’ Alexis said. ‘But that’s it. That’s the whole story. I got up this morning and I decided that I didn’t want to let him get away with it. He’s done it before, I know it. A guy like him . . . he was so chilled out the whole time. So relaxed. It wasn’t his first time.’

‘I’ll take your information and open an investigation.’

‘But it will be my word against his, right? And I’m the screwed-up girl with the panic attacks. So it’s going to be pretty easy for him to paint me as a fantasist, or an attention seeker.’

Judith couldn’t deny it. The words were her own, come back to haunt her.

‘Just think about it,’ Alexis said, her words tight with suppressed anger. ‘How easy it must be for him to pick a good target. He knows all about you, whether or not you have a family that will support you. Whether you’ve already got a reputation as a flake, or whatever. He chooses people who won’t be believed.’

‘You think that’s what he did with you? You think he chose you because he didn’t think you’d be a credible witness, if you did step forward?’

Alexis ignored the question. ‘Has anyone else ever come here and made a complaint against him?’

Judith blinked. ‘I’m sorry. I can’t answer that question.’

‘Because this is the station closest to the university. This is where they would have come, if they needed help.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘You can’t tell me. Yeah. You said. So we’ll have to wait and see. If I go public, then we’ll see what happens. I bet other women come forward.’

‘The best thing you can do right now is let me do my job.’

‘As long as you do it.’

‘Is there something you want to ask me before I stop the tape? Do you have any questions for me?’

‘Are you going to question him today?’

‘Yes, of course.’

‘Of course you will. So that’s just fine then. You’ll do your job and he’ll go down for what he did and everything will be okay.’
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CHAPTER TWO

When Judith left the interview room with Alexis Turner in tow, she found her boss waiting outside. Detective Senior Sergeant Rocky Jansen was sitting on one of the benches that lined the hall, his arms resting on his thighs, his head down. He was wearing what she’d come to think of as the Jansen uniform—a blue shirt, navy jeans and a brown jacket. He was already frowning as she came out of the room, and the frown deepened when he saw her face.

‘Give me a minute,’ Judith said to him. She walked Alexis to the door that led to the waiting room, passed her security card over the lock and held the door open to allow Alexis to pass through. ‘I’ll call you. As soon as I have anything I can share.’

Alexis might have nodded. It was hard to tell, as her hood was still up. Judith let the door swing shut. She turned back into the corridor, took a seat beside Rocky, stretched out her legs and rolled her shoulders. The movement sent a jolt of pain through her ribs.

‘Look at your fucking face,’ Rocky said.

‘You should see the other guy.’

Rocky Jansen was a thirty-five-year veteran of Victoria Police. He’d been Judith’s direct boss for five years, but had known her since she was fifteen. Other than Katy, who was Judith’s closest friend, he was probably the person who knew her best in the world. He also had the kind of connections that meant he heard rumours almost before they started. It didn’t surprise Judith that he’d already heard what she’d done the night before. If anything, she was surprised that it had taken him this long to find her.

‘Jude, what were you thinking?’

‘I’m not sure what else you expected me to do. Luke broke that kid’s arm.’

‘Damien Collins is running scared. He’s telling everyone who’ll listen that you overrode him. That he tried to talk you down but you insisted on dragging Luke to the custody suite, that you insisted on the drug test. Damien says he tried to talk you out of it.’

Luke Fraser and Damien Collins were constables. Beat cops. But to some, Luke Fraser was much more than that. To some Luke was a hero. A twenty-nine-year-old former AFL player. A mercurial talent whose career had been tragically cut short when his knee blew out in the 2019 Grand Final, in front of a crowd of a hundred thousand at the MCG. Luke had a failed surgery and a failed comeback under his belt before he finally walked away from the sport he loved and dedicated himself to Victoria Police, just like his dad, Assistant Commissioner Eddie Fraser, had before him.

That’s if you believed the hype.

If you were a little better informed, you knew Luke Fraser as a spoiled, macho, arsehole misogynist with a cocaine habit and a history of domestic violence, the son of an adoring father and a mother who had learned over the years that her only safe path through life was to keep her head down and her mouth shut. Luke’s knee had healed well enough, but his team had been glad to see the back of him. He’d been pushed out the door and offered a quiet exit after an incident where he’d taken two rookies to a strip joint and introduced them to his supplier. His AFL career over, his dad had stepped in with a smooth path into the police force. Luke had brought with him his own ideas about what it took to police the streets of Melbourne, which mostly seemed to involve screwing with his colleagues, building cosy relationships with drug dealers and using excessive force on anyone small enough not to present a threat.

Judith fished in her pocket and found a packet of gum. She offered one to Rocky, who shook his head. She put one in her mouth and started to chew, regretting it almost immediately. Chewing gum helped with the nicotine cravings. It didn’t help with the pain in her cheek.

‘So, tell me Damo has it wrong.’

She shook her head. ‘That’s more or less what happened.’

‘Judith . . .’

‘Rocky.’ She gave him a sideways glance, half-mocking, half-affectionate. ‘What are they going to do? That prick was on meth. On the job, and off his head. He was halfway to killing that boy. Luke is six foot four and a hundred kilos of mostly muscle. The kid was maybe sixty soaking wet.’

‘What did he do? The suspect?’

‘The kid was out with his friends. He got drunk and he stopped to take a leak against the side of a building. That’s it. Damo and Luke were on foot patrol. They give him a warning, kid gives Luke some shit. A minute later he’s on the ground with a broken arm and Luke’s thick arm wrapped around his neck.’

‘And you just happened across the scene?’

Judith smiled, said nothing.

‘Eddie’s going to come after you. You know that, Jude. He’s got friends in low places and high places and he’s a bastard at the best of times but he idolises that boy.’

‘Luke Fraser is not a boy.’ She paused. ‘Look, it was an opportunity and I wasn’t going to let it pass me by. With a positive meth test on the record, he’s out. And there’s nothing his dad can do to stop it.’

‘You don’t need Eddie Fraser as an enemy. Jesus, Jude. And they’re already trying to pull the test results apart. Claiming a false positive.’

Judith snorted. ‘Good luck with that.’ As Assistant Commissioner charged with leading Crime Command, it was true that Eddie Fraser had enormous power, but even he couldn’t cover up the results of a drug test that had already passed through the hands of multiple officers. Judith had been more careful than Rocky knew. She’d picked her moment and gone after Luke entirely alone. More than one officer had been waiting for a chance to get rid of him. When Damien Collins had told his best friend on the force that he was sure Luke was high again, that message had reached Judith in less than an hour.

A door opened at the end of the corridor. Two officers came out of an interview room, leading a suspect in handcuffs. They threw glances in the direction of Judith and Rocky, and kept walking.

‘It’ll be okay,’ Judith said. ‘Eddie might try something, but a lot of people are going to be happy to see Luke gone. And Eddie’ll have to be careful. He can’t come after me directly.’

Rocky shook his head, and said nothing. They sat in silence for a moment. Judith found a piece of paper in her pocket and took the gum from her mouth. She looked around for a bin. There wasn’t one. She stood up.

‘Come on, Rocks. No point sitting here.’

They walked together down the corridor.

‘Who was the girl?’ Rocky asked.

‘Complainant,’ Judith said. ‘Sexual assault.’

Rocky gave her a sideways look. ‘And you interviewed her why?’ She and Rocky worked together in homicide. Judith hadn’t worked sex crimes in nearly eight years, and Rocky knew that she’d hated every minute of the short time she’d spent on the team. She wasn’t suited to the work, had never been great at building rapport with victims.

‘She asked for me by name.’

‘Make sure you hand it off.’

Judith shook her head. ‘I’m keeping this one.’

‘Jude . . .’

‘Let me have this one, Rocky. I’ve got my reasons.’

They stopped when they reached the end of the corridor. His eyes went again to her bruised cheek, and his right hand lifted like he wanted to reach out and touch her. Rocky was twenty years older than her, and on the cusp of retirement. He was old school with all that that entailed. His relationship with Judith blew hot and cold depending on how much he approved or disapproved of her choices. He was still the closest thing to a father that she’d ever had.

Judith felt herself soften.

‘Don’t worry about it,’ she said. ‘You should know by now that I can look after myself.’

He didn’t look convinced, but he’d clearly said what he had to say, and he knew her well enough to know that trying to push her or scare her would only serve to get her back up.

‘You need to call your mother,’ he said.

That provoked a little spike of irritation deep in Judith’s gut, but she kept her expression mild, and merely raised an eyebrow in enquiry.

‘She called me,’ Rocky said simply. ‘Asked me to ask you to call her back.’

‘I’m sorry about that.’ It was something Linda did, if Judith ignored her calls for too long.

‘It’s not a problem.’

‘I’ll call her.’

He nodded.

Judith hesitated, but there was nothing more she could say that he didn’t already know. And she had work to do.
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CHAPTER THREE

Every Monday at noon, Crime Command held an all-hands briefing in the canteen. Eddie Fraser did not usually attend, but his deputies ensured that most of the rank and file showed up by the simple expedient of providing catered sandwiches and sausage rolls. Judith attended the first half of the meeting—long enough to grab a coffee and snag a chicken bap—but when Superintendent Sawhill started banging on about resource management and the need for a more flexible approach (by which she meant, Hey plebs, please keep working overtime but stop claiming for it, yeah?) Judith slipped away. She returned to her desk, picked up her jacket and took the lift down to the basement car park where she’d left her bike that morning.

When Judith was in her twenties, she’d worked highway patrol as a motorcycle officer. Back then she’d driven a BMW R1200 GS. She’d loved that bike. She’d loved the power of the thing, the freedom it gave her to carve up the roads and cut through traffic. When she’d moved onwards and upwards, she’d had to leave the police-issued R1200 behind, but she’d bought one of her own second-hand and she’d looked after it like it was her first born. Eventually she’d moved on from the R1200 to an R1250. It was probably too much bike for the city and she’d thought about downgrading, but in the end the bike felt like part of her, and it was too hard to let it go.

Judith drove first to Robert Walker’s clinic on Haines Street, where his secretary told her that he worked from home on Mondays. Walker lived in Hawthorn, a suburb of tree-lined streets and period properties. It was not a neighbourhood that Judith knew well, and her bike did not have sat nav, so it took her half an hour and a stop for directions before she arrived at his home, a two-storey red-brick Victorian with bay windows, large balconies and ornate iron fretwork.

The property also had gates and a security camera. Judith locked her helmet to her bike and hit the button for the intercom. A male voice answered.

‘Hello?’

Judith held her ID up to the camera. ‘Detective Sergeant Judith Lee. I’d like to talk to Robert Walker, if he’s available.’

The lock buzzed and released. Judith pushed her way through the gate and walked up a short path between rows of manicured hedge to the front door. It opened as she got there and she recognised the man waiting for her. Robert Walker. She’d never met him before, but she’d seen photographs. He was older now, in his late fifties. His hair and beard were more grey than brown, and his face and forehead were heavily lined. He was dressed in slacks and a linen shirt under an oatmeal cable knit cardigan. Robert was an attractive man with an easy smile. He used it on Judith.

‘Detective. How can I help you today?’ His eyes went to the bruise on her face, and the smile dimmed a little.

‘If you’ve got ten minutes, Doctor Walker, I’d love to tell you.’

He ushered her inside and offered her coffee. He brought her to his study, a beautiful room with solid oak bookshelves and a big window overlooking a large back garden. The window had a view over the trees and the city’s rooftops to the Dandenong ranges far off in the distance. The bookshelves were not overly burdened with books. Mostly they were used to display photographs in silver frames, and those random little bowls and jugs and sculptures that rich people like to collect. On the wall behind the desk there was a painting in bold, dark colours, of a man with a distorted face. It was unsettling.

‘You’re admiring my Ben Quilty?’ Walker said. He took a seat behind his desk, and gestured for Judith to sit opposite him. ‘A gift from my wife.’ He rested his elbows on his desk, pressed his hands together and steepled his fingers. ‘How can I help you, Detective?’

If he was afraid, if he knew what was coming, he gave no sign of it. His expression was approving and encouraging. He was every inch the urbane, wealthy professor, every inch the latte liberal, ready to support the blue collar cop as she goes about her ugly, but necessary, business.

Judith gave him a benign smile.

‘Can you tell me where you were on Friday morning at nine a.m.?’

* * *

At the same moment that Judith was settling into her early questions, Robert’s wife, Vanessa, was making her way home from the studio. Vanessa had been the anchor on Australia’s most popular morning television show for twelve years. For twelve years, five days a week, Vanessa had climbed out of bed at four-thirty a.m., worked out, showered, and made it to the studio for six a.m. for hair and makeup. Let’s Talk, Australia went out live five hours a day, and anyone watching the show might imagine, if the only input they had to go on was Vanessa’s lovely, smiling face, that the job was a joy, a breeze, a walk in the park.

It was not.

It was a hard-scrabble, screw-you, take-no-prisoners battle to survive and thrive in the face of falling ratings, butchered budgets, and icy little bitches coming up behind you with contour on their faces and knives in their hands.

And Vanessa loved it. She was made for it all, the smiles on camera and the battles behind the scenes. The studio was the one place that she truly felt alive.

Home, on the other hand, was often lonely, and too quiet. Particularly now that the boys had all but grown up. Henry, her oldest, had moved to Sydney to study economics, and had never come home. He worked for a bank now, and lived in a beautiful apartment with his very sweet kindy-teacher girlfriend, who adored him in an uncomfortably uncritical way. Lachy, the baby of the family, was in the second year of his engineering degree. He’d stayed at home for university, but he came and went as he pleased, and Vanessa could almost feel the last of the sand slipping through the hourglass.

She wasn’t sure what would be left, when Lachy was ready to move on. She tried not to think about it.

Vanessa’s driver dropped her home at exactly one-thirty p.m. She thanked him and got out of the car. There was a courier waiting at the gate to the house; a short woman in motorbike leathers and a fluoro jacket. Her helmet was still on and she was carrying a parcel in her hands.

‘I can take that,’ Vanessa said.

The courier turned. ‘Oh. Great.’

Vanessa reached out and took the parcel. It was the size of a shoebox, wrapped in embossed black paper with a crimson velvet ribbon. Vanessa’s name and address were handwritten in beautiful, flowing calligraphy. There was a flower too, a little coastal daisy, tucked with the card under the ribbon. The delicate flower didn’t quite work with the wrapping, which was almost gothic. ‘Do you need me to sign something?’

The woman held out a clipboard and pen. Vanessa scrawled her name, and flashed the courier a quick smile. ‘Thanks so much.’

Vanessa let herself into the garden, and then into the house. Milo, their little sausage dog, greeted her with enthusiasm. She leaned down to pet him.

‘All right, little guy. You’ll shred my tights if you keep that up.’ Vanessa scooped Milo up, and slipped off her shoes. She’d planned on a run—not with Milo, sausage dogs not being made for mileage—but her urge to get some exercise was fading. She was hungry, and lunch was suddenly much more appealing. She carried the parcel and Milo through to the kitchen, where she put the dog on the floor, and the parcel on the table. She turned on the coffee machine and, while she waited for the machine to warm, untied the ribbon and started to unwrap.

Vanessa received a lot of gifts. Flowers and expensive wine, mostly. Chocolate and fruit baskets, occasionally. And then of course she received beauty products and clothing, sent in the hope of endorsement. Most of those went to the studio, but occasionally someone would do some digging, and find her home address.

Vanessa opened the box and found that it was full of white packing peanuts. She dug carefully inside, and found only a single sheet of heavy, linen-finish paper folded in two. In the centre of the page, written in the same beautiful calligraphy as the card with her name and address, was a single line of text:


I tried to get help, but that was a huge mistake.



Vanessa frowned and turned the sheet over. There was nothing on the other side. She dug into the packing peanuts again, this time allowing them to spill over the kitchen table. Inside the box, tucked in the bottom left corner, she found a small black USB drive. Nothing else.

Okay. Weird. Vanessa looked at the paper again. Was this marketing of some kind? For a TV show maybe? Usually TV marketing came in full gorgeous colour, with a handwritten note from the producer or directors or even a key cast member, if they were really trying. This—a one-line note and a USB drive—was beyond spare, but then, maybe that was the point. It was kind of intriguing.

The coffee machine beeped its readiness. Vanessa made her coffee, a long black with a dash of hot milk, and her toast, rye bread with peanut butter, and brought both to the table. Her laptop was already open. She took a sip of coffee and pulled the machine towards her. She logged in and inserted the USB, then scrolled through Instagram while she waited for it to load. This was what life was, nowadays. She moved through her days in a two-screen haze.

Her laptop screen brightened and a video began to play. And Vanessa found that she was no longer distracted. Because this wasn’t just a high-definition trailer for a new TV show. Instead she seemed to be watching footage of a bird’s eye view of her husband, Robert, in his consulting rooms. She was watching him unbuckle his belt and pull down his pants. Watching him smile as he welcomed another woman into his arms. Watching that woman drop to her knees.

And then Vanessa was running. Running for the bathroom, feeling the nausea rising, and knowing that she wouldn’t make it.
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CHAPTER FOUR

After she’d vomited all over her marble tiles, and after she’d cleaned up the mess, Vanessa went back to the table. She grabbed the note and the USB, and went looking for her husband.

On Mondays, Robert worked from home, writing up case notes on his patients. Or at least, that was what he claimed to be doing. They both knew that he spent most of his day playing tennis, or reading, or, more recently, quietly going to his appointments with his dermatologist. She’d thought that expensive facials were the only secret he was keeping. How incredibly stupid she’d been.

Robert’s study door was closed. She could hear voices coming from inside. Robert’s, raised and angry, and a woman’s, low and controlled.

‘Of course not!’ Robert said, almost at a shout.

The woman spoke again, but Vanessa couldn’t make out what she said. Then it was Robert’s turn, quieter now. Then again, the woman. What was this, a lover’s tiff? Anger flared in her chest, and Vanessa reached for the handle but the door opened before she could grasp it.

A woman stood there, clearly surprised to see her. Their eyes locked. This was not the woman from the video. She was older, for starters, in her late thirties at least, and her hair was cut very short. A buzz cut. She was about Vanessa’s height, but had a more muscular build, and a nasty bruise on her left cheek.

‘Excuse me,’ Vanessa said, automatically.

The woman raised an eyebrow. ‘Excuse me,’ she said, and she walked past Vanessa and down the corridor in the direction of the front door, where she let herself out, shutting the door quietly behind her. Vanessa turned on Robert, anger rising again.

‘Who,’ Vanessa said. ‘The hell. Was that?’

Robert shook his head. He looked clammy and pale, almost dazed. ‘She’s a detective. Judith someone. I let her in. I thought she needed my help. I thought maybe there’d been a suicide. But it wasn’t that at all.’

‘What was it?’

He shook his head. His eyes were unfocused. He was looking past her, through her.

‘Just tell me!’ Vanessa felt like she might scream. Her hands were clenched into fists. The USB drive was a hot, hard presence in her left hand, the paper crumpled in her right.

‘She said that a patient has accused me of sexual assault. A new patient. I only met with the girl on Friday morning. The most innocuous . . . A college student who was having panic attacks. Anxiety over exams. The usual thing. Obviously, obviously nothing happened. I didn’t touch her. I listened to her talk. Tried not to fall asleep. These fucking kids. Every tiny challenge is an occasion for a meltdown, every mood-swing is a mental illness.’

‘Robert!’ Vanessa cut across him sharply. It was an old topic of conversation, and one she’d long run out of patience with. In recent years Robert had become more and more disillusioned with his work. That was fine. She understood that. What she didn’t get was why he continued to do it, why he continued to see patients and charge them for his time when he clearly believed they were wasting it, clearly believed he couldn’t do anything for them. It wasn’t like he needed the income. She’d been paying most of their bills for years.

Robert waved a hand at her. ‘I spoke to her about perfectionism. Recommended CBT. She seemed fine. And now this!’ His colour was coming back. The shock of the conversation he’d just had with the detective seemed to be fading, and anger was taking its place. ‘You should have been there. The way she spoke to me, like I was some sort of criminal. She didn’t come here with questions. She was in no way open to any alternative explanation. I told her that I see people who are disturbed individuals. That some of them are capable of developing unhealthy fixations. As if—as if—I would ever have sex with a patient, let alone sexually assault one of them.’

He looked completely innocent. Completely and utterly believable. But she didn’t believe him. He was not the man she’d thought him to be. The entire foundation of who they were had just cracked, right down the middle. My god. Had it always been like this? Had he always been such a good liar? Or maybe the fault was hers. Maybe she was one of those women who refused to see what was right in front of her.

Vanessa took in Robert’s clothing, his carefully trimmed beard, his wildly expensive Lindberg glasses. They’d met when they were both students. Robert had been Rob then. He’d been living in a bedsit next door to a Hungry Jack’s, and everything he’d owned—which hadn’t been much—had smelled of cooking oil. Neither of them had cared, not even noticed, really. But those days were in a distant past that she could barely remember.

‘What?’ Robert said.

She reached for words and couldn’t find them.

‘Vanessa. What?’

* * *

She made him watch the video in the kitchen, turned her back so that she wouldn’t have to see it again. Not that she’d ever stop seeing it. She walked to the sink on unsteady legs, and poured herself a glass of water, forced herself to drink it slowly. She still felt sick. Didn’t want it all to come back up again. When she was ready, when she’d steadied herself as best she could, she turned around.

And saw Robert, not frozen in place, guilt-ridden and ashamed, as she had expected, but instead leaning into the laptop screen, examining the footage with close attention. It was too much. It was all too much. Vanessa’s grip tightened around her glass of water, and then she threw it, as hard as she could, against the wall.

The act shocked her—she hadn’t known she was going to do it until it was done—but the sound of the glass shattering was disappointing. It was too quiet. Too meek for the moment.

‘Vanessa!”

She stood there breathing. Couldn’t look at him. Because it was all beginning to flash through her brain. Everything that was to come. The press camped outside their front door. The questions. The horror of it.

Bad enough that he’d had an affair—multiple affairs?—he’d obviously slept with his patients. At least one patient, but there could be more. And that detective, that woman. She’d been, even in that short moment in the corridor, so clearly formidable. Frightening even. She wasn’t going to go away. Would Robert be arrested?

Oh god, Lachy. She’d have to tell Lachy. Henry had his own life. He lived in a high-rise in Sydney with security and a full-time concierge. His life would go on. But Lachy lived with them. She’d have to make other arrangements, she’d have to—

‘Vanessa! That’s not me!’ Robert said, pointing at her laptop.

She laughed. She couldn’t help it. She felt hysterical. The chorus of that god-awful noughties song started playing in her head. The one where the singer is caught screwing other women again and again, caught red-handed on camera, and he keeps denying, in the face of all logic, that it was him.

‘Listen to me. That’s not me!’ Robert said.

Vanessa kept laughing because she couldn’t stop, and then she was crying. She wanted to leave the room, to take Milo—who was whining now, curled into the corner, distressed by the raised voices—and leave the house. But somehow that wasn’t happening. Instead, Robert had taken her by the hand and was dragging her back to the laptop and forcing her to look at the screen.

‘Look. Really look at it, okay? What do you see?’
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CHAPTER FIVE

As soon as her Tuesday show was over, Vanessa Walker went straight to her dressing room and waited. She sat in her chair at her mirror, reading a book, or rather, holding a book, because she wasn’t capable of concentrating on anything. After a minute her position started to feel staged and unnatural, so she stood up and paced the room, and then that started to feel horribly dramatic, so she sat down again. She was contemplating pouring herself a drink to take the edge off when the knock finally came.

Vanessa opened the door,

‘Craig, thanks for coming.’

‘It’s not a problem.’

‘Will you sit?’ She pointed him towards the small two-seater couch and armchair that sat in the corner of the room. The furniture had seen better days, but she loved it, because she’d bought it herself when she’d been promoted to lead presenter and had been given her own dressing room. The furniture must be what, nearly twelve years old now? The number made her shiver.

‘Sure.’

He took the armchair. She took the couch. She regarded him. Craig was the show’s video editor. He’d worked at the network for longer than she had, and he looked his age. He had six years on her, she knew that, so he must be fifty eight. Vanessa didn’t have to check the mirror to know that they looked like members of a different generation. Acknowledging that fact had nothing to do with vanity. She had poured serious resources into maintaining and improving her looks, because she had to, whereas Craig had treated his body like shit. They’d all done it, in the early years. Hit the bar after every broadcast, hit the clubs after every bar. The social scene was part of what made the job fun. But most of them grew out of the partying by the time they hit their thirties, whereas Craig had just doubled down. He was an alcoholic. Off the booze now for nearly five years, but he’d screwed up royally more than once before he’d finally got sober.

‘What’s up?’ he asked now.

‘I need your help.’

Those were not easy words for Vanessa to say. She liked to be the one giving help. She liked to feel needed. Asking for help made her feel vulnerable and exposed and she’d worked too damn hard for far too long to easily open up a chink in her armour. But that was the benefit of age. You knew yourself. Knew your own weaknesses and foibles and you could overcome them, if you had to.

Vanessa handed Craig the USB drive.

‘What’s this?’

‘Blackmail material, I think.’

It took him a beat. ‘Against you?’

‘No. Maybe. I’m not sure. It was sent to me. When you look at it you’ll see a video of my husband—of Robert—in his consulting rooms. In the video it looks like he’s having sex with a patient. The video is fake.’

Craig gave her a look. A look that Vanessa thought she was likely to see again and again.

‘I’m not delusional, Craig. The video is faked. It’s very, very well done, but I’ve been married to Robert for twenty-six years. If he was hung like a porn star, I think I’d have noticed.’ She delivered the line with deliberate, dry humour, as if she’d always known the video was bullshit, as if she’d never vomited all over her bathroom floor, as if it hadn’t taken five whole minutes for Robert to force her to really look at the video.

Craig gave a surprised laugh, tried to swallow it, and turned it into a cough. ‘Okay, then. What do you want me to do with this?’

‘I want you to look at it with independent eyes. If and when someone goes public with the video, I want a professional lined up who can say, unequivocally, that it’s bullshit. I want to be ready to go with evidence that proves that it’s a deepfake. Preferably without having to refer to my husband’s penis.’

‘Okay. Gotcha. I can do that.’

‘And Craig, I need you to keep this quiet. I really mean that. No rumours, no hints or suggestions that there’s something going around, okay?’

His eyes met hers. She wondered if he was thinking about the same thing she was, if he was remembering the morning when she’d found him drunk in the studio car park. He’d been red-eyed, unshaven, slurring his words, and on his way to start the day’s work. She’d forced him into her car, driven him to her place and installed him in her guest room, then refused to let him leave until he’d slept, showered, dressed in one of Robert’s shirts, and eaten food that she’d prepared for him. She’d given him no lecture. Said nothing about the obvious need for rehab. Vanessa had never seen the point of intervention. In her experience, people only changed when they wanted to. So after she’d bullied him into presentable condition, she’d just driven him back to the studio and dropped him off.

Vanessa didn’t claim any credit for Craig’s turnaround. He’d bounced along the bottom for another couple of months before finally throwing in the towel on the drinking, presumably for reasons that had nothing to do with her. And truthfully, she wasn’t sure what had driven her to look after him that particular afternoon. In some ways, maybe, it was out of character. She liked to help people but did not enjoy being dragged into other people’s dramas. Maybe she’d known that he wouldn’t ask for more than she was willing to give. She supposed it didn’t matter why she’d done it, only that she had. Because now it was time for payback. She’d never told a soul what she’d done for him that day. She wanted the same consideration from him. That, and his expertise and his reputation. Craig was an excellent video editor, and he was well known and well liked in the industry. People saw him as a no-bullshit kind of guy. If he said the video was a fake, people—in the industry at least—might believe him.

‘Who do you think is behind it?’ Craig asked.

‘I don’t know. I haven’t had time to think about it.’ A lie, such a lie. It was all she’d thought about.

‘Right.’

Craig stood. He tucked the USB into his pocket. ‘I’ll get back to you as soon as I can. By the morning, if possible. But I won’t be able to look at the video until I get home. If you want to keep this quiet, I can’t open it on a studio computer.’

‘Thank you.’ Vanessa stood too. She found that she was holding out her hand to him, like they’d just completed a business meeting. He took her hand and shook it, and if there was a slightly mocking expression on his face, she chose not to see it.

* * *

After he’d gone, Vanessa sat for a moment and thought everything through. Then she made two phone calls. The first was to Penelope Ford, the head producer on her show, and the second was to a runner. The runner arrived in five minutes with two coffees. Penelope arrived exactly one minute later.

‘Is that for me? You angel! I haven’t had coffee in at least thirty minutes.’

Penelope Ford, super-producer, was twenty-nine years old, aggressively fashionable, and screamingly competent. Penelope was more striking than she was pretty. She had a tight, muscled body, a long nose she liked to call Roman, and a strong jawline. Pen was vocal about the fact that she’d never considered a nose job because Oh my god, faces should have character, darling. I want people to remember me.

‘So, what’s up?’ Penelope had taken the couch. She sat with her legs crossed at the ankle, leaning forward, coffee cup in both hands. She was wearing a pair of wide-leg cut-off leather culottes and a sleeveless shirt with a half-tuck. An outfit that on Vanessa would have looked both try-hard and deeply eighties, but which on Penelope looked the height of retro cool.

Vanessa took a breath. ‘I have a problem, and I’d like to discuss it with you. I’m trying to figure the best way forward, and I think it would be useful to talk it through. That is, if you’re willing.’

‘Okaaay. What kind of problem?’

‘The career killing kind.’

Pen’s eyes narrowed. They weren’t friends and they both knew it. Penelope had to wonder why, if Vanessa saw trouble ahead, she was bringing that trouble to Pen’s door.

Vanessa’s show, Let’s Talk, Australia, had been a network staple for twenty years but ratings had been trending down for the last five. Vanessa had the dubious comfort of knowing she wasn’t alone in facing a ratings cliff—every show on broadcast television was in the same situation. The market was a mess. Streamers were competing with each other with expensive limited series after expensive limited series in a survivor-takes-all race for market dominance, while YouTube and gaming and social media were claiming more and more eyeballs. Traditional channels had to scrabble for the remains. The studio had to recognise that, and Let’s Talk was doing better than most. Vanessa had the affection of her audience. She had a nationally recognised name and face in an industry where it was becoming harder and harder to build that kind of profile.

Vanessa happened to know that Penelope had quietly arranged to have her audience-tested twice. There was only one reason to audience-test a veteran presenter, and that was if you were thinking of giving her the push. Both times the numbers must have come back very strong, because the testing had never been mentioned and since then Penelope had been extremely supportive. Vanessa’s decision to consult Penelope about the Robert situation was therefore the result of careful consideration. The way she looked at it, Penelope had already explored the option of giving her the push, and when the data had sent her the other way, she’d become Vanessa’s fiercest supporter. So . . . a calculated gamble. Let’s Talk was not cool. It was not the kind of show that Penelope really wanted to be producing. But it did pull in twenty-nine per cent of ad revenue earned by the channel outside of prime time. Which meant that Penelope needed her.

‘You’re the sharpest person I know,’ Vanessa said, steadily. ‘If anyone can see a way through this, you can.’

Penelope nodded. ‘Hit me.’

‘You’ve met my husband, Robert. He’s a psychologist. He does sessions for private patients, and sessions for uni students.’

Penelope nodded, forehead creasing slightly.

‘He saw a girl last week, a student, for her first session. Afterwards she went to the police and claimed that he assaulted her.’

‘Okay. And what does he say happened?’

‘Nothing. That it was an innocuous consultation.’

‘Do you believe him?’

‘I do.’ Vanessa had spent a lot of time thinking about this. ‘Robert is not a stupid man. If he was going to have an affair, it would not be with a patient.’ She paused. ‘It goes without saying, I hope, that he’s not capable of assaulting someone. He’s not that kind of man.’

‘Okay,’ Penelope said. Her tone was entirely neutral.

‘There’s more. Yesterday a courier delivered a USB drive. On it was a video that seemed to show Robert having sex with a patient in his rooms.’

‘The same patient?’

Vanessa shook her head. ‘A stranger. But the video is a deepfake. It’s a very good fake, and anyone looking at it would believe at first glance that it was him. There are certain details that aren’t right, but you would have to know Robert intimately to recognise them. I’ve arranged to have the video . . . de-verified, I suppose you’d call it, by an expert I trust.’

Penelope put her coffee down on the table. She pressed her palms together. ‘It sounds like someone’s coming after him.’ She paused. ‘What do you want from me?’

‘I need to make a decision about how I handle this, when it breaks.’

‘You think it’s going to break?’

‘Yes. Inevitably. The assault claim is already with the police. They’ll leak it, if they haven’t already. Or whoever is behind this video will start to send it out online.’

‘And you’re not sure how best to defend it?’ Penelope’s eyes were sharp. She had to be calculating how the situation would affect the show. It might drive ratings up. Scandal had that effect. But it might also destroy Vanessa, and without her, Let’s Talk, Australia was a dead duck.

‘I don’t know whether I want to defend it at all,’ Vanessa said. Her hands felt cold. She tucked them between her legs.

‘I’m not sure that I understand.’

‘You know the world we live in, Penelope. Innocent or not, once this goes public, for the rest of his life Robert is going to be . . . I don’t know the right word for it. He’s going to have a certain aura. People will say, Do you remember when? Some of them will say, There’s no smoke without fire. All of that stuff. And if I stand beside him, then for the rest of my life, I’m going to be seen as the wife who forgave him. The wife who stood beside him. The Good Wife, basically. That’s going to be part of my identity.’

Penelope nodded, slowly. ‘You’re probably right.’

‘The way I see it I have two options. The first one is all-out war. I stand by Robert. I hire private PR and we launch a massive campaign. I bring him on the show and we talk about what happened. Ava could interview me and Robert together. We have a second show where we talk about the dangers of AI. The ease with which anyone can be targeted. We make sure that every man in this country is worried that it could happen to him next. We make Robert the poster boy for the innocent accused. We put him in front of the camera and we give him a platform to fight back.’

‘That could work,’ Penelope said. ‘If you do it right. The only thing is . . .’ She hesitated.

‘Say it.’

‘It’ll only work if he’s whiter than white. If he’s got a skeleton or two in his closet, an affair, some inappropriate behaviour with a colleague, then all of that comes out and he looks like just another skeevy guy, trying to cover up his crap.’

‘Yes.’

‘You knew I was going to say that. You’ve thought of it yourself.’

‘Yes.’

‘Is he whiter than white?’

‘I . . . don’t know.’

The strange thing about it all was that before the video she would have answered that question very differently. She would have said, with complete confidence, that her husband could be trusted. What had changed? The video was definitely a fake. Whoever had made it had done an excellent job deep-faking Robert’s face, but they hadn’t extended their efforts to his genitalia. According to Robert, the woman in the video was not the same person who had accused him of assault, but it seemed like too much of a coincidence that someone had sent a deepfake video of Robert ‘cheating’ to his wife, on the same day that a brand-new patient went to the police with a sexual assault accusation. So she believed him about that too. That the assault had never happened, that it was all part of some elaborate set-up.

And yet.

She couldn’t answer Penelope’s question with a straight yes, he’s whiter than white.

Because something had happened in the fifteen minutes or so that elapsed immediately after her first viewing of the video. She’d looked at her husband through different eyes. For a short time, the rose-tinted haze through which she’d chosen to view the small indignities of her married life had been scorched away, leaving nothing between Vanessa and the truth.

Which was that she didn’t know if he loved her. Or if she still loved him. Or even liked him, the man he’d become. The truth was, Robert resented her. He resented her success and he resented the pleasure she took in her job. No . . . that wasn’t quite right. Maybe he just resented how much she was absorbed by it. Either way, somehow that resentment had grown over the years, and her guilt had grown along with it, Christ knows why, until they’d reached the point where, by silent agreement, he wasn’t even that nice to her, and she pretended not to notice. None of which made him a cheat, of course. But if he didn’t love her anymore . . . if he hadn’t, in fact, loved her for years, how confident could she really be that he’d stayed faithful?

‘So what’s your second option?’ Penelope asked.

Vanessa hesitated, but Penelope was looking at her with sharp, candid eyes that gave her nowhere to hide.

‘My second option is that I leave him.’

‘Yes.’

‘Before it comes out.’

‘Yes.’

‘Which will make him look guilty. The optics for him would be terrible.’ And it went without saying that without her financial support, Robert wouldn’t have the resources for a campaign of any kind.

There was silence for a moment. Penelope crossed and uncrossed her legs. She smoothed down her pants, considering.

‘Even the best run campaign will fail if he has dirt in his closet. The way I see it, you have to ask yourself two questions. The first is, do you believe absolutely that there is nothing here to be uncovered?’

‘And the second?’

Penelope’s eyes met hers. ‘The second is, do you love him?’

Vanessa couldn’t hold her gaze. She’d been married to Robert for twenty-six years. They shared two children, one of whom was the absolute heart and centre of her life. They shared a dining table and a bedroom and so much history. But somewhere over the past . . . five years? Could it even be ten? Somewhere along the way the love had died.
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CHAPTER SIX

On Tuesday morning Judith went to the station early. She swiped her ID card at the secure vehicle access point off Spencer Street, and parked her motorbike in the last available bay. The other three designated motorcycle parking bays were already gone, taken up by someone’s BMW 5 Series. It looked like a brand new car. Judith was tempted to scratch the gleaming bonnet, but she restrained herself, took the lift up to the tenth floor and made her way to Crime Command, and the Homicide Squad room.

Before she reached her desk, she passed through two more automated security checkpoints, both of which required facial recognition as well as a swipe of her ID card. The building at 313 Spencer Street was state of the art and highly secure. It was by far the most comfortable police station Judith had ever worked out of, and every day she was haunted by the conviction that it couldn’t last.

Judith took a seat and logged in to her machine. She had a lot of work to do. The truth was that taking on Alexis Turner’s case was going to put her under pressure. She had a number of active homicide cases, including the drive-by shooting of Samuel Haddad (a known drug dealer and occasional human trafficker) and his wife, Zara, outside their gym in Melbourne’s CBD. The fact that Samuel and Zara Haddad were career criminals did not make the solving of their murders any less urgent, and Judith had a day of interviews ahead of her.

She spent the early part of her morning reading through preliminary statements and planning out her questions. Then, with an hour to go until her first interview, she turned to the Robert Walker file. She read through the transcript of her interview with Alexis, looking for facts that could be verified by third parties. Pinning down as many verifiable facts as possible was an essential step in a case like this. Catching the accused in a lie—even one that might seem minor—was the first step towards undermining their credibility. Judith’s first aim therefore was to turn this case from a he-said, she-said, into a he-said, the-facts-say situation.

When she’d finished isolating the facts from the interview transcript, Judith compared Alexis’s statement with her notes from her interview with Walker. She found a discrepancy. Alexis had said that she’d had a referral from the college health centre. Walker had said Alexis was a private patient.

A call to Walker’s clinic and a quick chat with Walker’s secretary Delores did not resolve the problem. The woman was flustered.

‘Are you sure I’m allowed to speak to you? Don’t you need a warrant or something like that?’

Judith took care to sound relaxed and friendly. ‘You can talk to me if you like, Delores. Let’s just clear up a few details. We won’t talk about anyone’s private notes or anything like that. I just need to confirm that Alexis Turner had a referral from the college health centre when she came to see you.’

There was a pause, and then the sound of keyboard keys clicking. Another pause, and then Delores came back on the line.

‘No referral. She was a private patient. A nice girl, I thought.’ She sounded doubtful.

Judith ended the call. The small discrepancy would have an explanation, no doubt, but she should resolve it quickly. She just had time before her first interview on her homicide case. Judith dialled Alexis’s number. There was no answer. She dialled it again. Again it rang out. Judith frowned. She sent a text message.

Hi Alexis, this is Judith Lee. Can you give me a call?

She waited ten minutes, finishing her coffee and re-reading her notes. Her phone didn’t ring.

* * *

The day didn’t go well. Judith interviewed the gym members who had witnessed the shooting of the drug dealer and his wife, but they’d observed very little that was helpful, and gave more than one conflicting account. After that, she was pulled into a two-hour-long interview with an inspector and a senior sergeant from Professional Standards where she was asked to go over the detail of her encounter with Luke Fraser again and again. At the end of the interview, the inspector—a stone-faced man she’d never met before—confirmed that Luke had been charged and released on station bail, that he was suspended pending a full disciplinary hearing, and that she was now expected to stay out of the case, and to keep her mouth shut about it.

At three o’clock, Judith took the lift down to the basement car park. She had an at-home interview scheduled in the Haddad murder case, with the victims’ daughter, Nadia. Nadia had been at school when the murders happened, but it was very likely that her parents had known that there was a threat to their lives, and therefore it was possible that they had discussed that threat in front of her. If Nadia did know something useful, the chances of her being willing to discuss it with Judith—or any cop—were small, but every avenue had to be explored.

As Judith walked across the car park she was thinking about Nadia Haddad, about how best to approach an interview with a grieving fifteen-year-old. So she didn’t see the damage to her bike until she was almost upon it. When she did, she stopped dead. The leather seat and both tires had been slashed. Judith swallowed, her stomach turning over. She took a step closer and crouched to examine the damage. Whoever had done the work had been thorough. They’d made sure her bike was completely wrecked. The brake lines and the main wiring harness had been cut in multiple places. And oh Christ. Was that smell urine? Judith stood and took a step back.

Who the hell had done this?

She looked around, searching for nearby cameras. The parking garage was secure. There was no way in without a security pass, no way in without driving or walking under a camera, but there was no camera pointing directly at the motorbike parking, she realised. The cameras were at the entrances and the exits, and at the lifts, but there were none monitoring the vehicles themselves. Which meant that anyone who had accessed the garage in the eight hours she’d been inside the station could have been the one to mess with her bike, and she had no way to rule any of them out.

Which of course they’d known. A cop had done this. Someone under Eddie Fraser’s thumb, or some friend of Luke’s? Luke had made a lot of enemies in his short time as a police officer, but he’d made a few friends too, because even in the force there were weak people who were easily impressed by a blowhard arsehole with more muscle than character.

Judith was shocked to discover that she had tears in her eyes. She blinked them away rapidly. God. She’d better pull herself together. It was just a motorbike. It was fixable. She couldn’t let them get to her so easily.

Judith left the bike where it was and took the lift back up to the ground floor and the fleet management desk. She knew the guy on duty.

‘No bike today?’ he asked.

She cut him a look, but the expression on his face was open and friendly.

‘Not today,’ she said.

He handed her a set of keys. ‘This is the best I’ve got today. Two years old. Just been cleaned.’

‘Thanks.’

He lowered his voice. ‘I heard about Fraser. That was good work. I hope you’re not getting any shit for it.’

That was too close to the bone. She glared at him, suspecting that he was making a thinly veiled swipe about the damage done to her bike, but the look he gave her in return was one of confusion. Damn it, she was being paranoid. They were making her paranoid.

‘Thanks,’ she said.

‘Yeah. Welcome,’ he said, but he looked unsettled.

Judith gave herself a lecture as she walked away. If she jumped at every shadow, she was handing Eddie Fraser the win. And she sure as hell wasn’t going to do that.

* * *

Nadia Haddad was staying with her aunt Layla in Bayside. Layla and Nadia met with Judith in the kitchen of Layla’s prettily decorated and extremely tidy three-bedroom home. Nadia was a beautiful girl with very dark eyes and a septum piercing. She looked Judith straight in the eye and told her that she had no idea who’d killed her mum and dad, and if she did, the last person she’d tell would be a fucking copper. After that she shut her mouth and refused to say a word.

Judith did her best to break through, but got nowhere. She wasn’t helped by the fact that Layla hovered over her niece, breaking into tears at regular intervals, and interrupting the one and only time Judith thought she might have been getting close to provoking a response. The tears were not a tactic. It was obvious that Layla was completely freaked out by her sister’s murder. Judith had no sympathy for the woman. The weeping and the shock struck her as hypocritical, in the circumstances. Not to mention weak. Shit, Nadia was fifteen years old and she’d just lost both parents, but she was holding it together better than her aunt.

Judith’s mood darkened further when she left the house, turned off her Do Not Disturb and her phone buzzed three times in rapid succession. She’d missed another call from her mother, who had left a new voicemail and sent a text message—both of them asking her to drop by the house. She groped in her pocket for a cigarette and found only the gum. Christ. She really needed a smoke. Judith put the gum in her mouth and chewed, slowly and begrudgingly. Her jaw still ached. She told herself it was getting better.

She sat in the car but didn’t start the engine. There was no way out. If she didn’t take the time to see her mother, Linda would keep calling, she’d call Rocky again, and after that, she’d start calling the station. Judith checked her watch. It was after five. She’d go there now, get it done before Linda escalated, and before she had a chance to change her own mind.

Judith pulled up outside her mother’s house in Brighton East at five-thirty p.m. Linda had lived in the same home for twenty-eight years, during which time the suburb had gentrified around her. Most of the neighbours who’d lived there when Judith was a child had long since sold up and moved, and their houses had been knocked down to make room for gleaming contemporary two-storeys with electric gates and manicured landscaping, but Linda lived on quietly in her little red-brick bungalow with its ragged edged lawn and brightly coloured bedding plants.

Judith took a breath and steeled herself. There was no car in the driveway, but that didn’t mean anything. Linda usually parked it in the otherwise empty garage. Judith walked to the front door and rang the bell. Her heart sank when she heard the click of heels coming from the kitchen. Linda opened the door.

‘Jude! What a surprise. How lovely to see you.’ Linda was wearing her usual uniform, a pair of pastel-coloured slacks—today it was pale blue—and a matching twinset. Her silver-grey hair had been neatly blow-dried into a tidy bob, and her make-up was, as always, immaculate. She didn’t look directly at Judith, but past her to the street, as if she was checking to see whether or not they had an audience.

‘Mum.’

They hugged, a single arm from Judith, quickly released, and a two arm wrap-around from Linda which sent a sharp crack of pain through Judith’s ribs. Linda’s perfume was in Judith’s nose: citrus and jasmine. On anyone else it would have been a pleasant scent. Judith felt sweat break out on her lower back.

‘Come in. You’re in luck. I just happened to be doing some baking. The school is having their art show—you remember the art show—and I said I’d drop down a slice to Mrs Reynard. They never could get enough bakers, you know, and these days all the mothers are working. Mind you, we worked in my day too, of course we did. People seem to forget that.’

Judith followed her mother into the kitchen, which was filled with the smell of baking.

‘Sit, sit,’ Linda said. ‘I’ll make tea.’ She filled the kettle. There were baking racks spread out across the benchtop, all of them covered with cakes that were fresh out of the oven. Two chocolate, two raspberry and coconut. Part of her mother’s wide repertoire. That much made sense. But why she was still baking for a school Judith hadn’t attended since she was twelve years old was a question only Linda could answer. Linda took a teapot out of the cupboard. She added teabags, then while the kettle was boiling, filled a little jug with milk and found a matching sugar bowl. ‘So, tell me all your news. How’s work?’

‘Work’s work,’ Judith said. She knew from experience that Linda wouldn’t ask any follow-up questions. The fact that Judith worked as a homicide detective was one of the many facts about Judith’s life that Linda chose to ignore.

‘Lovely!’ Linda said. The kettle switched itself off. She filled the teapot with freshly boiled water. ‘I must say, you’re looking wonderful.’ But her eyes went to Judith’s buzz cut and then to the bruises on her face and her bright smile disappeared.

Judith went to the window that overlooked the back garden. Her childhood swing set was still there, rusting its way to a slow, lopsided death.

‘You have to stop calling Rocky.’

‘I’m sorry?’ Linda sounded absent, like she was distracted, barely paying attention. Withdrawal had always been her first line of defence.

‘Rocky. You have to stop calling him when you want to reach me. He’s my boss. It’s not appropriate.’

Linda laughed. ‘Silly. He’s more than just your boss. He’s a very dear friend. Almost family, really. And he was very happy to hear from me, I assure you. He’s always been wonderful about checking in.’

Her mother’s ability to compartmentalise was outstanding. It suited Linda to embrace the relationship with Rocky, so she did that, while at the same time ignoring the nature of the work that Rocky and Judith shared, and pretending that the event that had brought him into their lives had never happened.

‘Sit, darling. Let’s have tea. And cake of course. What wonderful timing! I’m so happy to see you.’

Judith sat, knees together, hands on her lap, like a well-behaved child. ‘I can’t stay,’ she said, mechanically. ‘I have work.’

‘At this hour?’ Linda shook her head. ‘You should talk to your manager. There are all kinds of protections these days, you know. Working hours regulations. I read an article on it the other day . . . now, where did I come across it? It was in one of the papers. Was it The Age? No . . . The Australian? Oh, it doesn’t matter which one, the point is that there’s a new thing. A right to disconnect, they call it. If your manager calls you or emails you outside your working hours, you don’t have to answer!’ She poured Judith’s tea and handed her a raspberry and white chocolate slice on a plate. ‘Try it, Judith. I think it came out just right.’

‘It doesn’t apply to police.’

‘What doesn’t?’

‘The right to disconnect. There’s an exemption for police, national security, defence.’

‘Oh,’ Linda said. But her eyes had slid away from Judith’s face, and her expression had assumed again that slightly abstracted look Judith knew so well.

Judith sipped the tea. She took a bite of the slice. The taste hit her tongue and memories came flooding back and her body nearly revolted. She choked it down and tried to keep her eyes off the photographs that still took pride of place on the wall. Linda and Gerry in their wedding clothes, arms wrapped around each other and grinning for the camera. On their honeymoon in Fiji, Gerry still grinning, full of confidence, and Linda looking a little shy in her bikini. No sign of Judith in either photo. She would have been ten at the time. She’d been left at home with a school friend whose mother had made it clear that a two week stay was far too long.

‘It’s great. Thanks, Mum.’

Linda smiled. The pleasure on her face made Judith want to scream.

‘You’ve been calling me. A lot.’

‘Well, it’s been so long. I just wanted to see you. Make sure that you’re well. That you’ve been sleeping.’

‘I’ve been sleeping fine.’

Linda’s gaze was back on Judith’s face, a shadow of concern in her eyes. ‘No nightmares then?’

‘None,’ Judith said, flatly. Concern and enquiry were both unusual and she wondered what Linda would have done if she’d told her the truth. Probably changed the subject.

‘Well, that’s wonderful, darling.’

There was silence. It went on too long. Judith forced herself to take another small bite of the slice. She chewed and swallowed, then sipped her tea. She kept her eyes on the table, and waited.

‘I was at mass on Sunday, and I was chatting to Father Michael, and he had the most touching idea.’ Linda paused, allowing time for Judith to respond. When Judith said nothing, she continued. ‘He’s a wonderful priest. You’ve met him, of course. You haven’t? Well, you’d like him. Loves his football. And he remembers everything about his parishioners. In any case, he thought we might like to hold an anniversary mass for Gerry, because he’ll be gone twenty-five years next month.’

Judith stood up and went to the window again, taking her teacup with her. She dumped the last of the tea into the sink, using her body to hide the movement from her mother.

‘Are you looking at the garden?’ Linda said. ‘It’s a terrible mess, I’m afraid. Gerry had wonderful plans, but I don’t have a green thumb myself, nor the strength to do the heavy work. He was marvellous at that sort of thing. You remember he paved the driveway himself. And Michael MacCluskey came out into the road and told him he should get a tradie or it would never be right, but look at it today, good as the day it went in.’

Judith said nothing. She let her mother’s voice wash over her, as Linda kept chattering and rewriting history, rewriting the story of her marriage until it was a happy little fairytale, as if her husband had just been a jolly gardener, and never a man of wild, unpredictable tempers, of uncontrollable violence, and, as always, ignoring the fact that Gerry had met his end right there, in that room, with his brains and his blood all over the floor and the wall and the door that led to the utility room

‘Father Michael asked if you’d like to help arrange the mass,’ Linda was saying. ‘I’m meeting with him on Saturday. I thought I might hire a florist, and perhaps a quartet. I don’t mean to have them play anything mournful, not after all this time. This should be more of a celebration of his life, don’t you think?’

A hysterical half-laugh broke from Judith. She turned to face her mother. There was a moment—a second—when their eyes met and Judith thought she saw recognition, and reality, but the moment was gone before it was ever truly there. Linda’s eyes slid away from hers. She returned her attention to her cake, which she started to slice into smaller and smaller pieces.

‘I’m not helping with the mass,’ Judith said. ‘If you take my advice you’ll call it off. It’s a stupid idea.’

Linda didn’t look up.

‘No one else has forgotten, Mum. No one has forgotten that he died here, or that I was the one who killed him. Or why. You can’t bake or tidy or flower-arrange your way out of that.’

Linda made a tiny, involuntary sound. It came from the back of her throat, and sounded more like the mew of a kitten than the voice of a sixty-five-year-old woman in the whole of her health.

* * *

Judith’s mood was murderous as she drove, too fast, back to the city. An anniversary mass. That was new. She’d probably hold it too, without Judith, and invite all her friends, and then ignore the fact that most of them made excuses to get out of it.

A call came in over the radio, just as the sun was setting and she was passing Albert Park:

‘Control to any units vicinity Port Melbourne docks. Units on scene require immediate assistance, multiple offenders may be armed. Urgent backup required.’

Judith flipped the button on her radio.

‘Control, this is Detective 598, responding to Port Melbourne call for assistance. ETA . . . uh . . . seven minutes.’

Feeling only desperate relief for the distraction and gratitude for the adrenaline that was washing away the lingering hangover of her mother’s presence, Judith turned on her siren and lights and for the next few minutes all of her attention was on navigating evening traffic at speed. By the time she crossed the railway line it was dark, and traffic was thinning out. She passed a truck, then another as she approached Port Melbourne. Soon she was surrounded by warehouses and stacked shipping containers. By the time she reached the Dock Road, there were no other vehicles in sight. Judith hit the radio again.

‘Control, can you confirm status of units at Port Melbourne scene?’

There was a slight lag before the answer came in: ‘Last known location four two one Dock Road. Units not responding.’

Judith swore under her breath. Units not responding could mean the officers were in trouble, or it could just mean radio issues. She turned off her siren and lights and slowed as she approached the location. There were no patrol units in sight. The warehouses loomed over her, either side of the narrow road. There was no sign of activity on the street—no side alleys, no open doors. Only one streetlight was working. Judith drove slowly past building 421. It was a warehouse, like all the others, with a steel roller door and a smaller security door off to the side. Still no sign of any activity.

Judith turned the car and came back. She parked. Checked all around. She got out of the car, took her gun from its holster, holding it by her side. Still checking all directions, she made her way to the steel door. It was locked.

‘Police,’ Judith called out. ‘Armed police.’

All around her there was silence, and darkness. Senses on high alert, she moved to the roller door and found it padlocked. All of the lights in the building were off. This made no sense. Something felt wrong. Where were the other units? Why had no one else responded to the callout?

Judith hit the steel door with her elbow, hard. ‘Police,’ she called again. ‘Open up.’ Her voice echoed in the silence.

There was no one in the building, she was almost sure of it. She could feel the emptiness of the place, but she couldn’t rely on a gut instinct. If there were officers inside, in trouble, she had to find a way in. Judith turned back to the car. The padlock was small and rusty and the patrol car would have a pry bar. She could try to force the lock.

Judith was almost at the car when the laughing started. Loud, distorted laughter echoing into the darkness; it sounded hyena-like, not human. The laughter stopped for a moment, and then came back, re-doubling on itself. The hair on the back of Judith’s neck went up. She raised her gun, turned back to the building, then turned again. There was no one to be seen.

What the fuck?

Part of her wanted to get out of there, just get back into the patrol car and drive away. But that was the craven Judith, the chickenshit part of her personality, and Judith hadn’t listened to anything that arsehole had to say since she was fifteen years old.

It took her five minutes to locate the source. Five minutes that felt like thirty, searching in the darkness, before she found it, tucked into the side of a skip half-filled with industrial rubble. An old phone plugged into a battered speaker. She pulled them apart. There was sudden silence. She threw the speaker into the skip, crushed the phone underfoot and walked away.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Judith met Rocky at Flagstaff Gardens the following morning, just after nine a.m. It was still very cold. The temperature had dropped to near freezing overnight, and the winter sun was doing little to warm things up. Judith had bought coffees and she handed one to Rocky as soon as they met.

‘Drink that before you start giving me shit, okay?’ She’d loaded his long black up with three sugars, just the way he liked it. Her coffee was her second of the day.

Rocky shook his head, but sipped the coffee all the same. They walked in the direction of King Street. He was silent, a bad sign.

‘It was a prank,’ she said, eventually.

‘Like your bike was a prank?’

They walked on.

‘They’re trying to get to me. This is the way it’s going to be for a few weeks. I just have to wait it out.’

‘Who made the callout?’ Rocky asked.

‘Torino and Thompson. Duty sergeant already talked to them. They claim they saw suspicious activity. Their story is that by the time I got there they’d already investigated and left.’

‘Suspicious activity? And that turned into potentially armed assailants how?’

Judith shrugged.

‘And they just forgot to let control know that they’d left the scene? The recording was a coincidence?’

‘What do you want me to do, Rock? Make a formal complaint? Initiate disciplinary over some animal noises? Where will that get me, exactly, except bogged down in a lot of process bullshit? While everyone at the station looks at me sideways and thinks I can’t handle a joke? That’s exactly what they want me to do. And I’m not going to dance on their strings.’

‘What about the phone?’

Judith didn’t want to admit that she’d crushed the thing and left it there. ‘It was a burner.’

She gave no hint about how she’d really felt. She didn’t mention that she’d stopped to buy cigarettes on the way home. She definitely wasn’t going to admit that they’d managed to scare her. That was beneath her. She should have been stronger, and she should have been smarter. Should have seen it coming. And the cigarettes were temporary. One pack, and she was back off them again.

‘You need a new partner,’ Rocky said. ‘I’m going to get that sorted. Today.’

Judith didn’t argue. ‘You’re worrying too much, Rock. If this is the worst they can do.’

Rocky looked unconvinced. ‘I’m not letting the bike go. That wasn’t a prank. And it happened in a secure area. We’ll get whoever did that, no doubt.’

‘How many cops go through the parking area every day? How are you going to narrow it down?’

‘Leave it with me,’ Rocky said. ‘And Jude? You watch your back. Eddie Fraser’s not finished with you. I’m hearing that the second blood test came back positive. Luke’s suspension is going to be permanent. Eddie’s not going to be able to save him.’

‘That’s a good thing. That’s what we want.’

Rocky nodded grimly. ‘Eddie’s a believer in an eye for an eye. You took his son’s career. He’s going to do whatever he can to take yours.’

The warning hit home, but Judith laughed like it hadn’t. She nudged Rocky. ‘It’s not the nineties, old man. And he’s not a gangster. What’s he going to do, send his heavies round to my place?’ Rocky opened his mouth to reply, but Judith talked over him. ‘I’ll watch my back, okay? But Eddie’s not the only one with friends, and plenty of people are going to be happy to see Luke gone.’

Rocky let it go. They walked in silence for a few minutes.

‘Did you call your mother?’

‘I went to see her. Yesterday.’

‘You did?’ Surprise in his voice.

‘I did.’

‘Everything okay?’

‘Fine.’

* * *

Judith tried Alexis Turner’s number again as soon as she got back to the station. It beeped once, and then she heard an automated message—The number you have called is not connected, please check the number and try again. Judith frowned, and drummed her fingers on the table. The Haddad case was her priority, but there was a team briefing scheduled for the end of the day, and really, she didn’t have any live leads. So. She should focus on Alexis Turner while she had time. She’d take a run over to the university and see if she could track Alexis down. Presumably Alexis just hadn’t paid her phone bill and had had her number disconnected, which was a pain in the arse, but it would be better to speak in person anyway.

Judith picked up another pool car and drove north on Elizabeth Street through the city. The drive took ten minutes, and it took her another ten to find parking. She eventually found a spot right outside Merrill Hall, which turned out to be a charmless red-brick two-storey wedged in between much older college buildings. There was a coffee shop on the ground floor. A small group of students sat on the steps outside, vaping and chatting, phones out. Judith walked past them and up the stairs.

The door to the building had an electronic lock. It occurred to Judith that the problem with Alexis’s phone might just mean that the girl was avoiding her, that she was having regrets about reporting Walker. That didn’t seem likely, given her anger in the interview, but Judith decided to take some care with her approach. At the intercom panel, she skipped the button for number fourteen and just pressed buttons for the twenty or so other apartments, ignoring the voices that answered. She kept pressing until someone hit unlock, then let herself in. She climbed the stairs to the second floor and soon found herself outside apartment fourteen. She knocked on the door. It was opened moments later by a young girl of Vietnamese appearance.

‘Beth?’ Judith said.

The girl looked confused.

‘I’m looking for Alexis Turner.’

The confused look didn’t clear.

‘Your roommate? Alexis?’

‘I don’t have a roommate,’ the girl said. ‘This is a private room.’ The suggestion that she might have a roommate had offended her. Her chin came up, and her mouth turned down at the corners. Judith took a half-step forward. She looked over the girl’s head into the room beyond. It was a standard single dorm room; one bed, a desk. The bed had pretty, matching bedlinen. The desk had a large, expensive-looking computer screen and a docking station for a laptop. There were K-pop posters on the wall, and a door that opened into a small ensuite. What there wasn’t was a second bed.

Shit.

‘What’s your name?’

‘Sophie Nguyễn.’

‘Sophie. Nguyễn.’ Judith took out her phone and made a note.

Straight away, the girl looked pissed off.

‘What about your neighbours, Sophie? Who lives in those rooms?’

‘I . . . I’m sorry. Who are you? Do you even have permission to be here?’

Judith flashed her badge.

‘You’re a cop?’ Sophie sounded disbelieving.

There was no uniform for homicide detectives, but there was a dress code. Detectives were supposed to maintain a professional and disciplined appearance. Judith found that she was usually able to get away with black jeans and a plain black T-shirt, as long as she kept a jacket or a blazer handy for those moments where she was under scrutiny. When she left the station, nine times out of ten it was in her leather jacket. Judith’s best friend told her that she treated the jacket like a comfort blanket. Katy said that with the jacket, Judith’s gym addiction, and the buzz cut, most of the time she looked more like a jacked, angry Sinéad O’Connor than a detective. Katy had a way with words.

‘I’m a cop. A detective.’

‘So . . . what . . . you investigate crimes and stuff? Like murders?’ Sophie took a breath, and then, in a little rush, said, ‘Or do you just, like, oppress ordinary people in their own homes?’

Judith ignored the question. ‘So your neighbours?’

‘There’s no Alexis. Not on this floor. If that’s all . . .’ Sophie started to close the door.

‘This is the second floor. I’m in the right place. How long have you lived here, Sophie?’

‘I’ve already answered your question, okay? Maybe you should talk to my lawyer if you want to ask me anything more.’

Judith wanted to roll her eyes. ‘Do you have a lawyer?’

The chin came up again. ‘My dad has.’

‘Your dad has a criminal lawyer on retainer?’

‘Not a criminal lawyer. For contracts and . . . stuff.’ Sophie let her voice trail off as her cheeks reddened. Judith could almost see her mind working. She’d wanted to be able to tell all her friends how she’d given shit to a cop, but it wasn’t quite going the way she’d wanted.

Judith put her phone away. ‘Thanks for your time.’ She started to walk away, her brain replaying her interview with Alexis in her head. There might have been an innocent explanation for the disconnected phone number, but there was no innocent explanation for the incorrect address. Alexis clearly hadn’t wanted Judith to be able to contact her. Why?

Judith was halfway down the corridor when Sophie called after her.

‘Is it about that guy?’

Judith stopped.

‘Which guy?’

‘The guy at the clinic.’

Judith walked back to the apartment.

‘What do you know about the guy at the clinic?’

‘Chloe started it, but now everyone’s talking about it.’

‘Talking about what?’

‘What he did. What he does. To girls, you know.’ Sophie took her phone from her back pocket. She opened Instagram and flipped the phone to show Judith. ‘See?’

All Judith saw was a sea of text.

‘What is this?’

‘It’s just comments. The post went up on Monday night, and . . . look . . . and the conversation’s been going since. Is it true? Did he rape someone?’

Judith took the phone. She scrolled through the comments and saw a stream of chatter, mostly people expressing shock or disgust or going into tangential rants about abusive men or cover-ups. There were hundreds of comments, too many by far to take in while she was standing in Sophie Nguyễn’s doorway.

‘Whose account is this? Where’s the post?’ Judith asked. She clicked out of the comments. A video started to auto-play and Judith saw a pretty girl leaning into the camera. She was wearing a tank top and sucking on a lollypop. ‘Christ. What is this?’

Sophie’s expression spoke for her. Judith was old, and stupid, and didn’t get it. Judith turned up the sound and let the video play through, then re-start. Tank top girl was talking about Robert Walker. She never used his name, but her meaning was pretty clear. She said the guy was a counsellor who worked at the university. She said he’d definitely done it before. She said she’d seen evidence.

Judith took out her phone, opened her own Instagram, typed in the name of tank top girl’s account—@ChloeTellsTheTruth—and hit follow. She handed Sophie back her phone.

‘So, is that what you’re here for?’ Sophie said. ‘Are you going to arrest him? Who’s Alexis?’ Her expression was eager now. She wanted the gossip. More than that, she wanted the social clout that would come from being the one to spread it all online. Judith leaned forward. She got close. Too close for comfort.

‘The fact that I was here is strictly confidential, do you understand? You go online and gossip about this and you will be interfering with a police investigation. That’s a serious crime.’

‘I’m not . . . I wouldn’t . . .’ Resentment flickered in Sophie’s eyes.

Judith started to walk away, reconsidered, and came back. ‘When you do post about this, keep it simple. You can say that cops were on campus today asking questions. No more, no less. Got it?’

Sophie’s eyebrows went up. Her mouth tightened, and she looked at Judith with obvious dislike, but she nodded. ‘Yes. Thanks. I mean, whatever you want.’

‘Great.’

Judith walked away.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Outside Merrill Hall, Judith sat on the steps with her phone, and watched Chloe’s video through four times. She had to admit, the girl was good at what she did. Chloe knew how to get and hold attention. Her editing was sharp, her visuals were interesting. She was helped, of course, by the fact that she had a good rack, but good looks only got you so far.

Judith lit a cigarette and watched the video for a fifth time, then she flicked back through Chloe’s posting history. The girl’s schtick seemed to be feminism for the new age. She was deliberately provocative. Her most popular post was one where she banged on about third-wave feminism and intersectionality, while wearing short shorts and a bra top with her hair in pigtails. Her look provoked the inevitable onslaught of criticism, and then the criticism provoked the inevitable rebuttals, and all the comments and counter-comments drove her engagement through the roof. Her second most popular video argued that women embracing their sexuality and enjoying it as part of their power was intrinsically feminist. In that one she wore a Britney Spears style school uniform.

Chloe was smart. Everything she posted looked casual and spur-of-the moment, but it was clearly all carefully scripted and considered. What was the source of her information? She was careful, she never mentioned Walker by name, but she talked like someone with direct knowledge. Whatever Chloe knew, Judith wanted to know too, and sooner rather than later.

Judith took a series of screenshots from Chloe’s video. Then she screen-recorded the whole thing, just in case. After that she went through the comments and took more screenshots of any particularly promising leads. Eight accounts claimed to have first-hand knowledge of Walker’s behaviour. One anonymous account holder claimed to have been assaulted herself. Two others said they’d had an uncomfortable moment with him. Four others made vague allegations, and one said that from what they knew, Walker had been at it for years. People said a lot of stuff online to get attention, so some of this might be bullshit, but some of these women might be exactly who Judith was looking for.

Judith’s phone buzzed with an incoming email. The email address was alexis.turner21@gmail.com. Judith opened the email. There was an attachment—an MP4—and a brief message: I thought you should see this. Nothing else.

Judith clicked on the attachment, but her phone glitched. It couldn’t seem to load the video. She tried three times before giving up. She sent a short reply to Alexis. She didn’t want to spook the girl so she said that she seemed to have made a mistake taking down her mobile number. She asked Alexis to get in touch, and then went back to the comments on Chloe’s post.

Judith checked the profiles of the women who claimed direct knowledge. The first profile was private and fully locked down. The other two were public accounts. She messaged each of them, explaining who she was and asking them to get in touch. Her language was careful. Gentle. Reassuring. Nothing threatening here.

Judith stubbed out her cigarette. Three students walking up the steps gave her sideways looks of disgust. She wanted to tell them that if the worst thing they were going to see that day was a cigarette butt, then they were too bloody privileged to be judging anyone. She contented herself with flicking the butt at their feet as they passed her. One of them gave a little squeal of disgust, but none of them said anything. Chicken-shits.

Judith stared down at her phone. She needed to find Chloe, and talk to her directly. The problem was, she didn’t have the girl’s address, or surname, and had no obvious way of tracking down either.

Judith lit another cigarette but didn’t smoke it. She went back inside the building—this time she didn’t need to repeat her trick with the intercom, because she pushed her way in as someone else came out. She climbed the stairs to the second floor again and knocked at number fourteen. Sophie opened the door. The look of dismay on her face was almost comical.

‘I posted exactly what you said! Nothing else.’

‘Where does Chloe live?’

‘What . . . I don’t know. You can’t smoke in here you know.’

‘Don’t bullshit a bullshitter, Sophie. You might not know exactly where she lives, but you have an idea, right? Chloe’s the one. You and all the other girls, you talk about her. You want to know where she buys her clothes and where she drinks her cocktails and who she sleeps with and whether or not it’s true that she got a C in her final exams. Right?’

‘You really can’t smoke in here. There’s an alarm system. The sprinklers might go off.’

Judith took a drag on her cigarette, and slowly and deliberately blew the smoke upwards. A smoke alarm on the ceiling blinked sullenly at her.

‘You know where she lives. The building at least. Spill.’

‘I don’t know. I’m serious! I mean, I’ve heard she has an apartment on Garton Street over in Carlton North. The art deco building. On like, the second floor because she has a view of the park. But I don’t know if that’s true or anything!’

Judith smiled. ‘Thank you, Sophie. You’ve been very helpful.’

Outside, the temperature was slowly rising. It was going to be a sunny day. Judith missed her bike. She’d have to do something about booking it in for repair. She’d have to get it collected too, from the station car park, but she wanted to do that when no one was around to see it. Judith was just settling into the driver’s seat of her patrol car when her phone buzzed in her back pocket. She answered the call.

‘Detective Lee? This is Robert Walker.’

‘Yes, Mr Walker.’

‘I believe you spoke to my secretary yesterday morning.’

Judith said nothing. There was an eagerness in his voice that she didn’t like.

‘My secretary said you wanted to know if this girl, Alexis Turner, if she had a referral. I double-checked. Alexis filled in a form when she arrived. She gave a student number. I’ve called the college administration. The student number isn’t real. There’s no student by that name even at the college!’

‘Mr Walker, you shouldn’t be making phone calls like that. It’s not your job to investigate this complaint. That’s my job, and you need to leave it to me.’

He gave a short, humourless laugh. ‘I don’t think for a second that you’d sit around and do nothing if someone made a similar accusation about you, Detective, so I don’t know what makes you think that I should. Look, the point is, this girl is clearly lying. And I want to know what you’re going to do about it.’

Judith said nothing. She was disturbed by the fact that Alexis had given a fake student number. It was one thing to lie about her phone number and address. It was stupid, but there was a possible explanation. Trust between cops and university students wasn’t at its highest. Maybe Alexis had wanted a buffer between her and Judith, at least until she’d decided that she could fully trust the other woman. But why would Alexis lie about her student number—before her appointment with Walker had even taken place?

‘I mean, obviously you’re going to drop the case now, right? This girl is a liar. I don’t know what she’s up to, but this is obviously just a set—’

‘Mr Walker, you need to stop making phone calls please, and let me do my job. I assure you, I’ll investigate these allegations—’

It was his turn to cut across her. ‘Why aren’t you listening to me?’

‘I am listening to you.’

‘I don’t think you are. It was clear when you came to the house that you’d already made your mind up about me. What is it, is it that you hate men? Think we’re all as bad as the worst of us?’

‘Mr Walker, I’m going to hang up now, but I have to warn you that if you continue to make phone calls or to take any action to find or talk to the complainant in this case, I will treat that as interference with a criminal investigation. That’s something we take very seriously. Do you understand me?’

‘I understand you. But this is wrong. This is completely wrong.’

As Judith drove over to Carlton North, she turned the conversation over in her mind. Walker was a prick. His accusation that she hated men, how many times had she heard that from a suspect? Always from some men’s-rights arsehole who’d spent six months stalking and terrorising his ex and his kids. She didn’t hate men. She loved Rocky, in her own way, and she was fond of Katy’s husband, Oliver. She had plenty of male friends and she liked a man in her bed, when the mood struck her and the timing was right. There were plenty of good men in the world. But in Judith’s extensive experience, good men rarely found themselves accused of sexual assault. Twice. By two different women, ten years apart, with remarkable consistencies in their accounts.

But maybe she’d pushed Walker a little too much in their interview. She’d been so relieved to finally have a chance to take a proper run at him. Maybe she’d gone a little hard. And now, three lies in a row from her witness. Why? Judith thought it through. University students got free mental health care. Maybe Alexis wasn’t a student at all. Maybe she just had a friend at the university and she’d pretended to be a student to get access to the doctors there. It was possible, but theories wouldn’t get Judith anywhere. She needed to find Alexis, and get some straight answers. And track down any other evidence against Walker that she could.

* * *

There were three apartment buildings on Garton Street, but only one of them was art deco. Judith parked outside in the only available spot, which was, at this time, in full sun. Squinting, she looked at Chloe’s videos again, trying to make out details of her apartment and the outside view through the windows. The building looked expensive. Chloe must be doing bloody well out of her Instagram and TikTok. It was also clear that her flat was on the eastern end of the building. You could see the park through the open balcony doors in the background of the positive-sex-as-feminism video.

Judith got access to the building by buzzing a ground floor flat and flashing her ID at the camera. She walked up the stairs to the second floor, then to the door she was sure was Chloe’s, where she knocked three times. Judith had guessed correctly. The girl who answered the door was definitely Chloe, though the low-cut tank top, carefully tousled hair and heavily glossed lips from her videos were not in evidence. Chloe was dressed in baggy jeans and a cardigan over a long-sleeved T-shirt. She wore no make-up and her hair was tied back in a ponytail. She had half a chicken sandwich in her left hand.

‘Can I help you?’

‘I think I’m the one who can help you, Chloe. Got a minute?’ Judith flashed her badge again, and took a half-step forward. But Chloe was not like Sophie. She did not step back. Instead she caught hold of Judith’s wrist with her free hand, and pulled the ID closer, squinting to read it. Her eyebrows went up.

‘You’re a detective?’

‘That’s right. Free for a chat?’

‘I suppose so.’ Chloe stepped back, making enough room for Judith to enter, and closed the door behind them.

The flat was bright and airy, though it was smaller than it appeared in the videos. It was essentially a very large studio. The bed was on the right hand side of the room, the kitchen and dining on the far left, and there were two large couches in the middle. There was no TV, as far as Judith could see. The flat was messy. There were discarded clothes on the bed, on the floor and on the back of the couch. The other half of Chloe’s sandwich was sitting on a plate on the coffee table, and empty Chinese take-out packages kept it company. On the dining table was an open laptop, a small stack of textbooks, and some notebooks and pens. Chloe’s iPad was open on the coffee table, frozen on a scene from the American reality show, Survivor.

‘Busy day?’ Judith asked.

‘Busy enough. How can I help you?’ Chloe returned her chicken sandwich to her plate, and wiped her hands.

‘I saw your post about Robert Walker.’

Chloe raised an eyebrow. ‘I didn’t name him. And I’m perfectly within my rights to say what I said. It’s not defamation if you don’t name someone.’

‘It’s also not defamation if it’s true.’

The words hung in the air.

‘Are you telling me . . . are you confirming that it is true?’ Chloe’s eyes narrowed. She was a smart girl. She must realise that police detectives didn’t generally make house calls to random influencers to confirm the guilt of their suspects.

‘You seemed pretty sure yourself, Chloe. You said as much in your video.’

‘Yes, but I didn’t name him, so I—’

‘Chloe, I don’t give a shit about defamation. That’s not why I’m here. I want to know what you have that made you feel so sure that Walker did it. You’ve got something. Share.’

Chloe didn’t give it up straight away. Judith tried a little more pushing, then a little intimidation, and when that didn’t work, she took out her packet of cigarettes and started to light up. Chloe’s eyes flared in anger. It was amazing how much the culture had changed in the eighteen years since Judith had joined the police. These days, people looked at cigarettes like they were lethal weapons. Like two minutes exposure to second-hand smoke would give you immediate terminal cancer. They were astonishingly useful tools.

Which was not a good enough reason to keep smoking, she reminded herself.

‘If you know something pertinent and you refuse to answer my questions, that’s obstruction of a criminal investigation. You could be charged with an offence.’ That was a lie. In Victoria, in general, and certainly in Chloe’s circumstances, people had a right to silence. But Chloe, like most people, didn’t know that.

‘Okay. Look. Rumours have been going around about Walker for years. That he comes on to his patients. A friend of mine made an appointment at the clinic and when her sister heard about it she made her cancel, because of the shit she’d heard. People know, but they don’t know. Like, maybe it’s all bullshit, right? People love to spread rumours like that because it’s so scandalous. But then someone sent me a video, okay? Of him actually in the act. Having sex with a patient in his consulting rooms.

Judith froze. ‘You’ve got footage?’

Chloe couldn’t stop the smile from spreading across her face. ‘I’ve got video. And if you put that bloody cigarette out, I’ll show you.’

They watched it together, sitting side-by-side on the couch. The woman in the video was not Alexis Turner, but the décor in the room matched the décor in Walker’s clinic. It was foul, watching that guy in the act, with that smug, satisfied look on his face, but it was also glorious. She’d specifically asked Walker if he’d ever had sex with a patient, if he’d ever had any kind of sexual encounter in his consulting rooms and he’d adamantly denied both. His first lie, the first crack in his defence. She wondered if the video she was watching—of Walker getting a blowjob in his office—was the same clip Alexis had tried to email her. Was this video out there, on the internet? Who had filmed it?

‘You’ll send me a copy of that,’ Judith said.

‘I’ll AirDrop it to you now.’ Chloe held up her phone and did just that. ‘So that’s the end of it for me, right? I’m not in any trouble?’

‘No trouble at all. But tell me, Chloe, who sent you the video?’

Chloe shrugged. ‘It was anonymous. It came through a DM from a private account.’

‘Show me.’

Chloe found the DM, and Judith took a photograph of her screen.

‘Do you know Alexis Turner?’ Judith asked abruptly. She was watching Chloe’s face, searching for signs of obfuscation, but she saw nothing. Only genuine confusion.

‘No. I don’t think so. Should I?’

* * *

After her visit to Chloe, Judith went to the university’s admin office and confirmed what she feared. There was no registration for a student named Alexis Turner. Alexis had lied about her name and her address. If Judith couldn’t track her down, the case was over and done with, unless another complainant came forward. Judith wondered who the woman in the video was. The encounter in the consulting rooms had appeared to be entirely consensual. If the woman was a patient, then Walker had stomped all over every ethical guideline, but Judith couldn’t charge him for that. Chloe—and the comments on her post—had said that rumours about Walker had been going around campus for years. There must be other victims out there. She had to hope that the women she’d messaged would respond.

There was a coffee shop in the building next door to Chloe’s apartment. Judith bought a long black and sat on the low wall outside and thought things through. She’d have no choice but to close the case in a day or two, if Alexis failed to reappear and no one else came forward. She’d have to close the case and Walker would get away with it, again. He wouldn’t change though, these guys never did. Which meant there would be another girl, at some point. Some other girl who needed help and got him instead.

No.

She wasn’t going to let that happen. Judith crossed her legs and settled into a comfortable position. She made her call.

‘Judith?’

‘Mike. How’re things?’

‘Things are good. Better if you have something for me.’

Mike Russo was a reporter for The Australian. He also had a very popular weekly Substack where he published his more scurrilous stories, the kind of thing that would definitely have seen him sued, if it weren’t for the light veneer of quasi-anonymity he applied to the subjects of his pieces. Reading his Substack and trying to figure out who was who was a favourite weekend activity for fully half of Melbourne.

‘I’ve got something for you. Robert Walker.’

‘Name means nothing to me, babe.’

‘Husband of Vanessa Walker.’

‘Ooh. Okay. I’m listening.’

‘He’s a psychologist. Works at the university. He’s about to be charged with sexually assaulting a student who came to him for counselling.’ About to be charged was a stretch, but she had to give him something.

‘Fuuuuuck. Are you sure?’

‘Do you need me to be?’

‘Sure is a bonus. Sure is nice.’

‘He’s done it before. Only last time the victim didn’t run with it. If he’s done it twice . . . well, what are the chances there are more victims out there?’

‘And you want me to help you find them?’

Judith sipped her coffee.

‘Always happy to oblige, babe, you know that.’
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CHAPTER NINE

On Thursday morning, the last segment on Let’s Talk, Australia was about the annual guide dog fundraising drive. Which meant lots of heartwarming shots of guide dogs going about their duties, and, inevitably, dogs in the studio. Vanessa and her co-host, Ava, held up wriggling labrador puppies and smiled and cooed and waited for it to be over.

‘Oh my god, I want to keep one!’ Ava gushed prettily. She held her puppy higher and closer, so that it would lick her face. ‘So many kisses!’

Vanessa sighed inwardly and smiled for the cameras. Ava was the worst. She was thirty-two, and she had an honours degree in physics, a masters in pure maths, and another masters in journalism, but when the cameras were on her she gushed like a cheerleader. She was saccharine sweet to your face, always, but the real Ava was one per cent charm and ninety-nine per cent vicious ambition. She would kill her own grandmother and yours to get ahead.

Out of the corner of her eye, Vanessa spotted Penelope watching from the back of the room, a grim look on her face.

Vanessa smiled into the camera. ‘Thanks so much for joining us on what has to be my favourite day of the year. And tomorrow . . .’ She turned to Ava.

‘Tomorrow, we’ll be talking to James Allen about his time with the Wallabies, and what lies next for him in retirement. Spoiler! It won’t be what you think! And of course we’ll be joined by Alicia, who’ll be beaming into our living rooms, right from the red carpet in Hollywood!’

Vanessa and Ava aimed warm smiles right down the camera until the floor producer said, ‘We’re out,’ and the camera lights switched from green to red. Ava immediately dropped her puppy on the couch like it was scalding her.

‘That little bastard shit on my dress,’ she said, standing and peering down at a suspicious looking stain.

Vanessa ignored her co-host, smiled at the dog handler and handed over her puppy. ‘Good work, gang.’ Conscious, always, of the eyes on her, she walked across the studio to where Pen was standing. ‘Everything okay?’

‘Let’s wait until we’re behind closed doors.’

But back in Vanessa’s dressing room, Pen was uncharacteristically reticent.

‘Just tell me,’ Vanessa said. ‘Holding back isn’t going to make it any better.’

‘Yeah. Look, the story’s out.’

‘It’s out?’

Pen sat down. Vanessa took the couch opposite her. The room smelled of her perfume, something she usually took comfort in.

‘There’s a teaser in The Australian.’

Vanessa wanted to sink her head into her hands. ‘Who?’

‘Russo.’

‘Show me.’

Penelope handed over her phone. The screen was open to Mike Russo’s column.

#metoo

Seems like casting couches aren’t the only couches we need to be wary of. Reliable sources tell me that Someone’s therapist husband is about to be charged with assaulting a vulnerable young patient (and she wasn’t his first victim). Could there be anything more deplorable? Guess therapy’s not a safe space after all.

‘That’s just him planting a flag,’ Penelope said. ‘He’s playing it safe. He’s put out just enough to get the rumours started. Next he’ll report on the rumours. If he can, he’ll feed the story with a few little nuggets of new fact or suggestion, just enough to keep the thing going and growing.’

Vanessa nodded. She didn’t need any of this explained to her. She knew how it worked. Where Mike led, others would follow. Journalists around the city would read this and be on the scent. There weren’t too many Melbourne-based Someones with therapist husbands. Likely by now at least a few of them would have figured it out.

‘It’s on the internet too,’ Penelope said. ‘I don’t just mean Russo’s blog.’

Vanessa stood up and turned away. She didn’t want Penelope to be able to see her face. Unbidden, memories of Robert when they first met were rushing into her mind. She saw him cracking up at a party, bent almost double he was laughing so hard. She saw his face when they’d handed him Henry in the delivery room. The wonder, and the pride. And other, more recent memories. His near constant expression of discontent. The boredom in his eyes when he looked at her. The emptiness of the words between them. Somewhere along the line she’d become used to it. Had come to expect nothing else. How had that happened?

‘There’s a lot of talk of other women. I don’t just mean affairs. I mean . . . Russo’s obviously hinting that Robert assaulted more than one patient, and that’s all over the chat right now. It could be bullshit, of course, but I think he’s going down, Vanessa. I’m not sure there’s any coming back from this. Even if he’s innocent of any actual crime, it’s harder to prove you didn’t do something, in the public eye.’

Their marriage had been in trouble for a long time, that was the truth of it, and they both knew it, even if neither of them had said it out loud. But a bad marriage didn’t make him a criminal. Despite everything, her heart hurt for him. For the pain and fear that lay ahead of him. And he was innocent, of course he was. She could believe that he had cheated on her. But there was an enormous, unfathomable gap between cheating and assaulting someone. He wouldn’t do that. Wouldn’t take advantage of a patient. If he had been that kind of man, wouldn’t she have known? Vanessa felt a shiver of discomfort. Robert could be . . . unpleasant, at times. Particularly when he was drinking. But that didn’t mean—

‘Look, I’ve been asked to find a subtle way to imply this, but I don’t know how to do that, so I’m just going to say it to you straight. The network will stand behind you, but only if you leave him.’

‘Only if I leave him,’ Vanessa repeated.

‘And only if you leave him now. The board wants distance between you before the thing blows up any wider.’

‘Jesus.’ Vanessa stood up. She took a few steps towards her dressing table. There was a mess of make-up on the table, but there was a photograph too, an old one, from happier times. Robert, Henry and Lachlan on the beach in Fiji. Robert had Lachy on his shoulders, and Henry was splashing them both. She’d caught the perfect moment, when all three had turned to the camera, still laughing. Vanessa turned away. She gripped the back of the chair with two hands.

‘It’s your decision,’ Penelope said. ‘You’re the only one who can make it.’

* * *

When Vanessa got home at four o’clock, she found Lachy sitting outside on the porch, phone in hand. He was wearing a T-shirt, shorts and runners and his bike was there too, propped up against the house, ready to go, but all of his attention was on his phone. The expression on his face and the tightness in his shoulders told her that something was wrong.

‘Lachy?’

There was something heartbreaking about his expression when he looked at her. He was distressed, worried, upset, but he tried to hide it all as soon as he saw her, tried to smile his easy smile.

‘What is it?’

‘What? Nothing. I’m just late.’

He stood up, but she held out her hand for his phone. He didn’t move. They looked at each other and something passed between them. Recognition, maybe, that this was something that couldn’t be ignored, couldn’t be swept under the carpet.

‘It’s probably all made up,’ Lachy said. ‘Really, Mum. It’s probably all just bullshit, right? People go online, they like to talk.’

Vanessa took his phone from his hand. They sat side by side on the porch, and she started to read. He’d been looking at a long comment thread on Instagram. She clicked back into the post. Four hundred and twenty-eight comments and counting. They were talking about her husband. They were talking about Robert.


I went to the health centre because I was stressed out about exams. I had insomnia. They didn’t want to give me sleeping pills so they sent me to him. The first two sessions were fine. Normal. The third time he said I was pretty. The fourth time he put his hand on my shoulder. I didn’t go back.

Yeah. This guy is a complete perv. My roommate’s sister warned me never to see him. Everyone knows what he’s like.

Oh my god. I went to him in second year. I saw him, like, six times. I so didn’t pick up the vibe.

I went to see Dr Walker. Like everyone else is saying, he was fine the first few times. I guess he’s careful, right? But five sessions in he gave me a shoulder massage to help me ‘relax’. I really liked him. That’s the worst part.

—So what happened? Just the shoulder massage?

—No.



Vanessa felt sick. She scrolled down. Most of the comments were people responding, speculating, but sprinkled throughout there were stories. Testimonials, really.

‘It’s all bullshit, right Mum?’ Lachy said. The anxiety in his voice made him sound younger.

‘You should stay off your phone right now,’ she said. ‘I think . . . I think there might be a lot of talk for a while.’

‘But Dad says he got a lawyer. He said that that woman . . . the girl who went to the police, she’s not a real person. I mean, she’s a real person, but she’s not a student. She gave a fake name, false address, all of that. So Dad says all this has to stop now.’

Vanessa said nothing. She gave the phone back to Lachy. She’d keep it if she could. Lock it up. Take the charging cable for his computer, the way they had when he was still a kid, to keep him from playing games when he should be sleeping. But he was too old for all of that now. There was no way to protect him from what was coming. Her hands were shaking.

‘You should go, Lach. You don’t want to be late.’

The dog next door started to bark. From inside the house, she heard Milo’s answering bark. Poor little guy. He probably needed a walk. Vanessa stood up. Lachy stood up too. He tried to look her in the eye. Tried to hold her there.

‘Mum?’

There were a thousand questions in that word, and she couldn’t answer any of them. She took the coward’s way out and avoided eye contact.

‘I’ll see you later,’ he said, after a long moment, and he sounded uncertain. She reached out and hugged him, and experienced for the thousandth time that sense of oddness, of discombobulation. How was he taller than her? How was it that he had the wide shoulders of a man, when really, he was just a kid? She kissed him on the cheek.

‘Where’s practice?’ she asked.

‘It’s just tennis,’ he said. ‘I’m meeting Peter.’

‘At Grace Park?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Okay. See you later.’

* * *

Inside the house, she could hear the commentary from an AFL game playing from the living room television. Vanessa walked silently past the open door and upstairs. She went to their dressing room and packed a suitcase quietly. Pen’s advice had been very clear.

‘If you’re going to go, you need to go quickly. There’s no point in dragging it out. You need to be living under a different roof when this thing breaks. Don’t try to get him out of the house. He won’t want to go and you’ll end up in a back and forth. The place will be sold eventually, and if you want it you can try to buy him out. For now, distance is the most important thing.’

In their bedroom, Vanessa felt a storm of emotion swirling just beneath the surface. She forced it down. She packed her clothes, her underwear, her jewellery and her skincare. Enough clothes for a week. Her workout clothes. Her runners. Which shoes did she need? She ended up packing two suitcases. She would send someone for everything else in a few days. Someone discreet. Probably she’d have to pay a security agency or something, just to ensure that whoever did the work didn’t turn around and sell the story the next day.

Oh god.

At the back of her mind, the words from the Instagram comment section ran through her mind, again and again, in a nauseating loop. Could they be true? Please. Please god. Let them not be true.

She lugged the suitcases down the stairs. Put them by the front door.

She went into the kitchen. She opened the fridge for some reason. Closed it again. Her charger was there, plugged into the wall. She unplugged it and wrapped the cable into a neat circle. The fruit bowl was half full. Her iPad was on the kitchen table. She picked that up too. Lachy’s football boots were on the floor in the corner.

Oh god. God. Her heart was breaking.

Enough. Enough or she wouldn’t be able to do it.

She went into the living room. Robert was sitting on the couch, blindly staring at the television. The match was over. He was staring at an ad for life insurance. There were six empty beer cans on the table in front of him, and he held a seventh in his hand.

‘Robert.’

He looked up. ‘You’re home.’

He looked almost pleased. There was something vulnerable about his expression. Something terribly human.

‘I tried to call you,’ he said. ‘Three times.’

‘Sorry. It was a crazy day.’

‘The clinic told me not to come in. Paul Sawyer called. Said it would be better for everyone, including me, if I took some leave. That bastard. He was all apologies and understanding but he was delighted. I’m going to sue them. I can’t fucking wait. I talked to the lawyer. He’s filed a formal complaint with Victoria Police. That woman was a complete fantasist. She’s not even a student at the university. It’s insane that a detective even interviewed me without confirming the basic details. Even more insane that the clinic isn’t standing by me.’

His eyes were too bright, his face too flushed. The more he spoke, the more self-righteous his tone became. He was convincing himself. Vanessa could see it happening.

Had he done this too, every time he’d touched a girl who came to him for help? Convinced himself that he was helping them? That they wanted that from him? Her skin felt clammy. Sweat broke out on her lower back.

‘I’m leaving,’ she said.

His brow creased. ‘But you just got in.’

‘No. I mean I’m leaving you.’

It took a moment, then everything came crashing down. She saw understanding bloom slowly in his face, followed by distress, followed so quickly by anger that she wondered later if she’d imagined the hurt she’d seen so briefly.

‘You’re throwing me to the wolves.’

She couldn’t argue with him. Couldn’t claim to be doing anything else. Maybe their relationship was over. Maybe the love was long dead. But there was no doubt that she was leaving him when he was at his lowest.

‘I can’t do it, Robert. I can’t play the role of the dutiful wife. Not in the face of what’s coming. It would be different if we still loved each other.’ It wouldn’t be different, if he had done these things. She needed to know for sure. He was either an innocent man under attack, or a horror who was getting what he deserved. If he was that kind of man, a predator, how could she possibly have been married to him all of these years, and not have seen it? If he was guilty, wouldn’t she too bear some of the blame? She’d propped him up, been his wife, his financial support, contributed to his position in society, his appearance of respectability and reliability. Oh god. She couldn’t live with the uncertainty. She needed to know the truth.

He shook his head, laughing cynically. ‘So now you don’t love me? How convenient for you, Vanessa. What excellent timing on your part.’

‘Robert, you haven’t loved me for years.’

He was going to argue the point. She saw him think about it, and decide not to bother trying. She closed her eyes. Whatever was left of the bond between them broke in that moment. And the break was raw, jagged and painful.

‘Did you do it?’ she said.

Outrage and fury bloomed in his eyes. ‘I told you. That girl—’

‘I’m not talking about her. I’m talking about the others.’

‘What others?’

Vanessa’s mouth was dry. She wanted a cool glass of water. A cool glass of wine, and a quiet apartment where she could sit by herself. She felt panicky. She wanted to run away from this conversation, for all of it to be over, for it to be part of her distant past. ‘Have you ever touched a patient? Massaged their shoulders? Made a . . . made a move?’

She saw the answer in his eyes. A tiny, almost hidden hint of fear, before he began to bluster.

‘Of course not. Jesus Christ, Vanessa. That’s an appalling thing to suggest. Is this what you’re going to do? Try to destroy my reputation so you can walk away squeaky clean? It’s not going to be that easy. Two can play at that game.’ His eyes narrowed. ‘Your audience wouldn’t be very impressed if they knew about your little pill problem, would they?’

She’d had a knee injury, five years earlier. There’d been a prescription for oxycodone, then another. Work had been challenging, her anxiety had been intense. There’d been another prescription, little blue pills that made everything a little bit easier. For a few months, she’d spiralled, heading in the wrong direction. Then she’d changed doctors. She’d tapered the pills down, then got rid of them completely. But of course, in the wrong hands, that story could be made to look like something ugly. Was this how things were going to be? Mudslinging of all kinds until her career was well and truly in the toilet?

‘I’ll call Henry and let him know. Lachy’s at the tennis club. I’ll go there now. Pick him up. I’ll tell him, if you’re okay with that. That I’ve decided to leave. I’ll take responsibility. Leaving . . . that’s on me. Lachy can decide who he wants to live with.’

‘I’m not leaving this house,’ Robert said. ‘I’ll fight you tooth and nail for this place.’

Vanessa took in a deep, shuddering breath. ‘You can have it, for now. Eventually, like everything else, it will have to go.’

There was more she could have said, but there were no words that would make anything better, or easier, or kinder.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I wish it could be different.’ She turned and walked away, and the sound of her heels on the marble floor echoed in her wake.
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CHAPTER TEN

Robert Walker woke up in his own bed on Friday morning, still dressed and with a raging hangover. After Vanessa had left, he’d felt that the situation required more than beer, so he’d moved on to whiskey. What time had he fallen asleep? It must have been after midnight. The last thing he remembered was watching an episode of Law & Order where a male student falsely accused of rape went on to actually rape his accuser by the end of the episode. Robert had had to restrain himself from throwing the whiskey bottle at his very expensive ultra high definition TV screen, before climbing the stairs to bed.

And now he had a brutal headache and lurking nausea at the base of his stomach.

Robert got out of bed, moving slowly. He walked barefoot down the corridor to Lachy’s room, and pushed the door open. There was no one there. The bed was unmade, but Lachy’s bed was always unmade. That didn’t mean anything. Still, the room had an empty, abandoned feeling about it. Lachy hadn’t come home the night before. Vanessa must have taken him from the tennis club to wherever she was staying. A hotel? An apartment the studio had arranged for her?

Robert went downstairs to the kitchen, where the fucking dog was whining and scratching at the back door. Robert let him out. He checked his phone. He had no messages. Nothing from Henry or Lachy or any of his friends. Robert left his phone on the bench and went outside.

Christ. His head was killing him.

Milo was digging a hole in the middle of the pristine lawn. Robert ignored the dog and the hole, and stripped off at the side of the pool. He dived in. The shock of the cold water took his breath away. The pool heater had been turned off for the winter. He stayed in there anyway, swimming slow laps. The cold helped with his headache. It soothed his sore and tired body. It woke him up. When he climbed out twenty minutes later, he felt almost like his old self. He walked naked back into the house, leaving the dog to his exuberant digging. He got dressed, made coffee and ate, and then called his lawyer’s office. The bastard claimed to be unavailable. Robert had to beg, and in the end all he was offered was a twenty-minute Zoom call at eleven.

‘James has a hard out at eleven-twenty, Mr Walker,’ the secretary said, in a patronising tone that made Robert want to throw his phone at the wall.

‘You can remind James that I’m paying him twelve hundred dollars an hour,’ Robert said, then hung up.

He called Henry. The call rang out, unanswered. Robert tried again.

‘Dad,’ Henry sounded impatient. ‘I’m in a meeting. I’ve stepped out. What do you need?’

It was a continuing source of astonishment to Robert that you could raise a child from infancy, wipe their arse, change their nappies, feed them, clothe them, pay a quarter of a million for their private education and drive them around, and the moment they got a real job you became completely irrelevant. Maybe it was to Henry’s credit that as soon as he’d graduated he’d taken a good job with an investment bank and had not asked Vanessa or Robert for a dollar since. It was less admirable that he’d never said a word of thanks, that he never picked up the phone to say hello, that he never came to Melbourne or invited them to Sydney. It was also a pity that he was such a humourless prick.

‘Did your mother call you?’

Henry sighed. ‘Yes, she called me. Dad, look, this isn’t the time—’

‘What did she tell you?’

‘That you guys have split up. Look, I understand that—’

‘She didn’t tell you that I’m under attack? That I’ve been set up? That my entire professional life is under threat? She didn’t tell you that she walked out on me in the moment when I need her the most?’

There was a long pause, then, ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about.’

‘Why doesn’t that surprise me?’

‘Dad, look—’

‘Don’t you look me, Henry. Why didn’t you call me last night?’

‘I—’

‘You should have called me the moment you hung up on your mother.’

‘Stop,’ Henry hissed into the phone. ‘I’m in the office. I’ll call you properly after work. But whatever’s going on between you and Mum, that’s between the two of you, okay? I’m not taking sides, and if all you want to do is complain about her, I don’t want to hear it. Now, I’m going back into my meeting. I’ll call you later.’

Henry hung up. Robert closed his eyes, and put his phone down carefully on the counter. The rage inside him needed an outlet. He had to calm down. He had to think. He couldn’t think. Fucking Milo was whining and scratching at the back door to get in.

Well, that was one problem he could solve.

Robert found the dog’s lead in the laundry room. The stupid thing started turning circles when he saw it, anticipating a walk. Not this time, you little shit. Robert clicked the lead onto Milo’s collar, picked up his car keys, and lifted the dog onto the backseat. He drove six point three kilometres to the nearest dog shelter, where he stopped for just long enough to tie the dog’s lead to the railing. He had no interest in talking to the do-gooders who staffed the place, who would no doubt give him a bloody lecture on responsible dog ownership. He got back in the car and drove away without a backwards glance, feeling—for the first time in days—a little bit of happiness. No more whinging, scratching, shitting or digging. From now on his mornings at home—however many he had left—would be peaceful.

Robert arrived home and made himself a second cup of coffee. The bottle of whiskey was still on the counter from the night before. A hair of the dog would probably help with his residual headache. And of course, now he had something to celebrate. Robert added a generous measure to his coffee cup. He sat at the breakfast bar, opened his laptop, and waited.

James Dunlop joined the Zoom call at exactly eleven a.m.

‘Robert. Good to see you. Sincere apologies that I couldn’t offer you an in-person meeting today. I’m flying out to Sydney this afternoon. We do still have our appointment scheduled for next Tuesday, if that works for you?’

Robert brushed away the small talk.

‘James,’ Robert said, matching the other man’s urbane tone, but adding a touch of sarcasm. ‘Tuesday will be fine, I’m sure. But I want to know what you’re doing right now, in exchange for your vast retainer, to get Judith Lee off my back.’

James Dunlop’s face, already a mask of careful civility, took on a certain frozen quality.

‘Yes. We received your bank transfer. Thank you.’ He said it like the money was something offensive.

‘And?’

‘I have a copy of the complaint made against you by Alexis Turner. The detail of her complaint in no way matches the . . . uh, activities . . . shown in the video as you described it to me.’

‘The fake video. And I already told you that the woman in the video is not Alexis Turner.’

‘Yes. Noted. In her statement Alexis claims that you suggested that she might like to try smoking cannabis to ease her anxiety and sleeplessness.’

‘I didn’t say that.’

‘Of course. She says that you told her you were a regular user, and that you invited her to come to your office later on that evening to smoke with you.’

‘Bullshit.’

‘Mhmm. She says that you then stood up, crossed the room, and stood behind her. That you started to massage her shoulders, and then that you let your hands drop and that you massaged her breasts, outside of her clothing.’

A sour discordant note thrummed somewhere deep inside Robert. Memories presented themselves and his mind skittered away from them. It took him a second to gather himself for a response.

‘Well, that’s all bullshit. I found out yesterday that Alexis Turner doesn’t exist. She’s not a registered student at the school. The university has no record of her at all. The phone number she gave the clinic is a fake number. She didn’t give a Medicare number. I told all of this to Judith Lee and it didn’t make a damn bit of difference. If you ask me she already knew it. There’s something off about that detective.’ Robert took a breath and steadied himself. ‘I’m aware that I may sound paranoid, but please remember that I’ve been a psychologist for a long time. I know how to read people. When Judith Lee interviewed me, she wasn’t investigating a complaint. She’d made up her mind before she spoke to me. And when I told her about the fake phone number, she wasn’t interested. She’s not doing her job. It really feels like she’s just out to get me.’

Dunlop’s reaction to Robert’s statement was depressingly low key. Robert was hoping for a condemnation of Judith Lee, and a reassurance that now that Alexis Turner had turned out to be a liar, he, Dunlop, would immediately make the whole thing go away. But instead, the lawyer was matter-of-fact.

‘Yes. We have discussed this. I filed the formal complaint with Victoria Police, as you requested. The complaint would have more force if we could document the weaknesses in the case against you. Would the university give a letter to the effect that Alexis Turner is not a student there?’

Robert thought about it. He figured his chances of getting the university’s administrative staff to put their heads above the parapet were close to zero. It was amazing how fast the rats had gone scurrying in the other direction.

The silence went on too long, and James Dunlop moved on.

‘Well, what about the video? You mentioned that you’d commissioned an independent report.’

‘Yes,’ Robert said. ‘I should have the report any minute.’ He said it with more confidence than he felt. Would Vanessa hold the report back? Use it to get what she wanted in the divorce? He wasn’t going to make it that easy for her. No bloody way. He’d find someone else to look at the video if he had to.

‘Great. Well. When you have the report, send it through to my office.’

‘And what . . . in the meantime you do nothing?’

James was unruffled. ‘I’ve already made a formal complaint. If you want me to kill this case, we can’t go after them piecemeal. Really we should be holding everything in reserve for a possible trial, but if the complainant has disappeared, we might not even need it. The best thing you can do right now is keep your head down and wait.’

‘I want to sue the clinic. The university too, if possible. I want them running scared. And I’m not going to keep my head down. That’s a fool’s game. My reputation will never recover. I need PR now. I need to release a statement.’

There was an infinitesimal pause. ‘You’ve hired PR?’

‘Of course.’ He hadn’t. He didn’t know who to call, how to start. Vanessa would know, of course, but he could hardly ask her now. And . . . Christ. Could he afford to pay for it? They shared bank accounts, sure, but they were transaction accounts; money flowed in and out, it didn’t stick. Vanessa had a business manager who took care of her investments and the investments were all in her name. That had always rankled.

‘Why don’t you have them call my office,’ James was saying, smoothly. ‘We’ll help them with a statement.’

And then the meeting was over. Robert’s coffee cup was empty. He poured himself a whiskey, added a few ice cubes from the ice dispenser, and took his glass outside. He sat on the pool lounger, took a deep drink from his glass, and called Vanessa’s number. It rang out. He tried again, then again. Finally, he sent her a message:

I’m not trying to get you back, if that’s what you’re afraid of. But in case you’ve forgotten, I’m in the fight of my life. I need to have what you’ve got on the video. Can you please send it through to me as soon as possible?

It killed him to write the please. It physically hurt to write the word. He hated her. The ease with which she’d left him. Just picked up and walked out. She’d hire her own PR next, if she hadn’t already. Some hard-nosed bitch who would pitch stories to weekend magazines about Vanessa’s strength in facing up to the ‘lies’ at the heart of her long marriage. They’d find photos of Vanessa from the early years, something that made her look innocent and carefree and very young, photos that made an unspoken suggestion that she couldn’t be blamed for marrying an arsehole when she was too innocent to know any better. Vanessa wouldn’t criticise him directly, but there would be highlighted quotes where she mused on how well one person could really know another, and about the pressure to stay together for the kids. There would be photographs of her with the boys and everything would be photoshopped to make her look beautiful and pensive.

The fucking bitch.

Robert went back inside and refilled his glass. He took his drink back to the poolside. He called Lachlan.

‘Dad. Hi. Are you okay?’

‘I’m fine. I’m completely fine.’ Robert found that he was laughing.

‘Oh shit. You’re not fine, are you? Look, I’m sorry I didn’t come home last night. Mum was upset. Moving into a new place, all of that. I thought maybe she needed my support. She’s not . . . I mean I don’t know if she’s as strong as you are.’

That made Robert laugh again. Vanessa was titanium strong. Granite strong. She just knew how to cover it with the right amount of feminine charm and faux vulnerability.

‘Listen Lachy. Everything’s going to be all right. We’re going to prove all of this is bullshit, and shove it up Judith Lee’s arse. That bitch is out to get me, but I’ve made a complaint to her boss. She’s not going to get away with this. And I’m going to sue the clinic and the university.’ He’d have to sell the house to pay for it, he was beginning to realise. His share would cover the costs of the litigation, but what was left over would buy him what? A shitty CBD flat?

‘Yeah.’ Lachy sounded uncertain. A bit freaked out. Robert played the last lines of the conversation back over in his head. Maybe he was speaking a bit roughly. Maybe saying he was going to shove something up a policewoman’s arse wasn’t his usual manner of speaking around his sons. But Lachy wasn’t a baby anymore, and these were extraordinary circumstances.

‘You come over here,’ Robert said. He stood up while he was talking, and carried his glass back inside. It was getting cold. He should make a hot whiskey. Or . . . screw it. He should make a whole carafe of Irish coffee, put on the outside heater and enjoy it on the balcony. He was on leave, after all, through no fault of his own. He should make a bloody vacation out of it. ‘You come over here and I’ll order pizza.’

‘Yeah, okay Dad. That sounds good. Only, it’ll be a bit later, if that’s okay, because I have practice.’

* * *

Robert made his Irish coffee. Memories came back to him, despite his best efforts to push them away. Moments where he might have—might have—crossed the line. He wasn’t a saint, after all, had never claimed to be. But those . . . those encounters . . . they’d been years in the past, when times had been different. When people had been less uptight.

He needed a new lawyer, that was it. Someone really aggressive. Someone who wasn’t afraid to play the game. And then he needed a kick-arse divorce lawyer who would get him a massive settlement. He could take his money to Bali, buy himself a nice villa with a view, and never work again.

Robert drank his drinks, dozed on the couch on the balcony and ate leftovers from the fridge. He fell asleep, and didn’t wake until after six, when the sun had already gone down and even the blanket and outdoor heater were no match for the cold. His mouth tasted stale, and his headache was back. He went inside and got a beer from the fridge.

He was hungry. He should order pizza. Two pizzas. There was no sign of Lachy yet, and no message from him on Robert’s phone, but there was an email from a colleague of Vanessa’s. Craig Wallace.

Craig said nothing at all in the body of the email, just attached a report which, when Robert clicked on it, confirmed that the video was a deepfake. It was everything he had asked Vanessa to get. A complete breakdown of the video, explaining how it had been made. Essentially, whoever had put the thing together had taken original video footage of Robert’s consulting rooms, taken a porn movie and removed the background, then superimposed the performers onto the background of Robert’s rooms. Then they’d almost certainly put existing video of Robert through an AI like DeepFaceLab or a similar neural-network-based tool. But Craig said that there were temporal inconsistencies in facial landmarks, and compression artefact anomalies that confirmed that the video was a fake, and also indicated that it had been made by someone who had, at best, intermediate-level technical skills. The report noted that Robert had given three speeches at various mental health conferences over the past five years, all of which were available online.

Robert frowned. Original footage of his office? What did that mean? Who would have original footage of his office? And who the hell would go to the bother of making this video, of sending it to his wife anonymously? Was it that girl, who’d called herself Alexis Turner? Robert tried his best to remember her. He’d spent forty-five minutes with her, but very little came back to him. The truth was, she’d bored him with her complaints of anxiety and panic attacks. He’d heard it all a thousand times before.

Robert sent the report to the printer in his home office. He carried his beer and his laptop in there, and was just settling himself behind his desk to read the report again when the doorbell rang. Lachy had finally arrived. Except . . . Lachy had a key and no need to ring the bell. Maybe he’d forgotten it. Or maybe it was the pizza delivery. Except he hadn’t ordered it yet.

Jesus. Day drinking had made him stupid. Shaking his head to clear it, Robert went to answer the door. No more drinking from now on. He needed to get his shit together.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

As soon as Judith arrived at the station on Friday morning, she was called into Rocky’s office. Waiting with him was Superintendent Deborah Sawhill. Judith had seen Sawhill many times. They’d passed each other in corridors, and Judith had attended more than one briefing where Sawhill had been centre stage, but really she only knew the other woman by professional reputation. Sawhill was widely believed to be stone cold, ruthlessly ambitious, and more than willing to walk over a colleague if it got her to where she wanted to go. Of course, people talked a lot of shit about senior officers, so that reputation was probably exaggerated.

Probably.

Sawhill looked more like a lawyer than a cop. Her hair was white blonde, her eyes pale blue. She wore light make-up, a slim leather watch, and a suit.

‘Judith? Good to meet you finally. Close the door, would you?’

They stood in an awkward circle of three; Rocky’s small office had them almost on top of each other. Judith would have backed up if she could. There was nowhere she could go. Rocky had given her one meaningful look as she’d entered the room and was now avoiding eye contact.

‘The Alexis Turner case seems to be generating considerable attention,’ Sawhill said. ‘I’m told there’s a lot of online chatter. There was an article in The Australian this morning, speculating that Robert Walker might be the target of an investigation.’ Her tone was mild and unthreatening. If Rocky’s unspoken warning hadn’t put Judith on alert, Sawhill’s we’re all mates together vibe certainly did.

Judith raised an eyebrow. ‘Oh? I haven’t seen it. Walker’s mentioned by name?’

‘With a lot of caveats and references to unproven rumours, yes.’ Sawhill’s body language was casual but her eyes were sharp and watchful.

‘Interesting,’ Judith said.

‘You didn’t have anything to do with that?’

‘With what?’

‘The story.’

Someone had to have tipped Sawhill off about the Australian piece. The story wasn’t that big yet, Russo’s second article had been buried deep, nowhere near the front page.

‘No,’ Judith said. ‘Of course not.’ She managed to sound a little offended.

‘Okay. That’s fine.’

‘I can’t say I’m sorry it’s happened. The online chatter is drawing other women out,’ Judith said. She glanced at Rocky, trying again to read him, unsure how much she should say. ‘I reached out to two women who’d posted on social media about having encounters with Walker. One of them called me yesterday evening. I’ve set up a meeting with her for next week.’ The first message had come in the form of a DM over social media. It had taken half an hour of messaging back and forth to persuade the woman—Hilary—to speak over the phone.

‘She’ll give evidence?’

‘I didn’t push her on that yet, but from what she describes, Walker uses the same MO every time. Tells them they need to relax, massages the shoulders, then moves on from there.’

Sawhill nodded. ‘The more complainants you can gather, the better. With men like this, there’s always more than one.’

Judith thought about telling Sawhill that Alexis Turner had disappeared, and decided against it. She was still hopeful that she could track the young woman down.

‘I want to be kept in the loop on this case, Detective,’ Sawhill said. Her eyes were hard. ‘We’ve already had a formal complaint from Walker’s lawyer. To the effect that you have been too zealous with this investigation. That your approach borders on harassment. Rocky assures me that’s not the case.’

‘Absolutely not the case, Ma’am.’

Sawhill gave her a measuring look. ‘I haven’t seen any evidence of it myself. And I’ll back you up, Judith, as long as I am absolutely confident that you are playing the game inside the lines. But this is going to be a high-profile case. Everything you do will be subject to scrutiny. You need to take care. Do you understand me?’

Judith glanced at Rocky. ‘I do.’

Sawhill gave a tight nod. ‘That’s your first and only warning.’ She left the room. Rocky closed the door behind her.

‘Jesus,’ Judith said. ‘What was that about?’

Rocky gave her a long look. ‘What do you think it’s about? You think Deborah Sawhill decided that what she really needed to work on, first thing on a Friday morning, was a sexual assault case? You think she typically shows up at my door and pulls in one of my detectives with no explanation? Come on, Judith. That had Eddie Fraser’s fingerprints all over it. He knows you’re buddy-buddy with that journo at The Australian. He tipped Sawhill off. He’s screwing with you.’

‘You’re paranoid.’ Judith said almost automatically, to buy herself time to think. ‘Maybe it’s just what she said it is. Vanessa Walker has a profile. People will be talking about this.’ Any number of people could have mentioned the article to Sawhill, and even if Rocky was right, if Eddie Fraser had leaned on Sawhill to put pressure on Judith, what did it matter? It was just more of the same game. A little reminder to her that he was there. But she was smarter than the Eddie Frasers of the world. He was a dinosaur, long past his prime. He couldn’t touch her. Couldn’t fire her. Couldn’t discipline her. Not if she was careful.

‘This is not about Vanessa Walker!’ Rocky said, raising his voice. With an obvious effort, he lowered it again. ‘I told you. He’ll take your career if he can. Listen to me. Sawhill just asked me about Gerry. She asked about your stepfather.’

Judith froze. The name was an ice cube run between her shoulder blades.

‘What did she say?’

‘She wanted to know what happened. All the little details. How sure I was that you acted in self-defence.’

‘It’s ancient history,’ Judith said. And she’d been a teenager. A juvenile. Her file was sealed. Not that that mattered when you were police. There was always a way.

‘You can bet your arse she’s asking because Eddie’s been spreading the story around.’

‘It isn’t a secret,’ Judith said. ‘People know. They’ve always known.’

‘You can make even old news fresh again if you add a new angle. He’s going to want people to think you’re impulsive. Dangerous. That you can’t be trusted. He wants Luke’s arrest to look like it was all about you losing it, going off on one, so he’s bringing up your ancient history, giving it some spin.’

‘Luke was on meth, Rocky.’

‘I know that. Right now, that’s what’s saving you.’

‘It’s not going away. Those tests are on the record.’

‘I know.’

‘So? What exactly is Eddie going to do? Fire me? On the basis of something that happened when I was fifteen years old? Something that has always been known? Give me a break.’

Rocky shook his head. ‘I’m just telling you, Sawhill coming down here, checking up on you, it isn’t just good case management.’

‘Okay. Fine. I hear you.’ She was working hard to seem unconcerned, but the barrage of warnings was beginning to have an effect. Judith felt a growing tension at the base of her stomach, across her shoulders, in the tightness of her neck. She resented it. Hated the feeling that she was a under a microscope and there was nothing she could do about it.

‘This case, this sexual assault case, is there something I should know?’

‘I don’t know what you mean.’

‘You told me, the morning you met your complainant, that you had your own reasons for taking the case.’

‘Yes.’

‘And now you’re tipping off journalists.’

‘Yeah.’

Rocky went quiet. He was waiting. Judith raised her eyes to meet his.

‘Ten years ago a girl came to me with a complaint about Walker. Her story was essentially the same—Walker had assaulted her in a consultation. I wasn’t able to help her.’

‘And this is your chance to make things right.’

‘Yeah.’

Rocky sighed. ‘Okay. I get it. Just take it easy. And promise me you’re going to be careful.’

* * *

Judith went to her desk. She had work to do. First she arranged to get her bike picked up for repair, and a loaner bike dropped off. Then she got a coffee and logged in to her terminal and tried to read through the latest report on the Haddad murder case. ANPR cameras had caught the car the murderer had used as it passed through the EastLink toll gantry at Mitcham. The car had later been found burned out in Ravenhall.

Judith struggled to concentrate, to draw conclusions from what she was reading. It was no good. She was thoroughly distracted. She gave up on the Haddad case, and turned her attention fully to Alexis Turner. She called the technical desk. The call was answered by Claire Holdsworth, an officer Judith had met only once before in person, at drinks celebrating someone’s retirement. She’d spoken to Claire only briefly, as she’d been distracted by Luke Fraser, who’d been holding court in the corner, getting drunk and boasting about all his wonderful achievements.

‘Claire, how are you?’

Claire Holdsworth was originally from Yorkshire. She was in her early twenties, and had an abundance of red curly hair that she hated and that most other women envied. She had a reputation as a very good forensics analyst. The day before, Judith had asked her to run a search on the email address Alexis Turner had used, to try to trace the IP address.

‘I don’t have much for you, I’m afraid. There wasn’t much in the header. Gmail stripped the IP address—they usually do. I’ve got timestamps, not much else. I did run an open source search, and I found nothing, which tells us that maybe this address is very new. It hasn’t been used for anything else in the past. No social media sign-ups, nothing like that.’

‘Okay,’ Judith said. Her suspicion that Alexis Turner wasn’t what she’d seemed was beginning to solidify into certainty. She’d emailed Alexis three times and had received no response. Given what Claire had just said, the chances seemed high that Alexis had created the email address only for the purposes of messaging Judith.

‘I can put in a request to Gmail, ask for account recovery data, last login IP addresses, that kind of thing, but the request will probably take weeks to process.’

‘Yes, go ahead,’ Judith said. She’d wait for the report, but wasn’t confident that Claire would find much.

‘You said she sent you a video, but it didn’t play? You want to forward that on to me? I can try to get it playing for you.’

‘I thought I’d already done that,’ Judith said. ‘I’ll send it through now.’ She picked up her mobile and forwarded the email.

‘I’ll get to it as soon as I can,’ Claire said. ‘I have a couple of urgent requests on my desk is the only thing.’

‘I’m pretty sure it’s a video of Walker getting a blowjob in his office,’ Judith said. ‘If I’m right, I’ve already seen it.’

‘Charming,’ Claire said.

‘Yep. This is the job that keeps on giving.’ Judith was about to hang up.

‘Hang in there,’ Claire said, quietly.

‘I’m sorry?’

‘Everyone knows the shit that’s going on. I’m just saying. You have a lot of friends. Just keep your head down and hang in there. Everything will be fine.’

* * *

Judith decided to take Claire’s advice on board. She went back to her desk and worked her way through the Haddad reports. At the end of the day she met the bike repair guy, wheeled her bike out from the secure car park, and handed it over. The best loaner they could give her in return was a Honda PCX 150, a glorified scooter with fifteen horsepower. Judith immediately agreed to pay extra to get the repairs expedited.

After she dropped the scooter to her apartment, she went for a long run to try to work out some of her agitation. It didn’t work particularly well. She doomscrolled for hours on her phone and finally fell asleep around one a.m.

As she slept, she dreamed.

She drove her bike through dark, empty Melbourne streets to Robert Walker’s house in Hawthorn. The dream was disjointed and uneven, as if she was in a video that someone had cut together, with facts and circumstances changing as she moved, as if someone was ahead of her every step of the way, smoothing away obstacles. In the dream, the pedestrian gate at the house was locked, then unlocked. As she walked up the path to the house, the window to Walker’s study slid itself open. As she climbed through the window, she was at first bare-handed, then wearing gloves and a balaclava. She approached the desk and her gun was in her hands though she had never made the decision to draw it. Robert Walker was there, working late under the warm yellow light of a desk lamp. In the dream, he didn’t seem to notice her climbing through his window, or walking to his side, and he never looked up as she put her gun to his head. He was still writing when she pulled the trigger.

And then the scene shifted. The blood on Walker’s desk and the floor and the wall behind him became her stepfather’s blood, the heritage wooden floor of Walker’s study became the worn lino of her mother’s kitchen, and the gun she held in her hands became the handle of a golf club, which she brought down on her stepfather’s head, again and again, until he finally stopped moving.

In the dream she threw the club aside and grabbed Gerry by the shoulders. She ignored the blood seeping from his head and tried to pull his weight off her mother. In the dream, just as they had been in life, Gerry’s hands were still around Linda’s throat, though they were slack now, and Judith could pull them away. Gerry was a big man. Six foot three. More than a hundred kilos. She rolled him off. Finally.

‘Mum. Mum!’ Livid bruises ringed Linda’s throat. Judith tried to wake her mother. Linda’s eyes blinked open. She tried to focus.

‘Jude?’ Her voice was a rasp. ‘He didn’t mean it. You know he didn’t.’

* * *

Judith woke up on Saturday with a headache and a nauseous stomach. She stood under the shower for a long time, then turned the water to cold and held her face under the spray for longer. She emerged, shivering and feeling little better. She dressed in soft old jeans and an older T-shirt, then made coffee and carried it to the couch. She should eat, she knew that, but she never could, after the dream. Instead she tried to take comfort in her apartment.

She loved it. Loved the high ceilings and the big windows and the fact that it was almost in the city but still had a big street tree right outside the living room window. She’d scrimped and saved and bought it twelve years earlier—when it was a shithole—and then she’d saved again and done most of the work herself. Stripped and repaired and polished the floors. Painted the brick walls. Lived with it for six months until she could afford to get the plumbing sorted. It was another year before she could afford to redo the wiring. She loved her furniture. Half of it had been picked up from a verge and refurbished by her own hands, or bought at a garage sale or on Gumtree. But it was all hers. Part of her. Surrounded by her stuff, Judith felt safer in this precious place than anywhere in the world.

But not that day.

Judith picked up her phone and called Katy.

‘Hello?’ Katy’s voice was a croak. ‘I’m dying. I legitimately think I might be dying. I am too old for this shit. I should know better.’

Judith hesitated. Suddenly she wasn’t so sure she wanted to talk.

‘Jude? Everything okay?’

‘I had the dream again.’

There was a pause. ‘Oh god. Really?’ Another pause. ‘Is it a case? A new case?’

Suddenly Judith didn’t want to talk.

‘Jude?’

‘It’s no big deal. I shouldn’t have called. Sorry.’

There was a long silence. Then Katy said, ‘Don’t overthink it. It’s just a dream. It doesn’t actually mean anything.’

Judith’s phone started to buzz with an incoming call. She checked the screen. A blocked number.

‘I’m sorry, I have to go,’ she said. ‘I’ll call you back.’ She ended the call to Katy and answered the incoming one. ‘Judith Lee.’

The quality of the line was bad, but the words came through clearly. The voice was young and female.

‘He’s dead. Robert Walker’s killed himself, and you’re getting the blame.’

It took Judith a second to process what she had just heard.

‘Who is this?’

‘Walker’s dead at his house, right now.’

‘Who is this?’ Judith said again. ‘Is that Claire?’ There was an accent. She thought she’d caught a hint of Yorkshire.

But there was no answer, just two electronic beeps, and then a dial tone.

Fuck.

Judith stared at her phone for a second, then grabbed her jacket and left. It was a fifteen-minute drive in traffic from Judith’s apartment in Footscray to Hawthorn, where Robert Walker lived. On the shitty scooter it took nearly twenty.

When Judith pulled up at the house, there was no one there, and no patrol cars to be seen. Just a young man in his early twenties sitting on the kerb outside, head hung low, clearly sobbing. As Judith got off the bike and removed her helmet, a car pulled up, and Vanessa Walker all but fell out of the driver’s seat. She rushed to the young man—her son Lachlan, presumably—and pulled him to his feet, then hugged him tightly. Judith took a pair of nitrile gloves from the storage compartment of her bike, and put them in her pocket before approaching the family.

‘Mrs Walker,’ Judith said.

They turned on her. Lachlan was pale and shaken. He had his phone clutched in his hand.

‘What happened?’ Judith asked. The sound of sirens was coming nearer.

Vanessa was very pale. ‘Robert . . . he killed himself.’

Lachlan looked at Judith with no recognition. She introduced herself, and his eyes widened.

‘You. You shouldn’t be here. My dad’s dead. He killed himself. Because you wouldn’t leave him alone. Because you wouldn’t listen.’

‘You found him?’ Judith looked towards the house. The front door was wide open.

‘I was supposed to come over last night. But he was drunk . . . I didn’t want . . . I came over this morning and I found him.’

The sirens had arrived. Judith turned and saw a patrol car. She didn’t recognise either of the officers inside, but they seemed to know who she was. Both stared at her with grim focus. Something felt off. She could hear Rocky’s warning, echoing inside her head: Eddie Fraser knows what he’s doing. You’re not going to see him coming.

No. That was paranoia talking. She hadn’t slept enough. She wasn’t thinking straight.

‘Stay here,’ she said to Lachlan and Vanessa. She put her hand on the gate.

‘You can’t go in there,’ Lachlan said.

Judith ignored him, pushed the gate open and walked quickly towards the house. She took the gloves from her pocket and slipped them on. Even as she mounted the steps to the front door, she could hear another car arriving, car doors opening. She had moments, only moments.

‘You can’t go in there,’ Lachlan shouted after her. ‘This is all your fault! You wouldn’t leave him alone, even after he proved that it was all bullshit.’

Inside, the flowers on the hall table were dying. When she entered the living room she could smell stale beer, and under that, a slight ferrous tang. She found the body in Walker’s study. Robert Walker was sitting behind the desk. Half his head was missing.

Judith closed her eyes and opened them again. She had a moment of intense disorientation, a brief dislocation of reality as she saw a flashback of the shooting of Robert Walker from her dream, when hers had been the hand holding the gun. She felt dizzy, and reached out to grab the back of a chair to steady herself.

She had to pull herself together.

She took a breath and grounded herself by comparing the scene in front of her with her dream. In her dream, it had been dark. Now it was daytime, and light was streaming in through the window. The position of the body was different. In her dream, Walker had slumped to the right. In reality, he’d fallen to the left. There was blood, an enormous quantity of it, but the pattern was again very different. The blood had soaked through Walker’s shirt, and a thick, viscous pool had formed on the ground around him. There were splatters against the wall of his study, and more on the bookshelves. Judith shook off memories of her dream, and thought instead of Lachlan Walker, who’d had to find his father. Poor kid. This scene would haunt him for the rest of his life. Would he dream about it? Would he too have a nightmare that followed him?

Then her eyes fell on the desk, where a notebook lay open. Written across the top sheet of the notebook, in flowing calligraphy, was a single sentence.

Judith Lee did this.

The words hit her like a punch to the gut.

Who had written this? Walker? One last, shitty act of revenge before he killed himself? To place the blame for his death at her door? Judith’s eyes darted around the desk. There was a second notebook. She flipped it open. It was filled with notes, pages and pages of writing, and the handwriting was all jagged, uneven loops, very different from the measured, careful calligraphy of the note. Which meant that someone other than Walker had written the note. Before, or after Walker had killed himself? After, surely. It had to have been.

There were footsteps coming from the hall. Judith hesitated. With that note, and Walker’s family angry and grieving and looking for someone to blame, Eddie Fraser really could threaten her career.

No. Not going to happen.

She reached out and then ripped off the top few pages of the notebook. She had just shoved them into the pocket of her jeans when Rocky Jansen entered the room. He was head of the Homicide Squad, but he didn’t come to every scene. Had he come for her, because he too saw trouble for her in this death?

‘Jude,’ Rocky said. ‘You can’t be in here.’

‘I know. I’m going.’ But she didn’t move.

The note was in her pocket. Was it too late to put it back? It was, of course it was. Even Rocky couldn’t turn a blind eye to Judith interfering with evidence.

‘The family is outside. They’re blaming you for this.’

‘I know, I spoke to them.’ She shouldn’t have taken the note. It had been a stupid impulse.

‘It’s not your fault,’ Rocky said. ‘Walker did this because he was caught, that’s all, but your situation with Eddie . . . we have to manage this carefully.’ Rocky sounded exhausted. He suddenly looked like an old man who wasn’t sure he had it in him for the fight that was coming. ‘Look, it’s best if you go home. You’re not on today anyway. I’ll have to call Sawhill. With that complaint on the record and now this, she might put you on leave pending investigation. I’ll try to make sure that doesn’t happen, but I might not be able to stop it if Eddie gets involved.’

Judith had stepped behind the desk so she could look at Walker more carefully. From the looks of things he’d put the gun to the side of his head. The worst of the splatters were on the bookshelves to his left; a mess of blood and brain matter. Walker’s right hand rested in his lap. His left dangled towards the ground. His mobile phone was nowhere to be seen, but there was a closed laptop on the desk, and the two notebooks. Could he have written the note? Changed his handwriting for some reason, then picked up his gun? It was all so strange. She hadn’t read him as a suicide risk. He was too arrogant for that. Too sure that his money and his power made him immune to consequences. She leaned down to look under the desk.

‘Vanessa Walker’s a powerful woman, Judith,’ Rocky said. ‘There’s already been a complaint. They’re going to want all of this looked into. Your handling of the case, all of it. You need to get out of here right now. You coming into the scene, that’s going to make things ten times worse.’

‘I know.’ Judith straightened up. Her eyes scanned the room.

From outside, they heard voices and footsteps approaching.

‘Leave,’ Rocky said. ‘Right now Jude.’

Judith didn’t move. ‘I’m going, Rock. Right now. But before I do, I have one teeny tiny little question.’

He stared down at her.

‘I’m just wondering, you see. If Robert Walker killed himself, all because of pressure from little old me . . . if this is a suicide . . . I’m just wondering . . . where’s the fucking gun?’
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PART TWO





Dear Margaux,

I want to see you and they say no. Every day they say no. I cried and cried so much my eyes were all red but no one listened to me so I stopped crying. There is a mean girl here. She pinched my arm four times. I will Stand Up for myself like daddy told me to and I will hurt her back.

I love you. Can you come and get me? I miss you. I can’t sleep at all. They gave me a doll to sleep with. I hate that stupid doll. I put it in the fire.

Please please please come.

Are you sad too?

I love you.

Renée.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

By the time Jack and Cameron reached Balwyn Park on Sunday, it was coming up on four o’clock and the party was in full swing. The party was a tradition, an annual get-together for Cam’s primary school. There were seven food trucks set up in a semicircle around the north and west boundaries of the park, and there were families with picnic blankets and camping chairs spread out in all directions. The playground was full and the bike track that ran around the outside of the park was busy with little kids on scooters.

Jack plastered a smile on his face and looked around for parents he knew. Thank god Elsa would be there. She’d bring food and booze and she’d talk enough for both of them, which suited Jack fine. He was dog tired. He’d had to work until midnight the night before to hit his quota and after that his brain had been too busy for sleep.

Cam was looking around anxiously, trying to find his friends.

‘You’ll find them, Cam. Don’t worry.’ Jack locked their bikes together on the first available rack.

‘There’s Noah!’ said Cam. He raised a hand in an excited wave, and ran off into the crowd. Jack’s phone buzzed in his pocket. He took it out and saw a message from Elsa:

So sorry. Hours behind. Disaster. Won’t make it to park. Sent hockey stick with Celine. She has the girls so you’ll be able to find her. xxx

Jack swore under his breath. He had no idea who Celine was. The hockey stick was for Cam, a gift from a friend of Elsa’s who had older boys and no more use for it. Jack looked around the park. How the hell was he supposed to find the woman in this crowd? Ask some of the other parents? Celine could be another mother, or she could be the new nanny. Elsa went through nannies faster than he went through coffee filters. Which did make Jack wonder. Elsa was a good friend, when she wasn’t cancelling plans at the last minute, but maybe she was a shitty boss.

Jack started to make his way slowly through the crowd. He saw Cam off in the distance, talking with his friends Noah and Tom. Some sort of friendly debate was going on—the conversation was energetic, accompanied by a lot of nods and hand gestures. Tom had a football under one arm. Jack felt himself relax a little. The hockey stick mattered, because he couldn’t afford to buy Cam a new one, but if he didn’t find Celine he could always call over to Elsa’s the next day to pick it up. The important thing was that Cam was having a good time.

The park was rapidly filling up. Jack took it all in. He saw a lot of familiar faces, people he could nod and smile hello to, a few he could maybe sit with for one of those conversations. The kind of conversation you have with people when the only thing you have in common is that your kids go to the same school. Or . . . he could grab some food from one of the trucks and retreat to the edges with his phone for company.

‘Uncle Jack!’

Jack turned to see a little girl wearing a rainbow tutu, leggings and a pale blue jumper, pink-faced and running his way. She kept running until she slammed into his legs and wrapped her arms around him.

‘Hi, Doris.’

Doris was Elsa’s younger daughter. Four years old, she was equal parts demanding and charming, just like her mum.

‘Hi,’ Doris said, in a muffled voice. Her face was still buried somewhere around his knees. Jack looked around for Doris’s responsible adult—presumably the mysterious Celine.

‘Where’s Lola?’ Lola was Doris’s big sister: seven years old, creative, sweet-natured and sensible.

‘Over there. Reading her book.’ Doris pointed vaguely in the direction of the trees, where three young women were spreading out some picnic blankets. One of them was already walking their way. She was maybe nineteen or twenty years old, blonde and pretty, with a little pointed chin. She wore a pleated denim skirt and a white T-shirt, and had multiple gold studs in each ear.

‘Hello.’ She smiled at Jack.

‘Hi.’

‘Uncle Jack!’ said Doris, by way of introduction. She gazed up at him with embarrassing approval.

‘I’m not really her uncle,’ Jack said. ‘But I’ve been friends with her mum so long that it feels that way.’

‘Celine,’ said the girl. She offered her hand. ‘A pleasure to meet you.’ She spoke with an accent.

‘You’re French?’ he asked.

She nodded. ‘I am the new au pair.’

‘Oh right. Welcome.’

‘Come and play, Uncle Jack.’

Doris pulled on Jack’s hand as he hesitated. The other two women were setting out food on the picnic blanket, and Lola—book in hand—was looking in his direction. There were other children close to the group: a pair of little girls around Doris’s age, playing with dolls, and a little boy who was attempting to climb a tree.

‘Please. You like to join us?’ said Celine.

The women had an elaborate set-up, with the food platters and cushions. Jack felt his stomach growl.

‘If you’re sure,’ he said, and immediately felt guilty. She was just being polite. Celine must want to sit and talk to her friends, not play host to a friend of her boss. But if she was disappointed that he’d said yes, she didn’t show it. She just led the way to the blankets, then introduced him to the other women. Lucia was Italian and Beata was from Lithuania. They were friendly enough.

‘Would you like something to eat?’ Celine pushed a large plastic container towards him. It was a neat thing, with a separate section on the bottom for ice blocks, to keep food cool, and a top section that was subdivided into little compartments. The compartments were filled with grapes cut neatly in half, strawberries in quarters, Jatz crackers and pieces of chicken and cheese—the kind of food you put together for small kids.

‘Not that, Celine,’ Beata said, rolling her eyes. She reached into her bag and took out a cardboard box. She opened it to display half-baguette rolls stuffed with chicken salad.

Jack’s stomach growled again, this time loudly enough to be heard. Beata grinned at him. He smiled back, a little awkwardly.

‘Thanks,’ he said, taking one. ‘This is great.’

‘I didn’t make them,’ Beata said, shrugging. ‘They are from the patisserie. My boss pay for them.’

‘Well thanks,’ Jack said, trying to smile around a mouthful of sandwich.

‘Something to drink?’ Celine asked. She had a paper cup in her hand.

‘I have water, thanks.’

Beata exchanged glances with Lucia. ‘Well, we might have something a little better.’ She opened her bag just enough for Jack to spot the bottle of wine inside. ‘If you promise not to tell.’

Jack laughed. Every second person in the park had a stubby in their hand. But he supposed it was different when you were looking after someone else’s kids.

‘Your secret’s safe with me,’ he said.

* * *

Two hours later, Jack was feeling lightly buzzed. They’d finished Beata’s bottle, and Lucia had produced a second one.

It was nicer than he expected, to sit in the park and listen to them talk. Celine was new to Australia, a recent arrival. She was desperate to see a kangaroo but was less keen on the spiders and the snakes.

‘I’ve been here for two years, and so far no snakes,’ Beata said. She was lying on the blanket, leaning on her left elbow, eating dissected grapes. She looked up at Jack through long eyelashes. ‘You have a nanny?’

Jack shook his head. He didn’t know how to explain, without sounding like a sad sack, that he and Elsa might be friends, but that they moved in very different worlds. ‘No nanny,’ he said.

‘So your wife, she stays at home?’ Lucia asked.

Jack shook his head. ‘No wife.’

Lucia raised an eyebrow, and Beata gave a very small smile. There was an awkward silence. There was always an awkward silence. Jack knew from experience that it was better to explain things quickly and simply and move on.

‘Cam’s mother died when he was a baby,’ he said. ‘So there’s just me.’

Beata’s eyes softened. She leaned closer. ‘I’m sorry. That must be very hard.’

Jack shifted his position on the rug, putting a bit of distance between them.

‘But you are a very good father, yes? You bring your boy to the park. You play with him. This is good.’

‘All dads do that,’ Jack said.

Celine and Lucia exchanged glances. Beata laughed.

He straightened his legs, wanting, suddenly, to leave. Cam must be hungry. They could visit the food truck on their way out.

‘Cam is lucky that you are his father,’ Beata said.

‘I don’t think so,’ said Jack.

‘No?’

‘No,’ he said again.

‘But why?’

‘Because if it wasn’t for me, his mother would still be alive.’

That killed the conversation. Jack spotted Cam wandering back in their direction. Relieved at the reprieve, he stood up.

‘Thanks so much for everything. For the wine and the food. I’ll . . . uh . . . return the favour sometime.’

Celine gave him the hockey stick. She smiled at Cam, said they should set up a playdate with Lola soon, and insisted on Jack taking her number.

They stopped at the food truck and Jack bought them two sausages in bread each. He wrapped them and put them away in his backpack, and they biked home. He and Cam lived three streets over from Elsa’s home on Ripley Street, but the postcode was the only thing their homes had in common. Elsa’s house was a four-bed, five-bath contemporary masterpiece, the kind of house that made the front cover of Architectural Digest, whereas Jack and Cam lived in a granny flat at the back of his landlady’s place. And they could only afford that because Mrs Dorsey gave him a deal on the rent in exchange for taking care of her cats when she travelled.

Jack and Cam wheeled the bikes around the side of the house. When they got to the flat, Jack spotted the parcel waiting for them on the doormat.

‘What’s that?’ asked Cam.

‘Don’t know, mate. Lock up the bikes, okay?’

Cam took both bikes around the back of the flat, while Jack picked up the parcel. It wasn’t very big, maybe the size of a shoebox, but it was elaborately wrapped with embossed black paper, a dark red velvet ribbon, and a single pink daisy. He assumed it must be for Mrs Dorsey, but when he looked at the card, he saw his own name and address, written in flowing calligraphy.

By the time Jack had opened the front door, Cam was back. He’d lost interest in the parcel and was ready to do what he did best—talk in an endless, circular flow about his current favourite video game.

‘So Dad. Raft is like this game where you start on a small raft and you have to find scraps in the water and build off that raft while there’s a shark circling you. And then you come across small islands and you start to get slightly more resources, and you keep doing that until you’re getting some iron, and like copper and like mining some more.’

‘Right.’

‘So, the main bit of the game is that there are five or six big main islands that have all the story in them and have, for example, one of them’s a bear-infested island and stuff like that and one of the last ones is like a whole civilisation city that’s now abandoned and just floating in the water.’

‘Cool.’

Jack listened with one ear. He put the parcel on the kitchen table and unpacked the wrapped sausages while Cam got the tomato sauce from the fridge.

‘Can you get water too, mate?’ Jack asked.

They sat at the table and ate, Cam still talking between mouthfuls. When Jack had finished his first sausage, he wiped his hands and unwrapped the parcel. Inside the wrapping paper there was a cardboard box, and the box was full of packing peanuts. Jack searched through them. His fingers closed on something hard and cool and metal. He lifted it out, and found that he was holding a gun. A handgun. Grey and smooth and cool to the touch.

‘Oh, shit.’

Jack dropped the gun onto the table and took a step back.

‘Wow. What’s that? Is it real?’ Cam slid the glasses of water onto the table and reached for the gun.

‘Don’t touch it!’ Jack said.

Cam held his hands up in the air, eyes wide.

Jack had never touched a gun before. Never even seen one in real life. Who the hell would send him something like that? He picked up the card and examined it again. His name and address were clearly and carefully written, but there was no return address for the sender.

‘Is it real, Dad? Where did you get it?’

‘I don’t know.’ It looked real. It had felt too heavy to be a toy.

Jack picked up the box. It felt light, empty except for the packing peanuts. He poured them carefully out onto the counter. There was a folded sheet of paper on the very bottom of the box. It fell out and slipped onto the floor. He picked it up and unfolded it. It was blank, except for a line of text, right in the centre of the page:


He’s still here, sometimes, but he doesn’t want to be.



The words meant nothing to him. They were beautifully handwritten in calligraphy, with navy ink. Were they a quote from somewhere? An extract from a book? Jack turned the page over. The other side was definitely blank. He looked more closely at the gun. It was black, snub-nosed. It looked . . . dangerous. Like it wasn’t just a tool but something that had a will of its own.

Cam had taken a seat at the table. He applied the sauce to his sausage and took a big bite, still looking with interest at the gun. Jack’s stomach growled. He sat down and picked up his own food. He and Cam stared at the gun while they ate.

‘It’s a mistake,’ Jack said in the end. ‘Someone sent it to me by mistake.’

Cam nodded. ‘Maybe a gangster,’ he said seriously. ‘Or a hit man.’

What the hell was he supposed to do with the thing? He should call the police, that was the obvious answer. Hand it in. Handguns were illegal in Australia, weren’t they? You could have a shotgun, if you had good reason, but only if you had a licence. Jack was pretty sure that only criminals and cops had handguns, and he was neither. He finished his food and wiped sauce from the corner of his mouth.

The nearest police station . . . he took out his phone and looked it up. There was one just over a kilometre away. He could bike there in a few minutes. But that would mean either bringing Cam with him, or leaving him behind, neither of which was appealing. It was getting late. Coming up on peak hours, probably, for your average cop shop. What would he say to them anyway? Hey guys, got this weird parcel. No idea who sent it to me. And then what? They’d just say thanks, and send him on his way?

Well, what else?

They’d want to ask him a lot of questions, at the very least. It wouldn’t be a five-minute drop-off. He couldn’t leave Cam alone for an hour or more, and he wasn’t going to drag him along to sit in the waiting room of a cop shop either. But he wasn’t keeping this thing for a second longer than he had to. Just having it in the flat felt dangerous.

‘What would you think about going over to Elsa’s place for an hour or so?’ Jack said.

Cam’s face brightened. ‘I can play Raft with Lola.’

‘Maybe. There’s school tomorrow. We’ll check with Elsa when we get there.’

Jack got a tea towel. He wrapped it around the gun, making a clumsy attempt to wipe it down as he did so, not even fully understanding why he was doing it. Except that his fingers still felt wrong where he’d touched the gun, and he had an urge to clean away the moment. He put the wrapped gun carefully into his backpack. He zipped the bag closed.

‘Finish up your food, okay? And put on your jacket.’ He put the backpack on his back, and waited impatiently for Cam. He wanted the gun out of their house.

‘Can I bring my Switch?’

‘If you’re really, really quick.’

Cam ran to his bedroom. It took him a minute to unplug the Switch and pack it up. Jack cleaned the table while he waited. He put the box and the packing peanuts on the kitchen counter, debated what to do with the letter. He should bring it, he decided. Let the police decide what to do with it. He’d leave the box though. That wouldn’t fit in his bag.

‘Ready!’ Cam said.

They turned to leave, and as they did so, there were three loud knocks on the door.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The knocking was loud enough to make Jack jump. He opened the door to a stranger; a man in navy slacks, a blue shirt and a jacket. The stranger’s grey hair was cut very short and his eyes were hard. There was a cop standing beside him, a woman in full uniform.

‘Jack Miller?’

‘Uh . . . yes?’

‘Detective Senior Sergeant Rocky Jansen. This is my colleague, Senior Constable Lucy Phillips.’

‘Right. Hi.’ Something about the way Jansen was looking at him made Jack’s stomach turn over and sink to the floor. Cam must have felt it too. He stood a little closer.

‘Who’s this?’ Jansen said.

‘This is my son, Cameron.’

Jansen nodded. He gave Cam a small smile, but then pulled a folded piece of paper from his back pocket. ‘This is a warrant. It allows us to search your apartment.’

‘A warrant? I don’t understand.’

‘We have information that suggests that evidence from a crime might be hidden in your property. We have an obligation to follow up on that evidence. So . . . we’re here to search your flat. If there’s nothing here, then we’ll leave you to enjoy the rest of your evening.’

Jack felt sick. All he could think about was the gun. It was in his backpack. Which was on his back.

Jansen stepped forward. Jack automatically stepped out of the way. Jansen handed him the warrant and Jack tried to read it. The words blurred in front of his eyes. Two more uniformed police officers were coming down the side path. Oh Christ. Did the warrant mean they could search his bag too? Of course it did. It must.

‘There’s a gun,’ Jack blurted.

‘A gun.’ Jansen’s eyes went flat.

‘Someone sent it to me. In a box. Gift wrapped. I found it when we came back from the park earlier. But I never saw it before. The gun, I mean. I’ve never used a gun in my life.’

‘Maybe someone thought you needed it.’

‘What? No. I mean. There’s no reason . . . look, I work in insurance, all right? I process insurance claims. I don’t need a gun. I’m not a criminal.’

‘Why don’t you show it to me?’

Jack slid the bag off his back. ‘It’s in here.’ He started to unzip it but the cop put a heavy hand on his shoulder.

‘Why don’t you let me do that, son?’

Jansen steered Jack away from the benchtop. He put on a pair of latex gloves, reached into the backpack and pulled out the gun, still wrapped in the tea towel. He put it on the benchtop and folded back the top of the towel until the gun could be seen. Jansen gave a look to the other cop. She came forward with an evidence bag and took the gun.

‘I thought you said it came in a box. What’s it doing in the backpack?’ Jansen asked.

‘I was going to bring it to the police station. That’s where I was going when you got here.’

‘And the tea towel? This parcel you got . . . did the tea towel come with it too?’ There was a tone to Jansen’s question that made Jack’s flush deepen. He wasn’t taking the piss, not quite, but it was close.

‘No. That’s mine,’ Jack said. He straightened up. He hadn’t done anything wrong, but he sounded guilty. He had to cut that out. Stand up for himself.

‘Why did you wrap the gun in the towel?’ asked Lucy Phillips.

‘I just . . . it felt weird, having it out in the open. Uncomfortable. So I just wrapped it up.’

Cam was standing off to the side now, looking scared. Jack went to him and put an arm around his shoulders.

Jansen nodded seriously. ‘But you haven’t wiped it down? When we test this, we’ll find your fingerprints on it? And, presumably, the prints of whoever sent it to you.’

Shit.

Jack forced himself to hold Jansen’s gaze. ‘I don’t know about the guy who sent it to me. Maybe he cleaned it. I . . . I barely touched it. So maybe it has my fingerprints, maybe it doesn’t.’

The two other cops were in the house now. They were both tatted-up guys in their twenties with tight haircuts. They stood there, waiting, until Jansen gave them a nod. Then one of them turned and started lifting cushions on the couch. The other went into Jack’s bedroom. Lucy Phillips started opening the kitchen cupboards and moving things around. It was insane, how quickly everything had changed from a normal evening. It didn’t feel real.

‘Dad?’ Cameron said. There was a lot in that one word. Uncertainty. Some fear. Maybe a request that Jack do something about the fact that their home was being pulled apart.

‘It’s okay, Cam,’ Jack said, automatically.

‘Maybe you’d both like to take a seat?’ Jansen said, gesturing to one of the two rickety bar stools. ‘Let us get on with things?’

They sat. Jack still had the warrant in his hand. He tried to make sense of it but the document was a mess of fine print, none of which meant anything to him.

‘Look, the box is right there,’ he said. He needed to get things back on track. Needed them to understand that he was a normal person. That he was like them. One of the good guys.

‘The box?’

‘The box the gun came in. See? I left it there, on the bench beside the microwave.’ Jack pointed. ‘And there was a letter with it too. It’s in my backpack.’

‘A letter?’ Still wearing his latex gloves, Jansen pulled the bag towards him again. He opened it.

‘Not a letter, exactly. Just a page with a quote on it. Like from a poem or a book or something.’

Jansen read from the sheet of paper.

‘He’s still here, sometimes, but he doesn’t want to be. What does that mean?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘You didn’t write this?’

‘Definitely not. Like I told you. It came in that box with the gun.’

Jansen flipped over the lid of the box. He examined the packing label.

‘This didn’t come through Australia Post,’ he said. ‘There’s no stamp.’

‘Right. It must have been a courier.’

‘Even with a courier there should be a bar code, or a QR code, or something. This hasn’t been paid for.’

Jansen stared at Jack, waiting for an answer. Jack looked blankly back.

‘Look, I don’t know. I wasn’t here when it was dropped off. Someone must have just left it out front.’

‘Right,’ said Jansen, nodding.

Jack was finding it impossible to read the other man. ‘Look, this is clearly some kind of mad set-up. I mean, someone obviously told you to come here, right? Who?’

‘I can’t share that information with you right now.’

‘Okay, but whoever told you to come here must have also sent me the gun. That’s the only thing that makes sense.’

‘The thing is, we don’t have any proof that you’re telling the truth,’ Jansen said, in a conversational tone. ‘You say that the gun was delivered to you in that box. But for all we know you could have had that box for years, and you could have stuffed the gun into your backpack two nights ago. Did you tell anyone about it?’

‘About the gun?’

Jansen inclined his head.

‘No. Not yet.’

Jansen made a that’s interesting face. The cop who’d been searching the living room disappeared down the hall and into Cam’s bedroom.

‘I saw it,’ Cam said, suddenly.

‘You saw what, kiddo?’ Jansen asked.

‘The box. Just like my dad said. It was by the door when we got home from the park.’

Jansen nodded at Cam. The expression on his face was kind, but it was clear he thought that Cam was just backing up his father.

‘What happened two nights ago?’ Jack asked.

‘I’m sorry?’

‘You said I could have stuffed the gun into my backpack two nights ago.’

‘Let’s not get into that now.’

This was bad. Really bad. Jack took his phone from his back pocket. ‘Look, I just searched for police stations. See? I was going to bring the gun right to you guys. I was just going to drop Cam off at my friend’s house on the way, then bike over to bring the gun to you. That’s where we were going when you arrived.’

Jansen took Jack’s phone from him willingly enough. He looked at the maps app and for a moment he really seemed to be listening. But then the cop who’d gone into Jack’s bedroom came to the door.

‘Sergeant? I think you’ll want to see this.’

The mood shifted again. Everything seemed to slow down. Jansen and Lucy Phillips exchanged glances. Jansen walked to the bedroom, and Lucy Phillips stepped forward. She didn’t put her hand on her gun, but she might as well have. Her body language was charged, and her eyes were on Jack like he’d suddenly become something dangerous.

‘There’s nothing in there,’ Jack said. ‘It’s just my bedroom.’ He tried to smile at Cam, who was beginning to look teary. Oh god. He reached out and took Cam’s hand and gave it a squeeze. ‘Everything’s going to be fine, mate. They’re just doing their jobs.’

A minute passed, and then Jansen came back out of Jack’s room, followed by the uniformed cop. The uniform was carrying two large paper bags marked ‘Evidence’, one in each hand. The cop kept his distance from Jack, standing on the other side of the island unit. He put one bag on the ground and opened the other. He half-withdrew what was inside. It was a long-sleeved T-shirt; an old Rip Curl top he’d had for years. He recognised it by the illustration on the front and the little tear in the neck.

‘So, Jack,’ Jansen said. ‘I want to ask you about this T-shirt, but I want to be clear. You are not obliged to say anything unless you wish to do so, however, anything you do say may be taken down and used in evidence against you. Understand?’

Jack nodded dumbly.

‘This T-shirt yours, Jack?’

There was no point in denying it. They’d taken it from his laundry basket, or his wardrobe, or maybe from the pile of clothes he’d left on the chair.

‘I reckon. I mean, it looks like mine.’

Jansen nodded. He let the T-shirt slide back into the paper bag, which he folded closed before opening the other. Inside this one was a pair of boots.

‘Yours?’ Jansen said.

Jack tried to rally. ‘They look like mine. But they’re Kathmandu, mate. I got them at Vinnies. Probably fifty pairs of them just in this neighbourhood.’

Jack’s small attempt to defend himself seemed to have no impact. Jansen handed off the paper bags to Lucy Phillips, who carried them out of the house, along with the plastic evidence bag containing the gun.

‘Do me a favour and hold out your wrists,’ Jansen said.

Confused, Jack slowly extended his arms. He was wearing a T-shirt. His arms were bare.

‘Turn them over,’ Jansen said.

Jack turned them over, exposing his wrists.

‘No injuries,’ Jansen noted. ‘Suffer from nose bleeds, do you?’

‘What? No, I—’

‘Because there’s a bloodstain on the sleeve of your shirt. The one in the bag. And it’s recent. And there’s mud on your boots. Where did that come from?’

Goosebumps rose on Jack’s arms. A shiver ran down the back of his neck.

‘No. Hang on a second. This is all wrong. If there’s blood on my shirt, it’s old, okay? Whatever you’re thinking I did, you’re wrong.’

The cop who’d been in Cam’s room came back. He exchanged a glance with Jansen, and shook his head. All three policemen turned to look at Jack. Jansen took a step closer. He glanced at Cam, and something like regret passed briefly over his face.

‘Jack Miller, you’re under arrest for the murder of Robert Walker. I’m going to bring you to the station now, where you’ll be processed, and then we’ll have a formal interview. You have the right to medical treatment, if you need it, and you have the right to inform a friend or relative about where you are.’

Jack reeled. For a second he thought he was going to be sick. Robert Walker? The name meant nothing to him. Sweat broke out on his lower back. He was making such a mess of this. He had to do better. Stand up for himself. Explain who he was, the kind of person he was. Just an ordinary guy. Not a murderer. Oh Jesus. Cam. He was clutching at Jack’s arm now and crying for real. Ten years old, Cam hated to cry. This was messed up.

‘My son,’ Jack said, and his voice was raspy. ‘What happens with my son?’

There was sympathy in Jansen’s face. ‘Where’s his mother?’

‘She . . . she’s dead.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ Jansen said. ‘Can you call your parents?’

Jack shook his head. ‘I’ll call my friend. Okay? She’ll pick him up. Look after him for a few hours.’ He turned to Cam, wrapped his arms around him. ‘It’s going to be fine, mate. It’s all just a mix-up, all right. Elsa will look after you. And I’ll be home . . . I’ll pick you up in the morning. We’ll go out for breakfast.’

Cam nodded his head. He tried to stop crying. Drew in a couple of shaking breaths. Tried very hard to pull himself together. Jack gave him a one-armed hug. Tried to act like this was all normal, like he had some kind of control.

‘Is it . . . is it okay if I use my phone?’

‘For now, sure.’

Jack dialled Elsa’s number. He turned away slightly, a futile attempt at some small privacy. It was a wasted effort. Elsa didn’t answer. He tried a second time. Again the call rang out.

‘Problem?’ Jansen said.

‘She didn’t answer,’ Jack said. ‘I just . . . there’s one other person, okay?’

Jansen nodded. His face was blank, but he still managed to give the distinct impression that Jack was running out of time. Jack’s fingers were clumsy on his phone. Who should he call? He tried Noah’s dad. There was no answer. He tried Tom’s mum. She was the super organised type. But again there was no answer.

Jesus Christ! Where was everyone?

‘We can call child services,’ Jansen said. ‘They’re all set up to take care of kids in situations like this.

‘No,’ Jack said. No way. He fumbled with his phone again. He dialled the number Elsa’s au pair had given him. Please, please let her answer.

‘Hello?’

Jack was almost giddy with relief to hear Celine’s voice. He stumbled over his words.

‘This is Jack. I need a favour. I’m sorry to ask, but I tried Elsa and she’s tied up.’

‘How can I help?’

‘Can you come to my place and pick up Cam? I’m . . . I’m tied up with something.’ That was ridiculous. She’d see the cops when she got to the flat. There was no hiding what was happening, but he just couldn’t bring himself to say he was being arrested. ‘Can you come and pick up Cam and bring him to Elsa’s place? He’ll need to stay overnight.’

‘Okay, sure. No problem. I bring him to school in the morning?’

Jack hadn’t thought of that. ‘Uh. Maybe. I’ll call you later, if that’s okay. He’ll need to pack a uniform, and there’s sport, so we’d have to work out—’

Jansen held his hand out for Jack’s phone.

‘I have to go, Celine. I’m sorry.’

Jansen took his phone from his hand as Jack ended the call.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

When Judith woke on Monday morning, she reached for her phone and found that she’d already missed four calls from Mike Russo. He hadn’t left a message, but she didn’t need to talk to him to know what he wanted. The word was out that Robert Walker was dead, and Russo felt that he was owed the inside track. Judith turned off her phone.

She got out of bed and went looking for workout gear. Eventually she fished her least grubby pair of leggings out of the laundry pile, and found a sports bra and an old knock-off AC/DC T-shirt at the back of her wardrobe. They’d have to do. She’d put off doing her laundry for too long, and she’d all but run out of clean clothes. Before she left the apartment she tried calling Hilary, the witness who’d come forward in the Walker case. There was no answer. She left a message.

Her run took her out along the banks of the Maribyrnong River. The weather was all right. It rained a bit, a light drizzle only, at about the half-hour point but Judith didn’t mind rain. It cooled her down. She needed the time by herself, needed to push her body, despite the nagging pain in her ribs and her cheek. She wasn’t sleeping well, and when she did sleep, she dreamed. Every time she fell asleep, she found herself climbing through the window of Robert Walker’s study and pulling the trigger. Again and again she brought the golf club down on her stepfather’s head. Judith opened and closed her hands as she ran. She shook them out. She could almost feel the reverberation of the golf club in her hands as it made contact.

Judith wasn’t sorry that Walker was dead—that was the truth of it. She hadn’t been sorry in the aftermath of Gerry’s death either. The fact that her mother had been so obviously distraught, that she’d made such a public display of her grief, all of it had made Judith want to run away, but it hadn’t made her sorry. How could it, when the alternative would have been her mother’s dead body on that kitchen floor?

Judith increased her pace, ignoring the pain in her ribs. Her breathing came faster.

In the two decades she’d been a cop, there’d been a number of occasions when she could have taken a short cut, and no one would have known. She’d once tracked a serial rapist to a dark alley and he’d pulled a knife. She could have shot him then and there, and the entire force would have been behind her. A year later, a drug dealer had jumped her, and she’d gone for her taser when she could have gone for her gun. In real life, when she was under pressure, she was never tempted to break the rules. But in her dreams, she was a vigilante. Robert Walker wasn’t the first suspect she’d dreamed about killing. The dream recurred with distressing frequency and she didn’t understand why. Did some deep down part of her want to kill? Doing things by the book was difficult. It meant long months of investigation, the painstaking gathering of evidence, the risky transfer of a file to prosecutors who could easily fumble the pass, the wait for a judge’s ruling, and far too often all of that resulted in a shitty outcome. But she understood that, and accepted it.

Didn’t she?

She did. Her conscious self never fantasised about having the power to make the judgement call—yes, this man is guilty—and then just take the bastard out. She couldn’t, wouldn’t do that. But someone had shot Walker. Someone who either had the thing Judith was missing, or was missing the thing Judith had. The burning question now, was who?

Judith slowed her pace. The pain from her ribs was intense, and the run wasn’t doing much to clear her mind. Rocky and the team were now investigating Robert Walker’s murder, and she would be firmly shut out of it. The complaint Walker made against her before his death had seen to that, and that complaint would hopefully die with him. Her sexual assault case was certainly dead in the water. With Walker dead, she had nothing left to investigate and no one to prosecute. All she was left with was the sense, the absolute conviction, that she was missing something.

The note. That damning note.

Judith’s first thought, when she’d seen it, was that Walker had written it, to blame her for his suicide. Her second had been that Eddie Fraser had left the note there for the same purpose. But Walker hadn’t killed himself, and Eddie Fraser might be an arsehole and a strongman, and a dinosaur and a man with a massive blind spot when it came to his son, but he wasn’t a murderer. He hadn’t killed Robert Walker just to put pressure on Judith. That would be insane.

The rain was heavier now. Judith walked, her breathing easing, barely noticing as her T-shirt soaked through. She supposed it was possible that Eddie could have heard about Lachlan’s report as soon as it had come in, and sent someone over to the house to plant the note, or even planted it himself, before she had arrived. But if it had happened like that, how could he have entered and left the house without Lachlan seeing him? She thought again about the beautifully written calligraphy, and dismissed Eddie Fraser as a possible suspect. That note had been written by someone with all the time in the world.

Not by Eddie Fraser. But if not him, then who? It had to have been the murderer.

Judith had regretted taking the note in the immediate aftermath of her action, but now she was glad she’d done it. She couldn’t think of a single way that her life would be made better by someone else seeing it. But burning the note hadn’t erased the problem it presented. She had an enemy, and while she had no earthly clue who they might be, they clearly knew far too much about her.

Back at her apartment, Judith showered and changed into the previous day’s black jeans and black shirt. They were presentable, barely. She dropped the rest of her clothes to the laundromat down the street, to promises of a two-day turnaround, and took a tram to the station. The squad room on the tenth floor was quiet, with only a handful of cops at their desks. Judith hesitated, then turned around and took the lift back down two floors. She found Claire Holdsworth drinking coffee and eating a croissant at her desk, headphones on over her red curls. Judith tapped her on the shoulder, and Claire jumped guiltily.

‘Sorry. I didn’t see you.’

‘Did you call me on Saturday?’ Judith asked quietly.

Claire looked confused. ‘On Saturday?’

‘You didn’t call to tip me off about Robert Walker’s murder?’ Judith had been thinking all weekend about that call. The voice had been young and female, and she was certain that there’d been a hint of an English accent.

‘Robert Walker’s murder?’ Claire echoed. The confused look deepened.

‘It’s fine if you did, Claire. It was helpful, actually. But the call got cut off, you see, so I—’

‘I didn’t call you,’ Claire said. ‘Sorry. I didn’t even know Walker had been killed until you said it just now. Did someone call you? What made you think it was me?’

‘It’s nothing. I thought maybe I heard your accent. Never mind.’

Claire was still holding her croissant in her right hand. Her fingernails were bitten to the quick. There were traces of black nail polish, a remnant only at the base of her thumbnail, a dark shadow on the side of her index finger, like she’d tried and failed to remove it all. Judith’s attention sharpened. Her eyes went to Claire’s face.

‘I haven’t gotten to that video yet,’ Claire said. ‘It’ll be a day or so. I’ve got two laptops and a phone to go through on a fraud case. Actually, I suppose if Walker is dead, your case is closed now?’

Claire Holdsworth looked a lot like Alexis Turner—if you tucked all that red hair under a black wig, added black eyebrow gel, heavy eyeliner, and hid her face under a hoodie.

‘I suppose it is,’ Judith said. Her eyes searched Claire’s again, looking for a tell, and found nothing. Claire’s eyes met hers easily and if there was any tension in her face, it seemed to Judith that it was only the tension any young officer would feel if a senior detective stood over them and questioned them about anonymous phone calls.

Judith thanked Claire and left her to her work. But she walked away wondering. Luke Fraser had had his fans. Most of them were very young male officers, idiots like Alex Thompson or Derek Lambert, low on confidence and common sense, but there’d been a few women too. To Judith, Luke’s contempt for women was blindingly obvious, but would it be so obvious to someone fifteen years her junior? She’d seen Luke turn on the charm for women who fit his idea of the feminine ideal—pretty, and young and unsure of themselves. Claire was both very pretty and very young, but surely far too confident to be an attractive target for Luke, and far too smart to fall for his bullshit.

No, she was turning in circles, looking for connections in the wrong places. She was tired, that was the problem, and therefore jumping at shadows. If she suspected every woman who wore black nail polish of being the real Alexis Turner, she would have to interrogate half the young women in the building. She needed sleep, and in lieu of that, caffeine.

Judith went to the nearest coffee machine, where she made a long black with an extra shot. She added two sugars to her cup, and took it not to her desk, but down another five floors to level three, where the audiovisual room was located. The room was large but basic; windowless and charmless. There were three big screens mounted on the wall, and two computers that had a lot more firepower than the desk PCs in the squad room. The room was empty except for one technician, who was reviewing black and white security footage from what looked like a new car storage facility.

‘Hey Arnie. What’re you working on?’

‘Jude.’ He gave her a wary look. ‘Are you supposed to be in here?’

The audiovisual room was restricted. It was for technicians’ use only, probably because they didn’t trust ordinary cops not to screw up their precious machines.

‘Now, Arnie, let’s not start things off on the wrong foot.’ Judith took a seat at the second station, and logged in. She called up internal security footage from the station from the previous Monday, specifically camera footage of the corridor outside the interview room where she’d met with Alexis Turner. The footage appeared on one of the big screens.

‘You can look at that at your own desk,’ Arnie said. ‘This room’s supposed to be for techs only.’

Judith ignored him. She sat back in her chair and watched as the video played, and Alexis Turner walked down the six metres of corridor that led to the interview room.

‘You got lucky, didn’t you?’ Arnie said.

‘How did I get lucky, Arn?’

‘Well, I heard that Walker got topped. I also heard that he’d made a complaint about you. I put the two together and figured out that you’re off the hook. That’s what we call a deduction.’

Judith shook her head and gave him the half-smile he was looking for. She wasn’t quite as confident as Arnie that the complaint would just go away. Walker’s wife was a woman with resources. If she didn’t want to let it go, and if Eddie Fraser didn’t want the complaint to die, things could still get pretty uncomfortable.

Judith leaned forward, focusing her attention on the footage. The camera captured nothing of Alexis’s face. She was wearing that hoodie, of course, with the hood pulled up, a few strands of dark hair poking out, and her face was in shadow. Judith watched the video play three times, taking in every detail she could. Alexis was wearing wide leg jeans, runners, and the hoodie. She was a little shorter than Judith, so maybe around a hundred and seventy centimetres. The clothes were too big for her. Her body was overwhelmed by them. But her body language, as she walked the hall, was purposeful.

Judith leaned back in her seat and closed her eyes, calling up her memories. She saw Alexis Turner again. That hair falling forward over her face. Bitten fingernails. Blue . . . no, brown eyes. She was almost certain they’d been brown. Claire Holdsworth also had brown eyes.

‘Is she doing that deliberately?’ Arnie asked.

Judith opened her eyes. The video was still playing in a loop. Arnie had abandoned his car park footage. He’d scooted his chair over a little, and his attention was on Judith’s screen.

‘Doing what?’

‘Hiding her face.’

‘Probably.’

‘There’s a camera at the entrance to the station and one in the waiting room. You could check those. See if she took it down on the way in or out.’

Judith waved her hand at the console in a knock-yourself-out gesture. She suppressed a smile. Arnie was a genius at this stuff, and he was easily distracted by anything new. You just had to put it in front of him.

‘What date was this, the twelfth? Around nine forty? Okay.’ Arnie’s hands flew over the keyboard, and the big screen divided into four. One screen continued to show Alexis Turner walking down the corridor to the interview room in a continuous loop. Another showed the waiting room, and the third and fourth showed the outside of the station from two different angles. Arnie rewound the video until he found the right moment, and soon they were watching Alexis approach the building, talk to the cop on the desk, take a seat in the waiting room, and eventually, leave it. None of the cameras caught a direct shot of her face.

‘Why didn’t someone tell her to pull her hoodie down?’ Arnie asked.

‘This might come as a shock to you, Arn, but when a young woman comes to us to report a sexual assault, we’re not usually in a rush to give her directives like that.’

‘Oh. Right.’

‘Thanks for your time, big man,’ Judith stood.

‘Hey Judith?’

‘Hmm?’

‘They went too far, messing with your bike. It was a dick move. I’m glad you got to the bottom of it.’

Judith looked at him blankly.

‘Rocky hasn’t told you?’

She shook her head.

‘Then you should ask him. It was good work. Really good work.’

* * *

She got to Rocky’s office just as he was stepping out. ‘Have you got a minute?’

‘Walk with me,’ he said.

She followed him back to the lift. ‘Arnie told me you figured out who screwed with my bike.’

Rocky gave her a tight, vicious smile. ‘I told you I’d get the little bastard.’

‘Okay, so who was it?’

‘Hold the lift!’

They both turned to see Lucy Phillips hurrying towards them, carrying a file and a tablet in her hands. Rocky blocked the lift door from closing.

‘Rocks, who was it?’

‘I want you to leave it with me. I’m handling it.’

‘What the hell does that mean?’

‘It means I know what I’m doing and you’re going to have to trust me.’

Lucy joined them. ‘Thanks,’ she said.

‘Not a problem.’

There was a moment of tension, a moment when Judith did not want to back down. Rocky raised an eyebrow at her. The truth was that she did trust him. She’d always trusted him. He’d never given her reason not to.

She stepped out of the lift.

‘You’re not coming?’ he asked.

‘Coming where?’

‘We’ve got Robert Walker’s murderer in a cell downstairs. I thought you might like to watch the interview.’
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Sitting in the back of the patrol car, being driven to the police station, all Jack had been able to think about was Cam.

‘How long is this going to take?’ he’d asked.

Jansen and Phillips had exchanged glances.

‘That depends on you, Jack,’ Jansen said. ‘If you’re helpful, if you tell us the truth, we can get through all this a lot faster than you might think.’ He paused very briefly. ‘So you said Cameron’s mother died?’

‘When he was a baby,’ Jack said, shortly.

‘How did she die?’

Jack shook his head.

‘You can talk to us, Jack. We’re just trying to get to know you,’ Jansen said.

‘Can I . . . can I call a lawyer?’

‘Do you have a lawyer?’

‘No. Look, I’ve never been in any kind of trouble before, okay? This is all . . . this is all wrong. I haven’t done anything.’

‘You can call a lawyer from the station,’ Jansen said in a conversational tone. ‘Assuming you can afford one, yeah? You’ll need a few grand in your pocket for a retainer. At least.’

‘I don’t have that,’ Jack said.

Jansen looked at him through the rearview mirror. ‘That’s all right. You’ll get a public defender, if you don’t have the money yourself. You’ll have to wait for them though. Might take a little time to get someone in.’

When they reached the station, Jansen disappeared. It was Lucy Phillips, her hand gripping Jack’s upper arm like a vice, who led him around the back of the police station. She swiped her way through a back door, and led him down a long corridor, then down a set of stairs where she gave his name to a custody sergeant. Jack’s handcuffs were removed. His fingerprints were taken. His pockets were searched.

The custody sergeant was a grizzled guy in his fifties. He didn’t look at Jack once, just went through the motions, like Jack was an item of furniture being delivered. When the process was complete, Lucy Phillips led Jack along the corridor to a cell. The doors weren’t metal bars, like you see on TV, but solid steel, painted a yellowing white, with a small, reinforced glass window at the top. Lucy opened the door. There was a metal bunk, screwed to the floor, with a bare mattress. There was no toilet or sink or anything else in the room.

Jack took a few tentative steps inside. The door closed behind him, and he was alone. Alone in a room that was maybe two and a half metres wide and three metres long. It was like a coffin. Suddenly Jack was aware of a need to pee. He sat carefully on the bunk, and buried his head in his hands. He felt . . . angry. Really, really angry. But afraid too.

Time passed. The door opened. A nurse came in wearing scrubs, accompanied by the custody sergeant.

‘Finger prick blood sample,’ the sergeant said, by way of explanation.

The nurse put her case down on the bunk. She was wearing latex gloves. She took out a fingertip puncher and held out her hand.

‘I . . . isn’t . . . I mean, don’t you need my consent for a blood test? Or a warrant, or something?’

‘Most of the time. Not for murder though. Senior Sergeant approved it.’

After a moment, Jack gave her his arm. What else could he do? The nurse took the sample. They left the room.

The urge to punch something was nearly overwhelming.

Jack stood up and shook out his hands. He had to fight for himself. He had to fight the fear and the sick feeling of guilt that came just from being treated like a bad guy. Cameron needed him. Jack started pacing back and forth in the tiny room. He would crush the fear and feed the anger. Anger was better. Anger would help him.

* * *

But they left him there all night. At some point, the custody sergeant brought him a sandwich and a bottle of water. He was escorted to the toilet. Breakfast was another sandwich. But there was no one to talk to. No one to fight with. There was nothing to do but stare at the wall and try to figure out what the hell was happening, try to convince himself that it was all going to be cleared up any minute.

By the time Lucy Phillips came to get him, sometime in the late morning, the anger was gone. The fear remained.

Phillips escorted him to an interview room where Rocky Jansen was waiting. There was a table in the centre of the room, two chairs on one side, two on the other. There was a mirror built into the wall behind Jansen. A control panel fixed to the table. Phillips pressed a few buttons. An automated voice announced that a recording had started.

‘Take a seat, Jack,’ Jansen said.

Jack sat.

‘Interview with Jack Miller regarding the murder of Robert Walker, on Monday, 15th July, 2024. Time is nine-thirty a.m. Present are Detective Senior Sergeant Rocky Jansen and Senior Constable Lucy Phillips. Jack, for the tape, I’m going to tell you again what I told you at your apartment. You are not obliged to say anything unless you wish to do so, however, anything you do say may be taken down and used in evidence against you. You understand?’

Jack nodded. ‘Yes,’ he said. His voice sounded crusty. He cleared his throat and tried again. ‘Yes.’

‘Okay. And we’ve already discussed that you have a right to a lawyer. You told me and Senior Constable Phillips in the car that you can’t afford to pay a lawyer privately, is that correct?’

‘Yes.’

‘Okay. So I’d like to ask you some questions now. You don’t have to answer any questions, and if you’d prefer to return to the holding cell and wait for a public defender—a lawyer that is paid for by the state—you’re welcome to do so. But if you are happy to answer our questions, there’s every chance we’ll be able to clear this up right here and now.’

Jack knew he was being played. He’d seen probably fifty TV shows where the guy gets played by the cops because he’s too stupid to keep his mouth shut and just wait. But the temptation to try to fix things was so strong. He knew he hadn’t done anything wrong. Why shouldn’t he answer their questions?

‘Okay,’ Jack said. ‘I’ll answer some questions. Let’s see how it goes.’

‘Let’s talk about the gun, Jack. Tell me again what you told me at the house about how the gun came to be in your possession.’

Jack went over everything again. He told them about coming home and finding the parcel and the strange note. ‘Like I said, I have no idea who sent it to me.’

‘You don’t think it could have been a family member? One of your parents, or a sibling, or cousin?’

‘Definitely not. I mean . . . I don’t have any siblings, just to start with. Not sure about cousins. My parents would never touch a gun.’

Jansen frowned. ‘What do you mean you’re not sure about cousins?’

‘My mother was an only child. I don’t know about my father. He wasn’t in touch with his family.’ Oh god. Jack really didn’t want to get into this.

‘Are you close to your parents? In regular contact? You didn’t want us to call them to pick up your son last night. Is there a reason for that?’

‘I’m not close to them. We don’t get on.’

‘Any particular reason why?’

‘My parents are religious fanatics. They believe in living their lives a certain way. I disagreed with them. They cut me off.’

‘When was this, Jack?’

‘My last year of high school. Before I went to uni.’

‘Your parents cut you off when you were eighteen?’

‘I was seventeen when I went to uni.’

‘Right.’

There was a pause as Jansen turned a page over on the file. ‘Do your parents have associations with any bikie gangs?’

Jack nearly laughed. Not that it was funny. None of it was funny, but the question was so absurd.

‘No. Not that I’m aware of.’

‘What about your friends? Are any of your friends connected?’

‘No. I mean, no. Of course not.’

‘It’s important that you’re honest with us here, Jack. If you lie, we’ll find out later, and it won’t look great for you.’

‘None of my friends are in gangs, okay? I’ve never known anyone who was in a gang. I’m not lying.’

Jansen looked sceptical. Lucy Phillips didn’t look at him at all. She was taking careful notes.

‘The gun that we found in your flat was stolen from a man named Gifford. Steve Gifford. He lives in Lilydale. Do you know him?’

Jack shook his head.

‘Please answer the questions verbally,’ Lucy said. ‘For the recording.’

Jack cleared his throat. ‘I don’t know anyone named Steve Gifford, okay?’

‘You’re sure about that?’ Jansen asked.

‘Yes. I’m very sure.’

‘Okay.’ Jansen turned the page on his file. ‘We’re testing the blood we found on the sleeve of your T-shirt. It’ll take a few days before we can get the results. But for right now, there’s something important that we need to clear up. Jack, you told me when I spoke to you at your home that you didn’t know Robert Walker. That isn’t true, is it?’

Jack shook his head. ‘I don’t know him. When you first mentioned his name, I had literally never heard of the guy before.’

‘Not true,’ Jansen said, his voice very calm and very steady.

‘It is true,’ Jack said, as firmly as he could manage. ‘I don’t know anyone by the name Robert Walker. I’ve honestly never met him.’ Doubt suddenly struck him. ‘Or at least . . . I suppose I could have met him and not known it? If we met at a party or something? But we weren’t introduced?’

‘Do you go to a lot of parties?’ asked Lucy Phillips.

‘No, not really. But I—’

‘It’s possible you didn’t meet him in person,’ Jansen said, cutting across Jack. ‘At least not before you shot him. But you knew who he was. Because your girlfriend told you about him.’

‘My girlfriend? I don’t have a—’

‘Your ex-girlfriend. The mother of your son. Miriam Hall.’

‘Miriam? You’ve got things mixed up somehow. I don’t understand how you . . . look, I told you. Miriam’s dead. She died ten years ago.’

Jansen closed the file. ‘We know that, Jack. I asked you how she died, and you didn’t want to answer me, remember? But Miriam killed herself, didn’t she? You must have known we’d find that out.’ His voice was gentler now. Almost sympathetic. ‘I’ve read the report. You came home and found her dead in the bath, with her wrists slit. Your baby crying in his cot.’

Jack felt like he’d somehow slipped out of the world he knew and understood, that he was in some upside down universe where nothing made sense. In this alternate reality everything felt heightened and slightly unreal. For a moment he was back in that room, the shitty one-bed he and Miriam had rented five kilometres from the university. He could feel the cold in the flat, smell the cooking oil from the fast food place downstairs. He could smell the blood. He could hear Cam crying in his crib.

Jack tried to make himself focus. He was shivering, he realised, even though the interview room was warm.

‘If you know that she’s dead, then you know that Miriam couldn’t have told me about this Robert Walker guy.’

‘Did it make you angry?’ Jansen asked.

‘Did what make me angry?’

‘That she left the baby in his cot all alone.’

‘Angry with Miriam?’

‘Angry with Miriam. Angry with Walker.’

‘No. No. I never blamed Miriam. It was my fault.’

‘What do you mean by that?’

Jack shook his head. He was screwing this up. He had to pull himself together before it was too late.

Jansen repeated himself, his voice steely. ‘What do you mean by that, Jack?’

‘I . . . look, I was twenty. So was she. We were in uni. Miriam got pregnant when we’d been dating for three months and she wanted to keep the baby. We barely knew each other.’

‘So you left her?’

‘No, I didn’t leave her.’

There was silence. For once Jansen kept his mouth shut. Jack was still shivering. It really wasn’t cold in the room. He must be in shock. He took a deep breath. He had to get his shit together.

‘Miriam was my first girlfriend. I loved her, okay? We were crazy about each other. We both came from messy backgrounds, and then we found each other and that was it. I was sure that I’d found everything that I’d been missing in her. I think she felt the same way. But then she got pregnant. I thought we were way too young to have a baby, but there was no way she was going to have an abortion or give the baby up, so we told each other we could make it work. We were both in college. She was on a scholarship, and I just had my HECS loan and a part-time job. I mean, I was already living on fumes.’

’You said it was your fault. What did you mean by that?’ Jansen asked.

‘Look, we had no support,’ Jack said. ‘My parents are . . . not available. Miriam’s parents died in a car accident when she was just a kid. We only had each other. Then we had Cam and then we were back in the flat together and everything started to go wrong. She couldn’t sleep, at all. She worried about Cam all the time, and he was crying a lot, and then she was crying a lot. I guess she had postnatal depression, but I didn’t know anything about that at the time. Which probably seems pretty stupid to you.’

Lucy Phillips nodded in agreement. Jack couldn’t even argue with that judgement. He’d been twenty years old, but he hadn’t been an idiot. How could he have moved through the world, even at twenty, and not known about something like postnatal depression? How could you not figure out that, when your girlfriend couldn’t stop crying, there might be something more serious going on than a touch of the blues?

‘I tried talking to her. I tried cheering her up, you know, bringing her stuff. Flowers or chocolate or whatever. Stupid shit like that.’

‘It didn’t work?’

Jack shook his head. He was slumped now, in his chair. ‘We had no money. I’d stopped going to college. I was working at a café and a service station and I took on more shifts. They offered me a manager job at the service station, and I took it. I told myself it was because we needed the money, but really I just didn’t want to go home.’

‘You gave up on her, so she went somewhere else for help.’

It took Jack a moment to process what Jansen had said.

‘What do you mean?’

‘I’m saying that Miriam went for help to the college. She went to the health centre, and she saw a counsellor.’

‘Did she?’ Jack asked.

‘She did. But I think you know that, Jack. Because Robert Walker was a counsellor, and Miriam went to see him, three days before she died.’

For Jack, it felt like all the air had been sucked out of the room. He opened his mouth to speak. Nothing came out.

‘Miriam went to see Robert Walker three days before she died,’ Jansen said again, gentle, insistent. ‘She had postnatal depression, she was suicidal, you couldn’t help her, so she went to an expert. She went to Robert Walker because she desperately needed help, but he failed her too, didn’t he, Jack? Three days after she saw him, she was dead. And that fact has been festering inside you all of these years. All of these years while you’ve been raising your child on your own. A college dropout. A dead-end job. No love life. No fun. No future. All Robert Walker’s fault. If he’d been a better counsellor, if he’d helped Miriam, she’d be alive today, right? You’d have figured out your problems, and you’d be happy now.’

Jack said nothing. He just sat there like an idiot, shaking his head, trying to deny the barrage coming at him.

‘You dropped out of college and while your friends were partying, you were stuck at home with a baby who didn’t sleep. And for all the years since, your life has been compromised. I can understand how that could build up inside you. It’s not like this is something you get to move past. It’s a life sentence, isn’t it?’

‘You’re wrong.’

‘You just can’t get ahead, can you, Jack? You can’t catch up. Your friends, they got their degrees. Their parents didn’t cut them off. They’re out there in the world, working good jobs, getting married, buying homes, having kids. But they’re doing it with help. And you’re still stuck in a shitty granny flat. Still raising your kid. Ten years in, and your sentence is still running. And Robert Walker, he’s just fine. He’s living in a mansion, right?’

‘Listen to me. Listen to me, all right? I didn’t know Miriam went to see Walker. She never told me. We were barely talking by the end. But even if she had told me, I would never have blamed him for her death. That’s insane. You’re telling me that he saw her once, right? He saw her once. And I’m supposed to blame him for the fact that she killed herself? It was my fault, don’t you get it? We lived together. She was my girlfriend. Cam was my baby. And I left it all to her. She was alone all the time.’

‘You’re going to try to tell me that all of this is a coincidence? That someone murdered Robert Walker, the psychologist who failed your suicidal girlfriend, and the gun just happened to end up in your house?’

‘I told you about the gun! I told you it came by post just that day, all wrapped up with a red velvet bow and that weird bloody letter. Isn’t there some other test you do? Where you like, check for gunshot residue on my hands, or something? Why aren’t you doing your job? Why aren’t you trying to find out who the real killer is? I have a son, don’t you get that? He’s ten years old. For god’s sake.’

There was a moment of silence. Jack searched Jansen’s face for empathy, for understanding, and found that it was entirely wiped clean of both. The interview ended. Lucy brought Jack back to the holding cell and closed the door behind him. He sat on the bunk.

Time slipped by.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Judith watched the Jack Miller interview through two-way glass. When it was over, she went back to her desk without talking to Rocky. She needed a moment to think. About Miriam Hall, Jack’s dead girlfriend.

Judith had met Miriam Hall, had known her personally. Because Miriam was case zero. Miriam was the girl who had first come to Judith to make a complaint about Robert Walker assaulting her, the girl Judith had not been able to help ten years earlier. Judith should tell Rocky what she knew about Miriam straight away. It was key information. Jack had a much stronger motive to kill Walker than Rocky knew.

Instead of waiting and talking to Rocky, Judith went to her desk. She checked the Robert Walker murder file and found what she’d suspected, given Rocky’s laser focus on Jack. Ballistics had already confirmed that the weapon found in Jack’s backpack was the gun that had killed Robert Walker. Judith sat back in her chair and thought hard. There was strong evidence pointing to Jack Miller. The gun. The motive. Jack as a suspect made sense.

But . . . that didn’t explain who Alexis Turner was, why she’d lied, or why she’d disappeared. It didn’t explain the anonymous call Judith had received, tipping her off about Walker’s death. It didn’t even explain the video that had been sent to Chloe the influencer, though if she raised all of that with Rocky, he would likely point out the obvious. That Jack could have sent the videos to try to destroy Robert Walker’s life, before deciding that only murder would do. That Alexis Turner was probably a real complainant who gave false details because she wanted the police to investigate Walker but didn’t want to have to give evidence in court. That the call tipping Judith off was probably a colleague who had heard about Lachlan’s report of his dad’s suicide and was genuinely concerned that Judith would be blamed for Walker’s death.

There was a reasonable explanation for all of it.

But the whole thing stunk to high heaven.

Judith went back into the murder file and read through the reports, looking for the trigger that had pointed her colleagues to investigate Jack in the first place. She swore quietly under her breath as she found exactly what she’d expected to find. An anonymous phone call to Melbourne West Police Station had informed police of Jack’s name and address, and had claimed that Jack had killed Walker, and that he was about to dispose of the gun. Rocky had been informed immediately and he and Phillips had made it to Jack’s apartment twelve minutes later.

Another anonymous phone call. There were mysteries here yet to be solved. Judith made her decision.

She would hold off on telling Rocky the whole truth about Miriam Hall for twenty-four hours, and she would use that time to dig deeper, to find enough evidence to convince Rocky that there was more going on here than a simple revenge murder, that someone was out there, pulling a lot of strings.

Judith decided to start with Jack Miller. She needed to know more about him, and anyone associated with him. She looked Jack up on LEAP and found very little. He had no criminal record, just a four-year-old speeding ticket. Judith turned to the wider internet. Miller had said in the interview that his parents were very religious—more than that, he’d said they were extremists. Judith searched for the name Miller combined with Victoria and Melbourne and religion. She got a few hits for a café named The Jolly Miller, and some hits on individuals on a biographies website, but nothing that seemed relevant. She changed her search, substituting the word cult for the word religion, and focusing on news archives instead of a general search.

Bingo.

Judith found an article about a Nate Miller and his wife, Benedicta. The article was fifteen years old. It was an interview with Nate, who was starting up a new prayer group for ‘brethren who have found God and wish to commune with him in the company of clean-minded men,’ whatever the hell that was supposed to mean. The article mentioned that Nate and Benedicta had a fifteen-year-old son who would also be taking part in the prayer group.

‘Those who have strayed from the path may always seek absolution through sacrifice and penance,’ Nate Miller was quoted as saying. ‘If they come to the brethren with honest regret and open hearts, there may be a way back for even the blackest sinner. Though the path back is not easy, it is ultimately deeply rewarding.’

Nate sounded like he’d be a laugh at parties.

Judith searched deeper and wider and found nothing else that was terribly helpful. She turned back to the police system and searched for Nate and Benedicta Miller. The system told her that Nate had been arrested multiple times for harassment and public disorder. He’d spent a little time in prison, but most of his offences were minor, relatively speaking. Benedicta wasn’t on the system at all, not even for a driver’s licence. Judith wondered if she’d changed her name at some point.

Giving up on the Miller family for the time being, she ran a search for Steve Gifford instead. Rocky had said that the gun had been stolen from Gifford, and she wanted to look into that further. Sometimes gun thefts were by arrangement. A bikie gang or some organised criminal element would recruit a couple of people without criminal records, then pay them to go through the onerous licensing process necessary to buy a gun legally, with the understanding that the legal gun would eventually be ‘stolen’.

Getting a firearms licence for a shotgun was difficult in Australia; getting a licence for a handgun was more difficult by orders of magnitude. To legally own a handgun, Gifford would have had to pass a hundred point ID check, and a police check. He would have required a perfectly clean record, with no criminal activity or mental illness, and couldn’t have come to the attention of the police in a manner that made him an unsuitable person. Assuming he passed that level of checking, he would then have had to demonstrate that he had a genuine reason to own a handgun, which would usually mean that he would need to be a member of a gun club. If all of those requirements were satisfied, Gifford could start the application process.

He would be fingerprinted and go through a twenty-eight day waiting period, after which he would be granted a six-month provisional licence. During that six month period, Gifford would be required to take part in a minimum of five regulated shooting competitions, and he would be required to successfully complete a firearms safety course. After that, if he still wanted to own a gun, he could apply for a full licence, and then, all going well, after another twenty-eight day waiting period, a licence would be granted.

It was a hell of a lot to go through if you were planning to let your local bikie gang take the gun off your hands the moment you got it, but it happened. According to the system, Steve Gifford had no known criminal associations, but again, that didn’t mean a hell of a lot. Obviously, Gifford would have been no use to a criminal element if he had that kind of history.

Judith decided that Steve Gifford would be worth speaking to. She’d like to speak to Jack Miller too, but as he was currently occupying a cell as chief suspect in the Walker murder, that wasn’t going to happen any time soon. It wasn’t her case, and it was one thing to let her observe an interview. It would be something else entirely to let her interview the suspect. No. Whatever she was going to do, she’d have to do quietly and quickly.

Judith looked up Gifford’s address—he lived on the Old Gippsland Road, in Lilydale. Damn. Lilydale was an outer-eastern suburb, located about thirty-five kilometres from Melbourne’s CBD. A return trip plus interview would take her the best part of two hours. Judith took a patrol car. She drove out of the city, taking the M3 most of the way. At five forty-five, she pulled off the M3 onto Anderson Street and stopped at a fast food place where she got spicy fried chicken and two bottles of water. She ate at a picnic table beside a car park.

She set off again immediately after eating, and reached the house just after six-fifteen. The Gifford place was an aging ranch-style house on almost an acre, with a huge work shed and vast lawns. The driveway was gravel. Judith took it slowly, and parked near the house. She got out of the car and looked around. The house was an old brick single storey with a tin roof, probably built in the eighties. It was well maintained. The gardens weren’t ornate—it didn’t have that perfectly planned and curated look you saw in gardens in Toorak or Canterbury—but it was looked after. The lawns were neatly trimmed, and the shrubs had obviously been cut back recently. The eaves and windowsills had no cobwebs, and the porch no dead leaves. Someone cared about this place.

Judith went to the door and knocked. It was opened a minute later by an apple-cheeked woman in her late sixties. She was wiping her hands on an apron.

‘Can I help you?’ She had an English accent.

Judith took out her ID. ‘I’d like to speak to Steven Gifford, if he’s about.’

The woman didn’t seem terribly surprised to see a police ID.

‘Come in, dear,’ she said. ‘I’m Alison, Steve’s wife. Are you hungry? Come to the kitchen. I’ve been making scones and Steve won’t eat them for me anymore. I love a scone. It’s not as much fun eating them alone.’

A little bemused, Judith followed Alison down the corridor to the kitchen. The wall on the right was full of family photographs, but there were far too many children in the photographs for one family. Judith slowed down, trying to take it all in. She recognised a younger version of the apple-cheeked woman in some of the photos. In most of them a great red-headed bear of a man stood beside her, his arm slung over her shoulders, or wrapped around her waist, as they both grinned at the camera.

‘Are you looking at my kiddos?’ Alison asked. She stopped walking and smiled fondly at the photographs. ‘Aren’t they beautiful? We’re too old for it now, of course, but Steve and I, we fostered thirty-six children over twenty-five years.’ She nodded in some satisfaction at Judith’s widened eyes. ‘I know that seems like an unreasonable number, but some of them were with us only for a weekend here and there, a bit of respite care, you know?’

She started walking in the direction of the kitchen again, and Judith followed.

‘Thirty-six . . . that’s a lot of kids.’

‘I suppose we might have had one or two more. I lost track of the full number years ago. The Foster Care Association honoured me and Steve last year. Wasn’t that lovely? There was a dinner and a plaque and everything.’

They’d arrived in the kitchen, where the promised scones were cooling on a baking rack. The kitchen was more modern than the rest of the house had promised. She’d been expecting more brick, and maybe yellowing cabinets, but they must have renovated this part of the house sometime over the past few years, because the kitchen was all bright and white modernity.

‘Take a seat there, Judith,’ Alison said. ‘I think Steve is in the shed. Let me see if I can find him for you.’ She disappeared through the back door and returned a few minutes later, followed by the red-headed man from the photographs, a few years older now, and distinctly less bearish. Steve Gifford had that loose-skinned look that comes with major weight loss. He shook Judith’s hand, and she noticed that he’d lost the tip of his right index finger. Not recently. It was clearly an old injury, long healed.

‘Steve,’ he said. ‘Is Allie trying to force scones on you?’

Judith smiled. ‘They’ve been offered.’

Alison had already put the kettle on. She was busy spreading jam and cream on a scone, and setting it on a plate in front of Judith.

‘Just because you’re not eating nice things, doesn’t mean the rest of us have to do without,’ she said to her husband. She turned to Judith. ‘He’s on the Ozempic, you know? His doctor put him on it because of his diabetes. It’s wonderful, all the weight he’s lost, and his blood sugar is normal and of course I’m delighted, because my own father died of that disease and it’s a terrible thing. So it’s very wrong of me to say it, but I do sometimes miss the old Steve.’ Her expression was a mix of guilt and defiance.

He kissed her on the cheek. ‘I think that’s probably enough on that subject, Al. Judith, how can we help you?’ He took over the making of the tea. Alison sat at the table, and gestured for Judith to do the same. ‘Is it about one of the kids?’

It occurred to Judith that twenty-five years of providing foster care probably meant that the Giffords had experience dealing with police. That might be why they were so relaxed in her presence.

‘I’m here about the gun,’ Judith said.

Steve frowned. ‘I’ve been worrying about the damn things from the moment they were taken. Was one of them used to hurt someone?’

One of them?

‘I’m sorry, but I can’t answer that question right now,’ Judith said. ‘I’m just here to ask you about the theft.’ She took a bite of the scone. It was delicious.

Alison glanced at Steve.

‘There’s nothing we can tell you that we haven’t already reported,’ she said. ‘The guns were taken back in May. On the twentieth of May, sometime in the middle of the night. We were away for the weekend. When we came back, we found the safe open and the guns gone.’

‘Guns? More than one was taken?’

‘Yes,’ Steve said. ‘My .38 Super and my .357 Magnum.’

‘The safe was locked?’ Judith asked.

Steve nodded firmly. ‘It’s always locked, and so is the workshop. I’ve never messed about with gun safety. We had kids in the house for years. Some high-risk kids too. We know how to be careful.’

‘Can you show me?’ Judith asked.

‘No problem.’

Judith stood.

‘Finish your scone first, dear,’ said Alison, frowning a little.

‘I’ll come back for it.’ Judith followed Steve outside.

The workshop was impressive. It was the size of a triple garage, and very clean and organised, with two long workbenches running along one wall. But it was the tools that made Judith stop in her tracks. There was a workbench and a table saw in the middle of the room, and two other workstations set up along the wall. One of the benches had what looked like custom-built shelves, filled with Festool power tools stored in their boxes. The second had a wall unit hung with hand tools; chisels and planes and saws of different sizes.

‘Wow,’ Judith said.

Steve nodded. ‘That’s my Stanley set. They’re great, aren’t they? Can’t buy them today. Well, you can, if you can find them second-hand, but they cost a fortune. You can’t get that quality new, you see. I got mine from my dad. He was a furniture maker. I do a bit myself now, in retirement. I’m not a patch on him, but I love it.’ He led the way to the corner of the room. ‘Here’s the safe.’

It was a large safe, about a metre wide and a metre and a half tall. It was black steel, with a single keyhole at the centre front, and a brass handle to pull the door open. It looked to be in perfect condition.

‘Is this new?’ Judith asked.

‘Had it for thirty years.’

‘But this is the safe that was broken into?’

Steve nodded.

‘I don’t understand,’ Judith said. ‘There’s no damage.’

Steve looked confused. ‘Well. They used the key, of course.’

‘The key,’ Judith said. Regulations required that keys to gun safes were kept either with the owner, or in a separate room some distance from the safe. Gun regulations in Victoria were strict. Even Judith’s service weapon, a semi-automatic Glock, had to be stored in the station under lock and key when she was off duty. ‘You kept it in the workshop?’

‘Christ, no,’ Steve said, shaking his head. ‘It was in the house, in the study. There’s a drawer in my desk that I keep locked. The key was in there. They came in through the window and jimmied the drawer open.’

Judith digested this. ‘Did they take anything else? Do any other damage?’

Steve looked grim. ‘Not a thing,’ he said. ‘Whoever they were, they came for the guns.’
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Judith spent the early part of Tuesday back on the Haddad case. Forensics had recovered casings from the scene, and ballistics had matched the striation pattern to an unresolved shooting in Footscray six months prior. That shooting had resulted in only a minor injury to a known criminal who hadn’t wanted to pursue the matter, and therefore had not been a priority. With the Haddad murder, priorities had changed, and they were now poring over evidence from both cases. A partial fingerprint taken from the Footscray casings was matched to Seb Brandi, a twenty-eight-year-old with a long criminal record. Judith applied for a warrant for Brandi’s arrest, and the team spent the day trying to locate him, and trying to find links between Brandi and the Haddad crime scene.

At the end of the day, Rocky came by her desk and asked her what she’d thought of the Jack Miller interview. She wasn’t ready to tell him the truth. She needed more time. She dealt with the situation by changing the subject.

‘Tell me what you’re up to, Rocks. What’s going on with my bike?’

Rocky shook his head. ‘The problem with you, Jude, is that you’re a woman without patience. Can’t you let me—’

‘Just tell me!’

‘Fine.’ Rocky threw up his hands. ‘You know Jean Bayliss?’

The name meant nothing to Judith.

‘Come on. You must know her. Blonde. Works Fraud and Extortion. Husband is loaded. A banker. Interesting pairing, when you think about it.’

‘I don’t know her, Rocky.’

‘Right, well Jean drives a brand new BMW 5 Series. Her husband got it for her for her birthday. It’s a very nice car.’

‘For god’s sake—’

‘The BMW has a security system,’ Rocky cut in smoothly. ‘Called the Remote Theft Recorder. It’s triggered by outside movement. And on the day in question—’

‘She parked in the motorbike bays,’ Judith said. ‘I remember.’

‘She did. She couldn’t find another spot and she was late so she took up three motorbike bays. She assures me that she was planning on coming back and moving the car, but the day got away from her.’ Rocky was smiling. Grinning really, from ear to ear. Judith found that she was smiling back.

‘You’re joking. There’s no way we got that lucky.’

Rocky’s grin widened. ‘She sent me the file. High definition video. Full colour. I took it to Arnie to do a verification before I brought it up the line.’

‘Who was it?’ Judith felt tension grip her stomach. She’d told herself that she could be cool, that she could keep her head, but now that she was on the cusp of knowing, she wanted to beat the living shit out of whoever was responsible.

There was no one sitting nearby, but Rocky looked around and lowered his voice as he answered.

‘Luke Fraser.’

‘Luke?’ That piece of shit. ‘He only got out on station bail that morning. And he was suspended. Doesn’t that mean that his security pass would have been deactivated?’

‘He wasn’t alone. He was with Alex Thompson. Thompson swiped him in.’

‘Christ.’ Thompson was an idiot to allow himself to be used like that. He wasn’t the sharpest tool in the shed, but he was ambitious. Maybe he’d done it in the expectation that Eddie Fraser would reward him.

‘What happens now?’

‘Well, whatever attempt Eddie was making to overturn the drug test, that’s over now. There’s no coming back for Fraser junior. And Thompson’s been suspended.’

There was a look in Rocky’s eye that told her that there was more.

‘What?’ she said.

‘It’s nothing. At least, nothing concrete. But my read of the situation is that Eddie’s overextended himself. He’s embarrassed the force. He fed all that hype to the media about Luke Fraser joining Victoria Police and now this. Not just the arrest and the meth test, which is a nuclear bomb all by itself, but actual video of his golden boy taking out what God gave him and pissing all over your bike. Eddie has managed to keep the arrest quiet so far, which if you ask me is a miracle, but that’s all over now. Journos will be all over the story by tomorrow, I guarantee you.’

Was that just experience talking, or had Rocky tipped someone off? Either way, Judith felt no sympathy for Luke. He’d more than earned what was coming his way.

‘So Eddie’s burned through whatever goodwill or favours he’d built up,’ Rocky continued. ‘And if you ask me, Alex Thompson isn’t the self-sacrificing type.’

Judith thought about it. ‘You mean, he might know some secrets? And he’ll try to throw the Frasers under the bus to save himself?’

‘He will if he can. No guarantee he knows anything useful. Eddie is careful.’

‘Yeah, but Luke isn’t. Who knows what he spilled to Thompson over a few pints?’

Rocky wagged a finger at her. ‘Don’t get excited. It’s early days. We have to wait and see how things play out.’

‘Maybe I should talk to Thompson, see what—’

‘You stay out of it, Jude,’ Rocky cut across her.

‘I didn’t mean—’

‘No,’ he said, firmly. ‘If there’s something to be done, I’ll do it. Carefully. This is not a situation that will benefit from your brand of direct action.’

* * *

Judith’s shift was over. She went back to her desk to get her jacket, telling herself that it was okay that she still hadn’t told Rocky what she knew about Miriam. She had decided to give herself one more day to try for some answers. One more day wouldn’t make any difference. After all, it wasn’t like telling Rocky the truth would change anything. Jack Miller was already in custody and he wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon.

Judith called Katy on her way out of the station and asked her to meet for a drink. She wanted a favour. As Katy didn’t like surprises, Judith confessed the specifics of the favour up front. They met at Black Pearl, a very cool cocktail bar that was a Melbourne institution. Black Pearl had been Katy’s choice. Judith had tried to suggest Mulraney’s, but Katy had shut that down fast.

‘I owe you one right now, Jude, but I’m not going to that dump again. I’m too old for sticky floors and loud, angry bands. I want somewhere with soft lighting and delicious things to eat and a cocktail menu at least six pages long.’

Katy was waiting when Judith got there. She’d taken a corner booth, and her head was bent over her phone. This was out of character. Katy was a talker, a social butterfly. She was always excited to meet a stranger, loved a big group, and could find common ground with almost anyone. Judith had seen her talk parking rangers into ripping up tickets and convince sales assistants to take late returns. Katy managed to do that kind of thing, not because she was some kind of manipulative genius, but because she genuinely liked people, and they felt it.

‘Hello, Kat,’ Judith said. She leaned in to hug her friend. ‘What are you doing tucked away in the corner?’

‘Oh god. Nico has an assignment due tomorrow. Digitech. He was supposed to take photos of our browser and hub and other stuff, and do a PowerPoint presentation but of course he left it to the last minute, so he keeps texting me and asking me where everything is.’

‘Can’t Ollie help him?’ Nico was Katy’s twelve-year-old son. Ollie—Oliver—was Katy’s husband. He was a defence lawyer.

‘He’s working. Bianca’s at home, but she’s not much help.’ Katy reached up and hugged Judith back. ‘But that’s enough of that. He’ll figure it out. I had a wine while I was waiting, but why don’t you grab the menu and we’ll order something more interesting?’

Judith retreated to the bar and retrieved a couple of menus. She handed one to Katy, then settled in, knowing that the process of ordering would probably take a while. Katy did not like to be rushed. She’d always been like that, even when they were little kids together in primary school, when all she’d had to choose from was the content of her own lunchbox.

‘I’m getting the Espresso Zabaione,’ Katy said, after five or six minutes had passed. ‘Why don’t you get the Yuzu Mule? You’ll like that, and that way I can taste it.’

‘Sure.’

Katy nodded. ‘And let’s get the Everything Board charcuterie, and a little cheesecake to share.’

‘Sounds good.’ Judith went to place the order. She brought back a packet of chips.

‘Oh, good call,’ Katy said. ‘We can have these while we’re waiting.’ She ripped the bag along the side and placed it in the centre of the table. ‘So. What’s new with you? Any man on the scene? What happened with Geoff? Was it Geoff? John? I can’t remember.’

‘It was Jacob, probably. And I’m pretty sure that’s done.’

Katy gave Judith one of her level gazes. ‘When are you going to settle down? Are you going to freeze your eggs? If you’re thinking about it, you know you’ll have to do it this year. It’s probably already too late.’

Judith laughed. ‘Yeah. Last time we met you told me to never ever have kids and to run a mile from any man who makes me feel clucky.’

Katy made a face. ‘I was probably right. Kids are a nightmare. I mean. Gorgeous. Lovely. Centre of my life, but a nightmare. Bianca wants to go to uni in Sydney. Did I tell you that? I told her she must have confused her parents with people who have money, and she told me she can just borrow to pay for it.’

‘Bianca will be fine. She’s razor sharp.’

‘She’s not razor sharp if she’s going to borrow tens of thousands when there are perfectly good universities here in Melbourne.’

‘She just doesn’t want to live at home.’

‘She’d better get used to the idea.’

The barman brought over their cocktails, served them with a flourish, and retreated, disappointed by their not-so-impressed reactions. Judith considered telling Katy about Linda and the proposed anniversary mass for Gerry, but she decided against it. She didn’t have the energy to turn the insanity into a funny story, and if she couldn’t make light of it, what was the point of getting into it at all? Katy knew all about Linda and the fantasy land she lived in. She’d heard a version of the story a hundred times.

‘Cheers.’ Katy raised her glass and clinked it off Judith’s. She took a sip of her cocktail. ‘Oh, that’s lovely.’

Judith took a sip of her Yuzu Mule. It was a little sharp.

‘So,’ Katy said. ‘About your favour. You know I’ll have to log the request under CISS. I’ll need to put in a LEAP case number at some point.’

‘That’s fine,’ Judith said. ‘No problem.’

‘If it’s no problem, then why are you bribing me with cocktails instead of sending the request in through usual channels?’

Judith raised an eyebrow. ‘If you think I’m paying for the next round, on my salary . . .’

Katy didn’t laugh. Her brown eyes were locked on Judith’s. Katy was a case manager with the Department of Families, Fairness and Housing, which was horribly underfunded, and had been horribly underfunded for her entire career. CISS was the Child Information Sharing Scheme, a system that allowed authorised organisations to share information to support child wellbeing or safety. By the usual channels, Katy was referring to the process Judith would usually have to follow if she wanted to get access to information about children in care—a formal written request with her police ID number, a LEAP case number, signed off by her superior officer and sent to join a queue of similar requests that would take a minimum of a few days to process, and sometimes as long as a few weeks.

‘I just don’t want to wait,’ Judith confessed. ‘The usual way takes too long. This feels more urgent than that. That’s all I can tell you.’

Katy nodded. She took out her phone and opened her notes app. She took another sip of her drink. ‘Okay, so you wanted to know about the Giffords.’

‘Anything you can tell me.’

‘I never worked with them myself,’ Katy said. ‘They were probably in their last few years of fostering when I was starting out. But there’s nothing on the file to suggest that they weren’t decent people. Do you know something different?’

‘This isn’t about them. It’s more about the kids they fostered.’

‘Someone in trouble?’ Katy’s eyes were serious. She cared deeply about the kids in the system. She saw the shitty time they had, the impossible odds stacked against them, and she saw the results of those obstacles every day.

‘Steven Gifford had handguns. He was a member of a local gun club. Had them for years. Two guns were stolen from his safe six months ago. Whoever stole them used a key that he’d kept in a locked drawer in his study. They knew exactly where to go, and they only took the guns. Nothing else.’

‘So you think it was one of the kids.’

Judith shrugged. ‘Maybe. Maybe not. There could be some other family member or friend close enough to them who knew about the key. But I figured I’d start with people who’d actually lived in the house.’

‘Okay. I get it. Well, I went through the file. The Giffords fostered thirty-six kids altogether.’

‘They told me that. Seems like a hell of a lot of kids.’

‘I knew a couple who took in eighty over the years. Most of those placements would be short-term emergency arrangements. You take a couple of kids for a weekend or a couple of weeks if something blows up. Or maybe you have a long-term arrangement to provide occasional respite care, if a family is coping with a chronic illness, or something like that.’

‘Is that what happened with the Giffords?’

Katy looked at her notes. ‘They had nine long-term fosters, and twenty-seven short-term over the years. Everyone’s aged out of the system now, of course, but according to the file, six of the long-term fosters were in uni by the time they aged out, and three of them were doing some kind of apprenticeship or trade. All of them were doing well. Four of the short termers are dead. Two from drug overdoses in their teens—they weren’t with the Giffords when they overdosed—one murder and one suicide.’

‘Seems like a lot. Four dead out of thirty-six.’

Katy made a face. ‘It’s horrible, but you know these kids and their circumstances. You know what they’re coming from. We can’t save them all, or even most of them, it feels like.’

The mood darkened.

‘What else have you got?’ Judith asked.

‘Well, I can give you the names. For the kids who are still alive, at least. You can check, I suppose, for criminal records for all of

them, but you’re going to find a fair amount, I’d expect. From our files I can see that at least eight of the short termers had at least one encounter with the police. Petty stuff, mostly. Drug possession or public disturbance. Though one boy was charged with auto theft.’

‘What was his name?’

‘Uh . . . Benjamin Bradly. Ben Bradly.’

‘Okay.’ The name meant nothing to Judith. Katy was probably right. These kids would have histories. She’d have to wade through a mountain of irrelevant detail.

The barman arrived with their food. He left it on the table and departed.

‘Jude, you’re not going to mess with these kids, right? I mean, you’re going to go easy.’

‘You know I will.’

‘Because they’ve had it tough. Most of them are probably just trying to get on with their lives. They don’t need to have police knocking on their doors, or coming to their jobs.’

‘You know I won’t do that, Katy. I just want to see if any of them have an active criminal record or connections. I need to trace the gun used to kill Robert Walker. If one of them took it, they probably sold it. Rocky has a suspect. A guy called Jack Miller. Maybe Rocky has it right, maybe this Jack guy bought the gun from one of the foster kids, or from someone else who knew where Gifford kept his guns.’ Though the foster kids weren’t kids anymore, Judith thought. She had to be careful. Not to let Katy’s empathy—and her own—lead her into making that kind of mistake. A vulnerable fourteen-year-old could grow up to be a dangerous twenty-four-year-old. ‘But if he’s not right, if Jansen’s got the wrong guy, I want to know who took the gun, and where that gun ended up.’

‘I’m trusting you with this.’ Katy said.

‘You know you can.’

Katy AirDropped her notes to Judith’s phone. A list of names and dates of birth. Katy grimaced as Judith opened the note and flicked through it.

‘What?’ Judith asked.

‘Nothing.’

Judith hesitated. ‘Do you want me to delete it? I can.’

Katy thought about it. She shook her head. ‘No. It’s okay. Like you said, you’ll get it either way in a couple of days. This is only a shortcut. Just send me the LEAP number tomorrow, and promise me you’ll go easy.’

* * *

Judith walked away from the bar feeling conflicted. She didn’t feel bad about the fact that she was getting the list a little earlier than she might have otherwise, but she did feel bad that Katy was going home guilty. They’d been friends since they were babies, through the darkest of times, and Katy was one of the best people she knew. Maybe she shouldn’t call on her friend for the kind of help that would leave her feeling uncomfortable. On the other hand, Katy had never hesitated to call on Judith when she’d needed a rule bent to help out a kid who deserved a second chance. So . . . maybe their relationship worked exactly as it should. They took risks for each other, because of their friendship, and because they knew that sometimes that’s what was needed, because without those shortcuts and minor cheats, the system just didn’t work.

Judith decided to go back to the station. She stopped to buy a packet of mints and a bottle of water. She’d had three cocktails with Katy—three Yuzu Mules—and they packed a punch. Working after that much alcohol probably wasn’t a good idea, but she told herself that all she was going to do was sit at her desk and run the names that Katy had given her through the system. She’d take a few notes, and then bring whatever she managed to gather home, where she could go through the material at her leisure. And it was late. After eight o’clock. Most officers who were rostered on would be out on the streets, and the station would be quiet.

But when Judith reached the station, she saw Vanessa Walker standing outside. Vanessa was wearing a red pantsuit, red lipstick and her hair was perfectly groomed. She had a dog on the end of a lead. A little dachshund.

Judith hesitated. Vanessa hadn’t seen her yet. She could go around to the other entrance and avoid Vanessa completely. Something gave her pause. Maybe it was the Yuzu Mules.

‘Mrs Walker? Are you okay?’

Vanessa turned to see Judith. A flush warmed her cheeks.

‘Detective Lee. Hello. I wasn’t here to see you.’

‘That’s okay. Can I help you at all?’

‘I came to see Detective Jansen. But they won’t let me wait inside with Milo.’

‘Did you have an appointment? I think Detective Jansen left for the day.’

‘No . . . I should have made one. I suppose I wasn’t thinking.’

Judith came closer. She leaned down to pat the dog, who wagged his tail ecstatically.

‘He’s sweet,’ she said.

There was a moment of silence, of awkwardness. Vanessa surely couldn’t blame Judith for Walker’s death. He’d been murdered. Her supposed ‘harassment’ of him had had nothing to do with that. But grieving people weren’t always rational, and Vanessa Walker wasn’t just grieving. She must be under siege. Judith was surprised that she’d made it to the police station without a journalist in tow.

No one was willing to let the Robert Walker story go. If anything, it was growing legs. There’d been a new article in The Age that morning. Two more women had come forward and spoken anonymously. One of them had talked about Walker’s creepiness, his inappropriate comments and questions. The other said that he’d touched her, massaged her shoulders. So far it hadn’t got out that Walker’s death had been murder, but that too was coming.

Judith found it hard to have sympathy for Vanessa. Surely she must have seen signs that her husband was a predator? You couldn’t live with someone for that long, share a bed, share a life, and see nothing at all. And if she’d seen it, or seen something, and deliberately closed her eyes to it? That to Judith was the most contemptible form of weakness. The pretending. The smoothing away, all in the interests of an easy life for yourself, and intentional blindness to everyone else who got hurt along the way.

Judith gave the dog one last pat, then stood up.

‘Good night,’ she said. Before she could leave, Vanessa spoke, her voice tight and constrained.

‘Milo went missing the day Robert died. He ended up at a shelter a few kilometres from our house. He’s microchipped, so they called me. I came here to tell Detective Jansen, just in case it’s helpful. I mean, I don’t know how it would be relevant, but maybe everything helps. Or not. I don’t know.’

‘I can tell him,’ Judith said.

‘Thank you,’ Vanessa said stiffly. ‘I’d appreciate that.’

Judith turned to go.

‘I’m sorry,’ Vanessa blurted out.

Judith turned back.

‘I’m very sorry. For what Lachy said to you that day. It was uncalled for. Of course you’re not responsible for Robert’s death. Even if he had . . . I mean . . .’ Vanessa’s flush deepened. ‘What I mean is, even if he had killed himself, which he didn’t, I know it wouldn’t have been your fault. It’s just, Lachy’s very confused. You know, someone sent me that video, and that weird letter. I really do believe . . . It’s very clear that Robert was being set up. And Robert told Lachy that you, that the police were out to get him. That you wouldn’t listen. So Lachy is confused about it all. But I’m sure you were just doing your job.’

‘Someone sent you a video?’ Judith asked.

‘You didn’t know?’

‘No.’

‘It came on a USB drive, in a beautifully wrapped box with my name on it. A courier delivered it. But I don’t know who sent it. I suppose whoever it was wanted to create problems for Robert in his marriage. Though it took an expert less than a day to prove it was a fake.’

‘I’m sorry, but just to be clear, we’re talking about the video where Robert is in his office, uh, with a woman—’

‘Yes,’ Vanessa cut across her.

Judith digested that information. ‘And you said there was a letter?’

‘It wasn’t really a letter. Just a sheet of paper, with a weird quote on it.’

‘Can you remember what it said?’

‘I do.’ Vanessa paused. ‘Does it matter?’

‘It might.’

Vanessa looked at Judith in a moment of careful assessment. The facade of perfection cracked a little, and Judith could see the tiredness in the other woman’s eyes.

‘It said, “I tried to get help. That was a huge mistake.” Does that mean anything to you?’

‘I’m afraid not,’ Judith said, even as her mind turned the words over, then turned them over again.

The dog had spotted something more interesting on the other side of the street. He started to pull on the lead.

‘I have to go,’ Vanessa said. ‘But I want you to know, we won’t pursue the complaint Robert made against you. As a family, I mean.’

Judith wasn’t sure what to say. ‘Thank you,’ she said in the end.

‘Good luck, Detective,’ Vanessa Walker said as she walked away.

Judith watched her leave. ‘Good luck to you too.’
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Judith went into the station and took the lift up to the tenth floor. It was quiet in the squad room, and she was too preoccupied to do more than nod a brief hello to the few officers who were there. She went straight to her desk, pulled a notebook out of her drawer, and started to write. Her thoughts always seemed to solidify and clarify when she had a pen in her hand.

She quickly jotted down the key facts in bullet points. Alexis Turner’s allegations, lies and disappearance. The video, sent to Chloe the influencer, and to Vanessa Walker, which according to Vanessa was a fake. Walker’s murder. The gun in Jack Miller’s hands.

Judith tapped her pen on her notepad, thinking. She turned on her computer and logged in to the Robert Walker murder file. She turned to the transcript of Miller’s interview with Rocky and Lucy and confirmed what she already knew. Jack had said that the gun had been sent to him, ‘wrapped up with that red velvet bow, and that weird arse letter’. And Vanessa had received a ‘beautifully wrapped box’ with her name on it, and a letter too. Judith searched the evidence section of the Robert Walker file until she found it—a scanned copy of the letter that Jack Miller claimed had been sent to him with the gun. The writing was familiar. It mirrored exactly the writing used in the note left on Robert Walker’s desk, the note that had said Judith Lee did this. What the hell?

Judith copied the words of Jack Miller’s letter down on her notebook, and wrote the words from Vanessa’s letter directly underneath.


He’s still here, sometimes, but he doesn’t want to be.

I tried to get help. That was a huge mistake.



Judith tried, but she couldn’t extract much meaning from the letters. She ran an internet search, on the off-chance that they were quotes from something, but got nothing except Reddit posts about breakups. She’d talk to Rocky in the morning, tell him about Vanessa’s letter and the USB. See what evidence could be gleaned from both. Jack Miller’s letter had been handwritten. If the handwriting in both letters was the same then surely that meant Jack was telling the truth. Someone . . . that elusive someone . . . was trying to set him up for Walker’s murder.

Except, no. The letters didn’t prove Jack’s innocence. Jack could have sent the letter and the USB to Vanessa Walker. He could have written the second letter found in his apartment himself, intending to send it to someone else.

Judith got up and went to the coffee machine, thinking, thinking all the way. When she got back to her desk, she went through the Robert Walker file again, looking for anything she could find on Miriam Hall.

There wasn’t much about Miriam in the file. Rocky had looked into her death as part of the larger investigation into Jack, and discovered quickly that she’d been a suicide. Lucy Phillips had thought to search through Robert Walker’s patient records looking for links to Jack, and she’d hit the jackpot when she found Miriam’s name. Judith had to acknowledge that that had been good work. Lucy Phillips had also requested the Coroner’s report, but she hadn’t gone much further than that, or if she had, she hadn’t yet recorded her work on the file.

Judith found Miriam’s date of birth on the Walker file, and ran a search for her in the wider LEAP environment. She found nothing other than the short event history noting Miriam’s suicide. She’d died at twenty years old, leaving behind a ten-month-old little boy, Cameron. No criminal record. Had she expected to find one? She couldn’t remember if she’d taken the time to look Miriam up on the system, ten years before. She didn’t think she had.

Judith stood up. She brought her half-drunk coffee to the kitchenette, dumped it in the sink, and set about making another. She didn’t want another coffee, but she needed to move her body. She was missing something. It nagged at her, an itch at the back of her brain that she just couldn’t scratch. She brought the coffee back to her desk, took out her phone, and checked the list of foster kids that Katy had given her. Three names from the bottom of the list she saw a name that made the skin prickle at the back of her neck. She called her friend.

‘Jude? You okay?’ There was noise in the background of the call. The kids were arguing.

‘Yes. I’m fine. Sorry. Have you got a minute?’

The noise faded as Katy moved to another room. ‘I’m here. You okay? You made it home?’

‘I’m at the station. Look, this list you gave me. The Giffords’ foster kids. You said you left off some names, right?’

‘Well, I didn’t include the kids who’d already died, because you said you were looking for someone who could have taken the guns.’

‘Right. That’s right. But you said . . . I’m pretty sure you said that one of them died by suicide.’

There was a short pause. ‘Yes. That’s right.’

‘Would her name have been Miriam Hall?’

‘I’m not sure. Let me check.’

There was a painfully long wait while Katy made her way to her home office and logged on to her laptop. While she waited Judith tried not to clench her phone too tight, tried not to pace. She was so close to an answer, she could almost feel it in her hands.

‘Yes,’ Katy said eventually. ‘That’s right.’

‘On the list you gave me, there’s a girl named Ruth Hall. Is she any relation?’

‘Uh . . .’ There was the sound of a keyboard clacking. ‘Yes, that’s right. Ruth was five years younger than her sister. She was fifteen when Miriam died.’

Judith wanted to punch the air. ‘Thanks. Thanks, Katy.’

‘What does it mean? Did Ruth take the guns?’

Judith ignored the question. ‘What else can you tell me about Miriam and Ruth?’ she asked instead. ‘Can you send over their files?’

‘Not without a formal request and approval I can’t,’ said Katy. But Judith heard the sound of a keyboard clacking again in the background, followed by a surprised, ‘Oh.’

‘What is it?’

‘The files are sealed. They’re under restricted access.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘It means that I can’t open either record. Only a director can authorise release of these files. You’ll have to send in the formal request, and you’ll have to be able to back up your request with some good reasons, or you won’t get them.’

Judith had had reason to request child protection files a number of times over her career. She’d never come across a restricted file before. ‘Do you know why the files are locked down?’

‘I told you, I can’t see anything about them other than their names. But it’s very unusual. I think it only happens if the child is in witness protection, or if there’s a court suppression order.’

Witness protection. Bloody hell. ‘In what circumstances would there be a court suppression order?’

‘I don’t know, Jude. But . . . I suppose . . . you remember that fire last year? The mother and three of the four children died, only the fourteen-year-old survived?’

‘Yes.’ The mother had been suspected of setting the fire deliberately. It had been a big story.

‘Yeah, well the press wouldn’t leave the child alone. Not just the press. Those true-crime podcasters were the worst. In the end the girl had to change her name and the department got a suppression order for her file. No one under director level can find out what she’s called today or where she’s living.’

‘Right. So you think it could be something like that? That Ruth and Miriam might have come from some kind of traumatic background?’

‘I don’t know, Jude. You’re the detective. But yeah, maybe. That, or like I said, witness protection.’ Katy sounded tired, a little stressed. Judith wanted to reach through the phone and give her a hug.

‘Katy?’

‘Mmm?’

‘You know I love you.’

‘Oh, get lost.’

‘You’re the best.’

‘Right.’ But Katy was smiling. Judith could hear it in her voice.

‘The absolute best.’ Judith started to sing, botched lyrics and notes that were broadly reminiscent of the theme from The Karate Kid.

‘I’m hanging up now,’ Katy said.

* * *

It was after ten when Judith left the station. The shitty scooter was still at her apartment, so she picked up a sixpack of beer and got a cab home. She ordered a Thai green curry and took it to the couch with a beer for company and the TV on for background noise. Food done, she put the plate in the sink, then returned to the couch with a second beer and her laptop in hand. She was tired. Her ribs were aching. She’d take some painkillers before she went to bed, but not just yet. She pulled the blanket across her knees and settled in to do some research.

If Ruth and Miriam Hall had been in the witness protection program when they went into foster care, the only way Judith could confirm that would be to file an information request with the Witness Protection Unit. Rocky would have to review the request and approve it, and it would have to go through two to three layers of sign-off before she got any information back.

If, on the other hand, they’d just been two kids caught up in some horror, then surely there should be some trace of that on the general internet. Judith pulled up the list of Gifford foster kids that Katy had given her. It told her that Ruth Hall had first gone to live with the Giffords in 2007. She’d start there. She didn’t have Ruth’s date of birth, but she had Miriam’s from the Walker murder file. Miriam Hall would have been about twelve or thirteen years old in 2007.

She ran a search:

Twelve-year-old 2007 Victoria Melbourne foster

She got a bunch of results—some hits for websites about foster care in Victoria generally, and a hit for a twelve-year-old ‘senior’ dog who’d been fostered by a family just before his time at a shelter ran out.

Okay. That wasn’t getting her anywhere. Judith tried again.

Murder family father mother child Melbourne Victoria 2007

This time she got hits about a gangland killing, and something about a cold case investigation into the possible murder of a wife by her husband. There were also a few hits on academic papers examining the phenomenon of filicide, the killing of a child by a parent or a parent-equivalent.

Hmm.

She still wasn’t getting anywhere. Judith took a sip from her beer. She needed to think big. A sealed file meant a story that was seriously newsworthy. Something so big that journalists couldn’t be trusted to stay away from two little girls in its aftermath.

Biggest crime story Melbourne Victoria 2007

Immediately, her page flooded with results.

POLICE ARREST SUSPECTED BACKPACKER KILLER

CHARLIE PALMER ARRAIGNED

FOUR MISSING, NO BODIES FOUND

Judith clicked on the first result and quickly skimmed through the article, before moving on to the second article, and then the third. Charlie Palmer. She remembered the case. She would have been, what, twenty-three? Two years into her career as a cop, she’d still been very much in uniform, working traffic with Bob Johnson, a fifty-six-year-old Queenslander with a drink problem and a deeply engrained resentment of ‘women, Asians and Aboriginals’. Bob had been an equal-opportunity hater and Judith had had her hands full. The Palmer case had also been way beyond her pay grade, but she remembered some of the details of the case, and reading through the articles quickly brought it all back.

Charlie Palmer had been a forty-five-year-old surf shop owner from Fairhaven Beach, a small seaside town near Lorne in Victoria. Palmer had been married to a woman named Anita Fournier, and they’d had two daughters. Anita was only eighteen when she first met Palmer, who was thirty-three at the time. She’d fallen pregnant and they’d got married, had a daughter, then another. From the outside, everything had seemed great. Anita had raised the girls and helped out with the surf shop, and Palmer’s business had boomed. Later, people said that he had a reputation. That he slept with young women who came to his surf programs, that he had a temper, that he was slow to pay suppliers and got violent, at least twice, with suppliers who had an issue with that.

But all of that only came out later. The truth was, no one thought there was anything at all wrong with the Palmer family until Anita took herself to the only police station in their small town late on Friday night, eighth of June 2007.

It never became clear exactly what Anita reported to the police that evening, but the officers she’d spoken to were later accused of negligence. People said that they should never have let her leave the station. That they should have taken Anita and her girls into protective custody straight away. People said that her evidence wasn’t taken seriously, that she was ignored because she was a woman, that it was assumed that she was after some kind of revenge for marital infidelity. Judith didn’t know how much truth there was to those accusations. Even parsing through all of the articles written in the months and years after it all went down, there were only a few ascertainable facts.

One. Anita went to the police to report her concerns about her husband. She said she was worried about two young women, both of whom had taken Charlie Palmer’s surf course, both of whom had then supposedly left town, neither of whom ever made it to their next destination.

The first girl was nineteen-year-old Susie Deacon. She was English, from a small town in Pembrokeshire. Susie was travelling alone, but she was due to visit her aunt in Sydney and she never arrived.

The second girl was Bianca Rossi, a twenty-year-old Italian who had also been travelling alone. Bianca had bid a cheery farewell to the friends she’d made at the hostel in Lorne, and had left the following morning, bound for Melbourne. But she was not seen boarding the bus, and, at the time of reporting, had never been seen again.

Two. When Anita Fournier came to the police station, she had a black eye. She said her husband had hit her. That he was frequently violent.

Three. Anita said that her husband had slept with both Susie and Bianca. That he was frequently unfaithful.

Four. After she had given her statement, Anita left the station and returned home to the house she shared with her husband.

What happened after that was disputed. Some said that Palmer had followed Anita to the police station, and that that’s how he figured out she had betrayed him. But others pointed to the fact that Declan Harrison, one of the two cops on duty in the station that night, was a friend of Palmer’s. They surfed together. They drank together. Harrison was a frequent attendee at the bonfire beach parties Palmer threw for his young surf course attendees. If you believed the other side—and Judith thought it had an ugly ring of truth about it—Harrison had called Palmer as soon as Anita left the station, to let him know that his wife was on to his many affairs, and that Anita had come up with a crazy story about Palmer being some kind of serial killer—maybe for revenge, or maybe just because she was losing it.

Whether Palmer found out because he’d followed his wife, or because Declan Harrison was a stupid prick, what happened next was not in dispute. That evening at nine p.m. Anita had tried to phone her parents in France. Her mother answered the call but it was immediately cut off. The following day, Anita’s battered, broken body was found on the beach. Her two girls, one aged twelve, the other eight, were sitting in the sand beside her, holding hands.

Charlie Palmer’s body was found lying on the kitchen floor with a shotgun blast to the side of the head. He’d tried and failed to kill himself. He’d survived and healed well enough to go to trial, to be convicted of Anita’s murder and sent to prison, but he’d died a year later from complications from his injury.

In the aftermath of Anita’s death, there’d been an investigation into her allegations about the disappearances of Susie Deacon and Bianca Rossi, but a search of Palmer’s house revealed nothing untoward. A prolonged police investigation identified three other young women who had, at one time, taken Palmer’s surf course, and had later gone missing, but no trace of the women was ever found, and no evidence was uncovered to prove that Palmer had had anything to do with their probable deaths. He had, predictably enough, denied everything. Still, it was widely suspected that Charlie Palmer had killed five young women and disposed of their bodies, probably at sea. And when Anita had reported him to the police, he’d killed her too.

Judith went down a rabbit hole. She read every article she could find—and there were many—describing the events of the eighth of June, 2007, and their aftermath. She searched for references to the daughters Anita had left behind, and found only the same rehashed information. The girls had gone to the local primary school. They’d been well-liked. The older girl had been a great surfer. She’d won an under-fourteens competition in 2005, and placed second in 2006. Charlie Palmer’s mother was dead, and his father was a hard-drinking labourer who worked in north Queensland. Anita’s parents lived in Lille, in France. Anita also had an older brother, Bernard, and a sister, Francine, but it seemed that none of them had wanted Anita’s daughters, because reporting made it clear that the girls had disappeared into the foster system.

Two girls. Of course they would have been renamed, and certainly their files would have been locked down. Surely this wasn’t a coincidence. The Palmer girls must have entered the foster system and become Miriam and Ruth Hall. Or maybe she was just tired. Maybe she’d been drawn in by the tragedy of the story, and was giving too much weight to what was, after all, only a theory.

Judith closed the laptop. She closed her eyes. It was late. Too late. She should have been asleep an hour ago. Tiredness pulled at her, dragging her down. She should go to bed, but she didn’t want to bring all of the horror into her bedroom. She put her empty beer bottle on the coffee table and lay down, adjusting the blanket so that it covered more of her body. The heating was off, and the temperature was dropping. Judith stared up at the ceiling. She couldn’t stop thinking about the lost years. Anita had been married to Palmer for over twelve years. He’d hit her, certainly, had killed her in the end, and very probably murdered five other women. What had it been like to live with him for all of that time? How much had Anita known? What had her daughters seen?

Five women had disappeared, and no one had ever linked them, let alone suspected Palmer, until Anita had come forward. Why? He must have been helped by the fact that the women were travelling alone in a foreign country, that there was confusion about when and where they’d each disappeared. People had had mobile phones in 2007—they were nearly ubiquitous even then—but they hadn’t had anything like the features they did today, that made tracking so much easier.

That was no excuse. Palmer should have been arrested years before Anita went to the police. Surely the disappearance of five women over eight years should have prompted the creation of a task force. Connections between them should have been found, including the fact that all five had stayed in the same hostel, that all five had learned to surf with Palmer. It was maddening that instead nothing at all had been done, and that, even when Anita came forward, no one had seen the obvious danger she was in. No one had taken steps to protect her.

It took Judith a long time to fall asleep. She thought about Anita and her daughters and Palmer’s horrendous crimes, but her last thoughts were of the lost women, still lost, their bodies never found. Palmer had access to a boat. He’d likely taken them far out to sea and sunk their bodies deep into the dark ocean.

The fact that he’d taken his own life, and left no answers behind for the families of those he’d killed, seemed to her like a final, painful injury.
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PART THREE





Dear Margaux,

I cut myself today. I got a knife from the kitchen, a sharp one, and I locked myself in the bathroom and cut a thin little line right up at the top of my thigh. It didn’t hurt much. Just a sting and then a kind of burn. I did a second one to see if it felt any different. I went deeper, and it still didn’t do anything. I didn’t feel any better. Some of the other girls here cut themselves a lot, or they try to. They try to get their hands on razor blades but all our shit is searched, all the time, so if they do get a blade they don’t hold onto it for long. Anyway, they told me it makes you feel better. That for a moment, just after you do it, you feel calm.

That was all bullshit. I didn’t feel anything at all.

I miss you. I hate them for keeping us apart.

I hate them, but I love you.

Renée.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN

At four o’clock on Sunday evening, at around the same time that Jack and Cameron were arriving at Balwyn Park for the school party, the last of the film crew were finally packing up and leaving Elsa Anderson’s home. They left behind half-eaten platters of food, along with approximately two dozen empty coffee cups, littered all over her marble benchtops. As Elsa closed the door on her favourite make-up artist, with air kisses and thanks, her wide smile dropped away. She raised her hands to massage her jaw, made her way back into the kitchen, and looked with strong dislike at the mess left behind. She should have arranged for the caterers to come back at the end of the day and pick up all of this crap. What was she supposed to do with all of these dirty glasses and plates, and the uneaten food?

Elsa started tidying up, sorting good leftovers from scraps. She should dump the sushi—it had been sitting out too long—but there were mini beef Wellingtons that were definitely still good, and the compressed watermelon with crème fraîche was still sitting on ice blocks. She tasted the chopped salad. Still good. Maybe. Christ, it was all so much work. Even making decisions about food was too hard. She wanted to cut to the chase and dump the lot but guilt wouldn’t let her. So she kept sorting and scraping, and stacking dirty dishes up by the dishwasher, which was, aggravatingly, already full. For a moment she felt like she might cry.

Fuck that. Feeling sorry for herself never helped.

Elsa went to fridge and poured herself a glass of white wine, then turned on some music. Her favourite playlist. A mix of eighties hits and Taylor Swift that always gave her a lift. She started to work faster. The music and the wine helped. Taylor was a real tough kid, and so was Elsa. She could handle her shit, even when that shit included a twelve-hour day and a wreck of a kitchen. At least the girls weren’t there. Celine had taken them to the park.

The clean-up took nearly two hours. When everything was done, and the plates of leftovers were covered and put away in the fridge, Elsa poured herself another glass of wine and took it upstairs to the bath. She double cleansed her face, applied a moisturising mask, and sank into the water gratefully. She set her iPad up on her dressing table and watched clips of Schitt’s Creek on YouTube. At some point she heard Celine and the girls arrive home. Elsa thought about getting out of the bath, but figured if she lingered a little bit, Celine would probably bathe the girls and get them into their pyjamas and settled.

It was so hard to get good childcare. Elsa had a lot of trouble holding on to nannies, which was something she really couldn’t understand because she paid a good rate, Doris and Lola were far from monsters, and Elsa herself tried so hard to be considerate. Okay, sometimes she asked for a little extra help, a few hours that strictly speaking weren’t in the contract. But she always tried to make up for it! And then the last girl just took off with no notice. She’d met a guy, apparently, and hadn’t even bothered to tell them in person that she was off to Queensland with him. She’d packed up her stuff and left when they were out of the house, informing them by email. And the girl before that had been struck by an attack of homesickness so acute that she’d gone home three months early.

By the time Elsa eventually padded downstairs, damp hair tied up, dressed in her new favourite lounge wear—heavyweight jersey casual pants with a matching collared long-sleeved jersey top from her own label—Celine had taken the girls upstairs to bed and Elsa had the kitchen to herself. She checked her phone. She had a couple of missed calls from Jack—probably he wanted a moan about her not showing up for the park thing—but nothing else. She poured herself another glass of wine, and heard a key turning in the lock. Nathan was home.

Thank god. The day was nearly done.

After a minute he joined her in the kitchen, leaned down to kiss her cheek.

‘Christ, I’m wrecked. There was a pile-up on the West Gate. I had a thirty-year-old woman, mother of three, with a fractured skull and major clotting. Is there anything to eat?’

‘There’s a fridge full, darling.’

Nathan went to the fridge. He took out a plate of leftovers and the bottle of wine, now half-empty, and poured them both a glass. They sat at the breakfast bar and ate.

‘What’s the news?’

‘The shoot was fine, but you won’t believe what happened.’ Elsa launched into her big story for the day. Three months ago she’d managed to land a major influencer to promote her clothing line. The influencer—she called herself Darla Darling online—had a highly-engaged following of one point six million. Darla was cool, edgy and up and coming. At the time, Elsa’s investors had made it clear that they felt her content was in danger of becoming a bit too Byron. Once upon a time, Elsa had been the edgy one, the enfant terrible, falling out of nightclubs, giving the finger to the waiting press, a wicked smile on her pretty pretty face. But now she was a mother of two, and she was turning thirty on her next birthday, and she wasn’t building with the yummy mummy set as fast as she was losing the cool young things. Hence—Darla.

Darla hadn’t been an easy get. Everyone wanted her, particularly after she was photographed partying with Charli XCX in Sydney. Elsa had had to double her initial offer to get Darla to commit, a sum of money that had made even Elsa, who believed firmly in the maxim that you had to spend money to make money, more than a little nervous.

‘And now, can you believe this shit? Darla must have spent the last three months sitting at home eating bloody Woolworths mud cakes, because she’s put on like, twenty kilos.’

‘Elsa, come on.’ Nathan gave her a sideways look.

Elsa felt a rising irritation, mixed with guilt. She knew she was being an arsehole, but Nathan had no idea how hard she had to fight to stay competitive.

‘I’m serious. We’re not talking like a little extra curve here. We’re talking about a girl who went from looking like Bambi with tatts to looking like a dollar-store Robyn Henson in three months! I love Robyn. She’s fabulous. But first of all, Darla is not Robyn, and also, I’m not hiring a plus-size model for my brand. That’s not my offering. I don’t make anything over a size fourteen, just for starters. Plus-size is just not my market.’

Nathan shook his head, smiling a little, but with that vacant look in his eyes that told her he’d already tuned out. ‘You’ll figure it out. You always do.’

Elsa felt a little sick. They rarely spoke about the details of her business. ‘Nathan, I paid her a quarter of a million dollars.’

Nathan had just put a mini beef Wellington into his mouth. He looked for a second like he might choke. It took him a full minute to chew and swallow the thing.

‘What the hell, Elsa?’

‘That’s what it costs to get these people. You have no idea. And everything is about social these days. Social is the marketing funnel. If I don’t make it work there, I’m done.’

‘Quarter of a million . . . can you even afford that? I mean, my god. How many pairs of pants do you have to sell to make that much?’

‘The investors wanted her. I had to get it done.’

‘But if you can’t use her, there must be a way to get the money back.’

Elsa wasn’t sure that there was. You couldn’t put a ‘don’t gain weight’ clause in a contract, surely? Although now that she thought of it, major brands who hired celebrities for beauty campaigns must be able to mandate some basic requirements. What if someone shaved their head or got a face tattoo or something? For multi-year and multimillion-dollar contracts, you’d have to agree some parameters. But it hadn’t occurred to her to ask for anything like that. Getting Darla had been a months-long campaign of flattery, love-bombing, and big promises. There had been no time or headspace to think about worst-case scenarios.

Nathan was looking at her with an expression of growing concern. And suddenly she wanted it all to go away. She wanted to go back to the days when her business was strung together on two credit cards and a bright smile, and the problems seemed like part of the adventure.

‘Of course!’ Elsa said, breezily. ‘No, of course you’re right. The lawyers covered all of that. We’ll get the money returned. It’s just, I’m back to the drawing board. I’ll have to find someone new, and it’s not easy.’

The concern disappeared from Nathan’s face. ‘You’ll figure it out, Els. By the end of next week you’ll have signed up two Darla whatevers.’

Elsa smiled at him. He really had no idea what he was talking about, how impossible the task was that she was facing, but she needed him to be happy. Nathan was a brilliant man, but he was not a businessman, and he was not a risk-taker. If he knew half of what she had done to get her business where it was, he’d have had a stroke by now. And she liked the way he saw her. She liked the picture of herself she saw through his eyes. Someone with an easy, breezy, natural talent who waved her manicured hand and just manifested a fashion brand with a revenue stream of three million dollars a year. She didn’t want him to stress out about every up and down of her working life. She didn’t even want him to know about it. He was her safe space.

And probably her lawyer had taken care of everything. There must be boilerplate language that covered stuff like this, right? She would deal with it in the morning.

They moved to the living room with food and a second glass of wine in hand. Nathan had flicked on the TV and they were just settling into the couch when Celine came downstairs.

‘I’m sorry to disturb, but I really must talk to you, Elsa.’

Shit. Please, please let her not be about to give notice.

‘Of course. Of course, Celine, no problem.’ Elsa put down her blini and her wine, and wiped her fingers on her napkin. ‘Why don’t you take a seat?’ She gestured towards the armchair opposite her, but Celine stayed standing.

‘No, thank you. I wish to talk to you about Cameron, about his papa.’

‘About Cameron?’

‘When I collect him, there was a police at the appartement.’

‘I’m sorry. You collected Cameron?’ Elsa was tired, and more than a little confused, but Celine was nodding. She looked tired herself, and very young and frightened.

‘Jack, he call me and he ask me to come to his appartement and collect Cam.’

‘Jack called you?’

‘Oui, yes.’

‘And you brought Cam here?’ Elsa glanced at her watch. It was after nine.

‘Yes, but you see at the appartement there was police officers. They take Jack away.’ Celine made a small grabbing motion with her hands.

Elsa and Nathan exchanged glances. This . . . seemed impossible. Celine had it wrong, surely. She’d misunderstood something.

‘Are you saying that Jack was arrested?’

‘Yes!’ Celine looked relieved, that she’d finally been understood. ‘And Cameron, he is very upset. He is crying. Perhaps you can come . . .?’

‘Of course. Yes, of course.’ Elsa stood. She followed Celine up the stairs, certain that it was all a big misunderstanding that would be quickly resolved. Jack was not the type to get into any kind of trouble. She wasn’t worried about that at all.
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CHAPTER TWENTY

Cam didn’t sleep at all on Sunday night. Not even for an hour. He had to borrow a T-shirt from Lola’s dad, and otherwise just sleep in his jocks. Elsa said he could sleep in Lola’s room if he liked, on the trundle bed that pulled out, but he’d shaken his head so she put him in the guest room instead. And the bed felt huge and cold and even though he didn’t get scared of the dark or anything like that, not since he was a little kid, being alone in that room made everything worse.

Cam tried not to cry. He figured that crying didn’t make anything better, and his dad would definitely just tell him to get some sleep, that everything would be fine in the morning. He tried to say that to himself, inside his own head, using his dad’s voice. It kind of worked, for a while. But what he couldn’t get out of his head was the way his dad had looked when the police were at the house. He’d looked scared. Freaked out. Confused, like he had no idea what to do next. Which was kind of good, because it meant that whatever the cops thought, they’d got it all wrong. But it was also bad.

So Cam didn’t sleep. He stared at the ceiling some of the time and he cried when he couldn’t help himself and he waited for the morning to come.

It started to get light outside. He heard movement in the corridor. Straight away, Cam got up and got dressed. His jumper was a bit dirty from the park, but it felt better, way better, just being in his own clothes. He pulled on his socks, but his runners weren’t there. Where had he left them? Probably the TV room. He moved silently along the dark corridor. There was just a little light creeping in from outside, enough to see by. He found his runners and put them on. That was better. He made his way downstairs. He found Lola’s mum alone in the kitchen. She was wearing workout gear and had her hair up in a ponytail. She was setting up the coffee machine when he came in, and didn’t see him.

‘Good morning,’ said Cam.

She jumped and swore a little under her breath. ‘Cam, I’m so sorry. I didn’t see you.’

‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I was probably being too quiet.’

‘You couldn’t sleep?’

Cam shrugged.

‘Are you hungry?’

‘Kind of.’ He was really hungry, but what he wanted was to eat Nutella toast, sitting at the benchtop at home. He knew from experience that Nutella toast wasn’t usually an option at Lola’s house. Lola’s mum was into healthy stuff. There was always fruit and this weird seedy bread and sometimes eggs.

She looked at him. ‘I’ve got some chocolate croissants in the freezer. Maybe I should stick some in the oven and we can have a treat. What do you think?’

‘Yeah,’ said Cam. ‘I mean, yes please.’

She told him to sit at the table while she got things ready. Cam waited until she’d put the croissants in the oven.

‘Is my dad coming home today?’

She came to him and leaned on the benchtop, and took his right hand between hers. That felt weird and kind of uncomfortable, and he was glad when she let go.

‘I don’t know that for sure,’ she said. ‘What’s going to happen this morning is that I’m going to bring you and Lola to school. And you can just have an ordinary day. While you’re at school I’m going to go and see your dad, wherever he is.’

‘Even if he’s still arrested?’

‘Even if. Nathan has a very good friend who’s an excellent lawyer, and Nate’s going to call him first thing this morning. He’ll go and talk to your dad and to the police and see if he can sort all of this out.’

Cam felt a tiny, tiny bit better. Like everything that had felt weird and not real had become a little more solid.

‘When they arrested him, they said that he’d mu . . . murdered someone.’

She nodded. He’d told her that the night before. ‘But you and I know that that’s not true.’ Her eyes were very blue, very steady and very calm. ‘Your dad would never, ever do that.’

Another tiny part of Cam steadied and settled. He nodded.

‘That’s right. So someone has made a mistake, somewhere, and now we have to fix it.’

‘But sometimes those mistakes get really bad,’ Cam said. ‘Sometimes people go to prison even when they didn’t do anything wrong.’ Everyone knew that.

‘That’s true, and that’s a terrible thing. But that is not going to happen to your dad, because he has friends who won’t allow it. He’s going to have a very, very good lawyer, and that lawyer will help your dad to show the police the truth, and then they’re going to let him go.’

Cam tried really hard to figure out if she was lying or telling the truth. Her eyes were still calm, still steady.

‘I want to see my dad.’

‘I know, Cam. And it might take some time before I can make that happen, but I promise you, you’ll see your dad soon, and everything’s going to be fine.’

* * *

At five o’clock on Tuesday, Elsa and Nathan drove into the city through rush-hour traffic. They parked on Bourke Street, on the second floor of a multistorey car park, and made their way quickly down through the grubby concrete stairwell to the street below. Nathan reached out and took Elsa’s hand.

‘It’s going to be okay,’ he said.

‘Are we late?’

He glanced at his watch. ‘I think we’re going to be okay. It’s just across the street.’

But he picked up his pace, and Elsa was briefly glad that she’d gone with her boots instead of the heels she’d originally laid out for the day. Nathan led the way into a small office building and through a lobby to an elevator, where he hit the button for the sixth floor.

‘You’ve been here before?’ she asked.

‘Met Badger for lunch here a couple of years back. It was a few months after they moved in. I think he wanted to show the place off.’

The elevator doors opened onto a short corridor that led to a set of glass double doors. Nathan held a door open for Elsa, and they entered an open plan space with a reception desk, and a waiting area with large windows that offered a view of the city skyline. There was a young man sitting behind the reception desk. He was wearing a suit, complete with jacket and tie, and Elsa tried to remember the last time she’d seen someone wear a full suit to work.

‘Can I help you?’

‘We’re here to see Andrew Cheslyn,’ Nathan said. ‘He’s expecting us.’

‘Of course. If you’d like to take a seat, I’ll let Mr Cheslyn know you’re here.’

They weren’t waiting long. Andrew arrived moments later. He grasped Nathan’s hand and kissed Elsa on the cheek.

‘Come in, come in. Do you want coffee? Are you hungry? Not sure why I’m asking. Can’t offer you anything to eat at this time of day. Café around the corner does sandwiches, but they close at three.’

He led them into his office. There was a large desk to the right of the door, and to the left a round table, meant, presumably, for meetings. Desk and table were both covered in small stacks of papers and files.

‘Place is a mess. Sorry about that. Bloody paperwork seems to multiply. You’d think we’d be past all this, right? We should have gone entirely electronic, but the law seems to operate about fifty years behind everyone else.’ He lifted a couple of bundles of files off the table and set them on the floor by the wall. ‘Sit. Please.’

‘Thanks for doing this, Badger,’ Nathan said.

‘Not at all, not at all.’

Andrew Cheslyn was a friend of Nathan’s from high school. They’d played rugby together. The nickname, ‘Badger’, had come about partly because Andrew had developed a streak of grey through the front of his hair the year he’d turned fourteen, but also ‘because he was a vicious little bastard on the rugby pitch,’ Nathan had said.

Elsa hoped, for Jack’s sake, that the vicious little bastard was still in there somewhere, because on the outside, Andrew was now every inch the urbane Melbourne lawyer. His jacket was hanging on the back of his door and his shirtsleeves were rolled up, but the suit was Tom Ford, the haircut was expensive and his fingernails, Elsa couldn’t help but notice, were manicured.

‘How is Jack?’ she asked.

Andrew grimaced. ‘Not great.’

Elsa reached out and took Nathan’s hand under the table. ‘I tried to see him yesterday’ she said. ‘The police wouldn’t even confirm that they had him. I don’t understand what’s happening here. All I know is what Cam told us about the gun, and that Jack was arrested.’

‘Sure. Sure. Well, let’s start from the beginning.’

The beginning, for Elsa, had been that painful conversation with Cameron on Sunday night, which had led her to realise that Celine had misunderstood nothing. Panicked, Elsa had called Balwyn Police Station. An officer there had taken her information and promised to have someone call her. When she’d called again an hour later, they’d confirmed that Jack was in custody at Melbourne West Police Station, informed her that Child Protective Services would be in touch about Cameron, and refused to say anything more.

‘I met with Jack this morning at the remand centre and I represented him this afternoon at his filing hearing,’ said Andrew. ‘He’s been charged with murdering a man named Robert Walker.’

The name meant nothing to Elsa.

‘Robert Walker was a psychologist. He was also married to Vanessa Walker.’

Andrew looked like he expected them to recognise the name. It took Elsa a second.

‘The TV presenter?’

Andrew nodded, and Elsa tried to digest that information.

‘What’s a filing hearing?’ Nathan asked.

‘It’s just the first in a long series of procedural steps. A hearing where dates are set for the police to hand in their brief of evidence, for the committal hearing, that kind of thing.’

‘Did Jack know Robert Walker?’ Elsa asked.

‘He says not,’ said Andrew.

‘Okay,’ Elsa said. ‘What about bail?’

‘Jack’s not going to get bail,’ Andrew said. The words landed heavily in the room, shocking Elsa into silence.

‘I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news. But the magistrate’s court can’t grant bail in a murder case. Only the Supreme Court has that power, and even then, only in exceptional circumstances.’

Elsa was thinking about Cam. About the promises she’d made to him. About his frightened little face.

‘Jack’s a single dad, without support. Does that count as exceptional circumstances?’

‘We could make that argument,’ Andrew said, in a tone that made it clear he felt it would be a wasted effort.

‘Look, Badger,’ Nathan put in. ‘We’re in the dark here. The police don’t arrest people for no reason. Why do they think Jack killed this guy?’

Andrew folded his hands together and rested them on the table. ‘The police were given a tip-off that evidence from Walker’s murder would be found at Jack’s apartment. When they got there they found a gun, and they found a shirt of Jack’s with a bloodstain, and some boots that they also thought they could tie to the scene. Most of the forensic testing is not complete, but the gun was a match. It’s the gun that killed Walker.’

For a moment, Elsa was speechless. For a moment, she saw Jack living a double life where something like this could be possible. Then sense came flooding back.

‘Jack didn’t do it,’ Elsa said.

‘Elsa—’ Nathan began.

‘No, I’m serious, Nate. I’m telling you, Jack’s not capable of killing someone. He’s just—he’s not made that way. He’s the kind of guy who carries spiders outside. If there’s a fight, if there’s trouble, Jack is just gone. I mean it. It’s because of the way he grew up.’ There had been times during their friendship when she’d wished he had a little more fight, but really, what made Jack Jack was his gentleness. He wasn’t perfect. He’d screwed up more than once in his lifetime—his biggest screw-up was one she knew intimately, because it was one she’d had a hand in—but he was, innately, a kind person. And he was the furthest thing from a killer that she could imagine. ‘Look, his parents were nuts. Religious fanatics. His dad used to beat the shit out of him. His mother used to starve him. Jack’s reaction to all that was . . . he hates conflict, hates any kind of violence.’

‘For what it’s worth, Jack says that the gun was sent to him,’ Andrew said. ‘Left on his doorstep in a box with his name on it.’

‘He told that to the police?’ Nathan asked.

Andrew shrugged. ‘From their point of view, it’s not a very convincing story.’

‘What about the bloodstain?’ Elsa asked. She felt a bit sick.

‘What about it?’

‘You said that the forensic testing wasn’t complete. So . . . What? They think that blood is Robert Walker’s, right? What if the testing comes back and shows that it isn’t his blood? Will they let Jack go?’

Andrew was shaking his head. ‘That decision would be up to the police, at least at this stage. But even if the testing goes Jack’s way, I can’t see that being enough for them to drop the charges.’

‘What would be enough?’ Nathan asked.

Andrew seemed to think about it. The window to his office was slightly ajar, and through it Elsa could hear the sounds of the street below. Evening traffic. The odd car horn. She could smell the faint scent of garlic cooking. There must be a restaurant nearby.

‘I think . . . Jack doesn’t have an alibi for the night Walker was murdered, so he’s going to need to prove that the gun got to him exactly the way he said it did. If there was some evidence of that or—’

‘Or if he figured out who the real killer is,’ Elsa said. Both men looked at her. ‘Well, isn’t it obvious? Whoever killed Walker sent the gun to Jack, of course. They must have had a reason to do that. You said this box had Jack’s name on it?’ She waited for Andrew to nod. ‘So, this wasn’t random. This person chose Jack. Why? He needs to start thinking about who his enemies are.’

Andrew was nodding slowly. ‘I’ll talk to him. In the meantime, do you have any idea of who that could be?’

Elsa was at a loss. ‘I mean . . . Jack’s an insurance adjuster. It’s a shitty job but it pays the bills and he can work from home, for Cam. I guess he could have pissed someone off if he denied a claim?’ It seemed so unlikely. ‘His parents are crazy. Maybe . . . but he hasn’t been in contact with them in years.’ Elsa felt defeated, and they hadn’t even started to fight back yet. ‘Can I visit him?’

‘You can apply to be added to his visitor list. A visit will take at least a few days to be approved.’

‘Right.’ A shudder rolled through Elsa as her mind presented her with images of what Jack could be going through. A prison cell for hours and hours of every day. Other prisoners. No privacy. No choices. Prison food. What if he was assaulted? That happened, didn’t it? All the time.

‘If Jack doesn’t get bail, how long until the trial?’

‘Best-case scenario? Six months. Worst-case, two years.’

‘You’re telling me he could be in prison for two years before he even gets a hearing?’

Andrew said nothing, but only because he didn’t want to say the words out loud, or maybe because he knew he didn’t need to. She could see the answer written all over his face. Elsa reeled.

‘Look, this might be awkward, but we need to talk about money,’ Andrew said. ‘Jack tells me he doesn’t have any real savings.’

‘He doesn’t.’ Elsa said. ‘We’ll pay your fees.’

‘Okay,’ Andrew said slowly. His eyes went to Nathan again. ‘I just want to make sure that you know what that means. What the costs are likely to be, I mean, if this goes to trial.’

‘What are we talking?’ Nathan asked.

Andrew grimaced. ‘We’ve talked about a bail application to the Supreme Court. If we move forward with that, it will run to at least fifty k. We’ll have to pay a QC, so even with my mate’s rates, it could very well be more.’

‘We can do that. And for the trial?’ Elsa asked.

‘At least another three hundred. Minimum. Could go up to half a million, and that’s keeping a tight lid on things.’

Half a million dollars. Half a million, with no possible return and no way of getting the money back. This wasn’t like the quarter of a million she had gambled—no, invested—in Darla Darling. If everything with Darla had worked out, that money would have driven revenue and ultimately profit, and even now that things were not at all working out as planned, she would get the money back (she would, she had to). With Jack’s fees, the absolute best-case scenario was that he would be free at the end of it all, but their bank account would be empty. Elsa started calculating rapidly in her head. They didn’t have it. They didn’t have half a million in cash available. They’d have to remortgage the house.

The silence had gone on too long. Nathan cleared his throat.

‘What about Jack’s son?’ he asked.

‘You said he’s with you?’

‘Yes.’

‘Jack made it very clear to me that he doesn’t want his parents anywhere near Cameron. We ran out of time before we could get into the reasons why but from what you’ve said, Elsa—’

‘No. No way. Cam can’t go to them. He doesn’t know them, for starters, and they’re completely unfit. Jack broke his leg once falling out of a tree and they waited two weeks to bring him to the hospital because they thought they could pray it better.’

‘Right,’ said Andrew. ‘What about siblings?’

Elsa shook her head. ‘Jack doesn’t have any.’

‘Social Services will get involved. Have they been in touch?’

‘Not yet. That police officer—Phillips—she said to expect a visit but no one’s called me or anything.’

Andrew nodded. ‘They can be very slow, but they’ll definitely call. I’d expect at least a phone call by the end of the day, and they’ll come and see you. They’ll find him a placement. It will likely be a children’s home, at least temporarily. We don’t have anywhere near enough foster homes for the kids already in the system, but we might get lucky for Cam further down the line.’

‘He’ll stay with us,’ Elsa said, firmly. She felt, rather than saw, Nathan shift in his seat beside her. She took his hand. ‘For as long as it takes, Cam stays with us.’

* * *

In the car on the way home, they were quiet for the first ten minutes of the drive.

‘It doesn’t seem real,’ Elsa said, eventually.

Nathan reached out and squeezed her hand, then let it go. ‘This guy, Walker, you’ve never heard of him?’

Elsa shook her head.

‘Me neither. But this will end up being reported. You know, if his wife is on TV, his death is news.’

Elsa turned to look at her husband. ‘Are you okay with what I said? About Cam staying with us? For however long it takes?’

‘That depends. Are you thinking about what’s best for Cam, or are you doing it because you think you owe it to Miriam?’

Elsa’s mouth was already open, ready to pitch him on Cam, but his question surprised her. Of all the possible objections he might have raised to having Cam live with them on a semi-permanent basis, Miriam—or rather, her guilt over Miriam—had not been among them.

‘Jesus, Nate. If I owe anyone, isn’t it Jack? He’s my friend. What if it was you and me, and our girls. You think Jack would allow them to go into care?’

Nathan shrugged. ‘It wouldn’t be an issue. My parents would take them.’

‘If your parents weren’t around. And your sister and brother and cousins weren’t around.’ Nathan had a big, loving, extended family who would probably fight for the opportunity to take care of Lola and Doris. He had no idea what it was like to be alone in the world.

‘I think Jack would do everything he could for the girls, yes. But that’s not what I’m asking you.’

Elsa threw her hands in the air. ‘Does it matter? Whether I want to do it for Jack, or Miriam, or Cam himself?’

‘Maybe it doesn’t. Maybe I just want to know.’

Elsa sighed. He did this sometimes. Acted like he was her therapist. Like it was his job to get her to open up and examine herself more closely. It was always annoying.

‘Then the answer is no, I’m not doing it for Miriam. Maybe I wasn’t a great friend to her ten years ago. I could have tried harder to stay in touch. But we grew apart. It happens. And I had no idea she was in the state she was in. Jack didn’t tell me. I don’t think he told anyone.’

Elsa’s voice was calm and strong and matter of fact. Partly because she wanted to shut this part of the conversation down. But also because it was the truth. She’d thought about it many times over the years. She’d liked Miriam very much. They’d met at uni and had been very close for the first six months of their first year. Miriam had had a quirky sense of style and she was a genius thrifter. She knew all the best places to go. They’d skip lectures and get on a bus to some bougie suburb and go to a Vinnies or a Save the Children and browse through the racks for hours. They liked the same music. Miriam had a dry sense of humour, and she was a great listener.

But she also wasn’t social. She never wanted to spend time with anyone else, never wanted to go to clubs or hang with a group for drinks. Even the night Elsa had introduced Miriam to Jack . . . she’d had to drag Miriam out that night. And then Miriam and Jack had fallen in love and had been so completely immersed in each other that there’d been no room for Elsa. By the time the initial intensity of their relationship had begun to mellow, Elsa had already been scouted and then she’d been flown to Sydney and then Japan. They’d texted each other and Miriam had been genuinely excited for Elsa’s success. But the texts had fallen off over time, and she couldn’t honestly say which of them had been responsible for that. It was just . . . they’d had less and less in common. She’d called Miriam when she heard about the pregnancy, of course, but even then it was Jack who’d told her about the baby.

Elsa sighed again, this time more deeply. ‘It’s all so sad and shitty, but no, I don’t feel guilty.’ She’d made mistakes. There was plenty she’d change if she had the time all over again. But they were human mistakes, not made out of malice, and she didn’t blame herself for Miriam’s death. ‘I want Cam because I love him, and I love Jack, and . . . it’s just that simple. But what about you?’

He reached out and took her hand again.

‘I’m okay with it,’ he said. ‘We probably need to talk more about what that really means for all of us. For Cam. For the girls. But I’m okay with it. Honestly, Elsa, I don’t see how we have any other choice. I just wanted to know where your head was at.’

‘And the money? For Andrew?’

He glanced at her again. ‘You tell me.’

She swallowed. ‘We’ll find a way.’
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

First thing on Wednesday morning, Judith made her way to Rocky’s office. She knocked on the open door.

‘Do you have a minute?’

‘I do.’ He gestured for her to close the door behind her.

‘I think I might know who she is.’ Judith said.

‘You think you might know who who is?’

‘Alexis Turner. She gave me a false name and address. She gave Walker a fake student number. She emailed me from a burner email address. I’ve been trying to track her down for days and I’ve got nowhere.’

Rocky leaned back in his chair. ‘And now you think you’ve found her?’

‘Yes. Well, no. But I have a theory. I think she might be Miriam Hall’s little sister, Ruth. And I think Miriam and Ruth Hall might once have been Margaux and Renée Palmer.’

Rocky was frowning.

‘Charlie Palmer’s daughters.’

Rocky’s frown deepened. ‘

Charlie Palmer was—’

‘I know who Palmer is. Was. I worked the case.’

It was Judith’s turn to be surprised. It took her a moment to respond.

‘Did you meet Margaux?’

He shook his head. Leaned back in his chair. ‘I was working out of Anglesea Station. We were called in the next day. Everyone was, for crowd control and to search the beach for evidence. By the time I got there Anita’s body had already been found, and the girls had been taken away to the hospital.’

‘There were rumours that Harrison—’

‘The rumours were true,’ Rocky said. ‘Harrison was an arsehole. Everyone in a fifty-mile radius knew that he was one of Palmer’s best buddies. And they didn’t bond over fishing or footy.’

‘The girls?’ Judith said.

Rocky gave a short nod. ‘Palmer slept with anything that moved. The younger the better. Harrison wasn’t much better.’

‘So Palmer had a lot of girlfriends? Not just the girls who disappeared?’

‘All of the women who disappeared looked a little alike. They were all small, dark-haired. They all looked a little like Palmer’s wife, when she was younger. We searched every inch of that house, every inch of the coastline, and we found nothing. What makes you think Miriam was once Margaux?’

Judith took a seat opposite Rocky. She explained about the foster records, about the sealed files.

Rocky gave her all of his attention. ‘I’m not sure it matters whether or not the Hall girls were Palmer’s kids. It seems to me that the key information here is that Miriam Hall once lived with the Giffords. She must have known about Gifford’s guns. She could have told Jack about them. She might even have brought Jack to the house, to visit her old foster parents.’

‘It’s possible. I’ll have to ask them. But Ruth Hall also lived in the house.’ There was a notepad and pen on Rocky’s desk. She reached for both. ‘May I?’

He nodded for her to go ahead.

Carefully, she wrote out the note received by Vanessa Walker, and the note received by Jack Miller.

I tried to get help, but that was a huge mistake.

He’s still here, sometimes, but he doesn’t want to be.

‘Look at this.’ She pointed at the first note. ‘We know Miriam Hall went to Robert Walker for help with her depression.’ Inwardly Judith cringed. She still hadn’t told Rocky the truth about that encounter and she wasn’t sure she was going to. She pointed at the second note. ‘And in his interview with you, Jack said that he was the one who let Miriam down, that he didn’t help her in her depression, that he stopped coming home.’

Rocky stared back at her blankly.

‘Don’t you think these read like notes from Miriam? She tried to get help . . . Jack doesn’t want to be there . . .’ She let her voice trail off. Rocky looked bemused.

‘I mean, it’s possible. These notes could mean ten different things, or nothing. But what you’re saying is that you think that Miriam Hall’s little sister came to you, calling herself Alexis Turner, claiming to have been assaulted by Walker? Ten years after her sister’s death? Why?’

‘For revenge. It’s not so different from your theory that Jack Miller killed Walker for not saving Miriam. My theory—if I’m right and Alexis really is Ruth Hall—is that she wanted revenge on Robert Walker, wanted to destroy his life before she killed him, and then pin the blame on Jack for not being a better partner to her sister.’

‘Well, yeah. But I figured Miller was triggered by the reporting of the assault allegations. Whereas your theory is that this young woman Alexis, or Ruth, whatever we’re calling her, that she started the allegations in the first place, that she kicked all of this off. And then you think what, that she stole the gun from the Giffords, and killed Walker? You think Jack Miller is entirely innocent?’

‘It’s possible.’

‘What age would she be now?’

‘Twenty-five.’

Rocky grimaced.

‘What? You don’t think a twenty-five-year-old woman could kill one man and set another one up?’ Judith believed she could do it. She was building up an image of Ruth Hall in her mind and that image was of someone dangerous. Someone who could put together a complicated and utterly brutal plan and then carry that plan out without hesitation or misstep.

‘No, Jude, that’s not what I’m saying,’ Rocky said, with slightly exaggerated patience. ‘I’ve been a cop longer than you have, remember? But it’s a lot . . . Seems to me it’s equally likely—more likely—that they’re working together. We just got the blood results back. The stain on Miller’s shirt is definitely Walker’s blood. The dirt in his boots has traces of fertiliser used in Walker’s garden. Right now, every concrete piece of evidence we have points to Jack Miller.’

‘How secure is Jack Miller’s place?’

‘Not secure at all,’ Rocky said. ‘It’s a converted garage at the back of his landlady’s place. Looks like everything was done on the cheap.’

‘Well then. Ruth could have planted the bloody shirt. If I’m right about the kind of person she is, if she’s going to set someone up, she’s not going to do it by half measures.’

They stared at each other, neither one of them willing to back down.

‘I need to talk to Jack Miller,’ Judith said. She braced herself for an argument.

‘This isn’t your case, Jude.’

‘It’s connected with my case, I’m sure of it.’

‘Your case is over and done with. Your suspect is dead.’

Judith took a breath. ‘Rocky, I promise you, every instinct I’ve got is telling me that there’s something deeper going on here. I’m asking you to trust me. Give me a little bit of room to work. Let me prove to you that I’m right. Because if I’m right, Jack Miller is innocent. We can’t take a risk with that. We need to be sure.’

Rocky thought about it for a long moment, his eyes on her face, then he nodded briskly. ‘All right, Jude. Let’s see what you can find. Confirm the basics of your theory first, and try and track down Ruth Hall. You can start by sending me that file request. I don’t know if your theory about Ruth and Miriam being Charlie Palmer’s kids will hold water, or if it even matters, but we’d better run it to ground.’

She moved to the door, then paused. ‘Any news on Luke Fraser?’

He shook his head, his face grave.

‘There was nothing about him in the papers today,’ she said.

‘No. But it’s coming. No doubt about it.’

‘So . . . what?’ There was something bothering him. He’d been so upbeat the last time they’d spoken. Something had changed.

He grimaced. ‘I thought that there’d be more rumblings, that’s all. In the building. So far it’s been very quiet. And that bothers me.’

Judith digested this. Quiet was deliberate. Quiet meant someone was in control. So maybe Alex Thompson hadn’t known where Eddie Fraser’s skeletons were buried. Luke Fraser—and Thompson—would go down, but Eddie would survive to fight another day. Judith’s eyes met Rocky’s. He looked worried. She didn’t like that. She gave him her best shit-eating grin.

‘Fuck it, Rocks. It’s keeping things interesting.’

* * *

Jude filed her request for Miriam and Ruth Hall’s child protection files, and then she left the station. It took forty minutes to drive to the Giffords’ house in Lilydale. She didn’t call to let them know she was coming. There was no answer to the doorbell when she rang it, but when she walked around to the back, she found Steve Gifford dozing in a hanging chair on the porch, and his wife just coming out of the greenhouse. Alison had a small basket on her left arm, half-full of raspberries, and she carried another filled with spinach and carrots and two brown onions.

‘Oh hello,’ she said. ‘Back so soon.’

‘I have a few more questions, if you have some time.’

They sat on the porch. Steve Gifford woke up and went inside, reappearing a few minutes later with a jug of water and some glasses.

‘Make some coffee, Steve, will you?’ Alison asked. ‘And bring out the cake.’

It took Steve ten minutes to return with coffee and cake, and Alison filled the time by pointing out to Judith which parts of the garden were thriving and which were struggling in the winter. Alison Gifford gave the impression that she would have been quite happy to spend the rest of the day like that. Sitting on the wide porch, a blanket across her knees, appreciating the view of the garden and the hills beyond. Steve Gifford was a little more wary. When he served the coffee, his eyes kept returning to Judith’s face. He knew she hadn’t come back for a social visit. Judith took out her notebook.

‘I have here a list of the children you fostered over the years,’ she said. ‘I want to talk to you about one in particular.’

‘Our kids were all great kids,’ Alison said.

Judith nodded. She put her phone on the table, opened it to Katy’s list, then turned her phone and slid it across so that Alison and Steve could see the screen. She pointed to the name.

‘Ruth Hall,’ she said. For a long moment there was silence, then Alison and Steve exchanged glances. It was Alison who spoke.

‘She was only with us for two weeks. And it was years ago. I don’t think we can help you.’

Slowly, Judith withdrew her phone. She held it between her hands.

‘She came to you with her sister,’ Judith said.

Again, that glance between them.

‘Yes,’ said Steve.

‘Miriam and Ruth Hall were once Margaux and Renée Palmer. They came to you after their father killed their mother, then himself.’ Judith delivered the statement like she already knew it to be fact, then held her breath.

‘It was a terrible thing,’ Alison said, nodding. ‘We thought we’d seen and heard the worst of humanity at that stage, and then Miriam and Ruth came to us.’

That was it. The confirmation Judith had been looking for. She felt that burst of adrenaline that always came with a breakthrough in a case.

‘Why only two weeks?’ Judith asked. ‘Was it a temporary placement?’

This time, Steve and Alison didn’t look at each other, but there was a deepening tension. A discomfort with her questions.

‘Why are you asking about Miriam and Ruth?’ Alison said. ‘You must know that Miriam died a long time ago. And we haven’t seen Ruth since . . . since she left us.’

It was difficult to know how to answer that question.

‘I can’t tell you details of the investigation at the moment.’

‘But it’s something to do with my guns,’ Steve said, his eyes on her, his expression heavy and concerned.

Judith nodded. ‘Anything you can tell me would be helpful at this stage.’

Alison sighed. ‘Well, Miriam and Ruth came to us four or five days after the tragedy. They’d been in hospital before that, recovering.’

‘I understood that they weren’t injured.’

Alison’s eyes widened. ‘They spent half the night in the water, and then sat with their poor dead mother for god knows how long before they were found. If you don’t consider that injured, then I don’t know what would qualify.’

‘In the water?’

‘Their wretched father was looking for them. Up and down the beach in the dark, calling out their names. Miriam—Margaux, that is—knew what was up. Charlie Palmer was going to kill the lot of them. He knew that Anita had been to the police. When he went to get his gun, Anita fled with the girls, down the cliff path to the beach. I don’t know why she didn’t go to the road. Maybe she wasn’t thinking straight, or maybe she couldn’t get to it. But Miriam told me that when they reached the beach, Anita turned back. She told the girls to run, and she turned back. To try to stop him, maybe. Though I think she knew that there’d be no stopping him. I think she went back to slow him down, to give her girls a chance. Miriam told me that she held on to Ruth’s hand and they ran up the end of the beach, to the rock pools. When she heard the gunshot, Miriam took her sister into the water. They ducked under a rocky outcrop, and they hid there for hours, listening to their father screaming their names.’

‘My god,’ Judith said. She could see it. Hear it. The darkness, the sound of the waves, the little girls, trying to stay hidden.

Alison nodded. She reached out and took Steve’s hand. His right hand. Again Judith noticed that scar, the way his right index finger was shorter than it should have been. Alison ran her thumb over the injury.

‘Eventually, Palmer stopped shouting and went away. Of course, he went home and shot himself, but the girls weren’t to know that. They must have been so afraid to come out, but it was so cold, if they’d stayed in the water much longer they would have died of exposure. As it was, Miriam had to drag Ruth out, half-carry her across the sand. And then what was their reward for all that bravery?’

‘They found their mother’s body,’ Judith said.

‘They did.’

There was silence for a long moment. In the distance, Judith could hear a dog barking, the sound of a lawnmower starting up. She could smell lavender.

‘They were good girls,’ Steve said, his voice a little husky.

Alison gave him a sideways look. ‘Well,’ she said.

Judith waited.

‘It was a little more complicated than that,’ Alison said.

Again, Judith waited. Alison was a talker. All she needed was space.

‘Miriam was a quiet, gentle girl. She was quite afraid, you could see that straight away. She was too eager to please. Nervous of offending. Keen to learn all the rules so she could make sure not to break them. The kind of kid who wants more rules, rather than fewer, because rules made her feel safer.’

‘And Ruth?’

Alison seemed to struggle for words, and Steve stepped in.

‘Ruth was a bit damaged,’ he said. ‘It’s to be expected, given what she’d been through. We were warned. We can’t say we weren’t warned.’

Alison made a scoffing sound. Steve glanced at her before continuing.

‘Well, maybe not warned, exactly. But we were told that Ruth might have a bit of trouble bonding. We thought that was to be expected.’

‘It wasn’t new to us either,’ Alison said. ‘We’d had kids with troubled backgrounds before. We thought we’d seen it all.’

‘What happened?’ Judith asked.

The Giffords seemed to reach a silent agreement. Alison was the one to tell the story.

‘It happened two weeks after the girls arrived. There was some kind of altercation between one of the other girls and Miriam. We never did find out what happened, exactly, except that there was an exchange of words, nothing physical. But Ruth went for the other girl, biting and scratching, all of that. Steve was there, and he pulled her off.’

‘It was Bella, I think. There was an argument between Miriam and Bella. I was pretty sure that Bella had been the one to start it. Like Alison said, Miriam was the farthest thing from a troublemaker. But Ruth, she was just vicious and she wouldn’t tolerate anyone hurting her sister. I felt for her, you know? It had only been a month since her mother died, since . . . everything. But she had to know she couldn’t hit or bite the other kids.’

‘What did you do?’ Judith asked quietly. The sun had disappeared behind a cloud. The noise of the lawnmower seemed to grow more distant.

‘I pulled her off,’ Steve said. ‘I set her down a couple of metres away from the other girls. I told Ruth she couldn’t carry on like that. I told her that she’d hurt Bella. I shook my finger at her.’

‘That’s it?’ Judith asked.

‘That’s it,’ Steve said.

‘But it didn’t end there,’ Judith said, her eyes going from Alison to Steve and back again.

‘It did not,’ Alison agreed.

‘That night, when we were sleeping, Ruth went to the garage,’ Steve said. ‘She found my secateurs. The big ones I use to trim back the shrubbery. And she came to our bedroom and she—’

‘She chopped off the tip of Steve’s index finger,’ Alison said, shortly. ‘I woke up to him shouting and blood everywhere and Ruth just standing there, calm as you like. She wasn’t afraid or upset or anything really. I called an ambulance and I called the service. I took the secateurs away from Ruth, and by then all the kids were up and Miriam took Ruth away to their room.’

Steve nodded. ‘The thing is, after that Ruth couldn’t stay with us. We had too many other kids living with us. It wouldn’t have been safe. She wasn’t safe.’

‘So they took her away?’

‘She went to a mental health treatment facility,’ he said. ‘Miriam stayed on with us for a few months, but it was very difficult. Ruth kept running away. She came to the house a few times. She snuck back here at night. It was hard for Miriam. She asked to move, eventually. She said it was so that she could be nearer the place that Ruth was living in, so she could visit more often.’

‘Did you stay in touch?’ Judith asked.

Alison shook her head. ‘You don’t really, unless that’s what the child wants. And in this case . . . no. It was a clean break. I did hear from a social worker years later that Ruth got a place at university. I was delighted to hear it. I thought she must have turned things around. But if you’re asking all these questions, then maybe not.’

‘Did the social worker mention which university?’

Alison shook her head.

‘Did you have the guns when Ruth and Miriam lived with you?’ Judith asked.

Steve nodded.

‘And you kept the key in the same place? In your desk drawer?’

Again Steve nodded. ‘But the kids didn’t know about that. We kept that a secret.’

Judith didn’t say anything. From the look in Steve’s eye, she didn’t think she needed to.

‘Can I ask, did Miriam ever come back to visit you? Did she ever bring a boyfriend to meet you?’

‘No,’ Steve said. ‘I don’t think we ever heard from Miriam once she was moved on.’ His eyes met Alison’s in enquiry, and she nodded her agreement.

‘And you never heard anything more about either girl? About where they ended up?’

‘We got a call from a social worker when Miriam died,’ Steve said. ‘We were very sad to hear about it. But other than that mention of a university place, we never did hear a thing about Ruth.’

‘To tell you the truth,’ Alison said, ‘we didn’t ask.’
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

On Wednesday, Elsa gave Celine the day off. It was overdue, a make-up day for the extra hours she’d worked over the previous few weeks. Lola and Cam were at school, which meant that Elsa only had Doris to deal with. That should have been easier than having all three, but Doris was always a challenge when she was by herself. Lola had been so different when she was four. She’d always been happy to sit still with a colouring book and she’d been able to play for hours with Lego, whereas Doris needed to run, to jump, to build things and knock them down. Elsa appreciated that about her daughter, but she couldn’t turn her back for a second, which made it next to impossible to get any work done.

By eleven o’clock, Doris had finally run herself to a standstill, and fallen asleep on the couch. Elsa made a quiet cup of coffee and sat in the kitchen with her laptop. She had work to do. Child Protective Services had made an appointment with her for the next day. They’d sent her a bunch of forms to fill out and some PDFs about how fostering worked. It was clear that she and Nathan would have to jump through some hoops if they wanted to hold on to Cam—which they did. There was no way Elsa was letting that boy get sucked up into the system.

Elsa had only been working for half an hour when the bell for the front gate rang. She swore under her breath and hurried to the intercom. She pressed the button to turn off the bell and checked the camera. There was a courier waiting outside.

Elsa opened the front door and went to the gate. The courier was a woman. She was short, with a stocky build. She wore jeans and motorbike boots and a high-vis jacket, and she still had her helmet on. In her arms she carried a parcel.

‘Hello,’ Elsa said.

‘Elsa Anderson?’

‘That’s me.’

The courier handed over the parcel. Elsa signed for it, thanked the woman, and hurried back inside. By the time she got to the front door she could hear Doris crying.

Damn.

Elsa dropped the parcel on the kitchen benchtop and went to the living room, where Doris had been napping on the couch. She made a brief attempt to settle Doris back to sleep, but realised quickly that it wasn’t going to happen. With Doris you got a window for a nap—a single opportunity—and then you were done. She would be cranky for the rest of the day. Elsa turned on the TV and got Doris a little bowl of raspberries. When her daughter was fully immersed in the adventures of Bluey, Bingo, Muffin and Socks, Elsa left her to it. She figured she’d bought herself half an hour at least.

Back in the kitchen, Elsa put on the coffee machine again, then turned her attention to the parcel. It was wrapped in black embossed paper and a red velvet ribbon, and had a handwritten card with her name on it. There was a little daisy tucked into the ribbon, a single, delicate, fresh flower. Elsa picked it up and held it to her nose. There was a very faint fragrance. She opened the parcel. Inside she found a glass jar surrounded by packing peanuts. The jar was full of marshmallows. How lovely. Marshmallows were her absolute favourite. The label—also handwritten—said that the flavours were ’Smores and Dulce de Leche. Gourmet marshmallows were a thing now? Elsa dug back into the box, looking for a gift card, trying to figure out who had sent her the package. There was no card. Instead she found a single sheet of white paper, with two sentences written across the middle of the page, in delicate calligraphy:


I’m boring and drab and I can’t seem to hold a conversation.I don’t blame her for dumping me.



Well that was very weird. Elsa turned the paper over. There was nothing on the other side. A mistake, maybe? Someone had put the wrong sheet of paper into the box? Absently, she opened the jar and ate a marshmallow while she read the paper again. The marshmallow was delicious, but a second reading of the note did nothing to shed any light on the matter. And she had no time to dwell on it. She still had pages of reading and forms to get through for Cam’s social worker meeting. And she needed to contact her business lawyer to find out what could be done about getting the Darla Darling money back. It was all so delicate. She felt like shit about letting Darla go, really she did, but feeling guilty wouldn’t save her business, and what else could she do?

The first step would be to make sure there was an ironclad non-disclosure agreement. She couldn’t have it getting out that she’d fired Darla because she’d gained weight. That would be commercial—and social—suicide. Elsa started to write the email to her lawyer. It was desperately hard to concentrate. She was so distracted. She couldn’t stop thinking about Jack. Everything seemed so utterly wrong and frightening. That he was sitting in a prison cell, charged with murder, for god’s sake, when her life continued, just as it always had.

Elsa’s phone rang. She answered the call.

‘Jeri? I sent you through my comments on the rough cut. Did you see them?’

‘Yes, love. I’ll get them back to you by tomorrow. Just wanted to talk to you about next week. Thursday’s not going to work for me.’

Elsa put a cup under the coffee machine and pressed the button for a long black.

‘Can you do Wednesday?’ Elsa said. ‘I can do it late if I have to.’ She and Jeri had a meeting planned to go through ideas for the next shoot. Elsa was suddenly tempted to cancel the meeting entirely. She wanted a break. A break from all of it.

On the other side of the phone, Jeri was talking. ‘Sorry . . . give me a second, just waiting for my calendar to load.’

Doris wandered out of the living room. ‘Mummmy. Where were you? We were watching Bluey!’ Her voice had that edge to it that meant that a full-on meltdown was imminent.

Elsa went to Doris and picked her up. She put her on one hip so that she could still hold her phone to her ear. ‘Sorry, baby. I’m just on a call.’

Doris spotted the jar of marshmallows. Her eyes lit up and her hands reached out.

‘Yeah, I can do Wednesday,’ Jeri said. ‘Not before five though, does that work for you?’

‘Let me think.’ Nathan had an early shift on Wednesday. He should be home to manage everything with the kids. Doris started to whine in earnest. Elsa sat her on the edge of the benchtop.

‘Mummmy!’

Elsa tucked her phone under her ear, opened the jar and handed a marshmallow to Doris, who stuffed it into her mouth and chewed, eyes crinkling in satisfaction.

Elsa’s phone buzzed with an incoming notification, then buzzed again.

‘I can do five,’ Elsa said. If Nathan got stuck at work, she’d have to ask Celine to stay late.

‘Where do you want to meet?’ Jeri was asking. Elsa’s phone buzzed again, then a fourth and fifth time in quick succession.

‘Let’s do Harry’s wine bar.’ She needed a drink, and a break.

‘Sounds dangerous,’ Jeri said. Elsa’s phone buzzed again. Doris reached for the marshmallow jar.

‘Gotta go, J,’ Elsa said. She ended the call. ‘No, Doree. No more sugar.’

Doris’s voice raised to a wail. Elsa picked her up and put her on the ground. She pushed the marshmallow jar away from the edge.

‘No more sugar. Are you thirsty?’

Elsa checked her phone. Her Instagram notifications were going off. She opened the app. She’d been tagged in a post by a username she didn’t recognise. The post said:

So much for women supporting women. Listen to this shit from supposed ally Elsa Anderson. Tell us what you really think, Elsa!

Confused, Elsa hit the play button on the video. The video was a fan or paparazzi video of Darla Darling. Darla was sitting at an outdoor table at a café, having lunch with a friend. She was laughing, chatting and enjoying her food. But someone had attached an audio file to the clip. Elsa turned up the sound. Sweat broke out on Elsa’s forehead as she heard herself say:

‘And now, can you believe this shit? She must have spent the last three months sitting at home eating bloody Woolworths mud cakes, because she’s put on like, twenty kilos.’

She heard Nathan’s response:

‘Elsa, come on.’

And her reply:

‘I’m serious. We’re not talking like a little extra curve here. We’re talking about a girl who went from looking like Bambi with tatts to looking like a dollar-store Robyn Henson in three months! I love Robyn. She’s fabulous. But first of all, Darla is not Robyn, and also, I’m not hiring a plus-size model for my brand. That’s not my offering. I don’t make anything over a size fourteen, just for starters. Plus-size is just not my market.’

Elsa pressed her hand to her stomach. She felt dizzy, felt like she was going to be sick. The clip played on a loop. Elsa watched the video three times, frozen in the kitchen as Doris’s crying reached peak complaint. She was paralysed, unable to move forward or flick off the video. The comments were flooding in. Women who were genuinely horrified, hurt or upset; many others who just loved a dumpster fire.


I’ve been buying Elsa’s stuff since her first pop-up in Byron. I supported her even when she messed up with all that shipping chaos a couple of years ago. But this shit is foul.

Robyn Henson wouldn’t wear Elsa Anderson’s stuff for any amount of money. And this is why. Classless.


Yeah. And this is why the body positivity movement fails. Because scrape just beneath the surface and all those fake skinny bitches think like this.


What a cow.


No one I know would be caught dead in her stuff.


Never heard of her. Talk about the wrong way to go viral!

OMG DD is going to SUE her ass!



The comments were coming in faster than Elsa could read them. The post already had six hundred thousand views and it was going up fast. Hundreds of people had already tagged Darla. About the same number had tagged Robyn Henson. Elsa sat heavily on one of her bar stools. Her body felt disconnected from her brain. With clumsy fingers, she left the post with the audio clip and checked Robyn and Darla’s feeds. Neither of them had commented yet. But they would. They absolutely would. And when they did, six hundred thousand views would look like chicken feed.

She had to fix this. She had to.

Doris was still crying.

‘Doree, come on. Let’s watch Bluey, okay?’

She picked Doris up and carried her through to the living room. She switched on another episode of Bluey, cuddled with Doris until Doris was caught up in the show, then retreated to the doorway and called her lawyer.

‘Brian. Hi. How are you?’ Elsa tried hard for a breezy note.

‘Elsa, great, great. I got your email. So you want to find a way out of the Darla Darling contract? I’m sorry to tell you that there isn’t—’

‘What? Oh my god, no. That’s what I get for writing an email in a hurry.’ Elsa’s mind was racing. No one could know she had tried to get out of her contract with Darla. If they did, there would be no denying the story. She could trust her lawyer—could she?—but she was suddenly sure that she couldn’t trust her own phone. ‘I’m so sorry. I was distracted by the kids. That’s not what I meant at all. The absolute last thing I want to do is get out of the contract. Why would I want that?’

There was a pause on the other end of the line. ‘I . . . see. Well, that’s great. Because I—’

‘What I want to know is what my options are if Darla walks away.’

‘Your options?’

‘I want to know what levers I can pull to keep her under contract. If she decides to walk away, what can I do to make her stay?’

‘Well, there’s the money, of course.’

‘The money won’t be enough.’ Elsa’s heart was beating fast. She felt clammy with sweat. This scandal would go viral, of course it would, because it was absolute catnip. And Darla would tear up the contract and get another one for two or three times the money from another brand. She could ride the wave of publicity to get herself further up the influencer chain, and she would. She absolutely would. ‘The carrot won’t be enough. I need a stick.’

‘Okay. The only way Darla can legally break the contract at the moment would be if you fail to pay her. Clause twenty-six says that if you miss a payment by more than seven days, she can give you notice, and if you fail to remedy your failure within a further fourteen days, then she—’

‘I’m not going to miss any payments.’ Elsa said it with absolute confidence. Her bank account was creaking at the seams, but the first rule of business was never to show weakness.

‘Great. Then you don’t have a problem.’

‘Let’s say she tries to walk away regardless. A change of mind. Public pressure. Whatever.’

‘Why would she—’

‘Brian, please. Can you just answer my question?’ Elsa’s phone was still buzzing, buzzing. She had to turn her notifications off.

‘Okay. Well. You could sue for specific performance. People don’t do it very often, because you don’t want to do something like that publicly. It’s hard to claim that a model or influencer loves your clothing if you have to sue them to get them to wear it, you know? But there have been situations where a lawsuit has been threatened, behind the scenes, to force someone to follow through on their commitments. And if she did walk away, you could sue for damages. I mean, the impact on your business would be, I’d imagine, pretty severe.’

They talked for another five minutes, and by the end of their conversation, Elsa had a plan. She had to deny the story. There was no possible way to own her words and survive this. She had to deny it all, and she had to go on the offensive.

Elsa ended the call with Brian, turned off her notifications, and took a series of quick breaths. She closed her eyes. She could hear her own words again, her voice, so ugly, so arrogant and judgemental. Christ, she was that bitch. When had that happened? When had she become that person? She felt sick with shame, but there was no time for shame. She was about to lose everything.

Elsa clenched and unclenched her hands, trying to work herself up. She made sure Doris was fully engrossed in the television, then she retreated to the kitchen and dialled Darla’s number. It rang three, four times. And then Darla answered, in her Americanised drawl.

‘Well, you’ve got some balls calling me today.’

‘Did you do this?’ Elsa injected as much anger as she could muster into her tone.

‘Did I . . . what?’

‘I heard you wanted to get out of the contract. Is this your way of doing it? Because I swear, Darla, if I find out that you or your team is behind this thing, if this is your cheap way of getting publicity, I will sue you into oblivion.’

‘Elsa, what in the actual hell are you talking about? I just got out of a meeting to a thousand tags that led me to a heinous post where you were talking shit about me. And now you call me and you—’

‘You think I made that audio? Are you serious?’

There was a pause on the other end of the line, and when Darla spoke again, it was with the slightest note of uncertainty. ‘It sure sounds like you. And that’s your husband you’re speaking to.’

‘For god’s sake, Darla. Of course it isn’t me. I never said those words, or anything remotely like those words, in my life. Why would I? I pursued you for three months. I sent flowers to your house weekly. I wrote you emails that read like bloody love letters. And I paid you twice my entire marketing budget for the year. Why would I do all that and then turn around and talk like that? It doesn’t even make sense.’

‘Well, you obviously had a change of heart when you saw what a fat bitch I’ve become.’

Elsa closed her eyes. Guilt and fear combined to make her feel nauseous. There was insecurity in Darla’s tone, and pain.

‘What are you even talking about? You’re bloody gorgeous. You’ve always been gorgeous. But gorgeous is easy. There are a thousand gorgeous girls available from agencies in this city for a hundredth of what I’m paying you. You’re more than gorgeous. You’re a bloody movement. I don’t think you’ve changed physically in any way since we signed our contract, but even if you had, it wouldn’t matter to me.’

There was silence. Elsa could almost feel Darla’s confusion. She pressed her advantage. ‘You’re honestly telling me you didn’t do this?’

‘Why would I do it? It’s targeting me. It’s saying horrible things about me. Why would I do it? I don’t understand why you’d think I would.’

Elsa softened her tone. ‘Darla, it’s not really . . . look, someone on my team suggested that maybe you were behind this. Because the clip is going viral, and, you know, you’re going to get interview requests, and—’

‘You think I want people talking about this? You think I want to go on TV and podcasts and talk about how my boyfriend dumped me for the girl I’ve been best friends with since year seven and now they’re all loved-up on Insta? About how she told a mutual that he said he’s never loved anyone the way he loves her. We were together for four years. You think I want to talk about that? About how I’ve been comfort eating since? While the cameras follow me around to get photos of my fat arse?’ Darla was on the verge of tears.

Elsa rested her head in her right hand. She felt sick. Tears burned in her eyes. But her left hand pressed her phone firmly to her ear.

‘If you didn’t do it, and I didn’t do it, then who did?’ Elsa asked.

‘So you’re saying someone faked it?’

‘Of course! I mean, with AI, it’s not exactly hard these days.’ Elsa crossed the fingers of her right hand.

‘Yeah. That’s true.’

‘But I just can’t figure out who would want to do this. I mean, it’s an attack on both of us. I come off like an absolute bitch, and you . . . well, someone’s having a go at your looks. Who would do that?’

‘I can think of some people who want to take me down,’ Darla said, slowly. ‘You know how it is. You build a following on social, and you make enemies. People who want what you’ve got. People who think you got it easy. People who did exactly what I did, only it didn’t work for them, and they just want to take me down.’

‘You think a rival did this?’ Elsa said.

‘I think . . . maybe . . . yeah, it’s possible.’

Elsa let the words sit for a minute. ‘Okay, well, we need to have a crisis meeting now. Your team and my team. We’re going to take this thing and we’re going to make it work for both of us.’

‘How?’

‘I don’t know. We need to work out the details. But I think we make a statement together, on video, saying that the audio is a fake, that it’s an attack on women. Mine is a female-owned business, yours is a female-built brand. Someone’s trying to drive a wedge between us with this, like, 1950s attack on your body. Like, as if we haven’t moved past the concept of a perfect body.’

‘Yeah . . .’ Darla said slowly. ‘But you don’t make clothes above a size fourteen, right?’

‘That’s more a supply issue than anything else,’ Elsa said, as lightly as she could manage. ‘But I’ve been working on resolving that for the past two years. We’re bringing out a much more inclusive range next year.’

‘Why not now?’

‘Because I don’t just want to size up designs. That’s why larger women are so badly served. Designers design stuff that looks great on a size six, and then they just size up, and everything looks rubbish. I want to sell clothes that are designed from the first sketch, built from the first stitch, for the fuller female body. I want to do it right.’

Maybe she should start a plus-size range. She was convincing herself, the more she spoke. Maybe she and Darla and Robyn Henson should team up together. They could point to this ‘fake’ audio, this attack on all of them, as a starting point. It would make for great publicity. Oh god. She was sickening herself now.

‘Look, let’s meet at the warehouse at two, yeah? You bring your publicist, I’ll bring mine. Let’s make whoever did this sorry they ever came up with this horrible idea.’

‘Yes,’ said Darla. ‘And I’m sorry, Elsa. I’m really sorry this happened.’

‘Me too.’

Elsa ended the call. She put her phone carefully down on the table, and buried her face in both hands. Her head was spinning. Relief, guilt and fear warred for supremacy. How badly should she feel about this? Did she feel guilty because she really believed she’d done something wrong? Or was she just afraid of a public shaming?

Elsa’s words replayed themselves in a loop in her head. Her words and her tone of voice. When she’d been talking to Nathan all she’d been feeling was fear, but on the recording you couldn’t hear any of that fear. There was only snark and meanness. Oh god. She’d screwed up. She’d really screwed up. If Darla walked away, Elsa would be cancelled—her entire business would die. Worse than that, they’d lose the house too. She was over-leveraged. She’d bet everything on this one endeavour working out. She’d been so stupid. She’d been stupid too when she’d ranted to Nathan. She could have talked to him about the Darla problem in a respectful way, a kind way even. But she’d wanted to blow off steam, so she’d ranted like a child. And because of that, she could lose everything.

She’d hurt Darla, really hurt her.

Elsa comfort ate two more marshmallows, then put the jar away before Doris could see it again. She hated herself. For gorging on sugar and for being stupid and thoughtless and childish.

But . . .

But . . . she’d been stupid and thoughtless and childish in her own home, in a private conversation with her husband. So . . . how exactly had it gone public? Her eyes turned to her phone and laptop, where they sat side by side on the benchtop. These things were hackable. It happened all the time. Hackers took over your mic and your camera. She tried to think of all the conversations she’d had over her phone, or even in the vicinity of her phone or her laptop. She thought of the bath she’d had a couple of nights before. She’d been watching Schitt’s Creek on her iPad; she’d walked around the bathroom naked. With shaking hands, Elsa turned her phone off. She closed her laptop, and shoved them both into a kitchen cupboard, firmly closing the door. Without her phone she felt bereft—completely powerless and cut off from the world. And she had so much work to do. She went to the living room to get her daughter.

‘Come on, baby. We’re going to the shops.’
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

The Metropolitan Remand Centre was a prison located at Ravenhall, about twenty kilometres from Balwyn. It was a maximum security facility where prisoners were held pretrial, until the outcome of their cases were determined, and occasionally when they had been sentenced but their sentences were under appeal. It would be Jack Miller’s home for the next year or two, as his murder trial made its ponderous way through the system.

Judith met him there at three p.m. on Thursday afternoon. Rocky had set the meeting up. It took place in a windowless interview room, deep inside the prison. Jack was waiting for her, his hair still wet from the shower. He was wearing a prison-issue grey T-shirt and pants. He sat, his hands shackled to a restraint bar attached to the meeting table, looking exhausted and shellshocked.

Judith introduced herself.

‘I have a lawyer,’ he said. ‘You can’t talk to me without my lawyer present, right?’

Judith nodded. ‘That’s right. If you prefer, I’ll leave now. We can try to arrange a time to meet when your lawyer is available. That will take at least a few days to set up, maybe a week or longer. Like I said, it’s your choice. All I can tell you is I’m not here to try to catch you out. I’ve got some questions about what’s happened, and I think you might be able to help me figure something out.’

Jack did not look reassured.

Judith took a seat. ‘I just want you to tell me your side of the story.’

‘Why? I’ve already done that, again and again. No one is listening to me.’

‘I need you to tell me again.’

‘Look, I didn’t know Robert Walker, okay? I’d never heard of the guy until all of this happened. Detective Jansen says that I murdered him as some kind of revenge for my girlfriend, who killed herself years ago. He thinks I blame Walker for not saving her. But that’s insanely stupid. Miriam died ten years ago. If I was going to get revenge, why wait ten years? I didn’t even know that she’d gone to see the guy, okay? She never told me.’

Judith’s eyes were on his face, watching every movement, every micro-expression, looking for anything at all that would indicate he wasn’t telling her the truth.

‘I checked the dates,’ she said. ‘Walker died ten years to the day after Miriam’s suicide. That’s doesn’t seem like a coincidence to me.’

Jack stared at her helplessly.

‘Tell me about the letter,’ she said.

‘The letter?’

‘You told Detective Jansen that the gun was delivered to your home. That it came with a letter.’

‘It wasn’t a letter. It was a note. Just a sentence.

‘Tell me what it said.’

‘I . . . I can’t remember, exactly. I think it said something like He’s still here but he’s gone.’ It didn’t make any sense.

Judith corrected him. ‘The exact line was He’s still here, sometimes, but he doesn’t want to be. That doesn’t mean anything to you? Really?’

‘Should it? Jesus, I don’t—’

‘Think about it for a moment.’

But it was clear Jack wasn’t seeing a connection. Judith didn’t know what to make of that. Was he being obtuse? Was it so close to him that he couldn’t see it? Or maybe it was her . . . maybe Rocky was right, and she was reading too much into the line, seeing things that weren’t there.

‘Tell me about Ruth.’

‘Ruth.’

‘Miriam’s sister, Ruth.’

‘Miriam didn’t have a sister,’ Jack said flatly, with absolute certainty.

‘She did, Jack.’

He stared back at her, clearly disbelieving.

‘She was four years younger than Miriam. You’re telling me that you never met her? That Miriam never once mentioned her to you?’

‘I don’t know whether to believe you or not. Whether this is all part of some game you’re playing. No, Miriam never mentioned that she had a sister. No, I never met her.’

‘You knew that Miriam had been in the foster care system?’

‘Yes, of course. Her parents were killed in a car accident. She went through three different foster families before she aged out. That was something we had in common. Messed-up childhoods. Wait, do you mean a foster sister or something? Because she would have had foster sisters.’

Judith ignored the question. If he was telling the truth, then he wasn’t going to be much help to her. He couldn’t tell her where to find Ruth.

‘Tell me about the box,’ she said. ‘The one you say the gun came in.’

‘It was just a box. Like a shoebox, but plain cardboard, and wrapped up like a present. Kind of gothic, black wrapping paper, a red velvet ribbon, a little daisy stuck into it. There was a handwritten card with my name on it. And that note. Why did you ask me about the note?’

There was no reason not to tell him. He’d find out eventually. His lawyer would get all of the information in discovery.

‘Because Robert Walker’s wife was also sent a box like yours. Sounds like it was the same kind of wrapping. Came with a similar note.’

Jack’s eyes widened. ‘What did the note say?’

‘I tried to get help. That was a big mistake.’

Jack was quiet for a long moment. ‘What else? What was in the box?’

‘It doesn’t matter.’

‘It matters to me.’

‘There was a USB drive. With a video.’

‘Showing?’

‘It seemed to show Walker having a sexual encounter with a woman in his consulting rooms. It might have been a fake video. That has to be confirmed.’

Jack’s hands were still shackled, but the chain had some movement. He was able to raise his hands. He rested his elbows on the table and buried his face in his hands and rubbed at his forehead.

‘This is all so strange,’ he said. ‘Don’t you think this is all so strange?’ He raised his head again. ‘I promise you. I had no idea Miriam went to see him. No idea. But if I had, I wouldn’t have blamed him for her death. She saw him once, right? Why would I blame a doctor who had seen her once, when I lived with her, I loved her, and I didn’t save her?’

‘Jack, I need you to think. Think hard. Maybe Miriam never said anything to you about her sister, but you knew her. You lived with her and you loved her, just like you said. There must be something.’

But Jack was shaking his head. ‘If you mean a birth sister, a sister from the same parents, then she never said anything. I don’t know why she’d hide something like that. It doesn’t make any sense.’

‘Were there places Miriam liked to go? Did she ever go away for a few nights and not give you a full explanation for where she was going?’

Again, he shook his head. ‘Never. She never stayed away at night. During the day . . . I was working, she could have gone anywhere.’

‘Did she have close friends from her childhood? People she spent time with?’

‘No. There was no one. That was part of it, you see. Part of why we needed each other so much. We didn’t have anyone else. Not family, I mean.’

‘Okay.’ This wasn’t getting her anywhere. She pushed back her chair.

‘Wait, you’re leaving?’ Jack suddenly looked panicked.

‘I’ll have someone bring you back to your cell.’

‘But what does all of this mean? That Walker’s wife got a box too? Does that mean you believe me? That you’ll let me go?’

‘It’s not that simple. Better that you talk to your lawyer.’ Judith was almost at the door.

‘Wait. Wait!’

She turned.

‘Can you check on Cam? My son, Cameron. He’s at my friend’s house. Elsa Anderson.’

‘You should talk to your lawyer,’ Judith said.

‘I don’t know when I’m going to see him again. You said it could be days. Please. Please could you just make sure that Cam’s okay?’

The strain in Jack’s face and voice was evident.

‘If your son’s with your friend, I’m sure he’s okay. But yes, I’ll check on him for you.’ She took Elsa Anderson’s address.

‘Thank you,’ Jack said. ‘Thank you very much.’

* * *

Judith left the prison with her mind still turning. She checked her phone when she got back to the car and saw that she’d missed a call from the garage that had her bike. It was ready to collect. She called them back and managed to talk the young mechanic into driving the bike to the station and meeting her there. He was as good as his word. By the time she’d driven over and parked the patrol car in the secure garage, he was waiting outside on the street. She signed his paperwork, gave him the fifty dollars she’d promised him for the personal delivery, then gave him another thirty dollars, the keys to the scooter and her address. He set off to get a tram to her place, happy enough with their deal, and Judith drove her bike into the garage and parked it, this time taking care to find a space near the exit that was in direct view of a camera.

She went upstairs. There were others in the squad room, and Judith nodded a hello, but she went directly to her desk and logged in to her terminal. While she waited for the computer to wake up, she took out her notebook and turned all the way back to the notes she had taken in her interview with Alexis Turner a week and a half ago. Her notes were sparse, far too sparse, because she’d been aware of the voice recording. She’d scratched down only a handful of words: Alexis’s name and her age and her status as a college student. The words headaches and claustrophobia then, a little further down the page, student—food science/chemistry and Robert Walker. His name was underlined. The pen had gone deep enough that it had very nearly ripped through the page.

That was it. The end of her notes. She’d stopped writing because she’d been so focused on watching Alexis. She hadn’t wanted to miss anything the other woman said. Judith turned back to her screen and called up the video recording. She slipped on her headphones, pressed play, and closed her eyes.

Just like that, she was back in the room, listening to Alexis describe what had happened. Telling her about Walker, about how he’d told her to relax.

Alexis had been completely believable. That was the thing that Judith’s brain kept bumping up against. Judith wasn’t a fool and she wasn’t naive. She’d worked at least an interview a week . . . sometimes as many as four or five . . . for her entire career. Which meant something like a thousand or fifteen hundred interviews. In all of that time the vast majority of people who’d sat opposite her had lied badly. You got to know the tells. The unnecessary detail or exaggerations. The eyes that kept slipping away or that held on to hers too tightly. There were a hundred obvious tells and a hundred others that were so subtle she probably wouldn’t have been able to describe them specifically, but she recognised them, or at least her subconscious did. Every now and again she’d come across an expert liar—someone who could pull off a lie with perfect ease—but that was rare, and even with those people, there was usually at least one moment that seemed off. With Alexis, there had been no discordant moment. Judith had believed her. One hundred per cent believed her.

But Alexis Turner was not at all who she had appeared to be. She’d adopted a false name, and with it a false personality. The real Ruth Hall was a more complex being than the angry, hurt girl who’d sat opposite Judith in the interview room. The real Ruth was an excellent liar. She was clearly intelligent and organised and inventive. She was also fearless. She’d walked into a police station and sat opposite Judith and played her role, utterly convincingly. She’d then killed Robert Walker. She had, Judith believed, set up Jack Miller for that murder. Maybe Walker had deserved his end, and plenty would argue that he’d had it coming, but did Jack deserve what Alexis had sent his way? Judith didn’t think so. Jack had failed Miriam—admitted it in his own words—but he’d been young and clueless. There had been nothing deliberate. Clearly, Alexis saw things differently.

Frowning, Judith closed the file again and logged off the system. She picked up her mobile and called Katy.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

With traffic, it was after seven by the time Judith reached Katy’s house. She’d stopped on the way to buy a bottle of wine. She parked outside the house, then sat on her bike for a long moment, hesitating. Which wasn’t like her. She felt utterly at home with Katy, with Oliver, with the kids. She spent a lot of time at the house, and never once had she questioned whether or not she was welcome. It wasn’t that that made her hesitate.

Oliver was the one to answer the door.

‘Jude! Great timing. We’d run out of booze. Come in, come in.’

‘I only brought one bottle. If I’d known—’

‘One’s plenty. Plenty! If I’m desperate I can always have a G & T.’

She followed him into the kitchen. Katy was standing at the hob, stirring something into a big pot of what looked like pasta sauce. Nico was at the kitchen table, his schoolbooks spread out in front of him.

‘I shouldn’t have to do homework on a Thursday,’ he was saying. ‘My teacher says that we should take a break on Thursday. I’ve had a tough week.’

Katy wiped her hands on a kitchen towel, kissed Judith on the cheek, and rolled her eyes at Nico.

‘Your teacher isn’t aware that you’ll spend half of Saturday on the cricket oval, and the other half attached to your computer. That Sunday morning you’ll be right back on the computer and I’ll have to pry you off with a crowbar. Do forty minutes now and there’s a chance we’ll all actually enjoy our weekend.’ As she spoke, Katy took two wine glasses from the cupboard. She kissed her husband on the cheek. ‘Are you good to take over?’ She didn’t wait for a reply, but threw a ‘Come on, Jude,’ over her shoulder, as she opened one of the double doors that led onto the back porch.

Outside, it was chilly. The sun had gone down hours earlier. The Cirillos’ little garden wasn’t much—just a square of lawn that was probably more weed than grass, and a rusting set of swings. But the house was built on top of a hill, and so the porch had a view out over trees and rooftops. After dark that view was a sea of lights from distant houses. The porch also had a large table, big enough for eight chairs. Judith had spent many a night there with Katy and Oliver, drinking and talking. There was a gas heater next to the table. Katy turned it on.

‘Thank god you came,’ Katy said, taking a seat and opening the bottle. ‘Nico is in full-on whinge mode and my feet are killing me.’ She poured a glass for Judith, and one for herself.

‘Are you sure it’s okay? That I’m here, I mean?’

Katy gave her a look. ‘Did you bump your head?’

Judith took her glass, and sank gratefully into the chair. ‘It’s been a day.’

‘Spill,’ Katy said. ‘I could do with the distraction.’

Judith wasn’t sure where to begin. ‘Well, you were right about Miriam Hall, that her file was sealed because of something high profile. She was once Margaux Palmer.’

Katy’s brow furrowed. ‘Palmer.’

‘Daughter of Charlie Palmer.’

‘Oh Christ. The guy who killed his wife, right? The one they suspected of killing a bunch of young girls.’

‘That’s the one. Margaux would have been twelve when all of that happened. And she had a little sister, Renée, who was eight. Renée was given a new name too. Ruth.’

‘How did you find all of this out?’ Katy asked. ‘Did you get the files?’

Judith shook her head. ‘Not yet. I’ve put in a formal request, but it won’t be processed until tomorrow, at the earliest. I spoke to the Giffords. They confirmed it. The girls went to them for a couple of weeks after it all went down.’

‘Fuuuck,’ Katy said slowly. For a minute or two, they sipped their wine in silence, looking out over the city. ‘So. You think Ruth went back to the Giffords’ place and stole the guns?’

‘I think that’s probably what happened.’

‘And you think she killed that guy, Walker?’

Judith grimaced. ‘Rocky still thinks Jack Miller did it, but I think he’s wrong. I think it was Ruth.’

They were silent for a moment.

‘What’s bothering you about it?’ Katy asked eventually. ‘Apart from the obvious. Something’s getting to you, I can feel it.’

Judith was slow to respond. This was why she’d come. It was just so hard to say.

‘It’s Miriam. Rocky thinks that Jack Miller—he was Miriam’s partner, did I tell you? Well, Rocky thinks Jack killed Robert Walker because Miriam went to see Walker before she died. Rocky’s theory is that Jack feels that Walker let her down, that he didn’t give her proper treatment, because of course she went on to commit suicide.’

‘Okay.’

Judith took a deep breath. ‘He doesn’t know the whole story. No one does, except me. Miriam did go to see Walker, that much is right. She only saw him once, because he assaulted her during the session. Felt her up. She came right to us, to the station, and I was the one to interview her.’

Katy said nothing. She knew Judith well, knew that something else was coming.

‘I told her to let it go.’

Katy’s eyebrows flew up. ‘You told her to let it go? To let an assault go? Why?’

‘Because I’d just come off a bloody awful case. A case where two sisters were raped by their dad’s best friend. Those girls trusted us, we did everything right and that bastard still got off. We had no proof. It was another he-said, she-said. All those girls got out of the process was eighteen months of waiting, and then hours on the stand where they were ripped to shreds by a defence barrister. After the case was dismissed, later that night, I got a call from their mother to tell me that the older girl had to be sedated. She never went back to college.’

Katy sighed. She looked down at her wine.

‘It would have been Miriam’s word against Walker’s,’ Judith said. ‘And she was a total mess. Fragile. You know the kind of woman I mean. I thought she’d get crushed by the process so I warned her off. I thought I was doing her a favour, but she ended up killing herself, so I protected her from nothing.’

Katy was silent. Her gaze was still averted, and Judith felt a moment of uncertainty, followed swiftly by irritation. She’d wanted Katy to absolve her, she realised—to tell her that she’d done the right thing, that the legal process really was brutal, that she couldn’t have known how Miriam would react. Judging by the look on Katy’s face, that was not what was coming.

‘What?’ Judith said.

Katy shook her head.

‘What, Katy?’

‘This is about your mother.’

‘My mother? Are you joking? Can we not do therapy, please?’

‘Fine.’ Still Katy wasn’t looking at her. Judith wanted to leave. To drive to the nearest bar and sink some shots and call up a friend with benefits and bring him home. She’d come for company and conversation and friendship, not analysis and bullshit. They were silent for a while. Someone inside the house turned on some music, and they heard the faint early notes of REM’s ‘Shiny Happy People’. Judith shifted her weight in her seat and looked out over the view.

‘Just say it, Katy. You won’t be happy until you get it off your chest.’

‘Piss off,’ Katy said. ‘Don’t do me any favours.’

They were quiet again, both of them wound up now, but then Katy—who’d always been the kinder, the more mature of the two of them—took a breath and started to talk, her voice steady as a metronome.

‘What happened to you when you were a kid was wrong. Your mother failed you. It was her job to protect you, and she didn’t.’

‘This has nothing to do with—’

Katy held up a hand. ‘I’m not finished. Your mother, as you see it, allowed your stepfather to beat the shit out of her, and then, when you were fifteen, to beat the shit out of you.’

‘It’s not about how I see it, or don’t see it,’ Judith said, suddenly feeling heated. ‘It’s a matter of fact. She could have left at any time.’

‘Fine,’ Katy said. ‘I’d say it’s a little more complicated than that, but for the sake of this conversation, let’s just both accept that as true, okay?’

Judith nodded stiffly. She resented the conversation, resented it deeply.

‘You were fifteen when that happened, Jude. Now you’re forty. Of course you should tell Rocky what happened with Miriam. You don’t need me to tell you that. But, you know, keep it to yourself if you want to. If you want to, you can spend the rest of your life making bad decisions and blaming those decisions on your shitty childhood. You decide to do that and I guarantee you, you’ll find a hell of a lot of people who will cheer you on. You can go online and surround yourself with people who will tell you that you’re right to pity yourself, that you’re right to be angry, and that every shitty decision you make is justified because once upon a time, you were a victim.’

Judith’s cheeks were burning. She was angry, so bloody angry.

‘Or you can look in the mirror and recognise that you have been making your own decisions since you were eighteen years old. That’s more than half your life, Jude. More than half the time you’ve spent on this earth, you’ve been the only one in charge. You can own that, and then you can decide to leave your baggage here, and decide what kind of person you want to be in the world. Someone who makes the world better, not worse.’

‘That’s all beautifully put, but I don’t know what my shitty childhood has to do with anything.’

Katy picked up her glass of wine, finished it in one long swallow, then put her glass down on the table. She folded her arms, and her face settled into a fixed expression. She looked like she was bracing herself for more blowback. But after a moment she started speaking again.

‘You don’t like weak women. Or women you see as weak. You’ve had all the training, and you’ll say all the right things about victims’ rights and all the rest of it, but deep down, there is a part of you that believes they should be like you.’

‘Like me. Give me a break.’ Judith said half-laughing, shaking her head, but there were tears in her eyes too. Shockingly. Unexpectedly.

‘Yes. You think everyone should be able to fight back as hard as you did. As hard as you can. But you’re missing the whole point.’

‘What’s the point?’

Katy leaned forward. Her eyes met Judith’s.

‘The point is, you are strong, Judith. You’re strong, and you’re smart, and you’re brave and you can be fierce as hell. Yes, you’re too impulsive, but mostly it works out because you’re bloody good at what you do. And you should be using all of that to fight for the people who don’t have those gifts. Sometimes you do that—I’m not saying you never do it—but not enough. Maybe these people, they don’t have the strength you have, or maybe they had the strength beaten out of them, or maybe circumstances have just put them at the lowest ebb they’ll ever be at in their lives when they meet you. And you’re there. And instead of sitting in judgement on them, Jude, you should be putting your hand out and lifting them up.’

Judith swallowed against the lump in her throat. She wanted to say that she wasn’t that brave or strong, actually—that she was just as much of a mess as the next person—but she wasn’t sure she could talk without emotion getting the best of her, so instead of talking, she sipped her wine. Minutes passed. They sat in silence.

‘I wish I’d known about her mother,’ Judith said in the end. The words surprised her. She didn’t know they were coming until they were out.

Katy picked up the bottle and topped up their glasses with a steady hand. ‘You think you would have treated her any differently?’

Judith ignored that question. ‘It just seems wrong, that I didn’t know.’

They fell silent as Oliver opened the door and came out onto the porch carrying two large bowls with generous portions of pasta, a hunk of garlic bread plonked on top of each.

‘It’s just spag bol,’ he said, deprecatingly.

‘Excuse me,’ said Katy.

‘Apologies. It’s spag bol mostly made by the great Katy Cirillo, and garlic bread made by me.’ He put a plate in front of each of them. He picked up the bottle of wine. ‘And I’m stealing this, you wenches, before you finish it. Share and share alike, you know.’

He disappeared back inside. Katy looked after him fondly.

‘He’s the best, really.’

They were quiet again for a few minutes. The only sounds were birdsong and distant traffic. Judith shifted her weight in her seat.

‘Could you do it?’ she asked.

‘Do what?’

‘What Ruth’s done. Assuming I’m right about her, that is. That she’s murdered one man, set up another.’

Katy frowned.

‘If you had a very good reason. If someone killed Bianca or Nico, for example.’

‘Don’t even joke about that.’

‘No joke. I mean, if someone killed someone you love, would you go after them the way she has? No compromise, no quarter, just her version of justice.’

‘No. I’d want to. I’d maybe even daydream about it. But it takes a certain kind of person to walk up to a man and actually pull a trigger. I don’t know if I could do that.’

‘Right,’ Judith said. She thought for a long moment then said, ‘But it’s almost admirable, in a screwed up way, don’t you think?’

‘Not really. No one gets to be judge and jury. What if she got it wrong? Killed the wrong man? Also even if she got the right one, we don’t have capital punishment in this country, for good reason.’

‘Okay, I get that, but what if you were one hundred per cent sure? I mean, no doubt, you had all the proof anyone could ever want, but for some reason there’s no other way to punish the guy who did it. What about then?’

‘Same answer. I’m not a murderer. And you’re just trying to argue me into a corner.’ Katy gave her a disapproving look. ‘What are you trying to say? That it’s a good thing that that guy Jack Miller is in prison for a murder you think he didn’t do? Didn’t you say he had a son?’

‘I never said that it was a good thing. I was just thinking about what kind of person could do what she’s done, that’s all.’

‘Right,’ Katy said, in a tone that meant bullshit.

Judith decided it would be wise to move the conversation on.

‘The Giffords told me a story about Ruth. Two weeks after she came to them, she cut off Steve Gifford’s index finger in the middle of the night. Because he’d told her off earlier that day, waved his finger in her face.’

Katy grimaced.

‘She was removed from their home and placed in a mental health facility.’

‘She would have ended up in a group home, probably,’ Katy said. ‘Unless they managed to find her a placement with people who could manage high needs. She must have been young . . .’

‘Eight. Eight years old.’

‘Well, young enough that she had time to turn it around then.’ She paused. ‘Except you don’t think that’s what happened.’

‘I don’t. If anyone had motive to revenge Miriam’s death, it was Ruth. And I can’t find her. There’s the child protection file, but she aged out seven years ago, so even when I get it the file will be wildly out of date. She has no phone registered in her name, no driver’s licence.’

‘Did you check under her birth name?’

‘I did. Nothing either for Renée Palmer.’

‘Right.’

‘The thing is, when Alexis Turner came to me with her complaint about Robert Walker, I believed her because it was almost word for word what Miriam told me had happened with her.’

It took Katy only a moment. ‘So you think Miriam told Ruth what happened. That Walker assaulted her. And Ruth waited and waited and then she decided to take her revenge on Walker for Miriam’s death.’

Judith nodded.

‘Why haven’t you told Rocky that you met with Miriam ten years ago, that she was assaulted by Walker?’

Judith felt heat rising in her cheeks. ‘Because he’s convinced Jack Miller is guilty. I didn’t want to give him a reason to be even more convinced about it. I wanted to work the case, to find something that would convince him that there’s more going on here.’

‘Fuck’s sake, Jude!’

‘I’m not doing it for me. If I don’t figure out the truth, Jack Miller is going to be convicted of Walker’s murder. He’s got a kid. No one’s looking at the case the way I am.’

‘That’s bullshit. You’re not the only one with a brain. You could convince Rocky to look at things differently, if you really tried. You’re just on the hunt, and you can’t let it go.’

Judith gave a half-smile. ‘A few minutes ago you were telling me that I was superwoman and I had to use my powers for good. Help the weak, all that. Can’t have it both ways, friend of mine.’

Katy shook her head. ‘Don’t use my excellent advice against me. That’s cheating. You’ll have to tell him eventually. Putting it off is only going to make things worse.’

Judith drained the last of her wine. This was the problem with Katy. She gave great advice, but she never knew when to stop. Judith wasn’t sure now if she ever would tell Rocky the whole truth. Telling the truth wouldn’t help Jack Miller, that was for damn sure.

‘I was wondering . . .’ Judith said. ‘Do you know anyone who might know more about where Ruth went after she left the Giffords? I really need to talk to anyone who might have been a friend of hers. Anyone who might still be in touch with her, or—’

‘The point of a sealed file is that these kids get to leave their past behind them,’ Katy said.

‘I know,’ Judith said.

‘Also your theory might be wrong. Ruth Hall went through hell as a kid, obviously. She shouldn’t have been placed with a foster family so quickly after her mother died. She obviously wasn’t ready, but just because she was violent once doesn’t meant mean she ever was again.’

‘I know, Katy,’ Judith said again. ‘Jesus, if anyone knows that, I do. But if I’m right, she killed Walker, and she set Jack Miller up. If she could do that, she’s dangerous. She needs to be found.’ Dangerous, and formidable. There was something fascinating about Ruth Hall. Judith was building a sketch of the woman in her mind but it was far from fully formed.

Katy sighed. ‘There’s only one mental health facility that Ruth could have gone into, but the doctors there won’t talk to you. They won’t breach client confidentiality. There’s only one man I can think of who might help you. He used to be a psychologist in the service. His name’s Lawrence Barr. He got fired a couple of years back. He’s not practising anymore. He might—might—talk to you. In the circumstances.’

‘Why did he get fired?’

‘He hit the bottle and couldn’t stop. Not until it was too late anyway.’

‘You think he’s angry at the service? That’s why he might talk to me?’

Katy shook her head. ‘I think he thinks like you do. He thinks that some things are more important than rules. You should meet him, Jude. You’ll probably like him.’
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Judith very nearly went home after her conversation with Katy, but guilt nagged at her. She’d promised Jack Miller that she’d check on his son. So when she left Katy’s house, just after eight p.m., she didn’t go home but set off instead for the address Jack had given her. Elsa Anderson’s place was on Ropley Avenue in Balwyn. It didn’t take Judith long to find it. The house was modern, with a facade of exposed concrete, accented with charred cedar cladding and large, black-framed windows. The garden had clearly been professionally landscaped, with mostly native plants, carefully chosen and beautifully maintained. The house was set behind black powder-coated steel gates, but the pedestrian gate had been left open, so Judith let herself in and went to the front door.

She rang the doorbell and waited. There was a camera over her head, which was no surprise. Houses like this would be loaded with them. Two minutes passed. Judith pressed the button again, and heard it buzz somewhere deep in the house. After a moment, she heard the click clack of a pair of heels quickly approaching. The door was opened by a spectacularly pretty woman who looked to be in her late twenties, though her self-possession suggested that she was probably older. She had thick, dark hair to her shoulders, chocolate-brown eyes framed by long, dark lashes. She was tall and willowy and looked like money.

‘Can I help you?’

Judith took out her ID. ‘Elsa Anderson? Detective Judith Lee. Jack Miller asked me to speak to you.’

‘Oh. Right. You’d better come in.’

Elsa led the way through the house. They passed through a hall with soaring ceilings, grey limed floors, and a feature wall that had been clad with more black-scorched cedar. There was art on the walls—huge paintings subtly lit by hidden fittings. They passed a grand piano set into an open-plan alcove. Elsa led the way into a kitchen which had dramatic green marble benchtops, hidden cabinetry and yet more of those black-scorched timber walls. Colour must be back in fashion. For a while it had seemed like every posh house was the same—bright white kitchens and bleached timber floors. But maybe the fashion had changed. Nothing stayed the same for long. Rich people were like magpies. They never met a new, shiny thing they didn’t like.

‘Can I get you a cup of tea?’ Elsa asked. ‘We have herbal, or English Breakfast if you prefer. Or I could make you a coffee?’

‘Coffee would be great, thank you.’

‘Sure.’ Elsa turned to a high-tech coffee machine. It was black with brass fittings and had probably cost more than Elsa’s motorbike. ‘What will you have?’

‘A long black would be great, if that’s possible.’

‘I’ll have the same,’ Elsa said. ‘I probably shouldn’t. I won’t sleep tonight. But I have to work. When we’ve finished talking, that is.’ She pressed some buttons, and the machine started to grind.

‘Incredible house,’ Judith said, when the machine finally quietened.

‘Yes,’ Elsa said. ‘We’re lucky we bought when we did. We wouldn’t be able to afford it today.’ She handed Judith her coffee, then slid over a sugar bowl.

Judith thanked Elsa and added two spoons of sugar. She took a seat at one of the bar stools in the kitchen, and Elsa did the same.

‘I’m sorry,’ Elsa said. ‘I don’t know how this works. First of all, I should tell you that Jack’s son Cameron is upstairs. He’s with my girls, getting ready for bed. We’ll need to keep our voices down.’

‘That’s no problem.’

‘And . . . look, I don’t know what you need from me, but I’m telling you right now that I don’t believe Jack did it. He doesn’t have a violent bone in his body.’

Judith nodded. ‘I understand.’

Now that they were sitting closer, Judith could see that Elsa didn’t look particularly well. She was pale and a little flushed under her perfectly applied make-up.

‘So if you want me to give evidence against him, or something like that, I won’t do it. I’ll be a character witness for the other side.’

Judith nodded again. ‘I’m really not here for that,’ she said. ‘I came because I saw Jack today, and he asked me to check on Cameron.’

‘Oh. Really?’ Elsa raised an eyebrow in surprise.

‘Really. He asked me to double-check that Cameron was here, and to see how he was doing. If it’s possible, I’m sure he’d appreciate a visit.’

‘Of course! My god. Of course I’m going to visit him.’ Elsa nodded in the direction of the kitchen table, a beautiful, sleek thing that looked like it had been custom made for the house. There were small stacks of clothes on the table. Men’s clothes—folded T-shirts and tracksuit bottoms and underpants and socks, all with the labels still on. ‘Andrew—that’s Jack’s lawyer—sent me a list of things that Jack might need, that the remand centre allows you to send in, and I had my assistant . . . well, she’s really my au pair, but she does a little of everything . . . pick up everything this afternoon. I had no idea that you could bring clothing to prisoners. I assumed that they had to wear prison-issued clothing only.’

‘I suppose it saves money. Having family and friends supply extra bits and pieces.’

‘I suppose. Andrew said that it will take at least a few days for my name to make it onto Jack’s visitors’ list, but as soon as I’m on it, I’ll go and see him. Will you see him before I will?’ Elsa’s brown eyes were troubled.

‘It’s possible,’ Judith said.

‘Will you tell him that Cameron’s doing fine? I think he probably needs to hear that, even though I’m not sure that it’s true.’ Elsa raised her left hand and pressed gently at her temple, as if she had a headache. There was a sheen of sweat on her forehead. Her hand trembled a little.

‘You’re a good friend. How long have you and Jack known each other?’

‘Since school.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes. You seem surprised.’

‘No, it’s just . . . well, to be honest, it’s that Jack doesn’t seem to have any money, whereas you . . .’ Judith waved her hand to indicate their surroundings.

‘Oh, I had no money growing up,’ Elsa said. ‘My dad died when I was five, and my mum was a nurse raising three of us alone. We were fine. I mean, we had a flat and we always had enough food and mum was great. But I didn’t go to private school, if that’s what you’re thinking. Jack and I went to high school together. Not all the way through school. His parents dragged him around a bit, you know, but we were together for year eleven and twelve.’

‘Together, together?’

‘You mean like, boyfriend and girlfriend?’

‘Yes.’

‘No, it was never like that.’ Elsa smiled a little. ‘I love Jack, but he’s not my type.’ She put her head to one side. ‘I don’t think I’m his, either.’

‘Did you stay friends through uni?’

‘Yes. Well. Mostly. We both went to the same uni for a while, but I dropped out eventually. I was modelling, and I had to travel and, well . . . there were other reasons, but that doesn’t matter so much.’

From upstairs, Judith heard a child shouting. Elsa cast a glance in that direction, but the shouting quickly subsided.

‘Celine’s with them,’ Elsa said. ‘Our au pair. She hasn’t been with us long but she’s marvellous. Like a member of the family.’

‘Did you know Jack’s ex, Miriam Hall?’ Judith asked.

Elsa’s eyes widened in surprise. ‘I . . . yes. Of course.’

‘You knew her when she and Jack were together?’

‘I knew her before, and I knew her during. Miriam and I were friends first. I introduced her to him.’ Elsa pressed her hand briefly to her stomach, as if the thought had made her nauseous.

‘Are you okay?’ Judith asked.

‘Yes. Fine. Sorry. I’ve been feeling a little off all day. And you surprised me. Asking about Miriam. It’s all such ancient history.’

‘I understand,’ Judith said. ‘Things must have been rough towards the end.’

Elsa shrugged uncomfortably. ‘It’s possible. I mean, more than that, given how she died. I’m sure she was depressed, but I didn’t see her, those last few months. We’d grown apart by then.’

‘You and Jack? Or you and Miriam?”

‘Both, I suppose. Or, well, it’s not that anything changed between Jack and me really. It’s more that we didn’t see each other. He’d dropped out of college. They had a new baby. I was . . . look, that was the party stage of my life. I was out a lot. Travelling. Living it up. They were doing the opposite.’

‘Did you see Miriam before she died?’

Elsa swallowed. Again she pressed her hand to her stomach. Her flush seemed to deepen.

‘Do you mean right before?’

‘I mean in the two or three weeks before she died.’ Miriam’s appointment with Walker had been the week before she killed herself.

‘No,’ Elsa said. ‘I hadn’t seen her for I think two months. It might have been longer. That was one of the reasons . . . well, I felt very guilty after she died.’ She stopped talking. She swallowed again, and pressed her left hand to her sternum.

‘Are you okay?’

‘Not really. I’m sorry.’

‘Can I get you something?’

‘Some water, maybe. From the fridge.’

Elsa nodded in the direction of the corner of the kitchen, where a door was slightly ajar. Judith opened it, and found a second kitchen on the other side. This one had simple white cabinetry, a sink and a pair of ovens, as well as a large fridge with French doors. The fridge was covered with magnets and kids’ drawings. Judith’s hand was on the fridge door when she saw it. A child’s drawing of a rainbow, a little girl, and what looked like either a squashed horse, or an oversized dog. The drawing wasn’t what caught her attention. It was the paper the drawing had been made on. In the centre of the sheet, under the crayon drawings, there was a single line of elegant calligraphy.

Judith lifted the magnet and took the sheet of paper. She read it carefully.

I’m boring and drab and I can’t seem to hold a conversation. I don’t blame her for dumping me.

Judith swore quietly under the breath. She had no evidence bag. She’d already handled the letter, as had god knew how many others. She held the page carefully between finger and thumb, and returned to the kitchen.

‘Elsa, where did this—’ She never got to finish the sentence. Instead she watched as Elsa’s eyes rolled in her head, watched as Elsa fell backwards off the bar stool like she’d just been shot.

‘Shit!’ Judith dropped the paper and ran to her. Elsa was on the ground, and she was convulsing. Her arms were drawn in towards her chest, and both hands were rigid. Her jaw was locked, and her back arched and released, arched and released. Judith pulled her phone from her back pocket. She called for an ambulance and gave the address of the house, then did her best to support Elsa’s head. The convulsions went on and on. There was bloody foam at the corner of her mouth. Judith heard the front door open. The ambulance couldn’t be there already, could it?

‘Elsa? I’m home,’ a male voice called out.

A man wearing scrubs entered the kitchen. He was tall and handsome. He saw Elsa on the floor and froze for a moment, his face a mask of horror. Then he ran to her and dropped to the ground at her side.

‘What happened?’ His fingers went to Elsa’s neck, his head to her chest.

‘She just fell. She was sitting on the bar stool, and she went into a convulsion, and she just fell backwards.’

‘She hit her head?’ He was afraid, Judith could see that clearly, but he was trying hard to stay in control.

‘Yes. I think so. But she was convulsing before she fell. Is she epileptic?’

‘No. Christ no.’ There was a cardigan hanging on the back of one of the bar stools. He grabbed it and folded it and tucked it under Elsa’s head. The convulsion seemed to be slowing. He turned her gently onto her side, putting her in the recovery position. ‘How long has she been convulsing?’

‘I’m not sure,’ Judith said. ‘A minute, maybe two. I’ve called an ambulance. They’ll be here any minute. You’re her husband?’

‘Yes. Nathan. Who the hell are you?’

‘Judith. Detective Judith Lee.’

‘I don’t understand how this happened.’

The ambulance seemed to take forever. The convulsions finally stopped but Elsa didn’t regain consciousness. The paramedics finally arrived, apologising for the delay.

‘We’re backed up. There’s ramping at the hospital.’

Nathan ignored the explanation and barked a report at them, that Elsa had no history of seizures, that the convulsions had lasted up to two minutes, that he’d observed full body stiffening. There were two paramedics; an older woman and a younger man. They moved quickly, assessing Elsa, attaching monitors to her right index finger and to her chest.

‘I’m Olivia, this is Brian,’ said the female paramedic. ‘The patient’s name is?’

‘Elsa,’ said Nathan. ‘Elsa Anderson.’

‘Elsa? Can you hear me?’ Olivia said. She raised Elsa’s eyelids and shone a light into her eyes. Elsa didn’t respond. She was breathing—Judith could see her chest rise and fall—but otherwise she seemed deeply unconscious. There was a bloody residue at the edges of her mouth. ‘What was she doing before the convulsions?’ asked Olivia. ‘Was there any warning? Did she have any odd feeling, déjà vu, unusual smell or taste, severe headache or light-headedness?’

Nathan looked at Judith.

‘She was feeling nauseous, I think. She said she hadn’t been feeling well all day.’

‘Any recent head injury or fall? Any alcohol or drug use today?’

‘No fall or head injury until just now. No drug use, ever.’ Nathan glanced around the kitchen. ‘Elsa drinks, but not to excess. She might have had a glass of wine. I don’t know.’

Brian moved the gurney closer.

‘We’re going to lift her now, okay?’ he said to Nathan. ‘You can help us. We’re going to roll her onto the brace, then lift her. You just support her head, just as you are.’

Nathan nodded. His eyes were on Elsa’s face. ‘I’m a surgeon.’

‘That’s great,’ Olivia said, reassuringly. ‘We’re going to lift her now, okay? One, two, three . . .’ They got her onto the gurney and started to roll her towards the door. Nathan moved with them, his hand on Elsa’s shoulder. He gave Judith a frantic look. ‘My kids . . .’

‘Your au pair’s here,’ Judith said. ‘Go. I’ll make sure they’re okay.’

And so they left. The ambulance disappeared in a haze of flashing lights and the blaring of sirens. Judith was still kneeling on the floor. There were a few packets thrown on the floor from needles and monitoring patches discarded by the paramedics. Judith picked them up slowly. She found the bin and threw them out. She found a plastic bag and bagged the telltale letter, then put it in her pocket.

Slowly, she climbed the stairs. The first floor was in semi darkness. The overhead lights were off, but there was a little very gentle mood lighting coming from LED strips tucked into shadow lines. The children couldn’t possibly have slept through all of that commotion, the arrival of the ambulance, its departure under siren.

‘Hello?’ Judith said quietly. She walked the wide corridor and tried to remember the au pair’s name. On the first floor Judith found a primary suite with a vast bathroom and walk-in robe, a second guest room and a library, but no kids, and no au pair. She climbed the stairs to the second floor. The corridor was dark but she found a kid’s bedroom—striped pink wallpaper on the walls, a single bed covered in plushies—with its lights on and its door wide open. The room was empty. Judith heard sounds coming from the end of the hall. Voices. A child crying. Judith hurried to the door and pushed it open to reveal another bedroom, this one again in semi darkness. Judith saw a little girl, maybe eight or nine, standing to the side hugging a rabbit plushie to her body. An older boy, presumably Cameron Miller, stood with his arm around her. And there was a young blonde woman wearing pyjama shorts and a T-shirt, on her knees, holding a much younger child. No one noticed Judith’s arrival, partly because they had their backs to the door, and partly because the little girl in the young woman’s arms was vomiting.

‘It’s okay, it’s okay, pauvre petite,’ the young woman said. She sounded panicked. There was vomit all over the floor, vomit on the child’s pyjamas.

Judith flicked on the main light switch and light flooded the room. Everyone except for the au pair and the vomiting little girl turned to stare at her. Judith kept her attention on the child.

‘How long has she been like this?’ she asked. The vomit was blood-streaked.

‘I don’t know,’ the blonde girl said, in a heavy French accent. Her head was bent over the little girl, supporting her. ‘I was in my room. I just found her.’

The little girl retched again and cried weakly.

Judith thought about calling another ambulance, but they’d taken so long to come for Elsa. She pulled a blanket off the bed, wrapped it around the little girl, and took her from the au pair. The little girl cried harder, reaching back, but Judith held her tight and made for the door.

‘Wait!’ the au pair called after her. ‘Who are you? Where are you going?’

‘I’m police. I’m taking her to the hospital.’ Judith started down the stairs. The au pair followed. ‘Has she eaten anything unusual today?’

‘No . . . je ne sais pas . . . I don’t think so.’

The little girl was still crying weakly, but she’d stopped vomiting. Judith had reached the hallway. There was a set of keys in a glass dish on the hall table. Nathan’s keys. She grabbed them and made for the door. She would have liked to bring the au pair with her, to have the girl sit with the child in the back seat, but someone had to stay with the other two.

‘Don’t touch anything in the kitchen, and don’t eat anything,’ Judith said. ‘The police will be here soon.’

She didn’t look back. Nathan’s car was parked in the driveway. It was a Mercedes SUV. She didn’t recognise the model. There was a child seat in the rear. Judith opened the back door and strapped the little girl in.

‘You’re going to be okay,’ she said. ‘I’m going to take you to the doctor, and soon you’re going to feel much, much better.’

Judith ran for the driver’s seat, turned on the engine and reversed out of the driveway. She drove at pace to the hospital, hoping what she’d told the child was true.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

After Judith delivered the little girl to the emergency room at Box Hill Hospital and told them that she suspected poisoning of the child and the mother, she called Rocky and told him the same thing. He said he’d dispatch officers to search the house for anything suspicious, and told Judith to go home. She wanted to wait at the hospital, but there was nothing she could do there, so she did as she was told and went home to her bed, and then couldn’t sleep.

At seven the following morning, she called Rocky. He answered on the second ring.

‘You’re up early,’ she said.

‘Didn’t go to bed.’

The tone of his voice was grim, and Judith’s heart sank. She could hear street noise in the background.

‘Where are you?’ she said.

‘Just leaving the hospital. She didn’t make it, Jude. Elsa Anderson is dead.’

‘What? You can’t be serious.’

‘I’m afraid so.’

The utter, shitty finality of the words hit Judith hard. It didn’t seem possible. That beautiful woman who’d been so vital, so present, the night before.

‘Her daughter? The little girl?’

‘Hanging in there. It was definitely poison. I sent a team to the house. The childminder pointed the boys to a jar of marshmallows. She said they were Elsa’s favourite sweets, that they’d been delivered by a courier, and the little girl—Doris—she ate some too. Elsa died before we could finish testing, but they were laced with 1080. You know what that is?’

‘Not really.’

‘It’s the brand name for sodium fluoroacetate, which is a controlled pesticide. It’s supposed to be accessible only to licensed pest controllers, but it’s widely used in the country to control possums, rabbits and other feral animals. I’m told it’s an odourless, colourless crystalline powder and there’s no specific antidote. There’s no way to reverse the effects, either. All doctors can do is try and keep you alive and hope you recover.’

‘So the kid . . .’

‘There’s hope. That’s all I know. It seems like Elsa ate some yesterday and more today. The little girl mustn’t have had as many. Usually 1080 works fast. No one seems to know exactly why they didn’t get sick until last night.’

Judith swore under her breath.

‘I’ve got a whole team working on this now, and our first priority is tracking down Ruth Hall. Sawhill’s thinking about making a public announcement. Warning people about the marshmallows.’

‘You think she sent them to someone else?’

‘You tell me, Jude. You’ve been ahead of me all the way on this. Do you think it’s possible?’

Judith hesitated. ‘I don’t know. So far, it feels like her campaign has been tightly targeted.’

‘Tightly targeted my arse. There’s a little girl in ICU who might not survive the day. And whatever Elsa Anderson did, she doesn’t deserve what she got.’ Rocky broke off to mutter something to someone who was with him, and Judith heard the sound of car doors opening and closing. ‘I have to go. I’ll see you at the station.’

Judith, still at home, barefoot and in her pyjamas, sat on her couch and rubbed both hands over her shorn head. She’d been a fool. Some part of her had felt sympathy for Ruth Hall and her cause, and some part of her had even envied Ruth’s ability to decide on a course of action and then implement it, without, it seemed, any hesitation or doubt or fear of the consequences. What was so clear to Judith now—and what should always have been clear to her—was that Ruth was a psychopath. She took life easily. Far too easily. Whatever Elsa had done to make herself a target, did it matter? Short of actually killing Miriam herself, could she have done anything to deserve her murder? And the little girl, she was a complete innocent.

Judith showered, dressed and ate. She got on her bike and rode to Lawrence Barr’s home address. He lived in a townhouse on Ramsden Street in Clifton Hill, overlooking Quarries Park. Judith let herself through the low pedestrian gate and went to the front door. She rang the bell. The door was opened by a blonde woman who looked to be in her late fifties. She was in her stockinged feet and wearing jeans and a long cardigan. Judith could hear classical music playing from a room towards the back of the house.

‘Can I help you?’

Judith introduced herself, showing her ID. ‘I’m looking for Lawrence Barr. Is he available?’

The woman’s open, friendly expression disappeared quickly. ‘He’s out.’

‘I see. Do you know when he’ll be back?’

‘I do.’

There was a long pause. The two women eyed each other.

‘He’s not in any trouble,’ Judith said.

The blonde rolled her eyes. ‘I know that. You’re the trouble. What’s it about?’

‘I’m afraid I can’t disclose that.’

That prompted another eyeroll and a shake of the head.

‘I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t very important. It’s . . . look, lives are in danger.’

‘They always are,’ the blonde snapped. ‘That’s the problem.’ Before Judith could respond she said, ‘You’ll find him at St Bart’s. Finishing up the early morning meeting. Try to leave him in the state you found him in, would you?’ And she slammed the door in Judith’s face.

St Bart’s was a red-brick Anglican church on Burnley Street, about four kilometres from the Barrs’ townhouse in Clifton Hill. Judith parked her bike and looked Lawrence Barr up online. Katy had obviously been right about Barr not practising anymore. He wasn’t listed as a psychologist in any mental health practice. But the internet is forever, and Judith was able to find a few photographs of the former psychologist—formal-looking shots where he stood with other besuited men and women, smiling blandly for the camera. Barr was a short man—best guess, she’d put him at around five foot five or six—with a sharply receding hairline. His skin was tanned and lightly freckled.

Judith waited, sitting on her bike. At ten-fifteen a.m., she saw Lawrence Barr emerge from the building, a cardboard cup of coffee in hand, chatting with an older man.

Judith waited for the older man to leave, then approached Barr as he turned to go back into the church.

‘Mr Barr? Do you have a moment?’

He was willing enough to talk to her, and seemed unsurprised when she introduced herself as a detective. He led the way to a wooden bench that was installed against an outer wall of the building and gestured for her to take a seat.

‘I appreciate your time,’ Judith said.

‘So how can I help you, Detective?’

‘I’m trying to track down a woman you may have treated when she was a young girl. Her named is Ruth Hall.’ She watched his face when she said Ruth’s name. It took him a moment, perhaps, to place her, but place her he did. She saw recognition in his eyes. Recognition, and caution.

‘I’m not sure how I can help you with that. I haven’t seen Ruth since she was a child.’

‘Right,’ Judith said. ‘Could you point me to a psychiatrist who might have treated her more recently? Towards the end of her time in the foster system?’

‘I could, but they won’t talk to you without a court order.’

‘I don’t want to ask any questions about her treatment or her diagnosis. I’m just trying to track her down. Or even track her friends down. Anyone who might have been close to her as a teenager who might still be in touch now.’

‘Even so,’ Lawrence said, shaking his head, ‘they won’t talk to you about a patient.’

‘I really don’t mean her any harm.’

He shrugged. ‘The rules are the rules.’

Judith hid her disappointment, and tried to figure out what she could do next. She should go to the station, go through the child protection files, the release of which would now certainly be expedited. Maybe she’d find something useful there. She could go to the homes Ruth had lived in, speak to any foster parents she may have been placed with. The Giffords had been very helpful. There might be others like them who would be willing to talk to her, even if the social workers and psychologists could not. But she felt a deep sense of urgency. As if somewhere a hidden hourglass had been turned over and the sand was spilling out far too quickly.

‘Look, if it’s any consolation, I don’t think they’d be able to help you, even if they were willing to talk to you,’ Lawrence said.

‘Really? And why is that?’

‘Because Ruth would not have stayed in touch with her treating doctors, and because she didn’t have friends.’

Judith digested that for a moment. ‘If you only treated her when she was a child—’

‘I didn’t treat her when she was older, that’s true, but we were a small team, the psychologists and psychiatrists who dealt with kids in the system. We provided multidisciplinary care. We had meetings, and we discussed the kids. Ruth was a very challenging personality.’

Judith waited. He had more to say, she could feel it. But Lawrence was silent.

‘I spoke to Ruth’s foster parents, the Giffords. They told me what happened with Steve’s finger. It sounds like Ruth got inpatient treatment for a while, after that. The Giffords thought that she probably went to a group home.’

‘She did,’ Lawrence said. ‘For a while. There were other attempts to place her with a foster family. Three that I know of. All of them failed. She spent most of her time in the system in a group home, and there were a lot of problems there too.’

‘You said she didn’t make friends easily.’

He paused, not, she thought, because he didn’t want to speak, but because he was carefully considering his words.

‘How much do you know about her history?’

‘I know that her father was Charlie Palmer,’ Judith said. ‘I know what she went through.’

Barr gave a sad smile, and shook his head. ‘I doubt that, Detective. You might know some of it, but you couldn’t possibly know all and I’m not going to get into it with you.’ He turned to look at her. ‘Why are you here? Is Ruth in some kind of trouble?’

Judith debated how much to tell him. ‘All I can say is that it’s a sensitive situation, but I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t extremely important. If lives weren’t at stake.’

He seemed unconvinced.

‘If I tell you anything more, I’m going to have to ask you to keep it private. You can’t talk to anyone about it at this time.’

He smiled again. ‘There’s no need to worry about that. My wife has banned all talk of my former patients from the house, for good reason. And I’m no longer in touch with the people I might have once shared this with.’

Judith nodded. ‘I think it’s possible that Ruth has murdered two people. A third—a child—is in hospital in a critical condition. You understand that this is a theory only. She may be entirely innocent. I wanted to talk to you, not only to try to track Ruth down, but to—’

‘You want to know if I think she’s capable of such an act,’ Barr said, cutting across her.

‘Yes.’

He nodded, his expression very tired, very grim. He looked away from Judith, fixing his eyes on something across the street. Traffic passed by and the noise of the city surrounded them, but it felt like they were in a bubble, separated from the world around them.

‘How did she do it?’ he asked.

‘The first was a gunshot at close range. The second was a poisoning. Someone sent the victim a jar of marshmallows laced with 1080. They were the victim’s favourite sweets. She ate half of them and gave a few to her young daughter. Ruth’s motive might have to do with taking revenge for her sister’s suicide.’

Lawrence blew out a long, slow breath, and shook his head. ‘That would be a difficult thing to do, I’d imagine. Poisoning food like that.’

‘Not as hard as you’d think, unfortunately. Ruth studied chemistry at university. She dropped out before the end of her second year, but perhaps that was long enough.’ Alison Gifford had mentioned that she’d heard that Ruth had gone to uni. After they spoke, Judith had applied for and been granted an emergency warrant, and had confirmed that Ruth had been enrolled at Deakin University for four trimesters. Her results had been erratic. In some classes she’d earned a distinction, others she’d failed. The university had had no record of where Ruth had gone after she’d dropped out. By now the team would be trying to track down Ruth’s classmates, to see if any of them knew anything useful, but all of that would take time.

Lawrence Barr clasped his hands together and rested them on his lap. He was silent for a long moment before he began to talk.

‘I don’t know if I can help you. I don’t know where Ruth is. I can tell you what I know about her, and you’ll have to decide for yourself if it’s relevant or not.’ He paused, as if gathering his thoughts, then continued. ‘Ruth experienced severe childhood trauma, terrible violence. She lost her mother, her primary attachment figure. She became hypervigilant, always watching, waiting for the next threat. She was an emotional outsider—she couldn’t form intimate relationships. Ruth didn’t bond with other people. She formed attachments, certainly, but they were not attachments in the normal sense of the word. Sometimes she would take an interest in people, befriend them for a short time, then drop them when she got bored. Occasionally, the interest would become a fascination. Ruth could be obsessional. She liked to watch.’

Lawrence’s words echoed in Judith’s mind. Judith had been to state-mandated therapy for years after she’d killed her stepfather. No one had doubted that she’d acted in defence of her mother. Equally, no one had doubted that she needed help. And through those years of therapy she’d heard many of those terms—severe childhood trauma . . . hypervigilant . . . emotional outsider—applied to herself.

‘What does that mean, she liked to watch?’

Lawrence sipped his coffee. A van pulled in and parked in front of them. Two women got out and opened the back doors. They unloaded a wooden archway, and carried it carefully to the church door, where they took their time setting it up.

‘Ruth was very possessive of her older sister. She ran away twice from inpatient treatment while her sister was still at their first foster home. You said you spoke to the Giffords? A nice couple. Ruth didn’t go to the house. She just camped out in the woods beside the house and watched. But she’d come closer and skulk around at night, stealing food and so on. Eventually the sister had to be moved to another home.’

‘The Giffords said something about that.’

‘It wasn’t just with her sister. Later, when Ruth was a teen, there were incidents. She would fixate on someone, and find a way to watch them. A camera, hidden in someone’s room, or she would just follow them.’

Judith thought about that. About a teenager who would hide cameras, follow someone.

‘I treated so many children who had been horribly abused, horribly neglected. So many of them were profoundly damaged by their experiences. Many of those kids survived and went on to become good people. And some of them didn’t survive, through no fault of their own.’

There was a sadness in his eyes, a darkness that made Judith wonder how many kids he’d seen over the years who’d suffered too much.

‘Which category does Ruth fall into?’

He shook his head slowly. ‘Ruth was different. She could be extremely charming. She could put on a personality, when it suited her, but the person underneath was very cold. I believe that she showed traits of narcissism, of sociopathy, even as a young girl.’

‘But she loved her sister,’ Judith said. ‘From what the Giffords said, she was extremely protective of her.’

Lawrence sighed heavily.

‘You don’t think Ruth loved Miriam?’

‘What Ruth felt for Miriam, I believe, was more primitive than love.’ He kept his eyes looking forward as he spoke, staring out into space, his hands wrapped around his coffee cup. ‘For most of us, loving someone means that we care about their wellbeing. We want them to be happy and we accept their autonomy. I don’t think Ruth was capable of that kind of love. Instead, Miriam served as what psychologists sometimes call narcissistic extension. Ruth and Miriam shared the same trauma, the same abandonment. In Ruth’s mind, Miriam wasn’t a separate person to be loved, but rather the only other person who truly was Ruth. When she looked at Miriam, she saw her own reflection, her own pain, her own experience validated.’

Judith tried to digest this. She felt both disturbed and reassured. She’d seen an echo of herself in Ruth, she couldn’t deny that, but they were fundamentally different people in the end. Judith didn’t have many close relationships, but she was capable of love. She loved Katy, and all of Katy’s family. Loved Rocky. She loved them all in a healthy way. And Ruth, it seemed, couldn’t do that. Why? Because Ruth’s experience had been worse than hers? Because she hadn’t had someone like Rocky to be a mentor and a friend? Because she hadn’t had a Katy, who had always been Judith’s sister in every way that mattered? Ruth had lost her only sister to suicide.

‘You’ve suggested that Ruth may be seeking revenge for Miriam’s death. That makes sense to me. Miriam’s death would have enraged her. But she wouldn’t grieve the way you or I might. For Ruth, losing Miriam would be more like losing a limb or having part of her identity torn away. Ruth’s revenge isn’t about justice for Miriam; it’s about avenging an attack on herself.’

‘If she felt so strongly, then why did she wait ten years? Why now?’

Lawrence shook his head. ‘I can’t answer that question for you. Something might have triggered her—an anniversary, or seeing one of her targets living happily. Something of that nature.’

Judith thought it through. ‘I still find it hard to believe that Ruth didn’t love her sister. I’m not saying it wasn’t twisted, but . . .’ She let her voice trail off. She didn’t know why she was resisting the idea, except the whole thing seemed so much sadder, so much more screwed up, if there’d never been love.

Lawrence gave her a careful look. ‘Like I said, I haven’t seen Ruth Hall since she was a child. And I’m not a psychologist anymore.’ He got to his feet slowly, and looked down at her with compassion in his eyes. Compassion for her? Suddenly uncomfortable, Judith wondered what he saw when he looked at her. He continued. ‘Miriam was probably the only person in the world who ever made Ruth feel like she wasn’t alone in her mind. When she died, Ruth lost the only mirror that reflected back her own existence as meaningful. That may not be love, but it’s tragic in its own way.’

Judith stood too. ‘You remember her well,’ she said.

He smiled ruefully. ‘I remember them all well. That was my problem.’

‘What do you do now, if you don’t mind me asking?’

‘My wife has a business. I’m doing her bookkeeping. Badly, probably, but it keeps me busy.’

She wanted to ask him more, about what it was like to be on the outside, whether he ever looked back and missed it. Not that being a psych was the same as being a cop. They were entirely different.

‘Thanks for your time,’ she said.

‘I should be thanking you, really.’

‘Oh?’

‘You’ve reminded me why I left. Not, I think, that I needed the reminder. But it doesn’t hurt.’ He gave her a nod, and walked away.

Judith walked slowly back to where she’d parked her bike, Lawrence Barr’s words echoing through her mind. She was certain now that Ruth was behind the murders. She’d set out to take revenge on three people, the three people she blamed for her sister’s death; Robert Walker, Jack Miller and Elsa Anderson. Doris Anderson was just collateral damage. Three boxes, and three ruined lives. So perhaps she was finished now. She’d taken her revenge. Judith was convinced that Jack Miller was innocent, and Rocky was surely convinced of that now too. Jack would be released from custody. But would he be safe, if Ruth was out there in the wind? Judith didn’t think so.

Judith thought about what Barr had said about Ruth being a voyeur, about her watching the objects of her latest obsession. Well, if what Barr said was true, Ruth wouldn’t have been able to watch any of her targets easily. All three of her victims lived in very expensive neighbourhoods with multimillion-dollar homes. The Andersons had security cameras. So did the Walkers. And Jack Miller’s apartment was a rear property that couldn’t be easily watched from the road.

Of course, Robert Walker had had his rooms near the university. There were flats near his office building that weren’t wildly expensive, that probably came up for rent fairly regularly. But they wouldn’t have been an attractive option for Ruth, surely. She wouldn’t have been able to get anything much from setting up in close proximity to his rooms. Just the ability to watch Robert Walker go in and out of work a few times a week.

Something occurred to Judith. She took out her phone and called Rocky. He answered immediately.

‘Look, it’s probably nothing, but I spoke to someone who said that Ruth Hall was a voyeur when she was younger. She fixated on people and then she watched them. She liked to get close. It occurred to me, if she is behind all of this, she might have tried to hack the Andersons’ security cameras. Or the Walkers’.

‘I’ll have Arnie check the cameras,’ said Rocky.

‘Great.’

‘That’s it?’

‘Just that I think it would be worth checking Jack Miller’s cameras too.’

‘He doesn’t have any.’

‘Okay.’

He hung up and Judith kept walking. She didn’t want to go to the station, not yet. The case had a hold of her. If she tried to step back into the team, she’d feel the way she always felt at moments like this. One step out of sync with everyone around her, like an alien masquerading as a human. In the end, she decided to drive around to Haines Street, to take a look at the small apartment block that sat to the left of Robert Walker’s office building. The chances of finding anything were beyond slim, but she needed to do something.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

The apartment block was as she’d remembered it. Nineties architecture. Three storeys, squat and charmless, but with large balconies that suggested apartments that were a decent size, unlike the shoeboxes being built today. Judith stood on the other side of the road and examined the building. She counted the windows. There were four apartments on each floor, best she could tell, so twelve in total. There was a For Rent sign shoved into the small scrubby grass verge in front of the building. The sign looked weather battered. It had probably been there for months. Maybe it was a permanent feature.

Judith called the number displayed. She asked to speak to the agent who managed the building. There was a buzz, and a click, and her call was diverted. It rang three times and was answered.

‘Wendy Sweeney. How can I help you?’

Judith introduced herself. ‘I’m searching for a woman named Ruth Hall. I’m wondering if she might have rented an apartment or a room from you in the building on Haines Street, sometime in the past six months?’

‘Oh. Wow. Okay. You’re a real police detective? I’ve never talked to a detective before. What’s this about? Is it serious?’

‘I’m afraid I can’t get into it.’ Clouds were beginning to gather overhead. The sky was darkening. Rain was on the way. Judith raised her face to the sky. She’d welcome a storm right then and there.

‘No, of course. I completely understand. Just hold on a minute.’ There was a pause, then Wendy came back on the line. ‘I had to pull in. I was talking to you on the hands-free, but I need my phone if I’m going to look this up.’ She fell silent again for a moment, then came back on, sounding disappointed. ‘No. Sorry. I haven’t rented anything in that building to anyone named Ruth.’

‘Okay. Thanks for trying.’ Judith was already switching off from the conversation. Her brain was moving on to the next steps. She should go into the station, find Rocky, convince him to call in some favours. Together they should go to Superintendent Sawhill, persuade her to bring pressure to bear on the Director of Child Protective Services so that they could immediately get their hands on Ruth and Miriam’s child protection files. Find out where else Ruth had been placed and go out and interview everyone they could find who’d known her. There had to be someone who knew where she lived, where she worked. She couldn’t live on air.

‘I’ve only rented two apartments in that building in the last six months. Between you and me, it has problems. No insulation, just for starters, and the plumbing is an issue, not to mention a chronic cockroach infestation. I can’t tell you the number of times we’ve had the fumigators out, but sometimes those little buggers just don’t want to shift.’

‘Okay. Thanks for your time.’

‘So the first one was on the ground floor, and that went to a guy called George Townsend. Well, George and his girlfriend really—she was very sweet—but George was the one who signed the lease. And the third floor went to a young woman named Alexis Turner. Lovely girl. Charming. I’m sorry I couldn’t be more help. Do you know, I wanted to be a policewoman myself when I was a girl? My father said I wasn’t cut out for it, which was terribly misogynistic of him, wasn’t it? But at the time I just thought he must be right. You know, it took me a while to figure out how to think for myself.’

Judith felt goose bumps rise on her arms.

‘Wendy, do you have keys to the apartments you’ve rented?’

There was a momentary pause. ‘Yes. I mean, of course. We have keys to all of the properties we manage.’

‘And do you have to carry out inspections on any of those properties from time to time? Impromptu inspections? Maybe to check on those cockroaches you mentioned?’

Wendy Sweeney might be a talker, but she was far from stupid. There was only the smallest hesitation before she said, ‘Oh. Oh yes. Definitely. That’s definitely something I would do.’

‘Is it something you might do today?’

‘I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.’

In the end it took her closer to twenty. Judith stood in the shade of the street tree opposite the building, and kept her eyes on the door. She was conspicuous where she was standing, she knew that, but there were no good alternatives. She could stand inside a neighbouring property, but she risked drawing the attention of a homeowner, who might legitimately wonder why a strange woman was loitering in their yard. And moving might mean that she’d end up with a restricted view. So she stayed where she was. By the time Wendy Sweeney arrived, Judith was almost ready to jump out of her skin with repressed tension. Wendy drove a Mini. The car had a sage green body and a cream roof and it must have been fully electric because Judith didn’t hear it coming. Wendy parked on the other side of the street. She got out of the car—a friendly bundle of a woman, dressed in a floral maxi dress and a jacket, with grey hair to her shoulders—and waved energetically.

‘Judith? Are you Judith?’

Judith crossed the road quickly. ‘Thanks for coming,’ she said, keeping her voice low. Wendy immediately matched her tone, speaking almost in a hushed voice.

‘Of course! I have a lunch, but it’s not until one. I’m delighted to help. Well. Not delighted. Not if it’s something terribly serious.’ She paused. ‘Is it? Something terribly serious?’

‘If you could lead the way,’ Judith said. ‘That would be very helpful.’

She followed Wendy into the building. There was an electronic lock on the entrance door for which Wendy used a swipe key. There was no elevator, and they climbed the stairs to the third floor. Wendy moved slowly, and she was gassed by the time they reached the top.

‘Sorry,’ she said, breathing a little heavily. ‘I have a trainer—lovely girl—but I keep cancelling on her. I hate exercise. Nothing more boring.’ The corridor was narrow. The floors were tile, discoloured and chipped in a couple of places. The walls would have benefited from a fresh coat of paint. It was chilly inside the building. Wendy stopped outside apartment 3C. The door was painted spearmint green. ‘This is it,’ she said, lowering her voice. ‘What do I do? Should I just . . .’

‘If you could just step back a moment.’ Judith was struck with sudden uncertainty. She was taking a risk—too big a risk. If Ruth Hall was inside she could be armed. Two guns had been stolen from Steve Gifford, and only one of them had been recovered. She shouldn’t have allowed Wendy to be there. But that overwhelming sense of urgency, of time running out, wouldn’t go away. She gestured for the other woman to step further back down the corridor, then she knocked briskly on the door, and waited. She listened carefully, but heard nothing. The whole building was eerily silent. There was no music playing, no voices coming from neighbouring apartments. No cars passing on the road outside. Judith knocked again. Again there was silence. She waited, then asked Wendy to unlock the door. Wendy fumbled with a large ring of keys until she found the right one. She inserted the key into the lock, unlocked the door, then stepped back again.

Judith opened the door, and took a couple of steps inside.

‘Hello?’ she said. There was no answer, and she could see at a glance that the place was empty. It was a large studio apartment. There was a small kitchenette to her left, a double bed in the centre of the room, and at the other end, near the window and balcony, a couch against the wall, a coffee table, and a large desk overlooking the car park below. The place was tidy. The furniture was cheap, the coffee table and desk made of the same orange-toned, timber-adjacent formica, the bed a steel-framed monstrosity that looked like it would be more at home in a prison. The door to the small bathroom was open, and Judith could see immediately that there was no one inside, but still she stepped forward and double-checked the shower. The room smelled of damp.

‘The place came furnished,’ Wendy said. She’d followed Judith inside, and she was now looking around the room with an expression of displeasure.

‘Please don’t touch anything,’ Judith said. She had one pair of gloves in her pocket. She pulled them on.

‘No, of course not.’ Wendy folded her arms, and her face assumed a look of concentration.

There wasn’t much to touch. Nothing on the benchtops in the small kitchenette. The bed had been stripped. The wardrobe was open and the hangers were bare. There was a computer on the desk—an open laptop connected to a large screen. Judith went to the wardrobe first. There was a tangle of clothing discarded at the bottom. She leaned forward, touching nothing. It was difficult to be sure without picking it up, but she was almost certain that the tangle included the jeans and hoodie Alexis Turner had worn to her interview at the police station.

‘You said the girl you met was charming,’ Judith said.

‘Yes,’ Wendy said. ‘Very young, you know. But sweet. Chatty. Bubbly.’

‘Could you describe her?’

‘Oh yes, I can do that. I’ve always been very good with faces. My sister says she’s got face blindness. Can’t remember anyone at all unless they’re family or a very close friend. I’m not like that. I wouldn’t say I have a photographic memory because I’m no good at anything academic. But I’m great at faces.’ She paused, then hurried on. ‘Alexis was average height, I’d say around five foot seven. Very fit. Obviously a gym bunny because she had those toned arms and legs, you know? Blonde hair. Pretty. Very smiley.’

Only the height matched the Alexis Turner Judith had met.

‘Any tattoos? Piercings?’

Wendy looked doubtful. ‘No tattoos that I saw. She had little gold drop earrings. They were very pretty. I remember I told her that they suited her. And she had a little cuff on her left ear. But nothing unusual. No septum or eyebrow piercing or any of that. Not that those are unusual. Every second girl you see has her septum pierced these days. Which makes me think that the next trend will be no piercings at all. Everything seems to come in waves, doesn’t it?’

Judith turned to the desk, her mind turning things over. Piercings were easily removed. Hair could be dyed, or Alexis/Ruth could just have worn a wig.

Judith opened the door to the small balcony. She went outside. The temperature had dropped again. Gusts of wind whipped the branches of trees across the street and black clouds were just visible on the horizon. Judith turned and saw that the balcony had an almost direct view of Robert Walker’s consulting room. She could see his desk, his chair, the corner of an aggressively red artwork on the wall behind his desk. Judith felt a mounting sense of mingled excitement and tension.

She went back inside. Wendy Sweeney was still standing in the middle of the room, her arms carefully folded.

‘It looks like she’s left, doesn’t it?’ she said. ‘Even though she signed a six month lease. She’s taken all her things.’

‘Everything except this,’ Judith said. She went to the desk. The laptop was open, and plugged into an expensive-looking monitor. There was a phone—an older model iPhone in a bright pink case—also connected to the laptop. All three screens were dark. Judith hit a couple of keys on the keyboard and all three screens lit up. The laptop and phone were both password-protected, inevitably, but the phone screen displayed a background photograph. A very pretty young brunette, crouching down, her arms around two little girls, all three of them smiling at the camera. Judith frowned. The young woman in the photograph did not look at all familiar.

‘Wendy?’ Judith turned to the other woman and gestured for her to come forward. ‘Do you recognise her? Is that the girl you rented the room to?’

Wendy was frowning. ‘No. That’s definitely not her. The girl I met was a little older, I think. Also, she was blonde.’

Judith couldn’t take her eyes off the photo. She didn’t recognise the woman, but the little girls . . . for sure there was . . . recognition kicked in. It had taken her a minute because the last time she had seen them had been in far from normal circumstances. But those girls . . . they were Elsa Anderson’s girls: Lola and Doris. Judith stared at the photograph, her brain slowly, far too slowly, putting it all together.

She pulled out her phone. She asked Wendy Sweeney to step outside as she made the call. Rocky answered on the second ring.

‘Jude?’

‘I’ve found her flat. Ruth Hall’s. She was staying beside Robert Walker’s rooms. But look, there’s a mobile phone here. I think it belonged to Elsa Anderson’s au pair. Her previous au pair, I mean. There’s a photo of a young woman with her arms around Elsa’s little girls. Can you call Nathan Anderson? I don’t have his number or I’d call him myself. Make sure he’s with the kids. Make sure he doesn’t leave the kids alone with the au pair. Send a team to the house.’

Judith was already walking, moving fast.

‘What? I’m not following you. Which au pair?’

Wendy had followed Judith outside. Judith took her phone from her ear and spoke to the other woman.

‘Can you lock the door? Don’t go back inside. The police will be here soon. Wait in your car.’

And then Judith was running. Taking the stairs two at a time. She spoke to Rocky. ‘Just call Nathan Anderson. Tell him to stay with the kids. Don’t let them out of his sight, okay? And tell him to say nothing to the au pair. I’m on the way.’
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Judith’s bike cut through traffic and she was the first to reach the Anderson house. She ran up the steps and knocked on the door, then rang the doorbell. There was a narrow window to the right of the door. Judith peered through the glass but saw no sign of movement inside the house. She rang the doorbell again, then heard the screeching of brakes and turned to see Rocky and Lucy Phillips pull up in a highway patrol unit, lights flashing. Rocky hurried up the steps towards Judith.

‘What’s going on?’ he asked. Before Judith had a chance to answer, Nathan Anderson pulled into the driveway. His older daughter was sitting in the back of the car, still clutching the rabbit plushie from the night before. Nathan got out of his car. He didn’t look like he was expecting to find patrol cars at his house, and two detectives on his doorstop.

‘Mr Anderson, your au pair, have you seen her today?’

Nathan looked confused. ‘Celine? I saw her this morning, before I went back to the hospital.’

‘Where’s your younger daughter?’

‘She’s still on the ward. They think she might be improving, thank god, but she’s still too sick to come home. Look, what’s this about?’

‘I’ll explain. I’m happy to explain, but for now, can I ask you to give your keys to Detective Jansen, and to take your daughter further down the street? We need to search your house immediately, if you’ll give us permission to do so.’

‘What are you saying? Are you saying it’s not safe? That someone might be in there?’ The tension in his face ratcheted up a notch.

‘Please. I’m happy to explain after we’ve searched the house.’

Nathan handed over his keys. He took his daughter from her seat, and walked rapidly away, crossing the street towards a neighbour’s property.

‘We need to be careful,’ Judith said. ‘She could be armed.’

Rocky nodded. He drew his weapon. ‘I’m point,’ he said.

Judith took out her gun and tucked in behind him, with Lucy behind her. As soon as Rocky had the front door open, he was moving.

They followed standard police procedure and cleared each room downstairs before moving up to the first floor and clearing that space, bedroom by bedroom. They reached the third floor. The house was empty. All of the bedrooms were untidy, with unmade beds and kids’ toys strewn about, but the smallest bedroom, tucked away at the end of the house, looked like it had been stripped. The wardrobe was empty. There were no clothes, no books, no personal belongings.

‘She’s gone,’ Judith said. ‘Goddamn it.’

Rocky holstered his gun. ‘Who, exactly, is gone?’

‘Ruth Hall, otherwise known as Alexis Turner, otherwise known as Celine. I think Ruth took a job working for the Andersons as their au pair. She adopted a French accent, a whole persona.’ She’d been so smooth, so confident. She’d been right there, in this house, right in front of Judith, and Judith hadn’t recognised her. Judith had been distracted, of course, by the little girl’s illness, by the urgency of the situation, and looking back, Celine/Ruth had kept her head bent and turned away. But my god, the confidence. The gall of the girl.

‘How do you know? How do you know that Celine is Ruth Hall?’

‘Because I found this in an apartment rented in Alexis Hall’s name.’ Judith fumbled in her pocket and took out the pink iPhone she’d taken from the flat. The phone was inside a clear plastic evidence bag. Judith hit the button on the side of the phone and woke the screen. ‘It’s password-protected, but look at the photo. The girls are the Andersons’ little girls. I think the brunette is their last au pair. Elsa said that Celine had only been with them a short time.’

Rocky examined the phone. He nodded to Lucy Phillips. ‘Take that to Anderson. Ask him if recognises the young woman in the photo.’

Judith handed the phone to Lucy, and she left the room.

‘You think Ruth Hall killed this girl so that she could take her place?’ Rocky asked.

‘I don’t know,’ Judith said. ‘I think it’s possible.’

‘You don’t know. It seems to me that you wouldn’t have come chasing over here if you weren’t pretty damn sure.’

‘I spoke to a psychologist who met Ruth when she was a kid. He said that Ruth could be charming. That she liked to put on an act, to draw people in. And her mother, Anita, was French.’

‘And you think she’s been living in this house, working with their kids, getting up with them in the morning, feeding them, wiping their arses. Why the hell would she do that?’

‘Because she likes to watch. Because she likes to see the result of what she does, up close and personal.’

‘She was the one who told the team about the marshmallows. Why would she do that, if she was the one who poisoned them?’

‘I don’t bloody know, Rocky. Maybe she wanted to save the kid.’

‘There was no antidote. Knowing what the poison was didn’t make a difference.’

‘Then maybe telling the team was all part of the game.’

Judith turned and walked away. There was no point in standing there, trying to convince him. Either she was right, or she was wrong. They’d soon find out. Downstairs, the front door was wide open. She hurried across the road, and caught up with Lucy Phillips as she crossed the road to the neighbour’s house. They found Nathan Anderson with his neighbour in the kitchen. Lucy showed Nathan the photo.

‘Do you know this woman?’

‘Yes,’ Nathan said. ‘That’s Maggie. She worked for us, up until about six weeks ago.’

‘Was it planned, her finishing up?’ Judith asked. ‘Was she supposed to leave you?’

‘No. Not at all. She was supposed to stay with us for another six months, until her visa ran out. But she left without notice. We went to Byron one weekend. When we came back, Maggie was gone. Cleared out all her stuff. She sent Elsa an email saying she’d met an old boyfriend and they were going to travel together.’

‘And you haven’t heard from her since?’ Lucy asked.

He shook his head. Judith swore under her breath.

‘You didn’t follow up?’ Rocky asked. ‘You didn’t call her?’

‘The email she sent . . . It was . . . We thought it was rude. We were pissed off. So we didn’t call her. Look, what does this mean?’ Nathan asked. He looked exhausted, and more than a little freaked-out.

‘Your au pair, Celine, may not be who she appears to be,’ Judith said. ‘She’s packed up and left the house, but if she contacts you at any stage, let us know. If you see her, stay away from her.’

Nathan looked at her like he didn’t quite understand what she was saying. ‘But what about Cameron?’ he said.

‘Cameron?’ Judith had forgotten all about him.

‘I left him with her this morning, when I took Lola to the hospital to see Doris. I left Cameron with Celine. She was supposed to take him to school. Where is he now? Is he okay?’

* * *

When Judith got to the station there was press outside; two journalists holding mics and looking hopefully at anyone approaching, and a few loitering cameramen. Judith ignored them and went inside. A uniformed officer was standing just inside the door, his arms crossed, keeping a close eye on the situation. Judith didn’t recognise him.

Inside the building, Judith quickly discovered the reason for the media outside. The Luke Fraser arrest had finally hit the papers. It seemed that there’d been no mention of her involvement. Judith was glad of that, but she gave the matter no more thought. It seemed so unimportant in the circumstances. By the time she got to the squad room, the team was already gathering. Rocky had ordered forensics to go over Ruth Hall’s apartment with a fine-tooth comb. He’d also sent two officers to camp outside the building, and two more to the Anderson house, in case she came back.

‘Celine brought the boy to school this morning,’ Rocky said.

Judith looked at him in hope and surprise, but he shook his head.

‘She picked him up again at eleven fifty-five. Told the school he had an appointment.’

Judith looked at her watch. It was coming up on four p.m. Ruth had a head start of four hours.

‘I don’t like that,’ she said. ‘Why did she drop him to school at all? Why not leave first thing this morning?’

‘Maybe she was planning to leave him behind and then she changed her mind.’

‘Maybe.’ Judith wasn’t convinced. Everything else about Ruth’s plan seemed to have been carefully orchestrated in advance. ‘Or maybe she was always going to take him, and she needed a few hours this morning to do something else.’

‘Like what?’

‘I don’t know. I just . . . have a bad feeling.’

‘You’re the one who always tells me that feelings aren’t facts, Jude. You don’t know what she was thinking.’

Judith shook her head. She didn’t know, she couldn’t know for sure, but she was sure all the same. Ruth Hall had planned all of this out meticulously, and taking Cameron was her endgame. She’d targeted everyone she felt had betrayed her sister. She’d murdered Robert Walker and Elsa Anderson. Sending Jack Miller to prison clearly wasn’t punishment enough.

‘She’s going to kill Cameron,’ Judith said. ‘She knows that’s the worst possible thing she can do to Jack Miller, and she’s going to do it.’

Rocky’s jaw tightened. ‘I don’t want to hear that out of you or anyone else on this team. Our job is to find that boy and bring him home safely, not to stand around and act like there’s nothing we can do. Get to work, Jude. Get to work now.’

The team gathered. Rocky started the briefing, then passed it over to Judith. Work was assigned and carried out. Ruth and Miriam Hall’s child services files were made available. Miriam Hall’s file was short. She’d fostered with the Giffords, and after that with only one other family. By all accounts she’d been happy with them. Or happy-ish, at any rate. The last social worker to visit had commented that Miriam had not formed deep bonds with the family, but she had won a scholarship that covered her university tuition and most of her living costs. She’d moved out of her foster home and into a rented flat close to the college. Two years later a note was placed on the file about her death. That was it.

Ruth’s file, on the other hand, was a complicated mess. Apart from the Giffords, she had had three other attempted placements in foster homes, all of which ended badly. When she was fourteen, Ruth had assaulted a six-year-old foster sister with a brick. When she was fifteen, she was placed with a family with no other children. They sent her back when all three of their pets—two dogs and a kitten—went missing, one after the other. The last attempted placement—this time to a family with neither other children nor pets—ended when she tried to burn the house to the ground.

There was a pattern of similar incidents at her group home. She was placed in a high-need, highly-supervised facility, where the other kids too had a history of violence or of acting out. But here too, Ruth quickly earned a reputation.

‘The other children avoid her,’ said a note on the file. ‘Her friendships are superficial and temporary. Ruth requires close supervision, particularly in the aftermath of a friendship, when she is prone to volatility.’

The file ended when Ruth aged out of the system. There was a note that she had been offered a place at Deakin University, and that was that. Ruth Hall had no criminal record, which seemed impossible. Judith didn’t believe that a woman with her history had left the foster system at eighteen, lived a completely blameless life for seven years, and then at twenty-five set about taking brutal revenge for her sister’s suicide.

‘Where have you been, all this time?’ Judith murmured. ‘Where did you go?’

There was a buzz of excitement from the other side of the room. Judith turned in her chair. Lucy Phillips was standing by her desk, her phone pressed to her ear, gesturing for Rocky’s attention. Judith stood too, and took a few steps in Lucy’s direction. Lucy put her phone down.

‘That was Nathan Anderson,’ she said. ‘He’s just been into his garage, and his wife’s car is gone.’

Rocky swore. ‘No one thought to check the family vehicles before now?’

Lucy looked stricken, like the oversight was her fault. ‘I’ve got the numberplate,’ she said.

‘Run a check on the ANPR cameras. Let’s see where she went.’

Lucy ran the search.

‘We’ve got hits on the M1 system,’ she said. ‘Monash Freeway eastbound, CityLink heading west through the tunnels, Princes Freeway heading southwest towards Geelong, and then one hit on the Anglesea Road.’

‘She’s heading for the coast,’ Judith said. ‘She’s going to Lorne.’

‘What?’ Rocky turned to her.

‘I think she’s going home. Back to the house she grew up in with her father and mother. What happened to the house? Is it vacant?’

Maybe no one had wanted to buy a house that had been owned by a murderer, where he had ultimately killed himself. It could have been left empty all of these years. Was that where Ruth had been living, before she’d put this plan into action?

Rocky turned to Lucy. ‘Call Lorne Station. I want someone out to the house in the next ten minutes.’

‘She might be armed,’ Judith said.

Rocky turned to Lucy again. ‘Make sure it’s a team, and make sure they know what they might be walking into.’

It took only minutes to get a response from the sergeant at Lorne Station. Lucy handed the phone to Rocky. After a moment Rocky put it down.

‘The Palmer house is long gone,’ Rocky said. ‘It was bulldozed in 2009. There’s another house there now, owned by some tech millionaire.’ The news rippled through the room. More than one cop swore quietly, or let out a sigh of frustration. ‘I want every cop in the state looking for that car,’ Rocky said. ‘We’ll find her, sooner or later. If we don’t, she’ll call us. She took that boy because she wants something, take my word for it. She’ll be in touch.’

* * *

Time passed. The work continued, but they made little progress. The forensics team reported on their search of Ruth’s apartment. They’d found packaging for a hidden camera that had been made up to look like a smoke alarm. The team then searched Robert Walker’s office again, and they’d found the camera, attached to the ceiling in plain sight with high-strength adhesive. It looked like a standard industrial smoke alarm. The plastic had even been aged a little so that it didn’t look brand new. A search of Jack Miller’s place led to the discovery of a small goose-neck camera placed inside a pot plant that was sitting on his porch. A quick search confirmed that both cameras could be easily bought from an online shop, and neither required any particular expertise to use. Ruth must have broken into Walker’s office at some stage to place the camera. When questioned, Walker’s former colleagues seemed to have no idea of when she might have done it, but the office had no security cameras or alarm and the windows were old sash windows, one of which had a broken mechanism. Ruth could have come and gone at night without anyone being the wiser. Dropping a camera into a pot plant outside Jack Miller’s place would have been easier still. Data from both cameras uploaded automatically to the cloud. The technical team was trying to trace the data but so far they’d had no luck, and even if they managed to trace the data to its download point, Judith was pretty sure that they’d trace it to the computer sitting on the desk in Ruth’s abandoned apartment.

Ruth had been ten steps ahead, every step of the way.

Jude was at her desk when Deborah Sawhill appeared at the door to the squad room. Her eyes went straight to Judith, and she jerked her head for Judith to follow her out of the room. Judith glanced at Rocky, who was standing a few desks away, looking at Sawhill and frowning. Clearly, he hadn’t expected this interruption.

Judith followed the other woman into the corridor. Sawhill was looking even more severe than usual. Her blonde hair was slicked back into a tight bun, and her eyes, when they looked at Judith, were dark with dislike. She offered no explanation for her sudden appearance.

‘Come with me,’ she said. She walked quickly down the corridor, and Judith, with no other option, followed.

Sawhill led the way to a meeting room one floor up. She opened the door and gestured for Judith to enter. Judith took three steps into the room, then stopped. The room was large and furnished with a conference table and eight seats. There was a TV screen on the wall to her left, and a large window with a view over the Melbourne skyline to her right, but Judith paid no attention to the view. All of her attention was on Eddie Fraser, who was seated at the head of the table. He smiled at her. As Judith stood, unmoving, Sawhill took the seat immediately to his left.

‘Sit please, Detective Lee,’ Sawhill said. She nodded to the only other occupant of the room, a young officer in uniform. He was red-haired and thin, and he looked thoroughly intimidated. ‘This is Senior Constable Griffin, from TPAV. He’s here to represent your interests.’

TPAV meant the Police Association Victoria. The union.

‘Represent my interests?’

‘This is a disciplinary hearing,’ Eddie Fraser said. The smile was gone. He now looked dignified, reserved and self-possessed, every inch the senior officer.

‘An emergency disciplinary hearing,’ Sawhill said. ‘Sit.’

Judith sat. Sawhill picked up a remote control from the table in front of her. She hit a button and the TV screen on the wall came to life. It displayed an email. Judith read it rapidly.


Dear Assistant Commissioner Fraser,

Judith Lee is a liar and a cheat and a bad cop. Here’s the proof. Don’t think you can bury this (I know you cops like to bury things). This is going to the press too. I suggest you get ahead of it.

From

A well-wisher.



There were two attachments to the email. The first was an audio clip. The cursor clicked on the attachment, and Judith heard her own voice coming from the speakers. Her voice, talking to Mike Russo.

‘Mike. How’re things?’

‘Things are good. Better if you have something for me.’

‘I’ve got something for you. Robert Walker.’

‘Name means nothing to me, babe.’

‘Husband of Vanessa Walker.’

‘Ooh. Okay. I’m listening.’

‘He’s a psychologist. Works at the university. He’s about to be charged with sexually assaulting a student who came to him for counselling.’

‘Fuuuuuck. Are you sure?’

There was a pause on the recording, and Judith’s stomach sank as she heard herself say, ‘Do you need me to be?’

How? How was this possible? She’d made that call standing outside Merrill Hall. There’d been no one close by, no one close enough to record her. Also . . . the recording had both sides of the conversation. Russo must have recorded her, or her phone had to have been tapped, or bugged, or something.

Judith’s stomach sank further as she remembered that email from Alexis Turner. She’d tried to open the attachment three times. The attachment that had looked like a corrupted video. It must have been malware instead. And she’d opened it, like an idiot.

There was no more time to think. The cursor on the screen recording was clicking on a second attachment. A video started to play. The video was a recording taken in Walker’s home office. It was in high definition and full colour, and showed Robert Walker’s dead body, collapsed back in his desk, blood all over the wall behind him. Judith watched as her past self entered the room and took in the scene. She watched as past-Judith picked up the notepad, ripped off the top few pages, hurriedly stuffed them in her pocket and replaced the notepad on the desk, just before Rocky entered the room.

The video stopped. Deborah Sawhill turned off the screen. Three pairs of eyes turned to look at Judith. Eddie Fraser looked delighted, like he’d been given the best birthday present ever. Had Ruth known he was her enemy? Had she been that well-informed? Or had she just sent her little bomb to the most senior officer in Crime Command, and got lucky?

‘What was on that notepad, Detective Lee?’ asked Sawhill.

Judith said nothing.

‘Detective Lee, this is your opportunity to defend yourself, and to provide an explanation for what we’ve just seen, which very much appears to be evidence that you briefed a journalist on confidential details of your case, and that you removed evidence from a murder scene. Do you have anything to say?’

Judith thought about lying. She thought about denying. She could claim it was all fabricated, a deep-fake. At the very least, the denial would buy her some time. She opened her mouth, and then she thought of Rocky, who would throw himself into this battle for her, a battle they would ultimately lose. Her phone would be examined, the fact that she’d called Russo would be confirmed. There might be other evidence she couldn’t explain away. And there would be Eddie Fraser, at the top of the tree, kicking her down. Judith closed her mouth. She said nothing.

The meeting ended quickly after that.

They didn’t give her a chance to talk to Rocky. Her security pass, her ID and her gun were taken from her, and she was escorted to her bike, which she was asked to roll out onto the street before starting the engine. Officially she was on suspension pending a full investigation, but Jude knew her career with Victoria Police was now over.

She felt flat. Numb. Too much had happened for her to process. Or maybe the feelings were just too big to be let in. She thought of phoning Katy and decided against it. She wasn’t capable of explaining things to anyone. Instead she gave herself practical things to do. She stopped and picked up food. Fish and chips, for comfort, and a six pack of beer. She thought she might need a drink if she was going to get any sleep.

Her legs felt like lead as she climbed the stairs to her flat. She unlocked the door, locked it again behind her, and went straight to the kitchen. She took off her jacket. She opened a beer and put the rest in the fridge. She plated up her food, grabbed a knife and fork, and turned to the kitchen table.

On the table there was a parcel. It was about the size of a shoebox, wrapped in black embossed paper, and tied with a red velvet ribbon.

Judith put down her beer and her food. She had no gun. It was locked in the armaments room in the station. She took a knife from the kitchen drawer. She searched the flat, room by room, then again, every space, under the bed, the shower, her wardrobes. The apartment was empty. She went back to the kitchen, put down the knife, and picked up the beer. She drank half of it in one go. Then she went to the table and opened the box.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

After the cops took Cam’s dad away on Sunday night, a policewoman stayed behind to wait with him. ‘You can go,’ he told her. ‘I’m fine by myself.’ He didn’t want her in the house. He wanted to be by himself. He wanted to get on Discord and call his friend Noah and tell him what had happened. But at the same time he didn’t want to tell Noah anything. He just wanted his dad back. If he got his dad back, when he got his dad back, this would be a mad story he could tell his friends. But until then he didn’t think he could tell anyone.

‘I can’t go,’ the police officer said. ‘I need to stay with you to make sure that you’re safe.’

‘We were safe before you got here.’

He went into his room and shut the door. He thought that she’d follow him but she didn’t. He sat on the floor beside his bed and drew his knees to his body, and cried. After a while, someone knocked. Lola and Doris came in, and their nanny. The new one. He couldn’t remember her name.

‘Cam? Are you okay?’ Lola asked.

He couldn’t really talk, so he just shook his head. Lola came over and sat down beside him and hugged him. He let her do it. She was so nice, Lola, but she couldn’t fix anything.

‘Cameron.’ The nanny knelt beside him. ‘I think you must be very scared. Please don’t worry. You come with me and the girls, d’accord? We will take care of you.’

She helped him pack his schoolbag and told him to take anything he wanted. She was really nice, and Lola was really nice. Doris just wanted to play with his stuff and she complained when they had to go but she was only little. She didn’t understand. In the car they didn’t talk at all. Lola held his hand.

He’d forgotten to pack his school uniform, which was pretty stupid. All he’d brought was books and his Switch. The next day, he went to school in his joggers. Going to school was . . . really messed up. Elsa said it would be better to go, but it wasn’t. How could it be better to sit in school when everything was normal but completely not normal at the same time. He couldn’t think straight at all and got four questions wrong in maths. After class, Mrs Douglas took him aside and asked him if everything was okay at home, which made him feel really, really scared all of a sudden. He nearly cried, but he didn’t because he couldn’t cry in front of his teacher, at school. No. Just no. When he said everything was fine but his dad just had something come up at work, she nodded, but she looked like she didn’t believe him really, and then she sent him out to play.

‘So, how come you’re not wearing your uniform?’ Reilly asked him, when they were on the climbing frame, right up at the top.

Suddenly Cameron was sure he didn’t want to tell them the truth. ‘It’s dirty. My dad forgot to wash it.’

‘But don’t you have, like, a second uniform?’

Cameron shrugged.

‘Bro, you need to get a second uniform. I’ve got like, three shirts.’

‘Dude, that’s uniform shaming,’ Noah said.

Reilly rolled his eyes.

‘Let’s play handball,’ Cameron said. He swung himself down off the climbing frame. Reilly and Noah followed, and they played handball, and they argued about the rules and who was out the way they always did, and that was the best part of the day.

But after school, Celine picked him up with Lola, and they went back to Lola’s house again, and he talked to Lola’s mum and asked her if everything was sorted out yet and when she said no, not yet, he asked if he could speak to his dad on the phone, and he couldn’t keep it together, he tried so hard, but he couldn’t, tears came no matter how much he tried. Elsa hugged him and told him she was really, really sorry, but not just yet.

All of that was bad, but everything got way worse on Tuesday evening. Cam was upstairs, watching TV with Lola and Celine. Doris was already in bed. Lola’s mum called him downstairs. She sat him down at the kitchen table.

‘Cam, I think it’s going to be in the papers. Probably tomorrow. Your dad’s arrest. So people might be talking about it.’ She put out her hand and took his firmly. She wouldn’t let him pull away. ‘Look at me. Your dad doesn’t even know who the guy is, okay? He’d never even heard the guy’s name before the police mentioned it. This is all a big mistake. And we’re going to fix it, okay? You just have to trust me.’

After that she’d hugged him and offered him all sorts of random things to eat and asked if he needed anything for school and promised that they could go to his house to get his stuff, all his own clothes and everything, just as soon as she could organise to get a key. And then she sent him to bed. He thought he would never sleep, but he did eventually, and in school the next day no one seemed to know anything. But by Thursday, everyone knew. He could tell because people were looking at him and acting weird, and because during recess, Noah came right out and asked him about it.

‘My dad didn’t do it.’

Noah and Reilly exchanged glances.

‘No. I’m serious. I know that’s what people say, but like, my dad’s friend says my dad didn’t even know the guy, and the police have made a mistake. And he’s got a really good lawyer now so it’s all going to be sorted out by the weekend.’

That could happen. That could really happen. He could wake up in his own bed on Saturday morning, and his dad could make him breakfast, and the two of them could go to the park for the whole day, because who could do homework after a crazy week like the one they’d had?

‘Yeah,’ Noah said.

‘For real,’ Reilly said.

After that they played handball, and for the rest of the day Cameron didn’t talk to anyone. That evening, Thursday evening, he asked Lola’s mum if they could go to his house the next day, and if they could visit his dad, because none of it would seem real or right until he could see his dad’s face and talk to him. And she said yes, yes of course, but instead, that night, she got really, really sick, and she had to go to the hospital in an ambulance. Which he didn’t know about at first because he was in his room, watching Brooklyn Nine-Nine on Lola’s iPad, but then Lola came in and said that Doris was sick and it turned out she was vomiting like crazy and then she had to go to the hospital too. So then it was just him and Lola and Celine in the house. And Celine was not really talking much, and Lola was upset, so he asked her if she wanted to watch Brooklyn Nine-Nine, which felt like a stupid thing to say because she was too young and probably too upset, but she said yes, and they got two blankets and watched it on the couch in the playroom until Lola fell asleep.

The next morning Lola’s dad came home from the hospital and he picked her up but he said Cameron should go to school so Celine took him and she picked him up afterwards and that evening Lola and her dad didn’t come home from the hospital until really really late and Lola just wanted to be with her dad because her mum had died. Actually died. Which was the worst thing in the world. Cameron didn’t have a mum either, of course, and it occurred to him that they had that in common now, but he didn’t say that to Lola because it felt somehow like it would be a shitty thing to say. He couldn’t think of anything to say to Lola that would help, so he just said nothing. More and more it felt like Cameron wasn’t even really there. Like he wasn’t part of the world anymore.

On Friday mornings he always had basketball training but no one seemed to know about that and he didn’t mention it. Lola and her dad went back to the hospital to be with Doris, and Celine took him to school. At recess his friends were playing handball. Maybe he could have played too but it was too hard. He couldn’t talk to people. Or pretend to be normal. He was in English when Miss Westin called him out of class. She told him to bring his bag, that someone was there to pick him up early for an appointment. When he got to the office, Celine was waiting for him. She hugged him and signed him out and he followed her outside.

She turned to him, smiling.

‘Cameron! I have such happy news. It’s your papa. They have discovered that he did not do the killing. He is innocent!’

Cam’s heart swelled in his chest and he felt like his whole body might explode with all the hope he was suddenly feeling.

‘Are they letting him out?’

‘Yes. In two hours.’ Celine frowned and looked at her phone. ‘But I think you will not see him today. He is in a prison that is three hours from here. I think he will have to get the bus because he does not have the car, of course, and the police, they do not drive you when they let you out of prison.’

‘My dad has to get the bus?’

‘Yes.’ She frowned. ‘If he is too late for the bus . . . mais non. He must have money. If he is late he will stay in a hotel. Then he will come home tomorrow.’

All Cam could think about was that he wanted to be with his dad.

‘I need to see him now. Right away, I mean. I can’t wait until tomorrow.’

Celine looked unsure. ‘There is the car. Elsa’s car, I mean. I can drive. But maybe we should wait. Talk to Nathan first.’

‘Please. Please,’ Cameron said. He had to be with his dad, right now, before anything else went wrong. ‘Please, can you take me?’

She hesitated. ‘I should really speak to—’

‘Please.’

‘I . . . yes, I’ll take you.’

‘Now?’

‘Right now.’
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CHAPTER THIRTY

Judith pulled the box towards her. She used her keys to slit the tape that sealed the top and opened it. Inside, under a bunch of packing peanuts, she found a small tablet, and under the tablet, a single sheet of paper, folded in two. She unfolded the paper, and read:


She told me I was wasting my time. She told me I wasn’t strong enough. She sent me home.



Judith closed her eyes.

She had failed Miriam Hall. She’d known it from the moment that Miriam had walked out of the interview room. Known it before Katy had peeled back all her excuses and made her face the truth of what she’d done. And now Ruth was going to punish her for it.

Judith folded the paper back up and pushed it away across the table. She drew the tablet towards her and pressed the button on the side to wake the screen. There was no log in request, and no password protection. Instead the tablet opened to a video. Judith hit play.

It took her a moment to process what she was seeing. The video showed a crowd. Judith saw the backs of heads; people were wearing jackets and hats, putting away umbrellas as they came out of the rain and took their places on an escalator that led downwards. Whoever had made the video—Ruth presumably—moved with the crowd, was a part of it. Judith thought she recognised the place as Melbourne Central Station. She was sure of it when the person holding the camera reached the bottom of the escalator.

The crowd split in different directions. The video followed the group that moved to the left, under signs for Platform 3. The crowd thinned out; it was easier to make out individuals. Something caught Judith’s eye and her stomach lurched. She leaned forward. Ahead in the crowd there was a woman wearing a trench coat and a navy baseball cap. Was that . . . could it be Katy? Judith could only see her shoulders and the back of her head, where a short brunette ponytail poked out of the back of the baseball cap. It wasn’t much to go on.

Her eyes still on the screen, Judith picked up her phone. She dialled Katy’s number. The woman on the screen, the one in the trench coat, didn’t react. But then, why would she? There was no reason to think that the video was live. It could have been recorded hours before. The call went to voicemail.

‘Katy, call me. Call me the moment you get this.’

Judith ended the call and immediately re-dialled. Again the call went to voicemail. On the screen the crowd had reached the platform. The woman who might be Katy took a position close to the edge. She wasn’t paying attention to anything around her. Her head was bent over her phone. And now Judith was certain that she was looking at her friend, her best friend, her sister, because she could see clearly the orange and pink stripes of the scarf Judith had bought Katy for Christmas, poking out of the collar of her coat. The ugliest scarf she could find, bought as a joke, but Katy had loved it.

‘Fuck. Fuck.’ Judith dialled Oliver’s number. No answer. Straight to voicemail. She tried Bianca. No answer. Meanwhile, the sounds from the video were growing louder. The video had been edited, and whoever had edited the video had chosen that moment to turn the volume up. Judith could hear the sound of a train approaching. The video shifted. Ruth had stepped closer. She was right behind Katy now. Close enough to touch her. Close enough that Katy must have surely felt Ruth’s breath on the back of her neck. The video shifted again. Ruth had turned her phone to show Judith the rapidly approaching train. Judith stopped trying to make phone calls. It was too late. All of this had already happened. She was utterly helpless, frozen in place, unable to do anything but watch as Ruth placed both hands, one still holding the phone, on Katy’s back, and shoved her.

Ruth didn’t stay in place long. In moments she was moving back through the crowd. She waited just long enough for the video to capture the scene as Katy fell over the edge of the platform and disappeared under the train. Judith heard the screech of brakes and muffled shouts before the video went to black.

Judith couldn’t move, couldn’t think. Her hands clutched at the tablet. She gripped it, then lifted it and smashed it as hard as she could against the table. The screen fractured. Spider-web cracks spread out across its surface. Judith was still standing there, breathing hard, her hands still holding the broken tablet, when her mobile started buzzing with an incoming call. The number was blocked. Inside Judith, her fear and her fury turned to ice. She stared at her phone, then she answered the call.

‘Did you like that?’

‘Ruth?’

‘It took me a long time to put that together for you. I hope you appreciate the effort.’

‘What the hell did you do?’ Judith’s voice was a whisper, a rasp.

There was no answer, just the sound of a car door closing. Then, ‘An eye for an eye. That’s what we were taught when we were children. You took my sister from me. Now I’ve taken yours.’

Judith lowered her head into her hands, the phone still pressed to her ear. She couldn’t talk. Couldn’t find any words at all.

‘Judith? Are you there?’ Ruth’s tone was chatty, conversational, as if they were girlfriends arranging to meet for coffee. The accent was Australian, but she didn’t sound like Alexis. Alexis had had a rawness to her, a rasp. Ruth sounded like a private school girl.

‘Where’s Cameron?’ Judith said.

There was no answer. Only silence.

‘He’s just a kid. Look, I understand what you’re doing and why you’re doing it.’ It was a lie. In truth she had no understanding for Ruth. No empathy for a monster. All that was left inside Judith was purpose. ‘But he had nothing to do with it, okay? He didn’t hurt Miriam. She loved him. She wouldn’t want you to—’

‘You don’t know what she’d want,’ Ruth said. ‘And honestly, Judith, you’re the last person I’d be taking advice from right now. I think your life’s about to go down the shitter, actually. You haven’t really been making great decisions.’

‘Ruth—’

‘Also, if you think about it, Cameron is as responsible for this mess as any of you. If he hadn’t been born, then Miriam would still be alive, because she wouldn’t have had postnatal depression, which means she wouldn’t have gone to see Walker, or you. Do you see?’

‘That’s not—’

‘But yes, I take your point. He didn’t actually choose to be born, did he? So for that reason, I’m going to give him a chance. Because I think it’s important to play fair.’

Ruth was walking somewhere outside—Judith could hear the change in her breathing as she exerted herself—and there was wind too.

‘What do you mean, you’re going to give him a chance?’

‘I suppose I mean I’m going to give you a chance, Judith. A chance to be a hero. You can save Cameron, if you care enough to do it. Are you wearing your watch?’

‘What?’

‘Your Garmin. You wear it every day, so I presume you’re wearing it now?’

‘Yes, I—’

‘Set a timer for one hour and forty minutes. Do it right now.’

Judith set the timer.

‘I’m going to send you a message. A pin drop to my location. It’s not the easiest place to find. Not without a lot of help. And I’m not giving you a lot of time to get here, because I don’t want you to take any little detours. You get here, on time, by yourself, and you and I can have a chat. And I’ll let Cameron go. If you’re late, or if you try to bring a friend, I’ll shoot him in the back of the head. Got it?’

‘I’ve got it.’

‘And Judith? Don’t forget, please, that I’m very good with cameras. This whole area is under surveillance. I’ll know if you try to break the rules. And then you can be the one to bring Cameron’s body back to his dad.’ Ruth ended the call.

Fuck. Fuck. Judith drew in a shaking, shuddering breath. Her phone was still in her hand. She could call Rocky, ask for help . . . except she couldn’t. The phone was loaded with malware. If she called Rocky—if she called anyone—Ruth would know.

The phone buzzed with a message. It contained a dropped pin on a map. Judith clicked on it and it loaded to her maps app. The location was marked as Devil’s Elbow Scenic Viewpoint, Great Ocean Road: a spot very close to the place where Ruth Hall had grown up as Renée Palmer. The distance from her location was one hundred and thirty-six point eight kilometres. Predicted journey time was just under two hours.

Jesus Christ. Judith’s watch was counting down the minutes. She had an hour and thirty-eight minutes until Ruth’s deadline.

There was no time. No time for anything. She was either going, or not going. Trying, or not trying. She had no gun. She had no phone, or none that she could use to make a call. Judith picked up her keys and helmet. She took a knife from the knife block and a torch from the cupboard, and then she was running down the stairs, three steps at a time.

This was a trap; a glaringly obvious trap, but she could not see any way out.

Judith hated herself for all her failures. For Katy, most of all. For her failure with Miriam Hall, her failure to save her own mother from the bizarre fantasy life she lived, and for all her other screw-ups. But she didn’t want to die. She wanted to go on being a cop, doing a difficult job as well as she could, though of course that was no longer an option.

Was Katy dead? She must be, surely. She’d seen Katy fall between the tracks, seen her disappear under the wheels of the train. No one could survive that. But she had to pretend it hadn’t happened. Judith desperately needed a future that included Friday night drinks with Katy and Saturday morning runs on the Tan. She wanted to feel the sun on her face, to curl up in bed and hear the rain against her window. She wanted to get on her bike and drive to Katy’s house, or to the hospital where please, please god Katy must surely be, with expert doctors even now saving her life. She wanted to be with her friend.

She wanted Cameron Miller safe home with his father. Was she ready to give up her life for his?

She was not.

But did she have a choice?

Downstairs, Judith strapped on her helmet. She took her leather jacket from her bike’s storage and zipped that on too. She put the torch, the knife and her phone into the storage compartment, and then she was off.

The ride to the coast was brutal. Judith broke every speed limit, half-hoping, half-dreading being pulled over by a cop for speeding. If she was stopped, in a perfect world she could have that cop escort her the rest of the way while he radioed Rocky about the situation. But the reality was that she’d get caught in some asinine conversation, trying to explain something that was hopelessly complicated, and all the time the clock would be running down. Rain started to fall when she was still half an hour out. The sudden downpour made the roads slippery as hell.

By the time Judith reached Devil’s Elbow it was full dark and she had only three minutes left on her timer. For a scenic viewpoint it wasn’t much. Just a layover, a place for people to park during the day when they wanted to take in the view of the ocean below. She pulled in and saw Elsa Anderson’s car abandoned there. How the hell had that been missed? Hadn’t officers from Lorne and Anglesea been asked to look for it?

Judith turned off her engine.

‘Ruth?’ she called. There was no answer. The rain was getting heavier. There were no streetlights, and the clouds were too thick for moonlight. The lights from Judith’s bike lit up the area directly ahead of her but threw everything else into absolute darkness. She turned the lights off, and took out her torch. It was a tactical torch, issued by the department. It was waterproof, gave off twenty-six hundred lumens and had extra tough ceramic strike points for breaking glass. None of which was likely to help her in what was coming.

Judith got off the bike. She took the knife from the storage compartment and slid it into her pants pocket.

‘Ruth?’ Judith called again. She turned around three hundred and sixty degrees, holding the torch in front of her like a talisman. She saw an empty road, a crash barrier at the ocean side, and nothing but bushland and rain in every direction.

Her phone buzzed again. Another message, another dropped pin. She clicked on the message, and the route loaded to her maps app. It showed a short hike through bushland and then down, somehow, to a lower elevation. Three hundred metres. Three hundred metres to go. Judith started walking. She had to climb over the crash barrier, and then turn sharply right, pushing her way through heavy undergrowth. The thought occurred to her that at least any self-respecting snake would be tucked away out of the weather. The thought was swiftly followed by the realisation that snakes were the least of her worries. She was going to die here. Either because she took a step off a cliff in the dark, or because she was going to walk, unarmed, right up to Ruth Hall, who would shoot her in the fucking head.

Judith found herself at the edge of a cliff. The drop was fifteen metres or more. She could hear the waves crashing far below, but still she couldn’t see them. If it wasn’t for her torch she would be able to see nothing at all. Judith checked her phone again. The path was clear. She was supposed to make her way down somehow. But how? She searched up and down the edge of the cliff and then, half-hidden, she found the first of a series of steps, rough-hewn into the rock. The steps must have been a hundred years old. They were uneven and clumsy, overgrown with tussock and salt grasses.

Judith took her first step downwards and felt true fear grip her. This would be such an easy place to die. The rain kept coming. She was soaked through, her hair plastered to her face. The steps were slippery. Judith sat where she could, moving from step to step on her bottom like a small child making their way down a set of stairs. In the distance, lightning flashed brilliantly over the water, followed by a low, threatening rumble of thunder. The breath was coming faster in Judith’s lungs, her hands and her legs were shaking, and then she was finally down, her feet planted firmly in wet sand, all the courage already blown out of her.

She was on a small semi-circular beach at the base of the cliffs. The waves were so loud now that she was close, just a few steps away. Was the tide coming in or out? Could she make it back up those stairs if she had to? Her stomach clenched at the thought of trying. The beach was empty. Still no Ruth. Judith called Ruth’s name, once, then twice, then a third time. She explored the limits of the beach, and found a narrow fissure, an opening in the cliffside. The fissure was tight but there was nowhere else to go other than into the water or back up the cliff face. Judith took a deep breath, let it out, and squeezed through.

She found herself in a narrow tunnel with a sand floor, the ceiling a little too low for her to stand at full height. Judith bent over and started walking. She allowed her torch to play over the walls of the tunnel. It seemed to her that there were tool markings on the rock. Had someone made this place? No . . . the tunnel had been formed by nature, by the movement of water over thousands of years. People had just come along later and made their own mark, widening the tunnel, increasing its height. And then they’d, what, forgotten about it?

There was water standing in pools, some of them ankle deep. This tunnel might fill again at high tide. Judith picked up her pace, then slowed as she turned a corner and saw light coming from up ahead. She turned off her torch, suddenly afraid that it would give her away, and stood, blinking, waiting for her eyesight to adjust. She slid the knife out of her pocket with her right hand, and held the torch in her left, then made her way slowly forward again, towards the light.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

The tunnel opened up into an enormous cavern. The centre of the cavern was a dark pit of nothingness. If there was a bottom to that pit, it was far too deep for her to make out. Directly in front of her, before the floor fell away, there was a narrow ledge. The ledge formed a path that led away to the left, clinging, it seemed, to the cavern wall and leading around the gaping pit and upwards to the other side of the cavern.

Ruth Hall stood on the other side, on a stone platform. She had a gun in her hand and a lantern at her feet. Beside the lantern, Cameron Miller was on his knees, his hands folded behind his head, the expression on his face a mute plea for help. It was as if Judith had entered a theatre with an elevated stage, except that where the seating should be, there was nothing at all, just an endless drop. The only way to reach where Ruth was standing was that narrow exposed path to the left.

‘Hello,’ Ruth said. ‘I like your knife.’

Adrenaline flooded through Judith’s body. It was like someone had reached inside her and turned up the dial on every one of her senses. She could taste the sea on the air, smell seaweed and her own sweat, hear the drip-drip of water falling from stalactites.

‘You look different,’ Judith said, trying for a steady tone of voice and not quite managing it. ‘When I met you in the police station your hair was dark. You had the goth make-up. The piercings.’ The woman standing in front of her was Celine without the accent. Blonde and pretty and looking like butter wouldn’t melt—if you ignored the gun in her hand and the boy at her feet. ‘Which version is the real you?’

‘Drop the knife in the pit, please,’ Ruth said.

‘It’s not like I can hurt you with it,’ Judith said. ‘You’re ten metres away from me, and it’s a bloody kitchen knife, for god’s sake.’

‘Well, then. Why don’t you do it just to please me.’ Ruth raised Steve Gifford’s gun and pointed it at Cameron’s head.

Judith threw the knife into the pit. Seconds passed before she heard a splash.

‘And that’s the end of that,’ said Ruth. She lowered her gun hand. ‘It’s deep down there, you know. My father told me it goes down at least forty metres. I’m not sure he got that right, but it’s deep enough, I’m sure. This is where he brought them. He filled their heads with stories of the Dreamtime. He liked to pretend that he had Aboriginal heritage, but that was all bullshit. And then he told them he was going to bring them to see cave paintings. A private tour.’ She laughed. It was a polite laugh. As if they were both at a dinner party and the host had just told them an anecdote that had run a little too long. ‘He killed them here, of course. And then he threw their bodies in there.’ She gestured with the gun towards the darkness.

Judith could not look away from Cameron. His eyes were on hers, fierce and frightened and, she thought, trying to communicate. What was he trying to tell her?

‘Ruth, can you let Cameron go, please? I followed your rules. I came alone. I told no one.’

Ruth smiled. ‘That’s very true. Well done you. The only problem is, you’re late.’ She paused, then continued, still in that conversational tone. ‘And also, you bitch, you are the worst of them.’

‘I’m sorry, I—’

‘I found out all about you, you know. It wasn’t hard. I’m a very good researcher. I found out what you did. You killed your stepfather. You beat him to death. I don’t blame you for that. It was the right thing to do. You had to protect your mother, and yourself.’

Oh Christ. Judith couldn’t think straight. She was still looking at Cameron, couldn’t look away from him.

‘You were just like us!’ Ruth shouted, her face twisting in sudden fury. ‘You were one of us! And then my sister came to you for help and you failed her!’

Ruth was breathing hard, her face was contorted and her teeth were bared. And then, just as quickly as it had come, the fury disappeared. The contorted expression relaxed. She smoothed her hair from her face with her free hand, and checked her watch.

‘And as I said, you’re late. I’m so sorry, but the rules are the rules.’

Ruth raised her gun hand, connecting with the back of Cam’s head, and Judith took a few stumbling steps along the ledge towards her.

‘Wait! Just wait.’

Ruth’s smile widened. Maybe this was how she’d always pictured the end: Judith, stumbling towards her, pleading, forced to watch Cam die, knowing that she was next. But before Ruth could pull the trigger, Cam shot his right knee forward, connecting hard with the lantern. It fell, end over end and light flashing, into the pit. A half-second later, Cam pitched himself forward, over the edge of the ledge, and followed the lantern down. There was the sound of a distant splash and then the light was extinguished completely.

‘Cameron!’ Judith stopped moving. She couldn’t see a goddamn thing. If she made the wrong move she’d end up in the water with him. But fuck it. There was no time for caution. He’d given her a chance and she had to take it. She swapped her torch into her right hand, switched it on and shone it towards Ruth, trying to blind the other woman while at the same time she took off running, pumping her legs and pushing herself into an all-out sprint up that narrow ledge. She tried to point the torch, with all of its twenty-six hundred lumens, directly into Ruth’s eyes, but her movement meant that the light danced all over the place. It didn’t matter. Pace was everything now.

Ruth pulled the trigger. The sound of the shot echoed in the cavern. Judith felt no pain. The second time she wasn’t as lucky. She heard the shot, and felt a thumping pressure and burning pain as she took a bullet to her outer left thigh. She stumbled, almost fell, but kept moving forward. She raised the torch above her head and as she reached Ruth, she brought it down as hard as she could. Ruth moved at the last moment. The torch made contact, but it wasn’t enough—a glancing blow. Both women went to the ground, Ruth underneath, Judith on top.

Judith didn’t hesitate. She brought the torch down again, this time harder, and she didn’t miss. It cracked into Ruth’s temple with a horrible, dull thud. Ruth groaned, but still she tried to bring the gun to bear, tried to press it upwards to Judith’s ribs. Judith used her left hand to grab Ruth’s wrist, to force the gun down and away, and then she brought the torch down a third time, as hard as she could.

It was enough. All the fight went out of Ruth’s body. The hand that had been fighting to push the gun upwards went limp. There was no part of Judith that wanted to hit her again, to try to take her life. Because they were not the same, in the end. Judith stayed in place a moment longer, keeping her hand on the gun, but there was no movement from Ruth, and she couldn’t afford to wait. She pulled the gun from Ruth’s hands and pushed it so that it skittered across the stone floor, away from them. Then she flipped Ruth over and handcuffed her.

Judith left her there. She stumbled to the edge of the ledge, shining her torch into the darkness below.

‘Cameron! Cam, are you down there?’

There was a moment when it was just her voice, echoing around the cavern. Then he answered.

‘I’m here! In the water. There . . . there’s something in here with me . . . floating . . .’ He sounded terrified.

Judith swore. It was a release of tension, an expression of gratitude, and a recognition of the problem. He was ten or fifteen metres below her, in water that was god knows how deep. How the hell was she going to get him out of there?

‘I’m coming. I’m coming, Cameron. Are you okay? Are you hurt?’

‘I’m okay. It’s . . . it’s very cold.’

Judith swept her torch back and forth in a wide arc, trying to find the limits, the edges of the pit, trying to find him. The light passed over him, and he cried out.

‘I’ve got you,’ she said. ‘I’ve got you.’ Limping heavily, she started back down the ledge she’d come up, trying to keep the light of the torch on him, trying to reassure him that he wasn’t alone. Jesus Christ. He was ten years old. She kept moving downwards. ‘I’m coming, Cam. I’m just trying to find a way down. You keep moving, okay? You keep moving to stay warm.’

She heard splashing. ‘I’m going to take the light off you now, okay? But I’m not going anywhere. I’m just trying to find my way down to you.’

‘Okay!’ he shouted back.

And slowly, slipping on rocks and banging both hip and head twice, she managed to find a route that took her down to the water’s edge.

‘Here, Cam, swim towards me.’ She shone the light to show him the way. She would have gone into the water herself, but she wasn’t sure that they’d both be able to make it out. There was still a drop from the edge she’d found into the water, and it was black and as slippery as glass. But he swam to her, and then he reached for her, and she was able to hook her right foot under a rock and to lean over the edge, to grasp his wrists, and to pull him out. She hugged him tight as soon as she had him, and he hugged her back, shivering, and they held on to each other for a long moment, both of them glad to be alive.

‘Why did you do it?’ Judith asked.

‘She would have killed me,’ he said, his voice muffled as it was pressed against her shoulder. ‘She wanted to kill me. She told me that. I think she only waited because she wanted you to watch.’

Judith hugged him tighter. Her leg throbbed. With the fear and the adrenaline, the pain from the bullet wound had receded. Now it was back. She took off her jacket and wrapped it around him.

‘We’ve got to get out of here,’ she said. She let Cameron go. She got to her feet, and he did too. ‘It’s a tricky climb back up,’ she said. ‘But we can do it.’

‘I know we can.’ Cameron was shivering, but he sounded eager.

‘I’ll shine the torch for you, you climb a section. Then I’ll hand it up to you and you do the same for me. We do one small section at a time. That way we don’t make any mistakes. Okay?’

‘Okay.’

They started to climb. As blood soaked through the leg of Judith’s pants, they made their way carefully upwards. It was much slower going up than it had been going down.

‘My dad,’ Cameron said. ‘He’s going to be okay now, isn’t he? Celine did it all. Right? She was the one. So now they really will have to let him go. Everything’s going to be okay.’ He sounded giddy.

‘That’s right, Cam. That’s exactly right. Everything’s going to be okay.’

They reached the top, the ledge that lay at the beginning of the tunnel that led the way out. Judith hesitated. The tunnel had a sand floor and might very well flood when the tide rose, but that elevated ledge should be safe. She’d hit Ruth Hall very hard. Ruth needed medical attention. Could she survive here, on that ledge, until the tide receded again and paramedics and cops could reach her, if they couldn’t get there quickly?

‘Just give me one second,’ Judith said. She didn’t think she could carry Ruth out. She definitely couldn’t carry her up those steps, but she would check on her, make sure she was breathing, put her in the recovery position, and then they would go. That was the right thing to do, which meant it was the only thing to do.

She hurried back up the narrow ledge path, to where she had left Ruth handcuffed. But Ruth was gone. There was no body, Just a small pool of dark blood.

Quickly Judith shone her torch to where she’d slid Steve Gifford’s gun, and felt a lurch of relief when she located it. She picked it up. One last time, she shone the torch around. In the corner, deep in the shadows, she saw a small pile of rucksacks and a backpack, damp and rotting. She froze for a moment, the horror of what she was seeing striking her hard, the realisation of what had happened here truly hitting her for the first time. She forced herself to move. Wondered briefly if there was another, easier way out that Ruth had taken. She couldn’t take the risk of looking for it. There were too many little nooks and crannies. Too many tunnels to be investigated. They could get lost here, or get caught by the rising tide. And she had a boy to get home safely to his father.

It was time to go.

She made her way back to Cameron. He grabbed her arm as soon as she got close enough, clutched it and held on tight. She shouldn’t have left him. He had no light, no weapon and he was ten years old. She handed him the torch.

‘You hold on to that with your left hand,’ she said. ’And you hold on to me with your right. Got it?’

He took the torch and nodded seriously. Judith took his hand. With her right, she still held the gun. Just in case.

‘Let’s get the hell out of here,’ she said.

As she limped from the cave, hand in hand with Cameron Miller, the tears for Katy finally came.
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EPILOGUE

Katy survived.

Judith, who had no great faith in a higher power, thought it must be some kind of miracle, though she later learned that Katy wasn’t the first to fall beneath the wheels of a train and walk away.

Well, not walk away.

What saved her was that she fell between the tracks. She hit her head in the fall, and she’d been unconscious when the train had gone over her. The wheels hadn’t touched her, but parts of the train undercarriage hung too low for Katy to come out unscathed. She had suffered a fractured skull and three fractured ribs, lacerations to her chest that required one hundred and twenty stiches to close, and a ruptured spleen. It had taken only fourteen minutes for the emergency teams to converge on the station, but it was another twenty-two minutes before they’d managed to get her out from under the train.

She’d been so close to death. In the hospital, they’d stabilised her and sent her up to surgery, where her spleen was removed and her lacerations closed. The doctors said her chances of survival were low. But after forty-eight hours in the ICU, the same doctors decided she was well enough to be moved to the ward, and ten days after Katy was carried into the hospital, she was wheeled out of it and sent home.

Two weeks after that, on a Friday evening at five o’clock, Judith rode her bike over to Katy and Oliver’s place, making a couple of pit stops along the way. She parked and got off the bike, then limped her way to the front door. She knocked, and Oliver opened it, enveloping her with a hug.

‘Careful! Jesus. If I drop all of this, Katy will never forgive me.’

Judith had brought wine—two bottles—and a giant bag of Indian take-out. It was her turn to cook, which always meant take-out, because Ollie refused to eat anything Judith had had a hand in. Admittedly for good reason.

‘Let’s take it outside,’ Oliver said. ‘Katy’s on the deck.’

They found her curled up on the outside couch, a blanket across her legs and a glass of wine already in hand.

‘Your doctor said that’s okay?’

Katy raised an eyebrow. ‘She recommended it.’ She looked tired, and too thin, and there was yellow bruising on her forehead and at her collarbone.

‘No more pain meds?’

‘No more pain meds,’ Katy confirmed.

Oliver took the bag of food inside. He filled two plates and brought them back to the women, then retreated back into the house.

‘He doesn’t want to join us?’ Judith asked.

‘He’s going to eat with the kids. They’re going to watch a movie.’

It was a beautiful evening. Unseasonably warm, with a gentle breeze. Judith and Katy ate and drank and talked about nothing at all. When the food was finished, they pushed their plates to the end of the table, and Katy refilled their glasses. Grimacing a little, Judith lifted her legs and rested her feet on the chair opposite her.

‘How is it?’ Katy asked. ‘How’s the leg?’

Judith shrugged. ‘It’s fine. Coming along. Stitches are coming out next week.’ She’d been very lucky that there’d been no infection. The bucketful of antibiotics they’d ploughed into her had probably helped. It was nothing, nothing at all in comparison to what Katy had gone through—was still going through.

‘And Cameron?’

Judith smiled, shaking her head. ‘He’s great. Really great. I saw him and his dad yesterday. You’d think something like that would screw up a kid for life, but he seems okay, really.’ She paused. ‘Do you think he’s just faking it? Putting on a good show for his dad?’

‘Maybe,’ Katy said. ‘But kids are resilient, you know? It will probably help that he was so brave in the cave. He kind of rescued himself. He’ll be able to hold on to that.’

‘Yeah.’

‘I heard they found the bodies.’

Judith shook her head. ‘No bodies,’ she said. ‘Except poor Maggie’s, of course.’

‘Maggie?’

‘The Andersons’ last au pair. Ruth Hall used her father’s old trick. Lured Maggie to the cave, killed her there, waited a day or two and then applied for her job.’ It was Maggie’s body that Cameron had felt, floating in the water beside him.

‘They didn’t find the others?’

Judith shook her head again. It was too late. Too much time had gone by. Even bone won’t last ten years in sea water.

‘We found all of their bags and their passports. With what Ruth said to me, that’s enough. The cases are officially closed.’

There was a wide egg-chair thing on the other side of the porch. It looked comfortable. Judith stood up and made her way over to it.

‘This new?’

‘Bianca wanted it. She has her father wrapped around her little finger. They went to Bunnings to get drill bits and came back with that.’

Judith sank into the chair and rested her head against the back of the cushion. She was still dog-tired. The doctors said she’d lost a lot of blood. It would take time.

She looked at her friend. ‘I’m so sorry. I never thought she would go after you. And I should have. I should have seen it coming.’

Katy waved a hand in dismissal. ‘Don’t.’

‘Don’t what?’

‘There’s no way you could have known what she was going to do. No possible way. And you’re not going to take responsibility for it. I’m not having that shit. It’s just self-flagellation. It doesn’t help me, or you, or anyone.’

‘Yes, boss.’ Judith closed her eyes. She couldn’t let it go that easily. She should have seen Ruth for what she was from the start.

‘I didn’t mean for you to do that, you know,’ Katy said.

‘Do what?’

‘When I said you should be brave for other people, I didn’t mean that you should follow a psychopath into a cave, unarmed.’

‘Hmm.’

‘Can we just agree, though, that that kind of thing is not a good idea?’

‘Shut up, Katy.’

Katy made a sound of mock outrage, and Judith smiled to herself, her eyes still closed. She could sleep there, easily. A minute passed, and she very nearly drifted off.

‘What about Ruth?’ Katy said, and all the humour was gone from her voice. ‘There’s still no sign of her?’

Some of Judith’s ease left her. ‘She’s in the wind.’

‘And what about your job?’

‘I don’t know. Still to be decided, I think.’ Judith had already received the notice. She was being called before a full disciplinary board. The process had been postponed while she was recovering from her leg injury, but it would happen, sometime in the next couple of weeks. It was hard to know what the outcome would be. Ruth had sent the audio recording and the video to three different journalists, and there had been articles published and questions raised, but there had also been articles published about how she had rescued Cameron from the cave, about how she’d finally solved the murders of five missing women. No one, it seemed, knew quite what to think. Victoria Police had yet to make a statement.

‘Right,’ Katy said.

‘It’ll be all right,’ Judith said.

The prospect of losing her job was not as terrifying as it once would have been. The attack on Katy, that journey down the side of the cliff and what had followed afterwards had put a lot of things in perspective. Judith was a fighter. She had savings. One way or another, she’d survive. And she might hold on to her job yet. It helped that she was being credited for the Charlie Palmer solves. It helped too that Rocky was going to bat for her. She owed him so much.

‘I suppose it will be,’ Katy said, but she sounded dissatisfied.

Judith opened her eyes. ‘She sent me something.’

‘What?’

‘Ruth sent me a letter.’

Katy leaned forward in her chair, her eyes wide. ‘Are you serious? You never told me!’

‘It only arrived this morning. No personal delivery, she’s finished with that trick. It came by Australia Post. In a plain envelope. I called the station, they sent someone over to collect it.’

‘Well, what did it say?’

‘It wasn’t from Ruth, not really. It was a letter from Miriam. She wrote it before she died, sent it to Ruth as a kind of apology, I suppose. She was trying to explain why she’d made the decision to die. That letter was the basis for everything. Ruth pulled quotes from it and sent one to each of us—Walker, Jack, Elsa and me. Everyone she blamed for her sister’s death.’

‘And now Ruth’s sent that letter to you. Does that mean she’s done with you? Not done with you? Which?’

Judith sank back into the chair. She didn’t know the answer to that question, but she knew that whatever Ruth’s intentions, Judith was going to find her and put her behind bars. There was already a nationwide manhunt. Hundreds of cops were already looking for Ruth Hall, and soon Judith would join them, officially, or unofficially.

But not right that minute. For a minute, for an hour even, Judith wanted to lie back in this big, ridiculously comfortable chair, her best friend safely nearby, to rest her head and her tired body, and maybe even sleep.
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Dear Renée,

I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I made promises to you that I’m not going to be able to keep. I so wish things could be different, but you’re better off without me in your life. I’m no good for anyone, and I’m definitely no good for you. I used to think I could be a kind of mother to you someday. I mean, not a mother, exactly, but something like it, or like the good version of it. I thought that when I finished college I would get a job and you could come and live with me and we could really be happy. I believed it when I said that to you. I would never lie to you. You’ve had more than enough lies for a whole lifetime. But I’m a mess, Renée. I’m no good to you.

I don’t have much time. I have to make sure that I’m done before he gets here. I told him that he needs to be here at nine to look after the baby. I never told you about the baby, and I’m sorry about that, because now I wish I’d had a chance to see you together. I was afraid you would be jealous, because you get so angry sometimes. But I’m a mum. Can you believe that?

I fell in love with someone. His name is Jack Miller and he’s smart and funny and really very kind. We were happy for a while. But then I messed up. I got pregnant, and Jack wanted me to . . . Well, he wanted us not to have the baby but I couldn’t let it go, no way, so I had him and he’s beautiful but then I had to drop out of college to look after him and it’s so hard. So much harder than I was expecting. And I lost Jack. He’s still here, sometimes, but he doesn’t want to be, because I’ve changed so much. I killed the love that we had.

I’m a terrible mother too. Cameron (that’s what we called him), he never stops crying, and nothing I do makes any difference.

I think I must be a very hard person to love. I had a best friend called Elsa. We told each other everything. (Well, not everything. She doesn’t know about you and me, about how we grew up. You probably know by now that telling people all that just freaks them out.) Elsa doesn’t answer my calls anymore. She doesn’t understand why I wanted to keep Cam. She wants to party and have fun with her other friends. And I’m not the same person I used to be. I’m boring and drab and I can’t seem to hold a conversation. I don’t blame her for dumping me.

I tried to get help, but that was a huge mistake. Jack said maybe I was depressed, so I went to see someone, a counsellor at the college. A guy called Robert Walker. He didn’t help me. He hurt me instead. He told me I needed to relax and that I should try taking weed and then he massaged my shoulders and then he touched me on my breasts and honestly, Renée, it was all my fault. You would have made him pay. Right there and then, probably. As soon as he touched your shoulders. But I just froze and sat there. And now I feel empty. Like there’s nothing left of me anymore. I went to the police. Maybe just because I didn’t want to go home. I’m not even sure I really wanted to be there. I met with this cop, Judith Lee. She told me I was wasting my time. She told me I wasn’t strong enough. She sent me home.

I’m not sad to be leaving Cam, because I’m no good for him. If I stay, I’ll just ruin his life. But I’m so sad not to see you again. I’m so sad to leave you behind. Because we’re the same, you and I. The world already destroyed us. Except no. That’s a terrible thing I just said. You’re so much better than me, darling. You’re going to live the best life, I just know it. This is a shitty letter. I want to write it again, to do a better job, but there’s no time.

Take one thing only from this. Take that I love you. Take that you’re better than me. Stronger. Fiercer. This world will be yours, my Renée. I love you.

Margaux
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