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PROLOGUE
 
‘Do you know how to keep a secret?’

That was the second to last thing my mother said to me before there were three knocks at the door. Not knocks like the rap, rap, rap kind. These were slow. Bang. Bang. Bang. Like the bells from a church.

Dong. Dong. Dong.

You know something bad is about to happen.

Mum’s head shot around so quickly I thought she was going to get whiplash. Then she whimpered. My mother never whimpered.

Without warning she yanked open the door of the pantry and pushed me in, making me think in hindsight that she must have known who was waiting outside. Which made sense because she’d been talking on the phone a while before, while I’d been sitting at the kitchen table, eating my chocolate cupcake and drinking Milo. I’d heard her yelling at someone. Well, she wasn’t yelling but it was louder than talking. I don’t remember what she said exactly, but it was something like: ‘Don’t you dare come here.’

Inside the pantry, I banged my elbow on the doorframe and opened my mouth to cry, but she clamped her hand over my mouth and whispered, ‘Shh. Don’t say a word. They can’t know you’re here.’

That was the last thing she ever said to me.

The door closed with a click.

My eyes got hot. The doorframe had hit my funny bone and it was throbbing and tingling.

I remember peering out between the wooden slats. You probably know the type I’m talking about, those doors with slats that are fixed on an angle. It’s a bit hard to see through the gaps unless you can find the right position. But when you do, you can see everything.

And that was what I saw. Everything.

The person who burst in, without waiting for Mum to open the door fully.

The person who motioned for Mum to get on her knees.

The person who killed my mother.






CHAPTER 1

‘I’m sorry, Jack,’ newly promoted Inspector Martin Rogers said as Detective Jack Higgins bent forward as if he’d been punched in the gut.

Through the hum of horror and adrenalin that was running through Jack’s body, he vaguely realised Martin had clapped a hand on his shoulder. Such a cop thing to do for comfort. When there were no words, only a good hard clap on the shoulder or back would do.

The thing he had feared the most had come true.

The usual hubbub of noise in the police station – phones ringing, people yelling and computers whirring – was still audible behind the closed door to Martin’s office. But they were nothing for Jack, because all he heard was the blast of his Glock as he squeezed the trigger. He once more felt his hands jerk upwards as the bullet left the chamber. His ears rang with yells and gunshots as he and the rest of the team took down the bikie gang at that outback camp. Then he noticed the warmth of Zara’s blood on his hands.

‘I asked them to double-, triple-check the ballistics results,’ Martin continued.

Jack realised he should say something, but he couldn’t make his mouth work.

‘That’s why it’s taken so bloody long to get the results. They shelved the second and third testing until they weren’t snowed under. And that’s never these days.’

Jack heard his boss’s deep intake of breath.

‘I had to be sure before I spoke to you. There’s no doubt. The bullet that struck Zara was from your gun.’

The carpet swam in front of Jack’s eyes; he squeezed them shut, so he wouldn’t vomit.

There had been so many guns that day. Bikies shooting at each other and at the police officers. Police officers returning fire. Zara’s new friend Ted had been hurt in the battle and then there had been Hayley, the daughter of the bikie president, who had run out of bullets but not accusations and filthy words as they’d handcuffed her and dragged her to the paddy wagon.

And Zara. The woman he loved. The one who had brought the whole gold-stealing ring tumbling down. She had been lying on the ground, blood seeping through her clothes.

He remembered the chaos and fear as the crime scene had been secured and ambulance officers arrived. The paramedics stabilising Zara, loading her into the Royal Flying Doctor plane and taking her to Perth.

The countless hours they’d both spent in the hospital: Zara in recovery and him pacing the halls.

‘You don’t have to worry, Jack, there aren’t any charges coming your way, but I think Zara . . .’ Martin’s voice trailed off and Jack heard the unspoken words. Zara needs to know.

She was well and truly on the mend; although the nerves in her back and leg had been damaged when one of the bikies had jammed her into the ground. Somehow, he must have stomped on her back, but Zara couldn’t remember it. Neither could Jack.

All this trauma for the sake of gold.

Zara was healing, physically, but she still had nightmares.

Again, all for the sake of gold.

How many times had those words – for the sake of gold – been lamented across the years? This wouldn’t have been the first time, nor would it be the last.

For someone’s greed.

For someone’s secrets.

Three weeks ago, when Jack had been back in Adelaide, he’d lain awake next to her in her bedroom at her mum’s house and listened to her toss and turn, moan and cry out in her sleep. Yet he hadn’t been able to reach out and comfort her and she hadn’t turned to him for support when she’d finally woken. The gap between them wasn’t a crack, it was a bloody wide canyon.

And that was before he knew the bullet had come from his gun. What would it be like between them now?

He wished they’d talked before he’d left – made a decision on their future – because they both knew things had changed between them.

Zara’s stepfather had given it to him with both barrels, only yesterday.

‘What are you, man or mouse, Jack?’ James had spoken so quietly on the phone, Jack had pressed his mobile closer to his ear to hear his words. But the disappointment and fury in his voice was loud and clear. ‘Zara has been through so much. Why haven’t you left that godforsaken town over there and come home for good yet? You should be here. With her.’

Jack had stayed silent. He couldn’t refute what James had said. He wondered whether James was going to have a similar conversation with Zara. Of course he wouldn’t. And he would bet a whole week’s worth of pay that Zara hadn’t told her mother and stepfather that she hadn’t asked Jack to stay.

‘Jack?’

Jack shook his head to clear away the memories and looked into Martin’s face.

His boss’s forehead was creased in concern. ‘I’m sorry I had to be the one to tell you,’ Martin said. ‘And I’m really sorry this has happened, mate.’

‘Are you sure it was my bullet?’ Stupid question. Jack waved his hand in apology. ‘Don’t answer that.’ Martin wouldn’t have told him if he wasn’t sure.

Martin grabbed a folder from his desk and held it out to Jack. ‘It’s all in here. As you know, we had specialist forensic officers from Perth go through the scene. They recovered the projectiles, bullet casings, all of it. I’m sure you remember walking through the scene with one of them. Every gun in that siege was seized. Forensics did what they always do: they fired them all and compared the bullets to the one they took from Zara, as they would in any incident.’ Martin paused. ‘The striations on a bullet are as unique as a fingerprint, as you know.’

Jack nodded. He did know. Every copper did.

He didn’t pick up the file.

‘Okay,’ he said woodenly. ‘Thanks.’

‘You’re welcome to stay here for a moment. Get your thoughts together.’

‘Look, I’m fine.’ Jack suddenly needed to be out of the station. Away from everything and everyone. ‘I’ll be right.’ He stood up, his eyes taking in a framed photo of a class of graduating police officers. All those new cops, young and fresh-faced, without any idea of what was to come their way. Jack had been like that once. ‘I guess we all knew this was a possibility. Thanks again, Martin.’ For some reason he couldn’t fathom, he put his hand out and shook his boss’s before backing out through the door.

Blindly he made his way towards the front doors of the station. He knocked into another officer on his way.

‘You right, mate?’ the officer asked as he reached out to stop Jack from bumping into the wall.

‘Yeah,’ Jack answered automatically. ‘Sorry.’ He walked on until he was outside in the warmth of the sunshine. It was one thing to live with the fear it was you who had accidentally shot the woman you loved but another thing entirely to have it confirmed.

He raised his face skyward and took in the vivid blue. He searched for a cloud. Even just one.

Nothing. Only the endless May sky touching the tops of the buildings and the super pit wall.

A few officers were milling around the entrance of the police station and a plane was on final approach into the airport over the other side of town. Everything looked the same as it had when he arrived at work this morning. How was that possible? Everything he knew about himself had just been tipped sideways.

Jack had always been so careful when drawing his gun. Never once before had he fired it in a siege. Oh, he’d taken it out of its holster, for sure. He’d even aimed the Glock at someone. But that was as far as he’d ever gone.

Guns were a last resort only.

Three white utes drove by, each bearing multiple aerials, orange flashing lights and fluoro yellow stripes down each side. One of the drivers stuck an arm out of the window and waved at Jack. He waved back automatically. Then he realised the bloke was giving him the finger.

Typical. The police weren’t exactly favourites in this lawless town. And perhaps that’s why he loved it here so much. The challenges Kalgoorlie and its surrounding areas gave him couldn’t be found anywhere else.

Deep down he was aware that’s why he hadn’t put in for that transfer back to South Australia yet.

Zara was particularly perceptive. Maybe that’s why she hadn’t asked him to come back for good.

How ironic, he thought. He hadn’t wanted to come to Kal in the first place and now he didn’t want to leave.

He started to jog along the street. He wasn’t wearing his sneakers, or his running gear, but it didn’t matter. He would still run. Run from the guilt and shame and remorse, until he couldn’t run any further.






CHAPTER 2

‘Now when I tell you to, Amy, I want you to push hard,’ midwife Molly Walker said to the woman who was leaning over the bed with her legs spread wide. ‘One more time and that little baby is going to pop out.’

‘I can’t, I . . .’ Amy puffed. Her face contorted as another contraction grabbed hold and she moaned, her hands clutching at the sheets.

Molly placed her hand gently on Amy’s forehead. ‘Of course you can, sweetie. I know it’s hard and it hurts, but that bub is going to be in your arms before you know it. Now breathe through this. One . . . two . . .’ Changing position, Molly checked the monitors and felt Amy relax as the contraction passed. She put her hand on Amy’s stomach, knowing it would only be seconds before the next one started. ‘Okay, when you feel that next contraction, push, push, push! Ready?’

Amy’s stomach tightened again and she screwed her eyes up in concentration.

‘Push, Amy, come on, you can do this. Use the pain.’

Molly squatted down and concentrated on cradling the baby’s head as it emerged, hardly hearing the grunts and groans from Amy. ‘That’s right, nearly, keep going. You’re nearly . . .’

The baby slipped easily into Molly’s hands, taking its first breath and then letting out a long, loud scream.

‘There we are. Oh, what a beautiful baby.’

‘Is it . . . What . . .?’ Amy tried to bend down to see.

Molly carefully placed the baby on the bed in front of her.

The exhausted woman wrapped one arm around the precious bundle and kissed her head. ‘Oh,’ she breathed.

‘Congratulations, you have a little girl. And she’s beautiful. You’ve both done so well.’

She gathered up the bloodied sheets and turned away so she didn’t have to see the love in Amy’s eyes. As much as she adored her job catching babies, bringing new lives into the world, her heart hurt every time a woman came into the birthing suite without anyone to help her.

‘We need to do a few tests on her,’ Molly said after a few minutes, ‘and then let’s get her onto the breast. I’ll help you onto the bed.’

Bridget, another of the midwives, gently took the baby from Amy’s arms, explaining her heel was going to have a little prick so Amy would hear bub cry for a few moments. Then she’d get her checked over and brought straight back to mum. ‘Bub won’t even have to leave the room,’ Bridget said.

On the bed, Amy groaned, loudly. ‘What . . .?’

‘Ah, there we are, darlin’, that will be the afterbirth. You knew this was coming,’ Molly told her. ‘Just breathe the way you would with a contraction and once that’s done, this will all be over.’

Once the placenta was delivered, Molly handed the baby back to Amy. She smiled as the newborn bobbed her head towards Amy’s nipple and latched on. ‘Looks like she’s got it all under control. What a clever little thing. What’s this beauty’s name going to be?’

‘Amanda – Mandy,’ Amy said. ‘It was my mum’s name.’

‘Ah, that’s lovely. And where’s your mum?’

Amy didn’t answer for a moment, only stroked the baby’s head. ‘She’s dead. She died a couple of years ago. In an accident.’

‘Ah, love, I’m so sorry.’ Molly wanted to hug her. She knew the devastation of losing a mum. She’d lost her own when she was five. Even with so many people in her life who loved her, that aching hole had never been filled.

Amy’s chart said she was twenty-four, so she wasn’t young, not like some of the teenagers who came through, but young enough that having a bub all by herself would be scary and overwhelming. Molly knew better than to ask after the baby’s father. She’d have to keep an eye on this one when it came to the postnatal checks. Maybe she’d continue the visits longer than normal. She did that with a lot of her single mums or ones without help or family in the town.

‘Now, Bridget is going to take you to your ward,’ she said. ‘Don’t worry, you can stay on the bed; you won’t have to walk yet.’

Amy looked frightened. ‘Aren’t you coming?’

‘I’ll see you later on,’ Molly promised, ‘and I’ll come and visit you in your home after you are discharged. It’s time to settle back and get to know your Mandy. That’s the only thing you have to worry about right now.’ She smiled gently at Amy and smoothed her sweat-soaked hair back from her forehead. ‘You’ve done so well. I know your mum would be very proud of you.’

Molly saw tears appear in Amy’s eyes and she squeezed her hand before leaving the room.

The feeling of stepping out of the bubble of raw pain and high emotion of the labour ward still took Molly by surprise, even after three years as a midwife. It was like finishing a book that no one else was reading and realising there was a real world outside of the pages. Nurses walked by calmly, and visitors came and went looking both lost and awestruck. From behind one closed door, the sound of crying reached her, and from another came laughter.

Hospitals were like airports, pulsating with every different emotion there was.

‘Molly!’ A nurse walked quickly towards her, holding a file. ‘Labour ward five is seven centimetres dilated. All obs are fine, while room six is taking her time.’ She handed over the file. ‘Dad-to-be has been getting a bit worked up, demanding to see a doctor, but I think I’ve calmed him for now.’

Molly took the file and checked the information. ‘I might take a few minutes to have my lunch,’ she said, handing back the chart. ‘You can ring if you need me.’

‘That’s what I was thinking. Good time for a break, while it’s relatively quiet.’

Molly went to leave then twirled back around. ‘Oh, and ward fourteen, the young mum who came in yesterday? She’s right to go home. Doctor Halliday assessed her and bub this morning. I think her husband is coming later this afternoon. I meant to make a note of it, but I got called into the labour ward.’

‘Oh great, I was going to check with you about her, because there wasn’t anything in her chart.’

‘She can be discharged.’ Molly gave her a nod and continued towards the lunchroom. ‘Tell her I’ll call in and see her tomorrow at home. It’ll be in the afternoon.’

Even with the constant beeping of monitors and the squawks of crying babies, Molly loved the maternity ward. She felt the wonder of the new mums, the fear and pride of the dads and the joy of the visiting grandparents.

Sometimes, the smell of congratulatory flowers overrode the antiseptic and cleaning products and she loved that even more.

That’s why the maternity ward was her favourite and why she’d trained as a midwife. It wasn’t that she didn’t like working in palliative care or emergency or on the general wards. She had the skills and she didn’t mind it, but after trying all the others she’d known maternity was the place for her.

Closing the door into the lunchroom blocked out the beeping and crying. It was like being wrapped in a cocoon.

Molly gave a grateful groan and slumped at the table. She leaned into her hands and rubbed her face, before using the toe of each foot to fling off her soft-soled shoes. She put her bare feet up on the chair next to her and relaxed back.

With her eyes closed, she counted to one hundred slowly in her head, then started again. She did this ten times, her mind becoming quieter with each hundred.

Finally, she blinked open her eyes.

In front of her was a whiteboard showing the daily roster, to the side was a small kitchenette containing a fridge, kettle and microwave. On the other side, there was a couch, pushed up against a window.

Molly gave her chicken salad a cursory thought. She wasn’t hungry but common sense told her to eat. She didn’t know when she might get to do that before the end of her shift and she still had another five hours to go.

Ignoring her better sense, she went to the couch to lie down.

Today was her sixth consecutive shift and fifteenth delivery and every birth was gruelling and exhausting in its own way.

Getting out her phone she saw a missed call from her dad from hours ago. She dialled him first, then her mum. Both went through to voicemail. That wasn’t surprising given the lack of mobile range on the highway.

Her parents had been in Perth and were driving home today. She imagined the call was only to let her know they were leaving and what time they would be home.

She closed the screen, brought up her email app and waited for the new ones to download.

A new one from Janet Halliday had the urgent red exclamation mark next to it.


Dear Molly,

I hope you’re well.

It’s been a while since I saw you last so I wanted to check how you are doing. Please reach out if you need anything.

I would also like to speak with you about a student of mine who is writing a thesis on the impact of losing a parent to a violent crime. I know you are quite open about your past so if you were agreeable, I could give your details to the student. Perhaps we could chat more about it once you’ve had a think.

Kind regards,

Janet Halliday

Psychologist

Bright Minds Psychology



Feeling her eyes prickle, Molly let the phone rest on her chest. A hot tear slid towards her ear.

Janet had been her psychologist since she had moved to Kalgoorlie as a child, after her birth mother’s murder. Molly had watched Janet’s hair go from a deep brown to being flecked with grey over the years she’d been attending her clinic. In that time, Molly had grown from a frightened, confused five-year-old to a confident 25-year-old. The nightmares had stopped when she was in her teens, but Janet continued to see her because that’s what Molly wanted. Hell, it was at the stage where Molly knew the layout and processes of the counselling rooms better than the revolving door of receptionists.

She had come to love and rely on Janet as much as she had Eric and Iris Bennett, the kind couple who had adopted her when she was five and whom she had come to call Mum and Dad. But recently she’d realised it was time to stop the counselling. Twenty years on and she felt she was as well adjusted as anyone could be after witnessing a murder. Even of her own mother.

So far, so good, except she missed Janet and their conversations and the welfare check touched her. She should answer it straightaway, but she hated typing on small screens and her laptop was at home. Tonight would be soon enough.

Molly cleared her throat and swung her legs back around, so her feet touched the floor. At the bench, she switched on the kettle and grabbed a mug from the draining board. Even though it was clean, the inside was ringed with dark stains from endless cups of coffee left to go cold. That was the life of a midwife. One moment everything was quiet and the next it was all systems go.

Her common sense prompted her again: eat lunch.

Back at the couch, this time with her chicken salad, she tucked her feet underneath her bum and stared out of the window, watching the clouds chase each other across the sky. It was part of a meditation; as one cloud was blown into her view, she locked her gaze on to it until it disappeared. Then the next one appeared. Just as each cloud passed from her view, another appeared as if the heavens knew she needed a reset today.

Even from inside, she could tell the day was warm as the flies belted themselves against the window under the small verandah awning as they tried to get out of the sun. May wasn’t summer, but this year it might as well have been.

A noise outside the door caught her attention and she listened to the PA announcement. Code Blue to the Emergency Department.

Not for her. She took another mouthful and chewed, thankful her time as an emergency nurse had passed.

She went back to the clouds but found they had all disappeared. There was only blue sky. And flies.

Then she heard hurrying footsteps outside, and the door was flung open.

‘Molly!’

‘Shit!’ Molly jumped, the chicken on her fork falling onto the couch. She looked up to find her colleague Tommy standing in the doorway, looking panicked. ‘You scared the crap of me.’

‘You need to come. Now. Quick.’ He turned and started running down the passage.

Molly jumped to her feet. ‘Which ward?’ she asked, hurrying behind him.

‘Emergency.’

‘You’ve got a birth in emergency? Get her up to the labour ward.’

‘It’s not a birth,’ Tommy said over his shoulder. ‘It’s your parents. They’ve just been brought in. They’ve been in a car accident.’






CHAPTER 3

Angie Sullivan woke with a start.

There was something heavy on her chest. Her heart kicked up a notch, what was it?

A snake, a gun, a . . .

She heard snuffling and felt movement.

A baby. Her baby. Charlie.

She blinked a couple of times to get her bearings and became aware of dampness around her chest. Charlie was dribbling, but her breasts were leaking milk too. She needed the breast pump. The midwife had suggested she freeze some of her excess milk; she was producing more than Charlie could take.

Angie sighed softly. After the night she’d had with Charlie, she didn’t want to move. It would be easier to close her eyes and not shift a muscle. Let her breast milk leak everywhere. Her mum had always said she thought she’d make a good cow, and right now, she was the best milker in the herd. If she had a herd, but it was only her. And Charlie.

Touching his downy head, Angie looked at her sleeping son. He was breathing deeply, rosebud lips pursed, making occasional sucking movements. There wasn’t any sign of the screaming deviant who appeared every night at about ten o’clock, disappearing only as the sun rose.

Pity you couldn’t sleep like this all bloody night, buster, she thought.

The midwife, when she’d called around last time, had laughed gently when she’d told her about Charlie’s exceptional sleeping skills during the day and his terrible ones at night.

‘Babies take a little while to settle into their skin,’ Molly had told her. ‘Being a bit upside down and topsy turvy is normal. Just try to sleep when bub does, even though I know it’s difficult to do because there’s so much more washing and housework after a baby is born.’ Then she gave that beautiful, brilliant smile that had made Angie love her from the moment they’d met. ‘He’s a couple of months old now, so things should settle into a rhythm soon.’

Angie had been glad of Molly’s extra visits. The midwife was always full of practical advice, but more than that, she appreciated Molly’s kindness and understanding of Angie’s situation.

Charlie’s little hands clenched into fists and he made a couple of stuttering movements. His eyes flickered and then shut again. Surprisingly, the noise of the day didn’t bother him. It was the quiet of the deep night that sent him into a flurry of cries and unsettledness.

Smiling in wonder, Angie chastised herself for all the awful thoughts she’d had about her little human during the night. The miscarriage she’d thought she was having at that shootout all those months ago had turned out to be nothing but ligature and muscle cramping as her uterus had been expanding for Charlie. Of course, there had been that frightening second when the paramedics mentioned something about an ectopic pregnancy, but that had been quickly ruled out and it had been only hours before she’d been cleared to go on with her job and interview those two teenagers who had been found in such dramatic circumstances in the midst of a cyber-fraud sweatshop being blown to smithereens.

Now she, Angie – career-focused, driven, aim-high-at-allcosts Angie! – had a perfect little human, albeit noisy, who she would protect until her last breath. Her mum had told her that a mother’s love for their child was like no other. Angie had rolled her eyes as her mum had tried to describe what it felt like. She knew what love was. She loved her mum, her dad, her brother. Her nephew and niece. She’d even loved Will, before she found out he’d been having an affair. That all went without saying. Love was love; that warm feeling she got when her niece sent her a funny video or the smile that turned up out of nowhere when she thought about a particularly funny conversation she’d had with her mum. But Angie had been unprepared for the rush of emotions when Molly had placed newborn Charlie on her chest at the hospital. A bubble popped and it made her want to laugh and sing and weep all at the same time. She’d been flooded with warmth as she’d stared at the squirmy baby who would be so dependent on her. This was her son.

Her son!

Angie kept her breathing steady. Any change would alert the little monster that his mother wanted to move, when she really wanted him to stay lost in the world of sleep.

Still, she couldn’t hold on for much longer; her breasts were about to explode with milk. Plus, the sun was shining through the window onto her and she was hot and sweaty under Charlie’s body. And she should move quickly, just in case there were any mum police peering through her window and seeing that she was asleep on the couch. Couches and sleeping with babies were a big no-no, but right now Angie didn’t care, just so long as she got some sleep.

Angie wiggled up to a sitting position, trying not to disturb him as she moved, but, of course, he opened his mouth and let out a cry.

‘Seriously, Charlie?’ she whispered.

Anger stabbed at her chest, which confused her. She loved Charlie, but there were moments when she thought she might hate him too. Her mother hadn’t warned her about those feelings. She wanted to scream along with him. Would five minutes be too much to ask for, without Charlie being attached to her in some way? Five minutes in which she could have a shower, or check the news on her phone, or ring her mum, who she really wished had time to visit her.

Charlie’s lungs were incredibly well developed, and it didn’t take very long for him to reach a crescendo.

‘Shh, shh, shh,’ Angie soothed, rubbing his back gently and guiding him to her breast.

Charlie wasn’t having any of that, so she threw a towel over her shoulder. If there was one thing she’d learned about her son in the months since he’d been born, it was that his ability to vomit was as impressive as his lung capacity.

In the kitchen she wrapped him in a light blanket, shoved a dummy in his mouth then placed him on the sheepskin rug on the floor. A comical frown crossed his brow and he opened his mouth, the dummy falling alongside his cheek. Gently, Angie placed a hand on his stomach and she started to rock him from side to side. Seconds later, Charlie closed his eyes.

Breathing a sigh of relief, she carefully got up and went to find the breast pump. The relief was instant as her milk started to pour into the bag.

Angie couldn’t even be bothered sitting down. Instead, she leaned against the bench and closed her eyes. There were animals who slept standing up, weren’t there? Surely she could master that skill too if she tried hard enough. She’d conquered everything in her career so far and she’d always assumed that becoming a mum couldn’t be as hard as being a female detective . . . And maybe that would be true, if she could get some sleep.

The pump started to make a slurping noise and she looked down, realising her breast was empty. God, maybe she had gone to sleep. Pumping usually took at least five minutes. As she attached it to her other breast and felt the relief of the letdown, her doorbell rang.

Charlie started to cry again.

‘Oh shit,’ she whispered, trying to work out if she actually had to answer the door. Was Molly due this morning? Or was it the online grocery shopping order she’d put in? She couldn’t remember. It must be Molly.

Instead of disconnecting the pump, she held it in one hand while hoisting Charlie up to her shoulder again and, awkwardly cradling them both, went to the door. Molly wouldn’t care if Angie opened the door showing off her boob. Nothing she hadn’t seen before, and Angie had lost all of her dignity in the hospital anyhow!

As she trudged through the lounge towards the door, the visitor knocked loudly. A heavy banging.

‘I’m coming,’ she called out. ‘I’m coming.’

She readjusted Charlie and yanked the front door open. ‘Hi Moll— Oh, you’re not Molly. What . . . What are you doing here?’

Charlie let out a loud, irritated wail.

The man in front of her blinked and his eyes flicked from her face to her chest and back again. She saw shock registering as he took a moment to think about what he’d seen. The baby, the breast pump and Angie’s unwashed hair.

‘Hello, love,’ he said. ‘Is that anyway to say g’day to your dad?’

Angie gaped. ‘What are you doing here?’ she asked again. While she belatedly brought her shirt down over the pump and her breast, she saw a small suitcase at his side.

‘Your mother thought you might need some help, so here I am.’ Todd Sullivan spread his arms out wide. ‘She was worried about you when you spoke to her last, and she can’t leave your brother.’

Angie wasn’t sure if falling into her dad’s arms would detach the pump and make the breast milk fly everywhere. Instead, she leaned forward and rested her head on his shoulder. ‘Dad,’ she managed before tears threatened to engulf her.

Todd rubbed her back, then gently pushed her away. ‘Now, now, none of that. Come on. Let’s get you inside. And how about you hand that noisy bugger over to me.’ He reached over and plucked Charlie from Angie’s shoulder.

The baby’s eyes widened as he stared at the stranger’s face. It was enough for him to become silent for two seconds. His eyes went back to Angie then he screwed up his face and started to cry again.

‘God, you can keep him,’ she said. She turned around and went back into the house. ‘Sorry about the mess. It’s been a bit of a rough week.’ Disconnecting the breast pump, she adjusted her bra and top and put the bottle of milk in the fridge. ‘Do you want a cup of tea?’

‘No thanks, love.’ Her dad was smiling at her from the doorway. ‘How’s about I take Rowdy here for a walk.’ He was bouncing Charlie up and down on his hip and Charlie had stopped crying and was looking at his grandfather with curiosity. He seemed to be enjoying the movement because his mouth was in an O of fun not fear. ‘You can have a shower and wash your hair. Feel a bit human again.’ While he was speaking, he went to the fridge and opened the door. He looked inside for a long time, then closed it. ‘Maybe I’ll do some shopping while I’m out. Where’s the pram?’

‘Pram?’ Angie looked around as if she didn’t know what that was.

‘Yeah, the pram.’

‘I . . .’ There was some vague memory of someone, maybe Tim from work, dropping off a second-hand one, but . . . ‘I have no idea. I’ve just used the baby capsule whenever I’ve gone anywhere.’ She shook her head, smiling. ‘I’ll tell you two things, Dad. One is I have no idea what day it is, what time it is or where anything is, including my brain, and two, I’m so glad you’re here.’

‘It’s a good thing I’m retired,’ he said.

‘I didn’t think I’d ever hear you say that.’

‘It’s taken some getting used to, that’s for sure. It’s much nicer to be here in person than seeing you over the video calling we’ve been doing.’ He paused. ‘It wasn’t only your mother who was worried about you on that last call. I was too.’

‘How long are you staying for?’

‘Not sure. Let’s see how you go. I don’t have any plans other than being here to help you both.’

‘Seriously? You never stay in one place longer than two weeks.’

‘Well, things have changed.’ He gave her his endearing lopsided smile. The one that had got him out of trouble with his wife more times than it should have. ‘Let’s see how we go.’ Then he gave a soft bark of laughter. ‘I can’t believe you’re a mum.’ He put his nose down to touch Charlie’s. ‘I can’t believe your mum is a mum, Rowdy!’

Charlie looked back wide-eyed, then his fists started to flail around in a sure sign he was about to start crying again.

‘No, no, don’t start that,’ Todd told his grandson and leaned down to blow a raspberry on his cheek. That silenced him. ‘Let’s just find that pram and I’ll take you outside.’

Opening the door to the spare room, Angie peered into the dimness. There were still boxes piled in one corner: some half open from times she’d been looking for things; others still taped shut. She wondered what was in them, and if she actually needed whatever it was she hadn’t unpacked yet because clearly she hadn’t needed any of it so far.

Her first house in Kalgoorlie had been supplied by the police department and they’d needed it back for her replacement, although she’d heard on the grapevine that no one had turned up yet so presumably her house was still empty. The rental market in town was tight, but Martin had pulled a few strings and Angie had found herself in a little three-bedroom transportable house clad with HardieFlex, a few streets to the north of the police station. There wasn’t much of a garden at the front, just a lot of blue metal covering the ground, which didn’t take any looking after. That was what Angie had wanted. No fuss, easy care and in a safe area. There was a garage to the side, and a small patch of lawn out the back that Charlie could play on when he was older. She hadn’t finished unpacking when Charlie had decided to make an early arrival. Hell, she hadn’t even started maternity leave when Charlie had turned up.

‘A bit of light on the subject might be helpful,’ Todd said as he came to stand next to her. ‘Geez, looks like I’ll need to do a bit of work in here before I can make up my bed.’

‘Be thankful there’s even a spare bed. I’ve only got one because Tim lent it to me to help fill up the empty rooms. I had to leave Charlie at the hospital and go to buy a crib and some clothes for him before we came home.’ Angie grinned, remembering Molly’s reaction. ‘The midwife couldn’t believe I hadn’t done any preparation.’

‘Neither can I.’

Angie knew her father’s need for organisation and cleanliness. ‘Well, it’s Charlie’s fault,’ she said, feeling the need to defend the fact she hadn’t received his ordered and methodical genes. She reached out to hold one of her son’s tiny hands. ‘He decided to come early. I wasn’t quite ready.’

‘Yeah, your waters breaking in the middle of the main street while you were interrogating a suspect must have been quite spectacular.’

Angie blushed at the memory. ‘The suspect didn’t get away, though. Jack got her in cuffs so she couldn’t go anywhere, then he called for back-up and an ambulance.’ She suppressed a smile, remembering the woman being handcuffed to a bench and yelling while Angie was bent over the same bench groaning in pain. ‘It was quite the commotion! Onlookers were impressed with the entertainment.’

‘I better shake this Jack’s hand then. Buy him a beer.’ Todd took a few steps into the room. ‘I can’t see a bloody pram. You sure you’ve got one?’

Angie started to laugh. ‘No.’ She was so tired, so emotional and so relieved she didn’t have to be the adult anymore, she couldn’t stop, and soon there were tears streaming down her face.

‘Geez, Rowdy, reckon your mum’s lost it. Come on, maybe you and I’ll clean this room out so I’ve got somewhere to stay tonight. Whatcha reckon?’ Todd blew another raspberry on Charlie’s cheek and the baby looked stunned then reached up to try and grab Todd’s nose.

Angie watched as a softening spread over her dad’s face. And love. That parental love.

‘Sorry,’ Angie said after a moment. ‘I’ll help.’

‘You will not.’ Todd was poking around in the boxes now. ‘You’ll go and have a shower and then maybe you should go for a walk. Get some air. Clear the cobwebs out. Go on, off you go.’

Angie didn’t need to be told twice.

Minutes later, hot water was cascading over her hair and shoulders, washing away a couple of months’ worth of stress and solo mothering. She took time in shampooing her hair, rinsing it and lathering the conditioner through.

‘Where are your spare sheets?’ Todd yelled through the bathroom door.

Angie turned off the taps and grabbed her towel. ‘The better question is: do I have any? There might be some in the laundry cupboard. Or maybe they’re still in a box.’

‘How are you my daughter?’ Todd asked, amusement in his tone.

She dried herself, then rummaged through her clothes. No one told a woman that her body shape would still be different for months after giving birth. For some reason she had assumed she’d slip right back into her normal jeans and shirts. But no, they still didn’t fit and daggy trackie pants and sloppy T-shirts were much easier and more comfortable to wear. She looked at her soft, pudgy stomach and sighed.

She’d heard men saying that being down the ‘business end’ at the birth of their child was like watching their favourite pub burn down. Angie was sure there’d be no one worrying about her ‘business end’ being gone forever, including herself, but the rest of her body was a different story. Her arms felt like lead weights and her legs were achy and puffy. She couldn’t imagine feeling strong and fit ever again.

A lump wedged itself in her throat as she thought about doing all this by herself, being the only one to bring up a child that should be shared by two.

Then she thought about her desk at the police station and straightened her shoulders. Doing life solo didn’t matter because she had a beautiful son and a successful career. One that she wanted to get back to. Her colleagues were her friends. That was all that mattered. None of them were going to care if she looked and felt as heavy as a medicine ball. But she did need to be able to chase suspects who ran from her.

She lifted a few more clothes in desperation, trying to find something clean and finally found a pair of elastic-waisted jeans and a T-shirt without any milk stains.

‘Thank god for that,’ she muttered, pulling them on before going to find her dad.

Charlie was lying in a bouncer that Angie didn’t know she owned – or was it borrowed? Todd gave it a little tap then turned to an open box and unpacked a few items. As Charlie’s bouncing slowed down, he made a strange noise Angie had never heard before, and then Todd bounced him again. And the whole routine started over.

‘You’re amazing,’ Angie said, leaning against the doorframe. ‘Where’d you learn to do that?’

‘If you hadn’t noticed, I’m your dad, and I was around when you and your brother were little,’ Todd said. ‘Not as much as your mother would have liked, granted, but I was there.’ He defended himself with that same lopsided smile.

Tears threatened Angie again. God, she was glad he was here. This mothering gig was a whole lot harder than she’d imagined. She looked into her father’s face properly and read contentment and peace. Something she never remembered seeing there before. Her dad’s face was the same as it always had been, only older. More lined. His skin had a hardened, leatherlike look to it caused by the ocean winds, salt and sun. She saw a little more grey on top, but the mischief in his blue eyes hadn’t dulled one iota. The last time they’d all caught up face to face would have to be nearly five months ago, she supposed, at Christmas when she broke the news to everyone that she was about to have a baby.

It had been Todd who had stepped in and stopped the questions from the extended family, which had been flying thick and fast.

Where’s Will? Who knows.

And how is Will? I have no idea.

Is Will going to help you? I hope not.

How far along are you? The baby is due in March.

March? You’ve waited this long to tell us? The people who needed to know, did.

What do you mean you’re not giving up work? Is that safe? What if someone hurts you?

Considering she’d never been hurt before in the line of duty, she’d started to gather her things until Todd, in his commanding shipmaster’s voice, had told them all to be quiet and leave her alone. If Angie wanted to tell them, she would, he said, when she was good and ready and if not they’d all have to sit and speculate among themselves.

‘Now listen, Angie,’ Todd was saying. ‘Is the baby capsule in your car? I’ll take Rowdy here and get some essentials, and I want you to go for a walk, then come back and have a sleep. Once you’ve done that, we’ll make a plan for the next few days. What do you say?’

‘Sounds like a plan,’ she answered, allowing herself to once again dream of her office in the Kalgoorlie Police Station.






CHAPTER 4

Blood pounded in Jack’s ears and he thought his lungs were going to burst. He’d run kilometres and kilometres and, as fit as he was, he had to stop. The unseasonal heat was punishing and he knew he should be in the office.

He slowed to a walk, his chest heaving, sweat pouring from his body.

Martin’s words kept echoing in his head. I asked them to double-, triple-check the ballistics results. There’s no doubt. The bullet that struck Zara was from your gun.

What would happen now? His previous boss, Detective Dave Burrows, had once been investigating a criminal who ended up at Dave’s in-laws’ home, where his own wife and two daughters were staying. The criminal, Bulldust, had shot and killed Dave’s mother-in-law. The guilt, Dave had told Jack, was something that he’d had to learn to live with. There was no taking it away. So Jack already understood that carrying the culpability would be his new normal. He almost welcomed the guilt. It was nothing compared to what Zara was going to live with forever.

Martin had told him he wouldn’t have a case to answer, nor be charged with discharging a firearm or grievous bodily harm.

Thank god for that, because telling Zara was going to be bad enough. He imagined her face as he sat her down, holding one of her hands while explaining the ballistics report to her – not that he would need to. She was a journalist so she knew about these things. But he couldn’t be sure how she would react. Zara often acted the opposite to what he expected, taking him by surprise, so he was boxing at shadows even trying to guess.

He came to a stop underneath the shade of a tree, still heaving air deep into his lungs, and brought out his phone. The photo on the locked screen was of a happy couple from three years ago. Zara was wearing her favourite green dress and he was in good pants, shirt and tie. Back then, they were both still very much in love, their smiles wide and gazes hanging on each other.

The photo had been taken before that dreaded court case in Adelaide. Zara had been investigating fraud inside a large company, and when she was called as a witness she’d accidentally revealed enough information for everyone to guess her source. Her colleagues had shunned her, she had been banished to Kalgoorlie, and Jack had sacrificed his career to join her.

But Kalgoorlie didn’t feel like banishment to Jack anymore. He loved the city, the countryside, his colleagues. Out here, he had to rely on his wits again, not having the back-up of different squads just around the corner like he did in a bigger city. Policing in Kalgoorlie was like policing in the bush except with a shitload more people to take care of and a lot more criminals. It was his favourite posting so far.

A car horn beeped and Jack looked up to see a police car slowing down. He raised his hand in acknowledgement and was surprised as it pulled up next to him.

‘You don’t look like you’re dressed for a run,’ Constable Ava Easton told him as she wound down the window. ‘You okay?’

Jack nodded. ‘All good. Just felt like hitting the pavement.’

The radio crackled to life and Jack heard something about a three-two-seven. Private residence security alarm activated.

‘Listen, Jack,’ Ava said. ‘A few of us are going to visit Angie after work today. Do you want to come?’

‘Great idea, I’ll be there. Sounds like she’s been having a bit of a hard time. Charlie doesn’t like to sleep much from what I’ve heard. I’ve been meaning to ring her to see if she needs someone to mow her lawn or do any other outside jobs. I’ll ask her tonight.’

‘Okay, great. I’ve cooked some meals for her too. See you over there about five thirty?’

‘Sure thing.’ Jack tapped the roof of the car and straightened up, before glancing at his watch. Shit, he’d been running for close to an hour. He needed to get back to the station. It would be too indulgent to be away for any longer. He wasn’t the first officer this had happened to.

He kept to the pavement, avoiding the sharp caltrop prickles and broken glass that littered the side of the footpath.

His phone vibrated. He didn’t need to look at the screen to know it would be Zara. Sometimes he just knew.

Jack took a breath and closed his eyes, forcing his shoulders to relax.

‘Hey,’ he said, putting the call on speaker and holding the phone to his mouth, not wanting to get sweat on the screen.

‘Hey,’ Zara said. ‘Oh, you sound like you’re walking. I can hear the birds.’ He heard a rustle of fabric, presumably as she looked at her watch.

‘Just stepped out for a break. How’s it going?’

‘Great. Jack, I’ve got good news,’ she gushed.

At least one of us does, he thought.

Aloud, he said, ‘Do you?’

‘I’ve been told I can start driving again. My leg has recovered enough to be able to push the brake without the nerves going crazy. It’s been a good day.’

He could hear the excitement in her voice. ‘I’m really glad. Gee, it’s taken a while for that leg to come good.’ Jack squeezed his eyes to block out the image of a gun being fired. This wasn’t a post-traumatic stress reaction, only a shit-howam-I-going-to-tell-her one. And even to his own ears, his voice was forced. He hoped Zara was too excited to notice.

‘Well, the surgeon said if it hadn’t come good in twelve months, then it wasn’t going to, but here we are.’ She paused. ‘What’s happening there?’

‘Oh well’ – Jack glanced around for something easy he could talk about – ‘summer is still here with a vengeance. It shouldn’t be this hot in May; you’d think it was January. All the wildflowers the tourists are hoping to see will be late this season, because it hasn’t rained yet.’ He paused. What the hell was he doing talking about the weather? He cleared his throat. ‘I’m on my way back to the office to sort some things out. Paperwork, you know how it is. Need to get into the air con ASAP.’

‘Anything big happened over there?’

‘Not for a while. Just all the normal things: drug busts, small-time gold theft, burglaries. Big stuff has been quiet.’ He paused. ‘Which is okay with me right now. How’s work?’

‘Not bad. I’ve been covering the carbon emission protests. Nothing out of the ordinary but feisty enough.’ The pitch of her voice had come down as her excitement seemed to be wearing off.

‘That’s good, isn’t it?’ Jack looked down at the pavement. He kicked a piece of broken glass into the grass.

‘Well, it’s something,’ she said. ‘Better than not working. I’m still so relieved Lachie gave me a job. The stigma from the court case is very much alive and well.’

‘I’m sorry.’ He felt like he was talking to someone he didn’t know. ‘Zara, look, we’ve got to—’

He heard a voice behind him and he turned around, the phone still to his ear.

‘Jack! Jack!’

A woman was walking towards him, waving. Jack squinted, then realised it was Angie. He waved back.

‘What?’ Zara asked, tension in her tone now. ‘We’ve got to what, Jack? What’s wrong?’

‘Wrong? Nothing’s wrong, but I’ve got something I need to talk to you about.’

There was a pause on the line. ‘What’s that?’

‘Not now. Face to face. I’m going to come back next week. Does that suit you?’

‘What is it?’ Zara whispered.

‘Nothing major,’ he lied. ‘I just need to . . . see you.’

‘I’ll be here. Nowhere else to go,’ she said quietly.

‘How’s your mum and James?’

‘They’re fine.’

Jack could feel his heart thumping. Not from the running. He wanted to blurt it out now, tell her so he could get it off his chest, but that wouldn’t help Zara. He couldn’t think of anything to say.

‘Okay. Guess I’d better go,’ she finally said. There was a new determination in her voice. ‘Mum is going to drive me up to the Hills so we can find a quiet place for a practice drive. I’ll talk to you later.’

‘Be careful. I’ll call you tonight.’ Jack hung up before he had time to hear whether Zara answered. ‘Hey, Angie, what are you doing out here? Where’s Charlie? You haven’t forgotten you have a baby, have you?’

‘Ha! My fairy godmother has arrived,’ she said with a smile. ‘Actually, that’s fairy godfather. My dad turned up today to help for a bit. Unexpectedly.’

‘Your dad? That’s great. Are you close?’

‘Hmm, not close close. He’s been away most of my life working at sea, but we’re still pretty close. If that makes sense?’

‘Clear as mud.’ Jack didn’t crack a smile. He wasn’t sure if he ever would again.

‘I’m bloody glad to see him. Charlie is . . . noisy.’

Jack eyed her. Her tone implied difficult not noisy.

‘Anyhow, what are you doing here looking like you’ve run a marathon in your work gear?’

‘Nothing like a little jog. Clears the mind.’

‘God, you sound like Dad. “Go for a walk and clear the cobwebs out” – yeah, in thirty-five-degree heat!’

‘Well, he might have a point. Fresh air and all that.’ Jack started to walk slowly. ‘What direction are you headed?’

‘Anywhere away from cobwebs.’ She fell into step alongside him. ‘What’s going on, Jack?’

Glancing over at her again, he wondered how she knew. Then a small – tiny – wry smile crossed his lips. Angie was a detective. Of course she’d pick up on something. ‘Got some big news today,’ he said, the smile fading. ‘Remember I told you about the shootout with the bikies, when Zara was shot? Well, I just found out it was my bullet that hit her. Trying to wrap my head around that.’

He heard Angie’s intake of breath. That said it all. He didn’t need to tell her how he was feeling because, as a fellow copper, she would already know.

‘Jesus, Jack. I’m sorry.’

Jack could tell she was biting back questions, and he didn’t have any answers, so he shrugged. Their footsteps clicked the pavement and they both looked in front of them.

They continued to walk in silence for a while, the sun hot on their backs. For once, there wasn’t a breeze so their hands had to constantly move to shoo the sticky flies away.

Finally, Angie spoke again. ‘That’s really hard. Did Martin tell you?’

‘Yeah, when I got in this morning. It was my bullet.’ The weight of his own words felt heavy and his shoulders pulled forward slightly. ‘I knew it was taking too long to get the results. Martin kept putting me off every time I asked. I thought something was up. Now I know what. They were making doubly sure.’

Jack looked over at Angie. She looked different since she’d had Charlie. She’d always been one to look sharp. Tidy. Driven. Her mouth, even though she was quick to smile, always had a determined set to it. Today her skin seemed to be sagging. She looked exhausted and a little rattled, with dark smudges under her bloodshot eyes. ‘Hey, don’t worry about me,’ he said. ‘What about you, are you doing okay?’

‘Look that bad, do I?’

Jack started to defend his question.

‘Nah,’ Angie interrupted. ‘It’s okay, I know I look like shit. Babies are not the quiet little people you think they are, that’s for sure. This kid has got a set of lungs on him like a . . . like a . . .’ Angie floundered.

‘Foghorn?’

‘That’ll do, although I don’t think they have lungs. A foghorn, I mean.’ She stifled a yawn. ‘And he’s got his clock all mixed up. Sleeps during the day and is wide awake at night. Apparently, that’s normal, though.’

‘Normal? It can’t be!’ Jack said, sounding horrified. His knowledge of babies was limited, kids even less. At this point, he didn’t feel any need to change this.

‘Welcome to my world.’ She waved her hand again to shoo more flies. ‘My head feels like it’s stuffed with cotton wool and I need something other than shitty nappies and baby spew to think about. What’s happening at work?’

‘I’m not sure the cop shop is going to help your shitting and spewing problems,’ Jack said, rolling his eyes. ‘You know what a Saturday night can be like in the drunk tank.’

Angie laughed. ‘True.’

The police station was in sight and a patrol car pulled out with flashing lights and a siren.

‘You know,’ Jack said, watching the car speed off down the street, ‘there’s some pretty awful things happening in Kal. You’ve probably read about some of the cases in the newspaper, but the other day Ava brought in a guy who stole a car with two children in it. The mum had just got out of the car to go to her mailbox and was barely five metres away when this idiot walking down the street saw the car idling, got in and drove off.’ He shook his head. ‘You can imagine it, can’t you? The engine revving and squealing away from the kerb, mum running down the street after her kids, trying to dial triple zero. It’s fucked, Angie.’ He glanced over and saw the horror on her face and cursed the story. Angie was a new mum and would be relating hard to that.

‘Anything “high” about that crime?’ she asked after a moment.

‘Everything “high” about that crime,’ Jack answered. ‘The meth in this town is out of control. Just like every other country town these days. It doesn’t matter how many we arrest or take into custody. They get a slap on the wrist and bailed.’

‘We know the justice system is tipped towards the criminals. It always has been,’ Angie said. ‘And don’t forget the big cities have the same problems. They’re just not as visible because the places are larger.’

‘True. Meth fries people’s brains. And there’s such an influx of middle-aged people using now. You’d think they’d know better. I really don’t understand why they get into it at that age. The high must be incredibly good.’

‘Guess it’s another form of escapism. But I’d recommend reading a book, rather than taking drugs.’ Angie tried to make light of the decaying society in Australia. ‘Or sex. But make sure you’ve got birth control sorted.’

Jack snorted in laughter, then became serious again. ‘And in other news, a lowlife piece-of-shit was apprehended yesterday. A bloke with a heap of child pornography on his computer. The AFP dees did some good work to get him. It was a long investigation, so I heard, but the locals brought him in and extradited him to South Australia.’

Angie blanched. ‘Child pornogr— Oh no. Where was he working?’

‘At one of the childcare centres.’

‘Bastard.’

‘Yeah.’ They stopped in front of the police station. Across the road, the bottle shop had a steady stream of customers. ‘He’ll go away for years, so that’s one good thing.’ He turned to her. ‘When we take down those pricks, that’s the best feeling.’

‘It absolutely is. That’s why we do this job. Protect those who can’t look after themselves, keeping the community safe and all that.’

‘Are you missing it?’

‘The job? Yeah, of course. I’m not kidding when I tell you I dream about walking back in through the door all the time. Then Charlie wakes up screaming and . . . He needs me too, so . . .’ She shrugged. ‘What do you do?’

‘We’re beginning to lose a few officers,’ Jack said. ‘They’re getting sick of the drugs too. The job is so unpredictable now.’ He paused. ‘I think Adam might leave. There’s trouble at his kids’ school and he wants to get them out.’

‘That’d be a shame, but I can understand why. And as for the other officers, it takes a certain type of cop, I suppose. Patrols and the guys and girls who are on the front line are the ones who bear the brunt of the violence. Our job as detectives is different. We come in after most of the danger has gone, so I can see why the job could wear thin. But . . .’ A smile spread across Angie’s face. ‘I’d never want to do anything else but solve crimes. Put the bastards that belong behind bars where they belong.’

Jack took a breath and turned to look at the police station. ‘Yeah, me either. Even with the news I had today.’

Two patrol cars pulled up out the front of the station and four constables got out.

‘Jack, Angie,’ one of them said, raising his hand.

‘What did you catch, Mick?’ Jack asked.

‘Car accident. Coolgardie Highway.’

‘Bad?’

‘Very untidy.’

‘Who’s gone out?’

‘From the dees? Tim and Adam were there, but they shouldn’t be too far behind us. Tow truck has been, everything’s cleaned up.’ He gave another wave and followed the other officers inside.

Angie looked after them longingly. ‘And that sort of thing can’t be replaced, you know,’ she said. ‘The adrenalin and the camaraderie we all have here. It’s lonely with just a baby for company. Still, the midwife comes once a week and . . .’ Her voice trailed off. ‘She was only supposed to come once or twice afterwards, but she’s been a few more times. I think she worries about the single mums and the ones who don’t have any family support.’

Jack caught the resentment that flickered over her face. Charlie hadn’t been planned, and as far as he knew, Angie’s relationship with the father was non-existent. He resolved to try and help her out more. ‘Have you heard from Will?’ He watched Angie’s face flood red at the mention of her ex.

‘Playing happy families with his new wife and baby, last I heard.’ Her voice was hard.

‘Would you rather he was with you?’

‘Not a fucking chance.’

Jack took a step back at her tone. Then he grinned. ‘Tell me how you really feel, Angie.’

This time, she smiled. ‘Sorry. Not my favourite subject.’

‘Why don’t you come up to the office and catch up with everyone? Have a bit of time away from Charlie while your dad’s here.’

‘Nah.’ Angie shook her head. ‘I’ll just get itchy to get back to work and stay there.’

‘How long before you’re coming back?’ he asked, and then wished he could take the words back. She had enough to worry about with Charlie. He’d only said it because he wanted her there. ‘Sorry, I meant—’

Angie waved his apology away. ‘I’d come back now if only I could get some sleep and get Charlie into childcare. He’s on the list, but there’s so many kids and not enough spaces. They told me it might take twelve months. Can you believe that? I’m not sure I can hang out that long.’

‘Well, whenever you get back, it’ll be good to have you,’ Jack told her. ‘I’d better go and do some work, since I’ve been avoiding it today.’ He gave her another smile and started towards the door.

‘Hey, Jack?’

‘Yeah?’

‘It’ll be okay with Zara. Just go back to Adelaide and tell her. From what I’ve read about that takedown, there was a lot of confusion about who was where and what happened. There’s no way you should take any blame in this. You did your best – as did all the other coppers out there. Zara will understand. She’s a reporter so she knows how these things go.’

Jack tried to smile. He knew all of that.

But that didn’t lessen the guilt.

‘I’ve told her I’m heading back to Adelaide to talk to her. Better book that ticket, I guess.’






CHAPTER 5

The blood-stained sheets and discarded medical equipment lay abandoned next to the two trolleys, holding two deceased bodies.

The room was now silent, when only half an hour before it had been a hive of activity. The on-duty emergency doctor calling for X-rays that never happened, the nurses running to hook up different medication to IVs. Another doctor talking to Eric, then Iris. ‘Hello, can you hear me?’

Now there wasn’t even a beep from a machine. A deep silence that only the deceased possessed was all there was.

Molly stood between the trolleys, a hand on either one, her head bowed. Shock ricocheted through her body. Eric and Iris were gone. Eric, her father: a deep-thinking, fun-loving man. Iris: a loving, kind parent, who cared about everyone and everything.

Now a senseless accident – a one-car vehicle accident, straight off the side of a bridge, nose-diving into the ground – had taken them.

‘I’m sorry,’ the emergency doctor said. ‘We tried everything.’

The ambos who had stuck around nodded. ‘Sorry, Molly,’ they told her. ‘We’re not even sure how they survived the impact. But they did. We tried everything we could.’

Molly knew they would have done everything they could, because every nurse and every doctor and every ambo always tried their best.

Sometimes the result just wasn’t what everyone hoped for.

The emergency nurses – the ones she knew and the ones she didn’t – hugged her. Touched her arm, looked at her sympathetically. Their compassion blurred together.

Everything was a haze. Except these two faces, whose eyes she had just gently closed.

Molly had only been allowed into the emergency ward after the police had spoken to her and the final scream of the flatline had been silenced. She hadn’t felt anything. She was numb. In shock.

She dipped a clean sponge into a bowl of warm water that was on the tray table in front of her and started to wipe the blood from Eric’s face. There wasn’t much, considering his injuries. Just a small trickle from the side of his mouth.

Then she turned back to Iris. She had already done her best to clean up the blood from a large gash across her mother’s forehead and cheek. Iris’s nose had started to swell and was sitting at an unusual angle, indicating her face had hit the dash – or something – hard. Maybe it was broken. But there wouldn’t be an X-ray to find out. Or at least not one that would matter, because her heart had stopped beating on the way to the hospital.

Molly didn’t need to know exactly what injuries her parents had suffered. The outcome was lying here in front of her. And there was no way that result could be reversed.

A sob slipped out from deep inside, and she bent over her mother, with tears, hot and quick, on her cheeks. After a few moments, she shifted back to the trolley that held her father’s body. Molly wanted to whisper to them – words of love and gratitude – but that should have all been said while her parents were living. Not now. Had she said enough? she wondered. The last time she’d hugged either of them had been weeks ago. She was always rushing somewhere: to work or a house visit. When she came home, she was exhausted. Her mum and dad had quietly worked to make her life easier and she probably hadn’t recognised that until now. When it was too late to acknowledge it.

She held her mother’s hand and slipped the wedding rings from her fingers. Already her hands were cold. People would be surprised at how quickly a person cooled when their heart stopped beating, but even more so at how fast a body becomes pale. But Molly knew.

The daughter in her wanted to weep and scream and rage. The nurse in her was working methodically through what she had to do to ready the bodies for the morgue.

‘Oh, Mum,’ she whispered, putting her hand to her mother’s cheek, wishing she could warm it.

These beautiful, kind people who had taken her in when she so desperately needed care. Given her a home when she didn’t have one. Given her love when the only person she’d ever known that from was gone. Adopted her, kept her safe. Oh, her heart was starting to hurt so much! Reality was beginning to set in. Iris’s rings sat heavily in the palm of her hand and she closed her fingers over them before slipping them into her pocket.

‘Molly?’ The voice was low behind her. ‘Can I come in?’

She turned and saw retired senior sergeant Richard Mullins. He had been her dad’s best friend and police partner for too many years to count. His face was deep with grief, but he still held the air of an officer who was able to disconnect from whatever hideous thing he was seeing.

She motioned for him to come in. ‘They’re ready to be taken to the funeral director, or morgue or wherever they’re going first,’ she said. ‘I’ve washed them and . . .’

Richard reached out to envelop her in his arms, but she took a step back and shook her head. ‘Don’t. I can’t . . .’ She took a shuddering breath and tried to regain some control. ‘Just let me get through this my own way, Richard. Please. Don’t be nice to me.’

The older man nodded and stepped away. His gaze went to Eric and Iris. ‘May I?’ he asked.

Molly nodded and turned towards the door so she didn’t have to see him farewelling his old friends. She had said her final goodbyes and didn’t need to go in there again. Through the narrow, darkened windows, she saw her boss, Tommy, deep in conversation with Inspector Martin Rogers in the corridor. Of course, the word would have got around the hospital and emergency services department quickly. Especially through the police. Eric had been a much-loved officer in Kalgoorlie before his retirement. The attending officers would have informed Martin; Martin would have notified Richard. The brotherhood of policing was unbreakable. Even in death.

Leaving Richard to his goodbyes, Molly slipped out of the room, relieved to hear the normal noises of the hospital. Comforting. Reassuring.

Tommy caught sight of her and indicated to Martin, who turned to her. Molly saw his expression change from grim to compassionate.

‘Molly, I’m so terribly sorry for your loss,’ Martin said, moving quickly to stand in front of her and reaching his hand out to grasp hers. ‘This is shocking. Please know the police will do everything in our power to support you. I will do the same. Anything at all, you only have to ask.’ He looked as if he wanted to give her a hug.

Molly stepped back, not wanting anyone to touch her as she knew that would unleash the torrent of tears that was sitting just below the surface. ‘Thank you.’

Tommy brought her a box of tissues, but she waved them away, dry-eyed.

‘We can take you home if you like? Is there someone I can call to be with you? Or I can offer a liaison officer?’ Martin tripped over his words in his rush to get them out. He was obviously trying to make this as easy as he could for her.

Molly gave a little humph. ‘Thanks, I’ve got my own car here,’ she said, ‘so I’ll be—’ She broke off. She’d been going to say ‘fine’ but suddenly she wasn’t sure anymore.

‘Please,’ Martin said. ‘You’re in shock. Let us take you home and send someone to be with you. I can organise for your car to be driven back.’

Richard came out of the ward, his eyes rimmed red, muttering something Molly couldn’t quite hear. As he came closer she made out the words ‘Tragic. So tragic.’ He looked as if he wanted to pull Molly to him but kept his arms crossed over his chest, then spoke to Martin. ‘Superintendent Biggs – we need to get in contact with her.’

Martin was nodding. ‘Yes, I’ll make the call when I get back to the station.’

‘Sorry to intrude,’ a soft voice behind them said, making them all turn.

A nurse Molly knew only by sight was standing behind her. ‘I’m very sorry, Molly.’ She took a breath. ‘Do you mind if we take your parents now? We’ll take good care of them.’

Of course they had to take them. They would need the beds in case another emergency came in. And she could always see them at the funeral home. Her nurse’s brain knew all of this, but . . . She put her hands to her chest and tried to push away the lump in her throat.

‘Molly?’ Martin moved closer, clearly thinking she was going to faint.

She held up a hand to stop him, but then reached for the closest chair and leaned over it. Martin continued to hover as if unsure how to help.

The nurse took her hand and looked into her eyes. ‘Breathe, Molly,’ she said in a low calm voice. ‘Take a breath.’

Molly stared at her, unable to form a single word. Her breath caught in her chest and her eyes frantically went from the nurse to the ward and back again. Her heart fluttered, almost painfully, before Tommy pushed his way in.

‘Come on, Molly,’ he said gently. ‘Let’s sit you down.’

‘No, let’s take her home,’ Richard said, taking command. ‘Martin, bring your car around the front and we’ll help her out there.’

Molly didn’t want to go. If she stayed, maybe her parents . . .

She looked at the people surrounding her again; Martin had disappeared, presumably to follow Richard’s instructions. But she wasn’t ready . . .

‘Wait,’ she said, pulling herself upright.

But there was to be no waiting. Richard put his hand on the small of her back to guide her out and numbly she let him. Tommy would find someone to fill in for the rest of her shift. That was his job as director of nursing. And he would get someone to explain to Amy . . .

Amy.

‘I need to tell Amy what’s happened,’ Molly said, the words rushing from her. ‘She’s relying on me. She hasn’t got anyone else.’

‘Who’s Amy?’ Richard asked.

‘My patient,’ Molly snapped. ‘I delivered her baby this morning. I just need—’

‘Everything’s fine, Molly, leave it with me,’ Tommy said, smoothing things over. ‘I’ve got this, okay? That’s what I do.’

Molly felt hands guiding her through the hospital to the entrance doors, where the outside temperature blasted her.

How she got into the car, Molly couldn’t remember later. Nor could she remember the drive home. She’d stared out the window during the short trip, seeing and thinking nothing, while her stomach churned and her brain struggled to catch up with what had happened.

As they drove over the familiar bump in the driveway, her body jolted back to reality. Molly saw the bullnose verandah, the flowerpots with the bright red flowers at the front door. She’d always meant to ask Iris what type of plants they were. Now she’d never be able to.

The second step creaked as it always did as she put her foot on it, key in hand. She pushed the door open and the fragrance of her mother’s favourite scented candle reached her. As did her father’s aftershave. They were odours that meant home, but never had she smelt them so keenly before. She stumbled on the front mat, falling to her knees.

‘God, Molly, are you okay?’ Richard bent down to help her up, with Martin on her other side.

‘Caught my foot,’ she said, getting to her feet. ‘Can I get you a cup of something?’

Richard shook his head. ‘Don’t worry about that. Come and sit down.’

Then she was on the couch, clutching a cushion to her chest, resting her cheek on the fringing.

‘Molly, can I ask you a couple of questions?’

She looked blankly at Martin. ‘Sorry?’

‘Do you mind if I ask you a couple of questions? I know this is a very bad time and I can do it later, if you like. Although sometimes . . .’ The drive had brought the Martin she knew back, not the one who had been tentative and fussing over her at the hospital. He was comfortable asking questions as any copper was.

Molly stared at him, then shook her head as if to clear her thoughts away. She straightened. ‘It’s better to rip the bandaid off, I know.’ Her father had said that many times. ‘What do you need to know?’

Martin brought out his notebook and clicked a pen nib in and out until Molly wanted to stab him with it.

‘I’ll make some tea,’ Richard said, getting up from the couch.

Martin cleared his throat. ‘How long have your parents been away for, Molly?’

Staring at the floor, Molly tried to work back from when she’d seen them last to today. ‘They left a few days ago.’

‘Do you know why they’d gone to Perth?’

‘Not really, they just said they were going there to do a few things.’

‘I didn’t think they travelled very much anymore.’

Molly raised one shoulder. ‘No, not a lot. I . . . I . . .’ She swallowed and tried again. ‘They . . .’ She cast her mind back to their conversation three days ago. Molly had been running late for work, as usual. Iris had held out her favourite breakfast – Vegemite toast – as she raced past. Molly had grinned her thanks, grabbed it and stuck it in her mouth as she stood on one foot to get into her work shoes.

‘We’ll be back in three days. Will you be alright here by yourself, love?’

By then Molly was swallowing the first bite and taking another. ‘Of course,’ she answered, her mouth full. ‘I’m twenty-five. I should be able to cope.’ She took another bite. ‘Anyway, I gotta go. I’m gonna be late.’ Molly dropped a kiss on Iris’s cheek and blew Eric a kiss as she ran backwards towards the door, looking at them both. ‘Love you!’ she called and then the door had slammed behind her.

Molly let out a slow, sad breath. At least she’d told her mum she loved her. ‘I don’t know why they went to Perth. I didn’t ask. But yes, it’s been a long time since they’d been there. They always said everything they needed was here. In Kal.’

‘Okay, and the car they drove, was it always regularly serviced? In good condition?’

‘As far as I know.’

Richard put down a cup of steaming black tea on the coffee table in front of her. ‘Drink that, Moll. It’s plenty sweet. Sugar helps when you’ve had a shock.’

‘That’s a myth,’ Molly said automatically, and fixed Martin with a stare. ‘Why are you asking these questions?’

‘It’s all part of the procedure,’ Richard said, sitting down next to her.

‘Is it?’ she asked Martin.

‘We have to investigate every accident. That’s true,’ Martin said. He clicked his pen again. ‘Did they share the driving?’

‘No. Dad always drives. Mum doesn’t like doing long distances.’

‘But she could have?’

Molly blinked. ‘There’d have to be a very good reason for her to be in the driver’s seat. In fact, she just wouldn’t have been driving,’ she said firmly. ‘Dad wouldn’t have let her.’

Martin linked his fingers together and sat back on the couch. ‘How can you be so certain?’

‘Because she always falls asleep on long drives.’

‘Oh.’ Martin frowned and he looked down at his hands.

Molly felt a twinge of apprehension. ‘What?’

‘Well, Iris was behind the wheel.’






CHAPTER 6

‘That can’t be right,’ Molly said. ‘I just know she wouldn’t have been driving. Did the seatbelt snap and she was flung towards the wheel? I saw her face. There were injuries . . .’ Even as she said it, it sounded flimsy.

‘Something like that would be very unlikely,’ Martin said. His tone implied impossible.

Molly stood up, the cushion dropping to the ground. It lay at her feet and no one moved to pick it up.

‘It doesn’t really matter who was driving, Molly,’ Richard said gently. ‘What’s happened has happened. We can’t . . .’ His voice broke, and he reached for her hand. ‘We can’t change the outcome.’

She shook him off. ‘So why all the questions?’

‘Because we have to prepare a report for the coroner,’ Martin soothed. ‘It’s early in the investigation and we’re not going to leave any stone unturned. You see, Molly, when the police put together a report like this it’s got to have as much information and evidence as we can gather. I hope you understand that I really want to do the best I can by Eric – he deserves the most thorough of investigations. You know that cops look after their own. And I certainly want to do the best by you.’

For the first time, Molly noticed Martin’s eyes were red. Of course, her parents’ deaths were affecting him too. Every copper who had worked in Kalgoorlie with Eric would have their own grief to deal with.

‘Ask what you need to ask,’ she said, just as her phone rang. Caller ID told her it was her counsellor, Janet Halliday. She declined the call. Then she thought about Tash. Had Martin called her already? Molly wanted her godmother’s steady, comforting presence.

The room was silent. Still. Waiting. As if it was holding its breath. Not even the clock was making a noise.

‘I’m keen to know why they went to Perth in the first place,’ Martin said. ‘Perhaps there’s a calendar here with appointments recorded on it?’

Molly cocked her head to one side, thinking. ‘Mum usually jots things on the notepad next to the phone.’ She got up and went to a dark wood coffee table, next to the door. A white landline phone hung on the wall with a local phonebook, notepad and pen underneath. ‘When I was a kid, I used to spend hours leaning up against the wall, talking on the phone to my friends,’ she said, touching the handpiece. ‘That’s why the cord is so stretched.’

‘You used to lie on your back with your legs propped up against the wall,’ Richard said with a smile. ‘Your parents didn’t let you have a mobile, and that phone was the only way you communicated with your friends.’

Molly nodded. ‘Yeah, that’s right,’ she said softly. ‘I still remember getting my first mobile when I went into Year Ten.’

The notepad was blank, but she could see indentations on the top page. ‘Oh,’ she whispered, running her fingers over the paper. Handing it to Martin, she said, ‘I guess you’ll have some way to see what was written on the page that isn’t here. She probably took the top page with her if there was some kind of appointment. The address and time and that sort of thing.’

Martin took the notepad and looked at it carefully. ‘Thanks.’

‘Was everything the same as normal during the last week, Molly?’ Richard asked. He’d clearly fallen back into his police officer’s role.

‘Well, it’s hard to answer that question because my shifts are all over the joint. Nothing sticks out, though. Dinner’s always on the table at seven pm sharp. Mum and Dad watch the news while they eat, then read books or find a politics program afterwards and go to bed about nine. I don’t remember that routine changing lately.’

‘What about their demeanour?’ This was from Martin.

‘Everything was just the same. No one seemed worried or stressed. Mum was starting to plan the Christmas in July party for her cards group. I mean, who plans Christmas in July in May?’

‘Iris,’ Richard said with a sad smile. ‘One of the most organised people I’ve ever known.’

‘Yeah, she was.’ Molly felt heat rising in her eyes. ‘I’ve been a continual disappointment to her in that area. I always lose things, no matter how many times she tells me to keep things in the same place or write down appointments and times.’

‘A place for everything and everything in its place,’ Richard said.

‘That’s Mum, for sure.’

‘What about financial troubles?’ Martin asked, breaking into Molly’s memories.

‘Not that I know of.’ She paused. ‘But you know, I don’t think they’d tell me anyway. They’ve always been careful with me. Protective.’

‘Were either of them ill?’

‘If they were, they hadn’t told me yet.’ She pursed her lips. ‘I do think they would have said something if either of them were sick, but probably only when they had the full picture.’

Martin looked at Richard. ‘Anything you’d like to add?’

The older man shook his head. ‘Not a thing. Last time Eric and I caught up for a beer, he was happy-go-lucky as he always is.’ His voice caught in his throat. ‘Was. I didn’t notice anything different.’

‘Okay.’ Martin clicked his pen closed. ‘Molly, you have my word that I’ll get my best people looking into this and I’ll personally oversee the investigation. Once the report is ready, I’ll let you know. You will have access to it once the coroner has made their finding. And again, you have my deepest condolences. Eric was a great man. A good father to you.’ He cleared his throat as he snapped his notebook shut and stood. ‘Is there—’

‘No.’ Molly wanted them both to leave now that the questions were finished. ‘There’s no one I need here now, except Mum and Dad. And Tash, but she’s in Perth.’ Tears threatened. ‘Sorry. Sorry.’ She waved her hands in front of her face so she didn’t have to see the helplessness on Richard’s face.

‘We can help with the arrangements,’ Martin said.

‘For god’s sake, man,’ Richard snapped, getting to his feet. ‘Leave the girl be. She knows all of this, she’s been a copper’s daughter her whole life.’ He turned to Molly and put both his hands on her shoulders. ‘You know where we are. Bev and I will be here in a heartbeat if you need us,’ he told her. ‘Any time of the day or night.’

Bev, his wife, gave almost as good a hug as Iris. Molly swallowed. ‘Thanks, Richard. And . . . I’m sorry for your loss too. You worked with him a long time.’

Richard nodded, averting his eyes. ‘Yeah, I did.’ He started towards the door and indicated that Martin should follow.

The doorbell rang and all three of them jumped at the unexpected noise. Richard looked at Molly. ‘Do you want visitors yet, or should we tell them to come back?’

‘I don’t know . . .’ She was exhausted and wanted to be by herself, but at the same time, she knew the house was going to feel awfully lonely and empty when Richard and Martin left.

Martin gave her a long searching look before going to open the door. Molly was glad he’d decided for her because she was beyond that right now.

Sinking down onto the couch again, she listened to the low murmur of voices while Richard paced the room, not saying a word. His glance kept darting towards the door.

Then a woman walked into the room. Molly’s mouth dropped open. ‘Tash,’ she managed, before she burst into tears. Tash opened her arms and Molly ran towards her godmother and fell against her, sobbing.

‘Oh, Molly, I’m so sorry,’ Tash whispered as she rubbed her back. ‘What a terrible thing to have happened. I got on a plane as quick as I could.’

All this was too reminiscent of when her birth mother, Sammi, had died. Twenty years on, Molly knew that Tash had come sweeping into the room and knelt in front of her as she sobbed and sobbed, promising her that everything would be okay. ‘Trust me,’ Tash had told her. ‘I’m your godmother, and I’ll make sure you’re well looked after. That’s my job.’ Tash had taken over the role of getting her out of New South Wales, where the murder had happened, delivering her into the loving arms of Eric and Iris Bennet, a police couple, and organising the adoption through Legacy. She’d bypassed all the rules and regulations because Molly had been a copper’s daughter.

‘It’s a new start, Molly,’ Tash had said to her. ‘I know you didn’t ask for this, but this is the safest way. Eric is a police officer in Kalgoorlie, and it will be easier to keep you protected there than in the city. We can see the baddies coming out there because they stick out. And don’t worry. I plan to move to WA to follow you in time, so I’ll never be far away.’

As a five-year-old, Molly hadn’t really understood what Tash had meant, but she did now. Strangers in town weren’t uncommon because of the fly-in fly-out culture, but strangers who asked questions about little girls stood out like dogs’ balls. Plus, Eric had been a senior constable, stationed in Kal, so he knew how to safeguard Molly.

And Iris, oh beautiful Iris, whose hugs were the best thing of the day, even when her daughter was twenty-five.

Tash had made good on her promise and had followed Molly to Western Australia less than eight months later and never left. She was based in Perth and was now a superintendent. She’d never said she was Molly’s guardian angel, but that’s how Molly had always seen her.

Now here Tash was, not promising everything would be okay this time, but holding her, supporting her and making sure her goddaughter would be alright.

It took Molly a huge effort, but she pulled herself back, sniffing loudly and running her sleeve over her nose. ‘How did you get here so fast?’ Then she looked towards the window. Outside, the sun was setting on the horizon, waiting to slip below. She’d been called at lunchtime.

Tash smiled gently and held Molly’s hand. ‘I got here as quickly as I could. This is terrible, terrible news.’

‘We’ll leave you now,’ Martin said. ‘Molly, please make sure you call us, if you need anything.’

Still trying to get a handle on her emotions, Molly gave a sad smile. ‘Thanks.’

Richard put his hand on her shoulder and said the same thing. Then he looked at Tash. ‘Look after her, Superintendent.’

Tash nodded and stood to her full height, her arm still around Molly. ‘Thanks for being here,’ she said. ‘For Molly.’

They listened for the click of the door, then Tash led Molly back to the couch. Sitting next to each other, holding hands and not speaking, it seemed that both were lost in memories.

Tash looked around and pointed to a photo of Eric, Iris, Tash and Molly at her sixth birthday party. ‘Long time ago,’ she said softly. ‘I remember that party. Iris made you a cake in the shape of the number six.’

Molly cleared her throat. ‘She always made numbered cakes.’

‘And you had five little friends from school over. Iris had set up a piñata for you all to whack on the back verandah. You threw a wobbly because one of your friends managed to break it open before you did.’

‘Iris loves piñatas. And musical chairs, but we outgrew that game pretty quickly.’

‘Eric and Iris were wonderful people,’ Tash said. ‘They certainly gave you a second chance at life.’

‘Well, you organised that,’ Molly said, wiping her eyes. ‘I was so lucky.’

Tash reached out and took her hand. ‘I know it’s so soon afterwards, and you’ve got a lot to process, but you’ll need to think about arrangements.’

As much as Molly loved her mother’s best friend, Tash wasn’t known for frivolity. She had a professional reputation for being a tough, straight-talking superintendent who wasn’t frightened to take on anyone or anything. That was how she’d risen through the ranks so quickly. Personally, she wasn’t much different.

‘I don’t want to think about that yet.’

‘Eric should have a police funeral.’

‘But what about Mum?’

When Tash didn’t answer, Molly said: ‘You know, I’ve always been slightly terrified of you.’

Tash raised an eyebrow.

‘Except for when you’d tell those wild, exciting stories about when you and Sammi were younger. That’s when the police officer façade dropped away and I got to see the real person. I’ve probably never told you . . .’ Molly looked at her hands. ‘And being a nurse, I know how quickly life can change, so I should have said something earlier . . . I’ve always been grateful. For everything you’ve done. For your love and wisdom. And strength. I wish I had your strength.’

Tash smiled sadly. ‘I don’t always feel strong,’ she said. ‘No one ever does. Sometimes I’ve got to take a bloody deep breath before I walk into a room when I know there’s going to be difficult conversations, or shit things that I have to do. I think people would treat each other a whole lot differently if they could see inside people’s souls and feel their anxiety or fear.’

Molly blinked. That was the most authentic Tash had ever been. ‘I know. When I have to go into a ward and give bad news to a pregnant woman, or a new parent, it’s the worst. Sometimes I have to practise what I’m going to say before I do.’

‘That’s the only way to do it.’

They were silent, lost in thoughts for a while. Then Tash took a deep breath.

Molly turned to her, thinking she was about to cry, but instead of sadness, she saw a determined look on Tash’s face. ‘What?’ she asked, realising there was something big coming.

Tash took her hand. ‘Molly, this is just reminiscent of Sammi’s death. And I’m sorry you’ve had to go through this again – losing people so close to you.’

Molly looked down at her hands. She didn’t want to think about her birth mother today. Then she frowned. ‘It’s not reminiscent, though. Mum and Dad weren’t murdered!’

Tash leaned back, seeming to realise her mistaken words. ‘I didn’t mean it like that. Only that you’ve lost Sammi and now your parents. I’ve always been so proud of the way you’ve handled your life. I know the counselling with Janet has had a lot to do with getting you here, but I’m really proud of the woman you’ve become. I don’t want the deaths of Eric and Iris to derail you at all. So please, keep up your counselling with Janet, won’t you?’

‘I haven’t been seeing her for a while,’ Molly said. ‘I decided not to, but she actually emailed today.’

‘How have you been going – before now?’ Tash asked.

‘Okay.’ Molly pushed her fringe back from her face. ‘It’s been different . . . Hard some days, but mostly I’ve been fine.’

‘Good. Maybe go and see her again if you feel at all wobbly.’

‘Actually, she’s asked me to speak to a student who’s writing a thesis. Something about children and trauma from losing a parent in violent circumstances. I can’t remember exactly what it is.’ She paused. ‘I guess I’ll speak to her in time, but I don’t think I want to do that just yet. Not now. Not after . . . this.’

‘You don’t have to make a decision on that today,’ Tash answered. ‘But it would be interesting. It might be another way to help people who end up in the same circumstances as you, although I’d really like it if no one ever did again!’

‘Hmm, you and me both,’ Molly said.

‘You know we never closed the case on your birth mum’s death, don’t you?’

Molly took a sharp breath in through her nose. Any mention of Sammi Walker and she had to consciously stop her mind from going back to that moment when she saw her mum’s body tumble to the ground. And Tash’s question was from left field. ‘Yes. Of course I know that.’

‘I feel like it will never be solved after all this time, but hopefully with new methods and techniques coming out all the time, we might be lucky. Who knows.’

Molly concentrated on Tash’s fingers, entwined together. When she stopped talking, Tash’s fingers tightened. A sign she wanted Molly to look at her. She did.

‘I just wanted to say I’m so sorry you had to witness Sammi’s murder. It’s always played on my mind. No child should have to see anything like that, let alone happening to their own mother.’ She paused. ‘And I’m sorry that it was leaked that you witnessed the murder.’ She shook her head. ‘I wish I’d been able to find out where that had come from. If I had, I might have been able to get you a Legacy home in New South Wales, but that wasn’t to be. Moving here was just such a huge upheaval for someone so young. Especially after what you’d already seen.’

‘But then I would have never known Mum and Dad,’ Molly said. ‘It was worth it just for that.’

‘I understand. These are things . . . thoughts I’ve had ever since I heard about Eric and Iris. I had to say them to you.’

‘Oh.’ Molly looked back down. The nails on her hands were clipped short, her skin supple and without sun damage, whereas Tash’s were the opposite; long and painted with clear varnish. Her right hand had a long thin scar on the back, and Molly could see where the stitches had been. A run-in with a crackhead with a knife was the explanation Tash had given when Molly had asked many years ago. ‘I’m glad you put me here,’ she said. ‘I’ve had twenty years with a loving mum and dad and that’s more than some others get. What’s that saying? It’s better to have loved and lost than never loved at all. I was lucky to have had them for as long as I did. And as for Sammi – well, like you say, we might never know who or why, but I’ve learned to live with that just as I’m going to have to learn to live with this now. Solving Sammi’s murder doesn’t really matter to me, but if it was solved, then that would be good too.’

‘I understand,’ Tash said softly. ‘But I’d like to know you’ll always be safe.’






CHAPTER 7

Angie let herself back into her house and closed the door with the quietest of clicks. She stood listening.

For once the house wasn’t filled with baby noises. Only the hum of electrical appliances and the tick of that bloody annoying clock above the TV.

She’d been meaning to take the batteries out for ages and she would do it now, while it was front of mind. Since having Charlie, she couldn’t rely on her memory the way she once had and that frightened her. What kind of detective would she be if she couldn’t solve crimes? If she couldn’t remember all the evidence and facts? The notes she had stashed all over the place reminding her to put out the bins or pay the water bill weren’t appropriate in any sort of criminal investigation.

Stopping in front of her TV cabinet, she looked at the photos on the shelf and then closed her eyes, trying to recount each one. There was the one of her graduating from the academy, a family pic taken at a Christmas get-together five years ago and . . . There was a third one. A third . . . Angie cracked an eye open and cheated. Yes! The third one was the one with Mac and her niece and nephew. Shit, shit, shit. She knew other women talked about baby brain, but she’d been determined not to get it. It seemed that she hadn’t had any say in the matter, though, and now here she was, her head full of cotton wool. How did she get rid of it? A flicker of anxiety started.

Angie took the clock off the wall and started to take the battery out but then flipped it over to look at the face.

She remembered exactly when she had bought it. She’d taken a rare morning off with Will a couple of years ago and they’d driven to the Fremantle markets. In a stall selling antiques, Will had found a pocket watch: gold and silver, swirled together, and engraved with the initials MNF and the date 7/5/40. He’d bought it and took it in his pocket whenever he went out, making a show of checking the time in the hope that someone would ask him about it. Angie had then found a stall selling clocks. Tiny clocks, hanging clocks of different sizes, shelf clocks, all the way to a large grandfather clock that was as tall as she was.

The clock she chose had a face showing the silhouette of a dog standing next to a woman. The hat the woman wore wasn’t a police-issued one but if you squinted, it was close enough. And Angie had worked in the dog squad for a short period of time and loved the experience, only leaving because she’d taken a promotion to go over to major crash. The pendulum that ticked back and forth to mark the seconds passing was in the shape of a dog.

She hadn’t realised how loud the tick was until she’d been at home alone with Charlie. Before he was born, Angie was hardly ever in the house during the day and now, during his very short sleeps when she tried to get some rest on the couch, all she heard was the bloody ticking. The noise drove her mad.

Plus, this was a memory of Will she didn’t need. She walked into the kitchen, opened the lid and dumped it in the bin, without a care. Bugger the battery, just get rid of the whole thing.

‘Doesn’t your clock work? I could have a go at fixing it, if you want?’

Angie jumped at the low voice and turned to see her father standing in the doorway.

‘Sorry, Dad, I didn’t know you were here. The house was so quiet I thought you must be out and about.’

‘Rowdy went out like a light after we’d had a bit of a walk around the backyard and looked at the shiny leaves and the birds. He’s snoring his little box off.’

Angie smiled at his turn of phrase. She remembered him putting her to bed when she was a kid, touching her nose with his forefinger and saying the same thing to her. Her answer had always been: ‘What box?’

‘I’ve put him in the bassinet,’ Todd continued. ‘That way every time he stirs, I can rock him a bit and he goes back to sleep.’

Angie shook her head in amazement. ‘I had no idea you were such a whiz with babies.’

‘Sweetheart, you’re looking at the baby whisperer. Ask your mother. I was always able to rock you or your brother to sleep, when she’d tried everything. Used to drive her mad.’ He gave a cheeky smile.

Angie laughed. ‘That’s what I mean, Mum never said anything!’

‘Ah well, she probably didn’t want word to spread about my talents because otherwise I might’ve been in demand. Do you want me to fix that clock?’

‘No thanks.’ Angie pulled out a chair and sat down. Her breasts were beginning to feel sore and tight again, so she pulled her T-shirt away from them and put her elbows on the table. ‘It’s just a memory I don’t want.’

Todd pulled out a chair and sat down too. He wiped his hand across the table to get rid of minute crumbs that Angie couldn’t even see.

‘Thanks for coming, Dad. Are you sure Mum and Mac don’t mind?’

‘Your brother has more than enough help,’ Todd said. ‘And he’s still pretty mobile. It’ll be as the multiple sclerosis progresses that he’ll need more people around to assist him.’ Sadness crossed over his face but cleared quickly. ‘Hopefully that’s not for years yet. And Mum, she was pleased I was coming. We discussed it. She couldn’t while she’s helping with Mac’s kids. They’ve only been back at school for a couple of weeks since the April school holidays. It’s been so damn hard for Mac since Abby died in that crash. So it was decided it would be me that came to help you.’

‘God, it still feels like just the other day that she died. What was it, though – six years ago?’ Angie said. ‘Abby was too young to die and Mac is too young to be a widower.’

‘Never too young to die,’ Todd said with his characteristic common sense.

‘I should go and see him.’

‘I reckon you’ve got more than enough on your plate, love. Let’s get Rowdy into some sort of routine before you think about meandering off anywhere. Anyhoo, I know it’s none of my business – and you can tell me to bugger off if you like – but what’s going on with you and Will?’

Angie looked at her hands and linked her fingers together, then unlinked them, then linked them again. ‘Nothing. That’s exactly what’s going on. He’s gone his way and I’ve gone mine. Nothing more to say.’

‘You’ve told him about Charlie?’

Angie sighed. ‘You try keeping a secret in a police station. They’re the worst type of gossips around. I didn’t get to tell him. Someone got to him before I did.’

‘And how did that go?’

‘Not brilliantly. He sent a text message telling me I was on my own.’

Todd narrowed his eyes. ‘He can’t do that. Charlie is half his responsibility.’

‘No. Stuff him. I don’t want anything from him.’ Angie sat up straighter. ‘Nothing. Charlie and I will be fine without his help.’

‘No need to cut your nose off to spite your face, love. He should be paying something towards that boy. If you do the crime, you have to do the time.’

‘I’m sure he thinks Charlie is a bit of a crime. I heard the new missus was particularly unimpressed and he had to do some fast talking to get her to stay. Especially since her delivery date was just before mine. What a laugh and a half that was.’ Angie’s face was grim.

‘I never liked him. Self-absorbed. Head up his arse.’

‘Sounds like you’re questioning my judgement,’ Angie said, teasing now.

‘No doubt about it,’ Todd answered. ‘Men have never been your strong suit. I can remember when you brought Jai home.’

Angie laughed and held up her hands. ‘Don’t!’

‘Jai sure was a catch. Dreadlocks, nose ring, cock ring too from all accounts.’ Todd’s grin was enormous.

‘Oh my . . . Dad, how do you even know that?’

‘He was your brother’s best mate. I make it my business to know these things.’

‘Well, can you forget it, please? Shit!’ She put her fingers to her suddenly flaming cheeks and turned away.

‘How else will I tease you?’

‘I’m sure you’ll find a way. He was the biggest mistake,’ she conceded but then thought about Will and the way he’d managed to get two women pregnant within weeks of each other. ‘Well, actually, maybe not the biggest one.’

Charlie stirred in the next room and she stood up. ‘Thank god for that.’

‘Want a cup of tea, love?’ her dad asked as Angie picked up Charlie, holding him close into her chest. She kissed his head while he gurgled and snuffled before finding his fist and sucking on it.

‘No thanks,’ she answered. Settling herself in the chair next to his cot, she arranged Charlie so he could feed and let her head fall back against the headrest. Jai was a distant memory, as were a lot of her mistakes when it came to men. And there were plenty, just as Todd had reminded her. Maybe he was surprised that she hadn’t become a mum before now.

She looked down at Charlie and smiled. She couldn’t really refer to Will as her biggest mistake because he’d left her with a lasting souvenir, one who she loved with all her heart. But one who left her so very conflicted. Mum versus detective. Detective versus mum. She sighed as she rocked. She thought being a mum would come naturally, but it hadn’t. Angie loved Charlie, there was no question. But nothing had been planned and she really hadn’t had time to come to terms with being pregnant before he’d arrived. In fact, she’d mostly ignored her pregnancy and kept on working, focusing on investigations.

She thought back on the cases she’d worked, wondering which had been the most satisfying. Maybe the drug sting that had landed eight people in gaol. Or that car accident involving a husband and wife, in which the passenger had been killed while the driver had walked away unscathed; she’d known right from the start there was something off about that case. She’d suspected the husband had driven into the tree on purpose, but there had been little evidence to prove it – until she’d started digging into his finances and found he had a secret life: another wife, a child and a successful business, all in a different state. His wife, who had died in the car that day, had a life insurance policy that was worth over two million dollars. It was all such a cliché, but he’d covered his tracks well. The judge had sent him down for murder and bigamy. Twenty-five years without parole. If Angie hadn’t looked as closely as she had, he’d still be walking around and maybe scheming how to do the same thing to the second wife, with a third in the wings.

Charlie started to fuss, so she changed sides and tightened her grip on him, before getting up. There was washing in the machine to hang out. She could get it all into the basket one-handed while Charlie kept feeding.

Her phone beeped with a message, and she tried to fumble it out of her pocket while she walked to the laundry.

‘You’ll give that boy indigestion,’ Todd said as she walked through the kitchen.

‘What?’ Angie was so taken aback by his words, she laughed. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d laughed so much in one day.

‘You heard.’ Todd flicked over the page of the newspaper he was reading, a cup of tea on the table beside him. He looked like he’d sat in that chair all his life rather than for the first time today.

Charlie started to fuss again. He was finished. He screwed his nose up and started to cry.

‘I prefer you when you’re milk drunk,’ Angie said mildly. She handed him to Todd. ‘Here you go, baby whisperer. Work your magic.’

‘Come on, Rowdy. Let’s see if you’re going to burp or spew.’ He put Charlie over his shoulder and gently rubbed his back.

Angie looked at them a moment longer, still smiling, her heart full. Her phone beeped again, reminding her there was a message. She looked at it and saw the message was from Will. ‘What the fuck? Does he have ears?’

‘Heeeyyy,’ Todd said, covering Charlie’s ears. ‘I know I’m a sailor and we all have potty mouths, but you really shouldn’t—’

She turned the phone around and let her dad read the name on the screen. He raised an eyebrow.

‘Interesting. Must’ve heard us talking about him.’

She flicked her eyes over the message, and then read it aloud to Todd. ‘Hi Angie, I hope you’re well? I know our situation is pretty unusual, but I wanted to let you know that I’d like to see our child at some stage. We’re all adults here, so I’m sure we can keep the communication respectful and polite. Would you give me a call when it suits, so we can organise a time? Cheers, Will. God he’s got some nerve,’ she snarled. Throwing the phone on the table, she stalked off into the laundry and opened the washing machine door. She seethed with anger as she reached in to drag the wet clothes out, but her fingers met with empty air.

Confused, she looked around the laundry. Had she actually put the washing on? She’d definitely woken up this morning with that intention. But where . . .? God, this baby brain did stupid shit to her. It was so damn annoying. She couldn’t trust her memory or herself the way she always had in the past.

She went back into Charlie’s room to check the laundry basket. It was empty.

‘What the . . .?’

‘If you’re looking for the washing, it’s on the line,’ Todd called. ‘But Rowdy just spewed down my back so there’s more to do.’

Angie felt herself sag with relief. She went back into the kitchen and leaned against the door. ‘Thanks, Dad,’ she said softly. ‘All jokes aside, thanks.’

‘No biggie,’ Todd said, still patting Charlie’s back. He looked at the phone lying on the table where she’d thrown it but didn’t make a comment.

Angie felt her anger flare again. ‘What gives him the right—’ she started to say when a loud knocking sounded on the front door.

Angie froze. ‘That better not be him.’

Todd snorted. ‘Unlikely. He has front, but I doubt he has enough to want to be killed with bare hands.’

‘What am I going to do if it is?’

Todd stood up and handed Charlie to her. ‘Leave it with me,’ he said, rolling up his sleeves.

‘Don’t punch him,’ Angie called after him. ‘That’s my job!’

Todd laughed from the hallway.

Angie held Charlie under his arms, lifted him up in the air and looked at him. Charlie’s serious eyes looked back at her. ‘Hi there,’ she said softly, searching his face. There were traces of Will in Charlie’s expression, but until now she’d been unwilling to admit it. His eyes were a dark green, like his father’s, and his high forehead didn’t come from Angie’s side.

Voices reached her from the front of the house. Her dad’s booming voice introducing himself and a quieter female one.

‘Do you think, Charlie,’ she said as she lowered him to her hip, ‘that you’ll want to know your dad when you’re older?’ She kissed his head. ‘He’s an alley cat without morals, so I don’t think you should. But I guess if I’m going to be an adult, I shouldn’t ever say those things within your hearing.’ Charlie looked up at her, his eyes round and wide. ‘Okay, I promise to be a grown-up and never say anything bad about your dad to you. Alright?’

‘Hi, it’s only us,’ Ava said with a grin as she came into the kitchen. She held out a casserole dish. ‘We’re here bearing gifts. How are you?’ She reached out to hug Angie, then touched Charlie’s cheek. ‘Hello, you little cutie.’

‘I’m so glad you think I’m cute,’ Angie said with a cheeky grin.

Ava laughed and put the dish on the bench as Jack and Tim came into the room, Todd bringing up the rear.

‘Oh my god, you’re all here?’

‘Course we are,’ Tim said, handing over a bag. ‘The wife sent these. She said to tell you that Charlie will grow like a mushroom and you’ll need these clothes sooner than you think.’

‘I’ll swap you,’ Angie said to Tim, holding out Charlie so she could take the bag. ‘Thank you, he’s already growing out of the clothes I’ve got! God, it’s good to see you all.’

‘I’m not bearing gifts,’ Jack said, ‘but I’ll mow your lawn or do anything around the house you need.’ He grinned, but Angie could see the deep sadness in his eyes.

‘Careful,’ she said, ‘I might take you up on that.’

With the humdrum in the kitchen and Todd handing out beer, Angie thought back to Will’s text. She wouldn’t answer yet. She and Charlie had everything they needed right here.






CHAPTER 8

‘I’ve had enough of death.’

Tash twirled the wineglass in front of her. ‘I understand. You’ve lost a lot of people who are important to you. No loss is any easier to bear.’

Molly raised her glass to her mouth and then she wagged her finger at Tash. ‘Don’t let anything happen to you,’ she said.

Tash half smiled. ‘I’ll do my best. How’s work? Still going well? Are you happy at the hospital?’

‘Everything’s just the same.’ Molly shrugged. ‘I love it. The end.’ Emptiness settled in the pit of her stomach. ‘I usually come home after a shift and talk to Mum about how each delivery went. I know that everything’s confidential, but Mum’s such a vault.’ Her eyes felt hot again. ‘I’m going to miss debriefing with her.’

‘Iris told me last time I talked to her that you were pretty damn good at being a midwife. And I know she enjoyed those conversations.’

Molly cleared her throat. ‘Really? She didn’t say she’d spoken to you. When did you talk to her?’

‘Hmm, maybe two or three weeks ago. Just before your birthday. You were going out to dinner at the pub with them and a few of your friends from the hospital.’

Molly’s memory of the waitress bringing out a cake with sparklers as candles made her grin. Her mum had organised that.

Tash shifted on the couch and her voice softened. ‘Both Eric and Iris were very proud of you and what you’ve achieved. They were really glad you found a job you love. You’re an important part of the town, especially to the young mums.’

‘Did Mum tell you that? She was always a bit biased.’ Molly smiled self-consciously.

‘As your godmother, it’s my job to take an interest in what you do. I have spies everywhere. It’s not only your mum telling me these things.’ Tash winked and took Molly’s hand. ‘I’m very proud of you too and I know Sammi would have been as well. I also think she’d be very glad you didn’t go into policing like we did.’

‘Why?’

Tash sighed. ‘It’s not like it used to be. Especially if you’re in uniform. Drugs have changed the landscape, as have the sovereign citizens. You can never be sure what you’re walking into now. Whereas nursing . . .’ Tash raised her glass to Molly. ‘Midwifery in particular is a pure career choice.’

‘Pure? That’s a weird word for it.’

‘Well, it’s true. You bring new innocent lives into the world and what could be better than that?’

Molly heard crunching tyres on the gravel and turned towards the front of the house.

‘Expecting someone?’ Tash asked, rising from her chair.

For a moment Molly’s heart leapt. Her parents were home! Life was normal. Today hadn’t really happened.

Then reality hit. Tears welled again. It couldn’t be her parents. She’d known that really. Why did the mind play such cruel tricks?

‘Maybe it’s a police officer bringing my car back from the hospital? Martin said he’d get that organised.’

‘No, it’s not yours. Do you know someone who drives a bright yellow car?’ Tash asked as she looked through the front window.

‘Oh, that’s Tommy,’ Molly said.

‘And Tommy is?’

‘We work together. He’s the director of nursing.’

Tash’s glance went to Tommy. ‘Director of nursing? He looks too young for that.’ She peered at Molly’s expression. ‘Interesting.’

‘Tommy is one of those lucky people who just seem to have a baby face. He’s actually forty-three and I only know that because he had his birthday last month. We all went out to the pub for dinner. It’s the only thing we can do here in Kal,’ she said as she remembered her own birthday pub dinner.

‘Forty-three? Surely not.’ Tash reassessed him.

‘Yeah, I know. Lucky bugger! I hope I look that good when I’m his age. He’s an import – out-of-towner. Started at the hospital last year and it’s been a great move by higher management. He’s a good operator and we’ve become mates.’

Molly flung the door open. In the driveway was what Eric would have called a jellybean car. A tiny, bright yellow, two-door vehicle that would never stand the impact of a kangaroo.

‘Ridiculous vehicle for outback Australia,’ her dad would have said.

Tommy was extracting himself from the car and, despite her grief and weariness, she smiled. He was so tall and lanky, that tiny car didn’t suit him at all.

‘Hi,’ he called, waving as he saw her standing in the doorway.

She gave him a small wave back and watched as he went to the back of the car and got out a shopping bag.

‘I’ve brought supplies,’ he said. ‘Cheese and biscuits, ice cream and wine. I thought you might need them.’ He was at the door, and he looked at her seriously. ‘Come on, let’s go inside. You’re letting the flies in.’

She acknowledged he was right with another sad smile and showed him inside.

‘Oh, hi,’ Tommy said, catching sight of Tash. ‘I’m Tommy. I work with Molly.’

‘I’m Tash, a friend of the family.’

‘That’s good you can be here for her,’ he said. ‘Been a pretty awful day.’

‘It sure has.’ Tash rubbed her eyes and for the first time Molly realised Tash was looking exhausted. ‘I can’t stay much longer. I’ve got meetings in Perth tomorrow morning, so I’m on the late flight back tonight.’

‘Oh, do you have to go?’ Molly asked. ‘It would be good—’

But Tash shook her head. ‘Sorry, I’d stay if I could. You know that. This was an unexpected trip and I have to get back to work. I’ll try and swing a couple of days off for the funeral, though.’

Molly blanched at the mention of a funeral.

‘Have Martin and Richard gone?’ Tommy asked, as he busied himself in the kitchen, putting the ice cream in the freezer and refilling the wineglasses.

Molly was glad he’d changed the subject because the thought of Tash leaving was enough to send her back to tears. ‘Yeah, I guess they’ll be back tomorrow. Martin said the police can help with the . . . um . . .’ Her voice wobbled. ‘Funerals.’

Tommy handed her a glass of wine and then passed one to Tash, who had followed them into the kitchen.

‘I’ll go and check the mailbox for you,’ Tash said. ‘See if there’s anything we need to deal with before I go back. I’d like to be able to help you with the practical side of things.’

‘Thanks, Tash, I haven’t checked it today.’

Tash gave a wave and walked in the direction of the front door. Tommy put his beer on the table and reached to give Molly a hug.

‘I can’t believe this, Tommy.’ Molly pulled away and rested her head on her hands. ‘It’s stupid. I know this stuff. I’m a nurse. I know people go into shock after a tragedy and say things like “I can’t believe this has happened.” Now I’m feeling the exact same thing. When you pulled up, for a moment I thought it was them coming home. I know it’s normal, but it doesn’t feel right.’

Tommy didn’t answer.

‘Thanks for all of this.’ She waved her hand, indicating the wine and other goodies he’d brought.

‘That’s what mates do, Molly. You’d do the same for me. This is some tough shit to deal with.’ Tommy picked up his beer. ‘So, who’s Tash when she’s at home?’

‘My godmother. You know my real mum was murdered when I was five, right? So Tash was her best friend. They were at school together and then they joined the police force together. They did everything together, Tash tells me.’ Molly took a sip of her wine and crossed her arms, frowning. ‘It’s weird, you know how you don’t always remember a lot from when you were little? I sort of remember Mum and Tash hanging out. Tash has told me so many wild stories about what they used to do when they were younger. Not so much from after Mum had me, though. I think they must have drifted apart a bit when Sammi got pregnant with me. Tash has always been driven to climb the ladder, whereas Sammi was happy staying at home with me for a while, then going to work as a constable after she graduated. She didn’t feel the need to go any higher, so Tash told me.’

‘It’s nice she’s here,’ Tommy said, nodding towards the door that Tash had gone through minutes before.

‘I’ve been lucky to have her. Anyway after Sammi was murdered, everyone was concerned that the murderer might come back to find me, so Tash whipped me away in the middle of the night and, well, here I am.’ Molly sat down at the table.

Tommy’s wineglass seemed to have got stuck halfway to his mouth. ‘Does that mean you’re in like a witness protection program?’

Molly shrugged. ‘No, even though they were worried for a while that I might be in danger. But I think it was more so I had somewhere secure to stay. This was all twenty years ago. I call Eric and Iris my mum and dad because they are . . . Were. Sammi is my birth mother. Tash wanted me to be with a cop family so she knew I’d be safe.’

‘What a story!’ Tommy’s flabbergasted expression was frozen in place until he realised what he’d said. ‘I didn’t mean “story”, sorry. But you know that’s a wild thing to have happened. Terrible. I’m so sorry, Molly.’

Molly gave a shrug as the front door slammed. ‘I don’t remember much. But I guess what I’m saying about Tash is that she’s always been around, but since I’ve got older she’s more on the periphery. Turns up at birthdays and Christmas or anything that’s big. Watches from afar, Dad used to say.’

Tash came back into the kitchen and put her drink down and placed a single envelope with the power provider’s logo on the front, on the bench.

Molly continued talking. ‘You came to my nursing graduation, didn’t you, Tash?’

‘I did.’ Tash nodded. ‘That was a great day. A few years ago now; I’ve got a lot more greys than I had then.’

Molly looked over at the framed photo on the sideboard of Eric, Iris, Tash and her, taken at her graduation.

Tommy stared into his drink. ‘When can you start with the arrangements?’ he asked. ‘For the funeral.’

‘I don’t even know when their bodies are going to be released by the coroner. No point in starting anything until I have an indication when that’s going to happen.’

‘You can start planning the small parts, though. You know, thinking about the eulogy and organising photos—’

Molly said nothing, but she put her hand up to stop Tommy talking. ‘I can’t talk about that yet, Tommy.’ Turning to Tash, her brow was furrowed. ‘Martin said the car ran off a bridge. And Mum was driving.’

Tash sat down. ‘Yes, that’s right. But it’s very early to know all of the details. The detectives have to measure skid marks and work out speed and many, many other things.’ She paused. ‘I’m not sure if it’s helpful to go through the details again tonight, because there will be more information to process tomorrow. Do you feel like having something to eat? Then I’ll head off and you should go to bed. There’s lots of time to go through this.’

‘Do you really think Mum would have been driving?’ Molly persisted. ‘And . . .’ Again tears threatened. Grief always came in waves. She got up suddenly and went down the passageway.

Tommy and Tash followed.

‘I don’t know what to think,’ Tash said. ‘I mean, in what world would Eric have allowed her into the driver’s seat for any length of time? It was years ago that Iris stopped driving long distances. Back when you were in high school. Remember when she decided that you had to catch the bus to Perth for Country Week Hockey competitions? I picked you up from the bus station.’

‘Yeah, that’s right, and you dropped me off at the hostel where all the other kids were staying so I could compete in the matches.’

‘There must have been a reason she was behind the wheel today and, really, there’s no point in speculating. Martin’s team of detectives will do a thorough job for the coroner and we’ll have all the answers then.’ She softened her tone. ‘I know that asking questions is a natural thing to do, but there aren’t answers and won’t be for a while, Molly. Maybe just try and not think along those lines.’ Tash touched Molly’s arms in comfort, while Tommy stood awkwardly in the passageway.

Molly didn’t answer. Instead, she tried to smile at Tash and then walked on a few steps to a closed door. Eric’s den. He didn’t have an office anymore and he’d always joked it wasn’t a man cave either. ‘Just a place for me to ruminate,’ he’d once said with a grin. To which Molly had replied: ‘That sounds like you’re a cow.’ And Eric had obligingly mooed, while Molly rolled her eyes. He had always been a big one for dad jokes.

When she opened the door, the room smelt like sunshine. The window, still wide open, was letting in the warm night air. Molly was glad it didn’t smell like Eric’s aftershave. That might have undone her. Everything looked the same as when she’d been in here last for their normal weekly catch-up, only a few days before he and Iris had gone to Perth. They’d only had a few minutes together before Iris had called out that Richard had popped by for a visit.

‘I don’t know why they went to Perth,’ she said to Tash. ‘Maybe the answer is in here.’

‘Does it matter?’ Tash replied.

‘Was it their wedding anniversary or something?’ Tommy asked. ‘Maybe they had tickets to a play or concert or something like that?’

Molly ran the dates. ‘Maybe, they were married in April. I’ll see if I can find out what’s playing this month and if anything would have interested them.’

Tash stayed in the doorway, listening. ‘There’ll be emails to that effect or maybe they had a ticketing account? I could have a look on Eric’s computer if you want me to? Does he have one?’

‘No, he used an iPad and I guess that was in the car. I’ll see what I can find here,’ Molly said. She went to the small table where Eric and Iris kept the mail. An empty mug was sitting on a coaster next to the stack.

‘Dad built that bar when he first retired,’ Molly said, indicating a chest-high wooden bench in the corner. ‘He and Richard went out into the bush somewhere and brought this huge log back, milled it up, sanded it and voilà! Now it looks like this.’

‘Beautiful,’ Tommy said, running his hands over the smooth, sanded piece of salmon gum. The deep, rich pink and honey colours had been brought out with the stain Eric had used.

‘There’s a fridge behind there – and check this out.’ Molly opened a cupboard to reveal a cleverly designed nook that held bottles of spirits and liquors, glasses and cocktail utensils. She spun it around to show how easily everything could be accessed.

‘Clever,’ Tommy said. ‘He had a talent, for sure.’

‘Eric spent a lot of time using one of those turning machines in the shed,’ Tash said, leaning her elbows on the bar. ‘He said it was meditative.’

‘Oh yeah!’ Molly nodded. ‘Mum gets so cranky when he brings the wood shavings inside on his socks.’

Tash smiled sadly and seemed to be about to add something but stayed quiet.

Molly looked at the pile of papers. ‘I feel like a snoop,’ she said before picking up the first letter and reading it.

‘Maybe you should leave this for tonight,’ Tash said. ‘I don’t want you upset when I leave, and the police might want to come in and have a look for mechanical records and other pieces of information. They won’t need all of the day-to-day admin, bills, etcetera. Just leave it all and I’ll look at them when I come back. It’s not something you have to deal with when you’re grieving and trying to put together a funeral.’

‘But if you want to know why they went to Perth, then the answer might be here,’ Tommy said, leafing through a pile of envelopes, which had been opened with a letter opener.

‘Did they have a diary? Or a calendar?’ Tash asked.

‘Dad was always writing in one. It’s brown with gold embossing on the front with his initials. Mum gave him a new one every year. He would have taken it with him, because he can’t go a day without writing some sort of notes.’

‘That’s the police officer in him,’ Tash said. ‘We’re trained to keep detailed notes on everything that happens, daily.’

‘Well, that should make it easy to find out why they went to Perth,’ Tommy said. ‘You can just ask the cops for it if it was with him.’ Tommy held out an envelope that had a medical logo in the corner. ‘Maybe this will help?’

Molly frowned as she pulled out a letter and unfolded it. Letting out a breath, she scanned the page. ‘This is for a medical appointment for Mum for . . . this morning . . .’ She was quiet while she read it. ‘Shit, this was for a neurologist. Why hadn’t they said anything to me?’ She held out the letter to Tash.

‘Thanks. Do you know where Eric kept his old diaries?’

‘Hmm, if they’re not in here, not really. I can have a look around tomorrow.’

Tash looked down at the page. ‘So, an appointment for a visiting neurologist in Kal, for today . . .’ She glanced at her watch. ‘But Eric and Iris were in Perth.’ Tash looked at Molly. ‘They wouldn’t have made that appointment.’

‘No,’ said Molly. ‘What could have been so important in Perth?’






CHAPTER 9

‘Boss, got a moment?’ Jack asked, sticking his head in through Martin’s office door.

Martin looked up from the paperwork in front of him and closed the file before putting it in his drawer. ‘Good, I’m glad you’ve called by. I was going to hunt you down today. How are you feeling?’ He indicated for Jack to sit down.

‘Now the shock has worn off, better.’ Jack sighed as he sat down. ‘Truth be known, I sort of suspected it.’

‘Strange how we can do that.’

‘And that’s why I’m here. I need to take some personal time. Go back to see Zara. This news is going to be better delivered face to face, rather than over the phone.’

Martin nodded, putting both his elbows on the desk and steepling his fingers. ‘Yes, that seems like a good idea.’

‘You have a but?’ Jack asked.

‘I know it’s important that you speak with Zara, but I wonder if you could just put it off for a week or so? Something came in yesterday that I’m a bit concerned about, and I need my best investigator on it. I’ve put you down to head up the team.’

A warm feeling spread through Jack’s chest. There were plenty of good detectives in the Kalgoorlie station and Martin didn’t hand out bouquets easily.

‘There was a car accident yesterday. Two fatalities.’

‘Yes, I heard.’ Now the warm feeling was replaced with curiosity.

‘Eric Bennett and his wife, Iris, were killed. Eric was a former officer here.’

‘Oh, I didn’t realise there was a connection to the force.’

‘Eric retired about four years ago, I guess. Might be a bit longer. Before your time. Good, solid cop. And Iris was a wonderful lady, so this is doubly tragic.’ Martin looked at him. ‘There’s something about the scene that isn’t sitting well with me.’

Jack stayed quiet.

‘I’m sure you’re thinking that this is unusual, me taking an interest in an MVA, but when I spoke to their daughter, Molly, yesterday she said she’s sure her mother wouldn’t have been driving because she had a history of falling asleep during long trips.’

‘The mother was driving?’

‘Yes, Iris was found behind the wheel.’ Martin passed over some photos.

‘No worries, leave it with me.’

‘Tim and Adam are finishing up the paperwork.’ Martin drummed his fingers on the desk. ‘If you could just look over everything and make sure you’re happy with the findings before we send it in. I need to make sure that every I is dotted and T crossed for the coroner. And if Molly has questions, we need to know we can answer them.’

‘Sure, I’ll investigate it thoroughly. Are you okay with me asking some questions if I think I need to?’

‘Yes, thanks. And once this is done, you can take as much leave as you need. I’m pretty sure you should be able to tidy this up quickly.’

‘Let’s hope that’s the case.’ Jack stood.

‘Thanks, Jack, appreciate it.’ Martin held out his hand and they shook. ‘Oh, before you go, one more thing.’ He pulled open the top drawer of his desk, his hand hovering, then he grabbed what was inside and slapped a thick file down.

Jack looked at the name on the front page, then back at Martin. ‘Who’s Sammi Walker?’

‘Molly’s mother. This is just a bit of background on Molly. I think you need to know the full picture here.’

Jack felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up as he flipped open the front cover of the file. Inside was a photo of a young woman, splayed out on the floor. Her blonde hair was matted with blood and her arms, flung out on either side of her, were in an awkward position, legs straight out, as if she’d fallen forward without putting her hands out to stop the tumble. ‘What’s the full picture?’

Martin reached over and closed the file. ‘You just have a read, then come back and talk to me.’ He took a breath.

Jack picked it up. ‘Sure. And thanks for understanding about Zara.’

‘I feel as if I didn’t give Zara the benefit of the doubt when I first found out she was your partner and a journalist to boot. I reckon she deserves a lot of respect for her guts and tenacity on that story she was chasing with the bikies. If it wasn’t for her, I wonder if we ever would have known about them stealing gold from the mines.’ He shrugged. ‘Maybe we would have. Anyhow, I was wrong about her and happy to admit it.’

Clearing his throat, Jack said, ‘Appreciate that, Martin.’

Martin leaned back in his chair, and Jack took that as his dismissal.

In the hallway, he walked to the detectives’ room, hoping Tim and Adam would be there.

Pushing the door open, his eyes went automatically to Angie’s desk, which was now clear and empty. Martin had put in a request for someone to cover her while she was on maternity leave, but so far no one had turned up. The room felt strange without her. Not that they’d worked together all that much, but it had been nice to have someone to bounce ideas off and talk about things other than work. Since she’d left, he realised he’d talked more to Angie about Zara than to anyone else. She often made him look at a side of the equation he’d never thought about, which was good because Zara had always said he was black and white and he needed reminding that could be another side to the story when it came to personal relationships. He’d always said he could never read the signs.

Thinking about other sides to the story made him grin. Back in South Australia, his old mentor Detective Dave Burrows had said there were three sides to any story: ‘yours, theirs and the truth’.

‘What’s going on, Jack?’ Tim called from across the room. ‘Martin said you’re heading up this MVA?’

‘Sounds like it, mate,’ Jack said, walking across the room and putting the Sammi Walker file on his desk. He pulled out a chair and sat down. ‘Where’s Adam?’

‘Gone out for coffee.’

‘Surprise, surprise. Well, what have you got?’

‘Nasty, nasty,’ Tim said. He picked up a bundle of photos on his desk and held them out to Jack.

The first photo showed a white ute half buried in the sand. The second one was a close-up, taken through the driver’s side open door. Blood on the steering wheel and splattered onto the dash. A third photo showed the broken railing of the bridge. No skid marks, nothing to indicate the driver had tried to slow down or avoid ploughing to the ground below.

The heavy red soil around Kalgoorlie held imprints for a long time. In the first photo, Jack could see footprints and churned-up soil around the car, presumably from the ambos trying to extract Eric and Iris, and scattered, shattered glass. Oil seemed to be leaking from under the engine and there were a few scraps of rubbish lying near the car, which must have flown out when the windscreen had smashed. One wheel rim was bent in half, the tyre still attached, the rubber lying on top of the soil.

‘They’ve driven off the bridge and nose-dived into the ground below,’ Tim said. ‘Incredible that either of them were alive when the ambos first got there.’

‘And they were?’ Jack looked at the next photo. A landscape shot of the vehicle, including a few metres either side of it. In the background he could see the broken railing of the bridge high above the car.

‘Yeah, only just. The woman flatlined on the way to the hospital. Couldn’t revive her and the man died at the hospital. Without having seen the X-rays or autopsy, I suspect they both had broken necks and spines. Internal injuries. This wasn’t a survivable accident.’

‘Autopsies?’

‘Yeah. Due the next couple of days. We need a cause of death for the coroner, although catastrophic injuries would be a fair assessment. I asked for toxicology and histology, in case the driver had a medical episode that could have caused the accident, along with all the normal things.’

‘So, let me get this right – the car has driven through the railing of an overpass bridge and gone off the edge?’

‘Yeah.’

Jack looked at the photos. ‘Okay, and they’ve gone off the lefthand side driving towards Kalgoorlie, so on their way home. No skid marks?’

‘No, nothing, but see in this pic . . .’ He reached over and found the photo he was looking for. ‘This one shows the barrier. See how it’s been damaged for almost the entire length of the bridge? It’s been bumped into, as if the car has driven along parallel to it and continually hit the side.’

‘Hmm.’ Jack picked up the photo and looked at it closely.

‘Don’t you think it’s odd that they didn’t plough straight over the edge? Instead they skirt along the barrier for’ – Tim checked his notes – ‘fifty-eight metres, before they finally crash through, launch into the air and end up like this.’ He picked up his phone and hit play on a video.

Jack watched the footage from the crash scene. Tim had walked along the steel barrier, zooming in at every dent, then zooming back out and continuing. ‘The passenger could have reached over and turned the steering wheel if the driver had a medical emergency. Pulled the handbrake to help bring the car to a stop,’ Jack said.

‘Yeah, but that’s assuming they’re a fast thinker. Given that the passenger was an ex-cop that would probably be a fair assumption.’

‘True. Fifty-eight metres at a hundred and ten kilometres an hour isn’t a lot of time to have a think.’

‘My calculations say approximately two seconds. If they’d slowed down to ninety, then it’d be closer to three.’

‘Well, there’s your answer. Not a chance of reacting, or at least to finish the reaction, like grabbing the handbrake. The passenger side of the car must have a bit of damage to it.’ He continued flicking through the photos looking for one showing the left-hand side of the vehicle.

‘The whole car is totalled. No coming back from a dive off a bridge that’s ten metres high.’

Silently, Jack jotted down some thoughts and pieces of information that might be important as time went on.

‘Hello, hello,’ Adam called out as he shouldered the door open, his hands full with a tray of takeaway cups of coffee. ‘Ah, our fearless leader is here. How’s it going, Jack? Sorry, I didn’t know you were coming, so I didn’t get you a coffee.’

‘If I drink any more caffeine today, I’m gonna be jangling,’ Jack said. ‘Tell me what you think about this.’

‘One of the worst single-vehicle accidents I’ve seen,’ Adam said, handing Tim a cup and sitting at his desk. ‘Carnage is the word that comes to mind.’

‘Yeah, it sure looks like that,’ Jack said. He put the photos down and glanced over to his desk where Sammi’s file was sitting. He was itching to open it. ‘Okay, well, let’s start with the basics: send some patrols out to collect footage from the service stations, see if you can find the occupants leaving Perth and follow them all the way to the scene of the accident. We’ll need numberplates of other vehicles on the road at the time. The drivers might have information. And we should put out an appeal to the public looking for dashcam footage.

‘Then there’s the vehicle. Find out who serviced it, if there were any known mechanical problems, talk to the daughter and see if she knew if either of her parents had any medical conditions. That sort of thing. She’ll be pretty fragile, so we need to be careful.’ He sat down, pen in hand and tapped it on the desk as he thought. ‘That’s probably enough to get us started. Where’s the car now?’

‘In the shed with forensics going over it. Not that there’s too much left of it.’

‘Eric Bennett was a copper. Let’s make sure the investigation is a good one.’






CHAPTER 10

Molly’s first thought was that someone had punched her in the stomach. Her eyes flickered open. Her heart was hammering and her breath came in quick, short breaths. Was she hurt?

Her hands flew to her chest to feel if there was any damage. What was happening?

Then the events of yesterday slammed hard into her memory and she understood her body’s response. She took in a deep breath, then another one.

The pink glow of the sunrise had begun to hit her bedroom wall. She didn’t want to be awake. Not yet. At least if she was asleep, she wasn’t feeling.

She gathered the sheet to her chest and stared vacantly out her bedroom window. Iris was behind the wheel. The words were on repeat in her head. It didn’t matter which way she looked at that piece of information, it didn’t add up. Her dad was so safety conscious that he would never have let Iris drive on a long stretch of road. ‘It’s the monotony of it,’ her mum always said. ‘The constant drone of the engine and the white lines, I feel like it’s some kind of hypnotherapy and then I go into a kind of trance. Not helpful when there are massive triple road trains coming at you!’

Molly hugged the sheet in tighter.

Outside, the world was slowly shaking itself to life. The birds were singing – it sounded as if they’d been going for a while – and the rumble of the vehicles on the road reached her. The clang of the water pipes let her know the reticulation had started.

Beads of sweat were forming on the top of her lip already and she needed to get up to turn the air conditioner on. This last week had been unseasonably hot. The last blast, the weather reporter had said. Even though it was autumn, the temperatures could be mistaken for December. The Bennetts’ home was a large Queenslander on the outskirts of Kalgoorlie and the fact the air flowed under the house was a godsend during hot weather.

Iris had told Molly one day that when Eric and she had first built the house, the city hadn’t yet sprawled enough for them to have neighbours. Over time, the houses had kept creeping further and further out until now they had neighbours on either side of their two-hectare property.

Eric liked the small amount of isolation the block gave him, while being close enough to be able to get to the town within minutes. Plus, it was a privilege to be able to see the horizon from every angle. Eric and Iris had been sunrise and sunset watchers, a hobby that had never embedded itself into Molly. If she was able to stay in bed even a few seconds longer after her alarm went off, then she would do it. But they’d be out there on the verandah any chance they had, looking out over the native garden that Iris had so lovingly tended.

Molly had very vague memories of the first year she spent living with the Bennetts. One was of being with Iris as she was pulling up to their front door in the car and Eric standing on the front steps of the house, greeting them with a nod. A nod meant it was safe to come in. If Eric hadn’t been there, the arrangement was that Iris was to turn around and drive straight to the police station.

That routine had stopped after a few months. Molly had overheard a conversation between Eric and Iris one morning when they thought she was still in bed.

‘I heard from Tash. So far, so good.’

‘How can we be sure?’ Iris had asked. Molly still heard the fear in Iris’s voice every time she thought about this conversation.

‘Love, if someone was coming for Molly, they would have come before now.’

‘Maybe the murderer only just found out she was in the house,’ Iris said.

‘I doubt that very much. A killer likes to read what is written about them,’ Eric replied softly. ‘If Tash says things are looking good, we can believe her. The girls were such good friends, and Tash really cares about Molly. I can hear that in her voice when I’ve been speaking with her. She wouldn’t want anything to happen to her.’

‘I’m still worried, though. I think I’ll always be looking over my shoulder,’ Iris said.

‘And that would be normal,’ Eric had finished the conversation by kissing his wife and heading out the back door to his shed.

From then, Tash’s weekly phone calls to Eric became monthly, then dwindled to six monthly. Molly became used to hovering in the shadows and eavesdropping on those phone calls as she’d got older, but there had never been anything new to hear. Only that Tash kept climbing the ladder, and she was becoming busier and busier. But she never forgot to visit, or at least ring, on Molly’s birthday and again at Christmas.

Molly often wondered what her life would have been like if Sammi had still been alive. Perhaps she would have had a completely different personality. It was something she’d talked about with Iris over the years, particularly after learning at school about nature versus nurture. There were some things from Sammi that would always be with her, no matter how much guidance her adoptive parents gave her. Yet the love and care that Eric and Iris had shown her had certainly also shaped who she had become, which is why she’d turned to nursing. Would she have become a nurse if her life hadn’t taken the turn it had? As Iris had said, ‘There isn’t an answer, so there’s no point in thinking about it.’ Janet, on the other hand, had said, ‘It’s good to think about these things but not dwell on them.’

But Molly often did. Especially this morning.

Running her hands over her face, Molly turned over and stared at the ceiling. The light shade was made from a pink material with gold tassels hanging from it; a memory of her early primary school years. In her mind’s eye she could see Eric sitting in his armchair with a cup of tea at his side, just as the 7.30 Report on the ABC was starting. He’d comment on the absurdity of the state of the world while he wrote in his neat cursive script in his notebook. Her dad had no trouble telling Iris and Molly that he found the world beyond explanation most days. ‘I don’t know why people don’t want to work,’ he used to say. ‘Of course, we all pay too much tax. And for what? Have you seen the state of our roads? And let’s not even mention the lack of services in the bush.’

Molly couldn’t help but smile at the memory. Her dad had an opinion on everything, but he only voiced them to his immediate family.

Molly could remember asking why he wrote in his diary every night.

‘Because, sweetpea, there is nothing more powerful than knowledge – and sometimes our memory can fail us. If thoughts and feelings and events are written down, they can’t be forgotten. I don’t want to forget anything.’ Then he’d put his pen down and pulled her onto his knee. ‘Especially all the funny things you say.’ He’d hugged her tightly and she’d put her arms around his neck and hugged him back. Eric smelt like Tetley Tea, Brut deodorant, aftershave, washing powder and sunshine. Anyone who lived in Kalgoorlie always smelt like sunshine because their clothes dried instantly in the heat from the sun. Either that, or they smelt like dust from the mine that covered the town when the warm winds sprang up.

The lump in her throat made it hard to swallow. Molly got up and padded down the hallway to Eric and Iris’s bedroom. If Iris had been home, she would have already been awake and pottering around in the kitchen, wearing her lightweight dressing-gown over her nightie. The kettle would be whistling merrily on the gas stove, with two cups on the bench for her and Eric.

Instead, her mum was lying on a cadaver tray at the hospital. Molly knew how both her parents would look this morning; she’d seen bodies in the morgue before. She tried to banish that vision from her mind.

Hesitantly, she pushed the bedroom door open and looked inside. The curtains were drawn tightly – her mum’s way of keeping the heat out – but still a small sliver of light was getting through where they didn’t quite meet. Dust particles danced in the sunrays.

Draped over the bed was her mum’s dressing-gown, slippers neatly tucked next to the bed, just where her feet would touch when she swung them out in the morning.

Oil of Olay had been Iris’s moisturiser, the half-empty bottle sat on the bedside table. Molly’s chest tightened at the thought of her mum sitting on the bed, smearing moisturiser on her face.

Part of her wanted to slam the door shut. To preserve everything as it was when her parents had left four days ago. The other part of her wanted to curl up in their bed and forget yesterday had ever happened. Of course, her parents were going to walk in through the door and give her a kiss on the cheek as they always did.

And then the realisation hit.

Neither Iris nor Eric would ever kiss or hug her again.

On her mother’s bedside table was a photo of Eric and Iris on their wedding day. Both with wide smiles, faces unlined, hair without the streaks of grey they both had now. Molly took a breath.

Their expressions were so full of joy and hope. Who could have predicted their lives would end as they had.

Outside a crow cawed, and a few moments later, Molly heard a beak tapping on the glass.

She gave a watery smile. Crows weren’t the nicest of birds, their main diet of roadkill and other dead animals made most people shudder. But not Iris. Her mother had a very big heart and couldn’t stand anyone or anything in pain. Take Life for example. Life was a crow that Iris had found out in the bush a couple of years back. She’d brought the bird home, broken wing and all, so she could nurse it back to health.

And when the crow was well again, they all found it had a mischievous side. Pegs from the clothesline went missing, the small wrought-iron fairies that Iris had lined up on the verandah were knocked over. Boots were dragged from their original spot by the door to the flowerbeds. Pot-plant soil tossed over the floor.

‘You need to release that bloody bird back out into the bush,’ her father had said one day after having searched up and down the porch for one of his thongs and finally found it in the garden bed against the path. ‘It’s a menace.’

‘I have released it,’ Iris had replied. ‘It came back. What am I supposed to do, release it again?’

‘Great idea. Do that. Take it further away this time.’

Iris had looked at him with the tiniest of smiles on her face. ‘I thought I’d give it a name.’

Eric stared at her. ‘You what?’

‘I thought I’d give it a name.’

‘If you give it a name, it becomes a bloody pet, not a wild bird.’

‘How does Life sound?’ Iris was ignoring her husband’s irritated manner and Molly tried not to laugh. She was curled up on the couch, reading a book and pretending not to listen.

‘Life? Why on earth?’

‘A group of crows is called a murder, and the opposite of murder is life. Makes sense.’

‘Life sentence, more like it,’ Eric grumbled, failing in his attempt to keep a smile off his face.

Molly had got up from the couch and taken a piece of meat that Iris had held out to her. ‘I think Life is a great name,’ she’d said and gone out onto the verandah to feed the bird.

This morning, though, Life’s tapping echoed with a knell. ‘Good morning, Life,’ Molly said softly, a deep ache in her heart. What an irony now.

The tapping persisted.

‘Okay, okay, I’m coming.’ She sat on the side of the bed and let her feet rest on the wooden floorboards, enjoying the coolness, and thinking maybe her mum sometimes let hers rest here for a few moments before she’d started the day.

Out in the kitchen, she unlocked the back door.

‘You’re an early bird this morning.’

Life hopped through the doorway and tilted his head so he could see her from his left eye.

‘I know, I’m not Mum. But you’ll have to put up with me from now on.’ Her voice became choked. ‘She and Dad aren’t coming back. They’re . . . dead.’ Bile rose in her throat.

Yanking the fridge door hard, she took out the milk and a container that held the mixture for Life’s breakfast. She scooped out the right amount and put it in the food bowl, then made a cup of coffee.

Life pecked at his meal, all the while keeping one eye on her, as if he didn’t fully trust her.

‘Finish your breakfast,’ Molly said, sipping her coffee. She rested the cup against her cheek and closed her eyes, breathing in deeply through her nose and out through her mouth. It was another of the calming techniques that Janet had taught her very early in their professional relationship.

Molly had no idea what to do next, or what would be required of her, so she stayed where she was, breathing in the morning sun through the window and listening to Life peck at his breakfast. As it was now, she was safe. Living in the moment, assuming when someone wanted something from her, they would arrive. Or phone.

When she opened her eyes, the sunrays had shifted, and the air was warmer.

If Iris were here she’d have put the evaporative air conditioner on early to try and stop the house from getting too hot in the middle of the day. Perhaps people would come and see her later on. Or maybe she would have to talk to the funeral directors. Or Martin. Richard and Bev would visit, for sure. She’d better make sure the house was cool.

The switch was in the hallway, right next to the fuse box. She flicked the button and waited until the first humid breath hit her face.

Then as if in a dream, Molly walked into each room, remembering Eric and Iris in each one.

The lounge: her father.

The sewing room: her mother.

The den: her father.

The laundry: her mother.

Her parents had an old-fashioned relationship; Iris had been the homemaker, Eric the breadwinner. It had worked for them and they hadn’t cared if the rest of society judged them for it.

Opening the door into the laundry, Molly found folded washing sitting on the bench waiting to be returned to the drawers it all belonged in. At the sliding door were her mother’s outdoor shoes. The ache that hadn’t left her heart since closing her parents’ eyes got stronger. Quietly she closed the door.

In the hall, she opened the linen press. Sheets, blankets and towels were folded and stacked neatly on each shelf above stickers labelled with her mother’s neat cursive writing.

She moved on. The spare room: two single beds, each alongside a different wall. Heavy curtains over the window, a mat on the floor. A chest of drawers.

Life followed her around the house, his claws clicking on the floorboards as she walked. Every time she got too far in front, he would fly a short way to catch up.

Finding herself at the end of the passageway, Molly turned to go back, but something caught her eye. One more door. The door Molly had never been allowed to open. She had been six when Eric had cracked open the door and let her peek inside. ‘There’s dangerous things in here, Molly,’ he’d said, indicating the hot water system and fuse box. ‘So I don’t ever want you opening this door, okay?’

But it hadn’t been the hot water system that had made her take a step back. It had been the bloody great huntsman spider attached to the hot water tank at her eye height, which had made her scream. She’d never tried to look inside again.

Until now.

She jiggled the handle up and down, expecting it to click open.

It didn’t.

Molly frowned and tried again. The door rattled inside the frame but it still didn’t open.

Bending down, she inspected the handle. Was it stuck or locked?

Going back out into the kitchen, she went to the drawer that held all the keys. Each one was on a keyring, carefully marked in her father’s neat handwriting. She flicked through them. Front door spare, back door spare, shed, garage, ride-on mower. There was a key for every lock that Molly knew they had, except for that door.

‘Maybe it’s stuck, Life,’ she said to the crow. She went back and gave it one last yank. Again, it jerked back and forward only millimetres but didn’t open. It had to be locked. ‘What’s going on here?’

Life cocked his head to one side and looked at her.

In her dad’s den, she searched his desk, feeling like a snoop. No key.

‘He probably locked it so I never went in there,’ she muttered, standing up and looking around. She gave a halfhearted humph. ‘Not that I was likely to after seeing that bloody huge spider.’

Life cawed softly and strutted out into the passageway. This time it was Molly who followed the bird, to the front door and outside, where he hopped down the steps. Life seemed to be reminding her of Iris’s morning ritual to check the mail.

The sky was clear blue as she walked the five hundred metres to the end of the driveway, Life accompanying her with a mixture of hops, short flights and ‘wait-for-me’ caws, but Molly was a world away.

Blackbutt trees edged their boundary, and the native grevilleas were shoulder height, their late flowers fading with the heat. Behind the trees, the Goldfields Highway wound its way north, the truck engine sounds coming to her on the gentle breeze.

Molly opened the lid of the dusty mailbox and checked for spiders before putting her hand inside. Then she started back towards the house, flipping through the mail as she did.

Some leaflets about local businesses, a letter from her parents’ private health insurance company and a small parcel addressed to her dad.

Molly stopped in the middle of the driveway, realising that neither of her parents would ever open another letter again. Her head swam, dizziness overtook her and she let the mail slip through her fingers.






MOLLY

I remember the wooden slats were rough on my fingers. I was too young to understand that I couldn’t push down on them, trying to see through, but they wouldn’t move. I tried and tried and then I did a funny little bounce up and down to find a way to see through. The angle was unusual, but finally, half crouched, with my bum sticking out, my knees bent and one eye to the crack I focused.

Sammi had her hand to her hair, smoothing it down, looking like she was trying to smile as she stood next to the front door.

I still wanted to cry, because my elbow was throbbing and I wanted a ‘get better’ kiss like she always gave me.

Then there was another toll-sounding knock, and her smile disappeared. Sammi looked back at me and I pushed the door open an inch. She shook her head so hard, I shut it quickly.

She held up her hand in a stop sign, then she turned back to the door.

I saw the door opening and a figure standing there, dressed in blue. Like the forensic suits they wear on TV. The face was covered with a mask and they had plastic glasses over their eyes.

I couldn’t see their face. But there was something in the gloved hand, sticking out. I remember it was small and dark coloured and the person was waving it around a bit as if giving directions with it. It was the gun, of course, but I couldn’t quite tell at the time. Did my five-year-old mind even know what a gun was? I don’t know.

That’s why this is all so confusing. What do I remember and what have I dreamed? I wish I could distinguish between the two.

The figure didn’t speak, but Sammi did.

She said something like: ‘Please don’t do this. I promise not to . . .’ Not in her usual tone, but pleading.

The person didn’t care, they just motioned for her to get on the floor. Then Sammi’s demeanour changed. ‘I mean it,’ she said. ‘Just stop. If you don’t tell them, I will.’ Her face was turning red and her voice was loud and strong. She was angry. Really angry. I’d never heard Sammi like that before.

It had always only been the two of us. Sammi and me. Whenever I asked about my dad, she never told me much. Only that we didn’t need him. He’s not listed on my birth certificate. And whoever I’ve asked has no idea either. Even Tash.

It’s strange, I really thought Tash would know. After all she and Sammi had been friends since primary school. But she couldn’t throw any light on who he was either – she just told me that Sammi kept that piece of information as a carefully guarded secret.

There’s that word again. Secrets.

Sammi wasn’t good at keeping them. But I only know that now.

One of the things I clearly remember about her was that every evening, she would put me on her lap and read me a story. I got to choose the book – usually ones about magic or animals, and if they were combined, that was even better. I would lie back against her chest and feel her arms around me as she held the book in front of us both so we could see the illustrations.

Her breath brushed past my ear as she read, and she liked to give each character a different inflection. Her voice was always low and warm. Sort of like – oh, I don’t know – warm, liquid molasses. Or melted dark chocolate. Maybe that’s a bad description because how does a voice sound like that? What I’m trying to say is she made me feel secure and loved and warm. She was my mum.

The other thing I recall is Sammi’s calmness. As I said earlier, she was never angry. If I did something wrong or disobeyed her, she would stop and take the time to explain what I’d done. Like the time I ran away from her in the supermarket. I’d wanted a chocolate, but she said no. I’d wrenched myself away from her grip and run down the closest aisle. She didn’t follow me, although with the benefit of hindsight I suspect she knew exactly where I was all the time. Instead, she let me go. I was fine for the first few seconds, but when I turned around to look so I could stamp my foot and have a full-blown temper tantrum, she wasn’t in sight. To say I was terrified would be an understatement. Everyone who was walking past me was so tall. I could only see legs and knees, and when I looked up, I didn’t recognise any of the faces, only a couple of curious expressions.

I went to the end of the shelves and looked around the corner, hoping to see her. She wasn’t there. Then I backtracked, but she wasn’t where I left her either. Just as I was about to cry and scream, she appeared. She squatted down in front of me and asked me how I felt.

‘Scared,’ I said, trying not to cry.

‘You reacted to something I said no to. You’re probably too young to understand just yet, Molly, but you must realise you can’t run away if something doesn’t go your way. You must always stand and face things, even if they’re not what you like.’

Sammi was right. I didn’t understand her words, but I understood the feeling and what it felt like when she was talking to me. Like trust. That nothing bad would ever happen to me if I followed her instructions.

I guess she could have got angry that day. I was a rude and obnoxious five-year-old. Instead, she turned it into a learning opportunity without heated words or irritation. That’s the way I remember Sammi.

And it was even stranger to hear her plead. ‘Please don’t,’ she said in a whisper. I guess she realised that nothing she tried was going to work. ‘Molly needs me. Her mum.’

And then I remember the person indicating for Sammi to get on the ground.

It’s funny how some things are clear and others are not at all. This bit is clear. Sammi put her hands up and stared at whoever was holding the gun. She never broke eye contact. She slowly got down on one knee and then the other. Like she knew what was expected of her. That whatever she said wasn’t going to change the outcome.

The figure stepped forward and leaned down close to her ear. I guess they whispered something that made her really angry again, because her arm moved so quickly from the back of her head, forming a fist and backhanding her clenched knuckles into the person’s face.

Then came the loudest sound I’d ever heard, and Sammi was on the ground.

I saw blood in the air and on the floor.

I saw blood on Mum.






CHAPTER 11

The coffins were identical. Both dark rosewood, like the colour of the furniture in their lounge room. Old fashioned and heavy, with a single white rose atop each one. Even though Iris had loved her garden and flowers, Molly hadn’t wanted obscene casket bouquets. Just something simple to show her love for them, because her love had never been loud or flamboyant. It was deep and quiet and real.

Their coffins rested on sparkling trolleys at the far end of the chapel. Those stupid trolleys looked so shiny and new, when Molly thought they should be dull. Nothing should be sparkly in a funeral, she’d decided as she’d dressed that morning. Nothing happy like sunflowers or shiny like trolleys.

Had the funeral directors ever organised a double funeral before?

Molly glanced behind her and saw more people entering the chapel.

Tommy took her hand and squeezed it hard. He was on one side of her, and Bev and Richard were on the other.

Martin had suggested that Eric’s coffin be draped in the Australian flag, along with his police-issued hat. He’d also said he could organise to have officers in dress uniform carry Eric’s coffin, even though he was no longer a serving officer. But Molly had insisted that both her parents have the same treatment. Eric and Iris would have wanted that. No fanfare for either of them. They had been quiet, simple people. Together in life, together in death.

Molly used the order of service to fan herself. Even with the air conditioning on, she was so glad she’d asked to have the funeral early in the morning, before the heat of the day really got vicious. The temperature in the room was rising with each person who came in, the warmth of their bodies combining.

Funerals should be banned on hot days. All the emotions plus the heat could easily become a recipe for disaster. Please don’t let anyone faint, she wished. She would feel like she’d have to help, but all she wanted to do was get out of this stifling room and breathe some fresh air.

Richard’s forehead was covered in sweat and he looked a little queasy. Catching the funeral director’s eye, Molly indicated for her to hand him a bottle of water.

As the celebrant stepped to the lectern, Molly heard Bev take a deep breath.

‘Are you okay?’ Molly whispered.

Bev nodded, but there were tears brimming. She reached for Molly’s hand. ‘You?’

What a stupid, stupid question.

‘We are here to celebrate the lives of Iris and Eric Bennett,’ the celebrant said, adjusting her glasses. Her tone was soft and gentle and she smiled at Molly, her face filled with compassion.

Above her head rolled a continuous stream of photos from their lives together. The one from the bedside table of their wedding; Eric in uniform, his young handsome face excited at the future. Another of Iris, smiling while serving up a chicken dinner at the kitchen bench, her overpermed 1980s hair curling around her face. Tash had given her a couple of photos to add: one of a Christmas when Molly was eight and another of Eric, Iris and Tash at a police function. Both Tash and Eric had been in uniform. Molly had never seen the photo before and then asked if there were any of Tash and Sammi when they were kids. Tash had promised to send some through.

She felt a nudge from Tommy and saw the celebrant looking at her.

Molly rose and walked to the front, a scrunched piece of paper in her sweaty hand.

Standing at the lectern, she gazed out at all the people. There were faces she recognised and others she didn’t. Some people wore police uniforms, others casual clothes. They fanned themselves and looked back at her with compassion.

Suddenly it didn’t matter what was written on that piece of paper. All that mattered was that these people had known her adoptive parents. They knew what kind of hearts they both had.

‘Um, thanks for coming today,’ Molly said into the microphone. There was a loud feedback screech and the celebrant came forward to adjust the settings then moved silently away. ‘I’m sure Mum and Dad touched every one of your lives in some way.’ Molly took a breath then a sip of water from the glass that was discreetly under the lectern. ‘Dad might have been small in stature, but he was a mountain of a man. His smile and quick wit kept all of us entertained. The laughter that came from around the table on the nights that he and Mum used to hold dinner parties was loud and could be heard from a long way away. When I was coming home from work after a late shift, I’d often stop at the end of the driveway and listen. I’m not sure even the word “raucous” would be adequate to describe the noise!

‘Dad loved his job. His career as a police officer spanned more than forty years and I remember him telling me that Kalgoorlie was the only place he wanted to police. He loved it here.

‘Mum’s heart was as large as her smile and all of you here know how big that was. She loved everyone and everything.

‘They were both truly unique – and irreplaceable to me and many of you here, I’m sure. They gave me love when there wasn’t anyone to love me. And I guess that’s a sign of the way they both cared for all of their fellow humans.’ Molly looked up. ‘We have to be careful at funerals that we don’t idolise those who have left us. Mum and Dad had faults, of course, but their flaws paled against their warm and loving natures. I should know. They took me in when I had nowhere else to go and loved me as their own.’

And that was the last thing Molly remembered from the service.

She knew there had been music, because she’d chosen the songs. Richard had given a eulogy for Eric, as had Eric’s golf buddy Neil. Two of Iris’s dear friends from her sewing and bridge group had spoken fondly of her when it had been their turn, as had the president of the CWA.

But it all passed by in a blur for Molly. After she’d stepped away from the lectern, she’d sat with her head down, her white handkerchief wrapped so tightly around the fingers on her right hand that the tips went bright red. She stared at the embroidery in the corner: MW. Iris had always stitched Molly’s initials onto every piece of clothing she’d made for her.

Movement and rustling made her look up.

The curtains were drawing together. Inch by inch, they covered the view of the coffins until they were tightly shut.

The room was silent, except for the occasional person sniffing or softly clearing their throat.

‘No!’ Molly whispered, putting her hand over her mouth as tears slipped down her cheeks. She half rose, one arm reaching out, then she sat back down.

Bev and Tommy moved together, their arms around her shoulders. Leaning into her. Letting her know they were there.

The celebrant told everyone there would be morning tea inside the hall, directing everyone to take the door on the right at the back of the chapel and follow the signs.

Another pin drop of silence, and then people shifted in their seats, getting up, stretching. Each one looking at Molly. She felt curiosity, sadness, concern and care coming at her from every direction.

Janet would have told her to breathe in deeply through her nose and out through her mouth. ‘Ten times, Molly. Doing that drops your heart rate and decreases the fight or flight response.’ Tash had been right with her suggestion to go and see Janet as soon as she could. There hadn’t been time, though. There was so much to organise and at the end of each day, Molly had fallen into bed exhausted but still unable to sleep.

‘Come on, love,’ Bev said, putting her arm through Molly’s. ‘Let’s get you to the hall. Everyone will follow when they’re ready.’

Molly wanted to protest. She wasn’t ready. Her parents were still behind that curtain. She couldn’t go yet.

Her throat tightened. She took a deep breath, in and out as she’d been taught, and let herself be led by Bev and Tommy, with Richard bringing up the rear.

Then she saw Tash. Her godmother was dressed in civvies, rather than her police uniform. No one wanted to wear the full dress uniform today, it was too damn hot. Thirty-five in the shade before eleven in the morning. But Tash’s choice of clothing also told Molly that she was here in her personal capacity, rather than for work.

The sunlight through the windows caught the small diamond on the silver necklace she always wore. Beads of sweat lined her forehead, and her cheeks were shiny with tears.

The tears were a surprise to Molly. Yet they shouldn’t be. Tash had known Eric and Iris the same amount of time as Molly had.

Molly caught Tash’s eyes and held out her hand. Tash put her hand in Molly’s, giving it a slight squeeze. Together they went towards the hall.

‘Thanks for coming,’ Molly whispered, her voice thick.

‘I’m sorry I had to,’ Tash answered quietly.

Molly looked at her, unsure what to say.

‘What I mean is, I’m sorry there was an accident, and they passed away. That all of this has happened so I have to be here.’

This time it was Molly who squeezed Tash’s hand. ‘Me too.’






CHAPTER 12

Jack stood next to Angie at the funeral reception, moving from one foot to the other, trying to get the pressure of his shoes off the blisters that were still healing from his run the day he’d heard about the bullet. ‘That poor girl looks like she’s about to buckle,’ he said to Angie.

Molly was pale-faced, standing near a wall, hemmed in by well-wishers. She looked like she was trying to find a way to escape.

‘Losing two parents in one fell swoop will do that,’ Angie said. ‘So will people who want the scoop. Nosy parkers. Should we save her?’

‘Reckon Superintendent Biggs will have that covered – and if she’s hasn’t, I will,’ Martin said, as he came to stand alongside them, holding a cup of tea. He indicated to the woman who was now weaving her way through the crowd to stand next to Molly. Richard was also hovering close by as if ready to leap on anyone who put too much pressure on her.

Jack assessed the superintendent. He’d met her before, several times in fact, but had never seen her in civvies. She was a tall woman, with a straight back. Her reputation was of a no-nonsense operator and that’s how he’d always found her, but today there was a hint of vulnerability and protectiveness in her face as she stood close to Molly. Death rocked even the most hardened. ‘Wouldn’t want to mess with her,’ he said. Turning his attention back to the crowd he leaned against the wall, people-watching.

‘Who are you looking for?’ Martin asked in a low voice.

Jack gave a minute shrug. ‘No one in particular.’

His boss took a step backwards and drew himself up to his full height, casting a look around the room. Angie did the same, but from a different angle.

‘You’re on leave, Angie,’ Martin said through the corner of his mouth.

‘Old habits . . .’ Angie gave a lopsided smile.

‘You got anything I should know about, Jack?’ Martin asked.

Jack shook his head. ‘Not so far. We’re still trawling through all of the information and evidence from the crash site, but . . . I don’t know. There’s something about that MVA I’m uncomfortable with. Dave, my old boss, always told me to—’

‘Trust your gut, yeah, we know,’ Angie said, sounding like she wanted to roll her eyes. ‘If I had a dollar for every time you’ve said that I wouldn’t have to go back to work.’

Martin scoffed. ‘Of course you would. You couldn’t live without being a detective, Angie. That’s what makes you so good.’ He smiled at her. ‘I still haven’t found a replacement for you yet, so you might be back at the station before you know it.’ He focused on Jack. ‘What’s off about the accident?’

‘Just a few little inconsistencies I can’t work out. Molly will probably have an answer for me when I’m able to get close to her, so when I’ve got concrete info, I’ll let you know.’

‘Good job,’ Martin said.

Angie cocked a brow towards Jack. ‘So, Eric and Iris adopted Molly when she was only a child?’

‘It’s a pretty tragic story,’ Martin said. ‘Her mother was murdered in New South Wales and Molly witnessed it. She was only five at the time. The officers in charge were worried that the murderer might double back and find Molly because of what she’d seen, so the superintendent here organised for her to be taken in through Legacy. And now the poor girl has lost her second set of parents.’

Angie stared at Martin, whose usually deadpan face showed sadness. ‘That’s terrible.’

‘It is,’ Martin agreed. He finished his tea and put the cup down on the table they were standing near. ‘Right, I need to get back to the station. I’ll go and speak with Molly then head off.’

‘See you back there,’ Jack said.

Martin nodded and slipped through the crowd.

‘Is there something more than inconsistencies that’s worrying you about the crash?’ Angie asked immediately. ‘It sounded like there was.’

Jack paused before answering. ‘I want some evidence before I say too much. Hopefully Tim, Adam and Ava will have some dashcam footage for me when I get back. That’ll help. It’s taken a bloody long time to find the CCTV footage we need. Do you know how many services stations there are from Perth to Kal?’

‘Too many when it comes to sifting through security-cam vision.’

‘You’re not wrong.’

Angie stepped back to let a woman holding a plate of triangular cut sandwiches and homemade sausage rolls pass by. ‘What do you think happened?’

Jack waited until they were alone again. ‘I have nothing to back this up with yet,’ he warned. ‘And you’re the major crash expert. But my hypothesis is there was a second vehicle involved.’

Angie raised her eyebrows in surprise and tipped her head to the side. ‘What makes you say that?’

‘The damage to the barrier is the first thing. The photos make it look like Eric’s car has been boxed in against it. Maybe another vehicle passing them got too close, or something happened in the car that made them keep bumping into the railing but not correcting enough to get back out on the road or slow down to a stop.’

‘Any paint from a different car?’

‘There’s plenty of paint, but I need to wait for forensics to come back to me. Everything we’ve got so far is white. Can’t tell if it’s only their car or two just by looking. The barrier has been pushed in.’

‘What about Eric’s car? Any evidence inside?’

‘Not a lot to suggest they’d been to Perth. No shopping or appointment letters or theatre tickets. I want to talk to Molly as soon as I can and ask some questions around that. I’ll find out if they had a hotel they liked to stay at.’ He paused as another couple walked close by. When they were out of earshot he continued. ‘Molly has had a bit of time to come to terms with the accident and to think about why Eric and Iris might’ve decided on a trip away. Hopefully she’s got some ideas.’

‘Do they have receipts on their phones?’

‘There weren’t any phones found. That in itself is strange. Who doesn’t carry a phone with them nowadays? I’ll have to ask Molly about that. And their bank accounts haven’t been looked at yet. Still waiting for a warrant. Another question for Molly.’

‘The big question is why. Was it a medical incident or . . .’

Jack saw the familiar faraway look that always passed over Angie’s face when she was thinking hard.

‘It’s difficult,’ she said.

‘You’re telling me! One other thing is that Iris was driving but everyone’s adamant that ordinarily she wouldn’t drive on a long trip.’ He looked over at Angie. ‘Anyhow, I’d better get back to the station too. See if there’s any updates. Maybe you could go and see Molly tomorrow. See how she is?’

Angie narrowed her eyes. ‘In what capacity? Have you forgotten I’m on mat leave?’

‘A friend. A nosy friend.’ Jack grinned, but it fell away quickly. ‘Look, I do need to talk to her ASAP. I’ll head over to see her tomorrow. I just thought it might help if she had someone with her.’

‘Yeah, it would, but probably not me. I mean, I only know her through the hospital and her visits at home to see Charlie. And that’s sort of bending the rules, you know. I’m sure she’s got friends who can help.’

‘I’m sure she does.’ Jack shrugged. He wanted Angie’s expertise. She’d worked in major crash for a while. ‘Who’s the bloke next to her?’

Angie turned slightly and observed. ‘I think that’s someone from the hospital. I remember his face but not his name. Come on, let’s go and find out. Then we can both split. I need to get back to Charlie soon.’

Jack elbowed his way through the crowd.

Molly was clearly still trying to smile as people came over to talk to her, but the emotion in her face was raw and she looked exhausted. Her smile was pasted on.

When she caught sight of Angie, though, Jack saw genuine relief cross her face. Angie held out her hands and kissed Molly on the cheek.

‘Angie. Thanks for coming.’

‘You’ve organised a lovely service. I’m sorry I didn’t know Eric and Iris, but they were obviously wonderful.’

‘They were the very best parents,’ Molly said, her voice sounding as if a lasso had wound around her throat. She indicated to the man standing next to her. ‘Do you remember Tommy? He’s the director of nursing at the hospital.’

‘Hi Tommy.’

Jack stepped closer and held out his hand. ‘Molly, I’m Detective Jack Higgins,’ he said. ‘This isn’t the place to have a conversation, but I wanted to introduce myself. I’m heading up the investigation into—’

Molly reached out and grabbed his arm. ‘Martin said you had to speak to me for the coroner’s report, so I’m glad to meet you. Have you got anywhere yet?’

‘We’re still sorting through a lot of the information.’ Jack deflected the question just as he wanted to deflect her fingers away from the fleshy part of his upper arm. She had a strong grip.

‘I really want to know what happened,’ she said. There was pure panic in her eyes now. ‘I have to. To understand . . .’

‘Yes, of course, but it’s very early days, Molly, and really here isn’t the time or the place to have a chat. If it’s okay with you, I’ll come and see you tomorrow?’

‘Okay.’

‘It won’t take long. I’d just like to ask you some questions about your parents.’

‘I need to get out of here anyhow. Let’s go now.’ She took a step towards the entrance, surprising Jack.

‘Molly, just leave it for today,’ Tommy said.

‘This isn’t an urgent conversation,’ Jack said. ‘We can do it tomorrow.’

‘You don’t need anything extra to deal with,’ Tommy reiterated.

‘I also don’t want to be the one holding up the investigation.’ Molly turned on her heel and walked out the door into the chapel gardens.

Jack gave Angie a questioning look. She shrugged, as if to say, You started it, and followed Molly outside. He turned to Tommy. ‘I’ll be careful with her,’ he said. ‘We might want to have a chat with you later too.’

‘Me?’ Tommy looked alarmed. ‘I don’t know anything.’

‘All just procedure,’ Jack said, heading towards the esky of bottled water. He grabbed three plastic bottles and left the hall.

Molly was standing in the shade of a tree, jiggling from one foot to the other, waiting for him to get closer. Angie was next to her, speaking calmly.

‘What can you tell me?’ Molly asked as Jack approached.

‘Not a lot at this stage, I’m sorry,’ Jack said. ‘I’ve got more questions than answers.’

‘Ask away. I don’t want to hold anything up,’ she repeated. ‘I need to know what happened to them. Should I come to the station with you?’

Angie gave a ghost of a smile. ‘No, Molly. You don’t need to. This is just a casual chat. Nothing more. Do you understand?’

‘A casual chat. Sure.’ She swivelled to face Jack.

‘Well, let’s start at the start. Tell me about your adoptive parents.’

‘Mum and Dad are— were great. So great that sometimes I’d forget they weren’t my real parents. Not that I ever forgot Sammi.’ She paused and looked from Jack to Angie. ‘You know about that, right? My real mum was murdered.’

‘Yes, we’ve been told. Not in detail, but we know,’ Jack confirmed.

Molly’s eyes were far away, then she shook herself and continued. ‘I was young when I came here, so I . . . I didn’t forget all the time, just sometimes.’ Her face was soft with memories now. ‘Eric and Iris were so much fun. They’d make me laugh and we’d go for picnics and do all sorts of things, so yeah, sometimes it was easy to forget, during the day. It was harder at night. When I first moved in with them I used to have a lot of nightmares so Iris would sleep in my room with me. She’d tell me stories – it didn’t matter what time of the night it was. Stories about a young girl who had magic powers and could conjure up friends in the middle of the night when she was scared. She had dogs to protect her and she went on adventures. They were probably straight out of Enid Blyton, to be honest, with fruit cakes and ginger beer and picnics.’

‘I’m glad they loved you,’ Angie said softly. ‘I can tell you loved them back.’

‘Deeply,’ Molly said. She looked over Angie’s shoulder and waved at someone.

Jack turned. The superintendent was walking towards them.

‘Are you okay, Molly?’ Tash asked.

‘Yeah, Jack had some questions.’

The super’s gaze slid over Jack. ‘They must’ve been important, Detective.’

‘Not his fault – I insisted,’ Molly said. ‘This is my godmother, Tash.’

‘Superintendent, nice to meet you again. I’m Detective Jack Higgins with Kalgoorlie Police.’

Smiling, Tash waved her hand like a gameshow host. ‘Ask away, Detective. Molly’s in charge.’

Jack and Angie exchanged glances, then Jack cleared his throat and looked back to Molly. ‘Can you tell me why they were in Perth?’

‘I don’t know. Martin asked me that the other day. Whatever the reason it must’ve been essential because Mum missed an appointment with a neurologist. When I was going through the mail on Dad’s desk, I found a specialist’s letter. The appointment was for the day they died.’

‘And was your mother ill?’

‘The letter was the first I knew about it,’ Molly said.

‘I was there when Molly found the letter,’ the super said.

Jack took a mental note, though his fingers itched to write down that piece of new information.

‘Okay, and what time was the appointment?’

Pursing her lips, Molly thought. ‘I’d have to go back and check, but I think it was for the early afternoon. Tash?’

‘I don’t recall.’

‘Yes, let’s check,’ Jack said. ‘Did either of them have other medical conditions? Ones that caused blackouts perhaps?’

‘It’s the first I’d heard of any specialist in relation to Mum. Dad went to the cardiologist once every couple of years. There’s a history of heart disease in his family.’

Jack made another mental note to check with the pathologist to see if it was possible Eric had had a heart attack. Even with Iris driving, a passenger medical emergency could have caused an accident.

Jack was glad of the shade of the tree, but he was keen to get back inside and stand underneath the air conditioner vent for a while. Angie was beginning to look green next to him; the heat was taking its toll on her too. He handed Molly a bottle of water and she took a long drink.

‘Do you know where they stayed in Perth?’ Jack asked. ‘Did they have a holiday house or a regular hotel?’

Confusion crossed Molly’s face and she frowned. ‘They definitely didn’t have a house that I know of, so I guess it was a hotel or a motel, but I couldn’t be sure.’ She turned to Tash. ‘Do you know?’

‘I didn’t even know they were in Perth,’ Tash said.

 ‘Perhaps you could have a dig around. Find a receipt. Do you have access to their bank accounts yet as next of kin? You could check the statement,’ Jack suggested. If Molly checked it would be a hell of a lot quicker than waiting for the Order to Produce he’d already initiated.

Molly was quiet for a few moments. ‘Yeah. I’ll have a look when I get home tonight. I’ll see if their PIN and access numbers are written down anywhere. I haven’t started on anything else yet. I haven’t even let the lawyer know they’re gone.’ Her voice sounded strangled again. ‘It seems like I don’t know very much, doesn’t it? They were just doing their thing. Dad played golf and Mum had her sewing group. When we got together at dinner, we’d usually just talk about what had happened at the hospital or if Mum had heard some hot gossip from the sewing or bridge ladies.’

‘Could you give me their names?’

‘Um, I can find them out. Some of them are here today.’ Molly looked over at Tash then back to Angie and Jack.

‘If you could get me a list, that would be great.’ He put his hands in his pockets and rocked back on his heels, conscious of the blisters again. ‘Did your parents have phones?’

‘Yeah, of course. Who doesn’t? They have a phone each. Actually, now you mention it, Dad tried to ring me the day of the accident. I couldn’t take the call because I was working.’

‘Did he leave a message?’

‘No, and I just assumed it was to let me know what time they’d be home.’

‘We need a record of the time,’ Jack said. ‘That will help narrow down the accident time.’

‘Are the phones completely broken?’

Jack looked at her steadily. ‘We didn’t find any phones in the vehicle.’

Molly pursed her lips.

‘Let’s head back inside,’ Jack said. ‘It’s heating up out here and we’ll all get sunstroke if we’re not careful.’

‘Great idea,’ Tash said and started towards the building with Angie behind her.

‘I’ll look for everything you need, tonight, Jack,’ Molly said, about to follow. ‘Dad wasn’t a hoarder, but he kept a lot of stuff. I think all of his diaries will be in the den somewhere. They might have more info in them.’

‘Eric kept a diary?’

‘Every night. He would have taken it to Perth with him. He never missed a night.’

Jack ran back through his mental list of the items that had been found in the car.

‘Maybe he left it at home this time?’

‘Not a chance.’ She assessed Jack. ‘You did find it, didn’t you?’

‘No,’ Jack said. ‘A diary isn’t in the list of contents I’ve been given.’






CHAPTER 13

‘Dad, I want to run something past you.’ Angie twirled the glass of water in front of her, still dressed in her clothes from the funeral. Charlie was on her lap, banging his hands into her face. She caught one tiny fist and blew a raspberry on his palm, feeling love curl deeply inside her when he tried to laugh.

Todd was cooking a steak. He put down the tongs and looked over. ‘What’s that, love?’

‘I’d really like to go back to work.’ Angie watched his face carefully.

‘Would you?’ His expression didn’t change.

Her throat tightened at the thought of staying in the house, changing nappies and cleaning up vomit for another two months. And another two months. And another . . . When she went to answer, she found it hard to get the words out. ‘I love Charlie. I really do. But, Dad, I’m going stir crazy here. I’m not sure I’m cut out to be a mum. Or at least, not the mum of a young baby.’

There. She’d said it. Aloud. Did that make her the most awful person in the world?

Probably. Certainly to the mum police and there were plenty of them around.

Todd checked the steak and turned off the burner, leaving the meat to rest for a few minutes. He pulled up the chair next to her and took her free hand. ‘Sweetheart, I’m no woman, but I watch and listen, and I’ve had a fair bit to do with people over my time. My observation is that every new mum has an adjustment period, especially ones who have worked in high-power, high-adrenalin jobs like you have. Suddenly their independence is snatched away and there’s a tiny human relying on them for their every need. The pressure is still there, but they’ve swapped work for a crying, shitting, vomiting baby. What they’re doing is worthwhile, but it doesn’t feel that way.’

‘Thanks for mansplaining that, Dad,’ she snapped. ‘Nothing I don’t already know.’

Todd nodded as if he had expected that to be her reaction. He got up, placing the steaks on two plates, then serving the salad he’d made earlier.

‘I’m frustrated at being locked in the house. It’s hard when usually I’m out all day, trying to solve crimes.’ Angie kissed Charlie’s head. ‘I mean every time the midwife comes here, she asks the same questions: How many hours sleep are you getting? Is Charlie pooing daily; and what about you? God! I never knew my shits were so important to other people!’

Charlie tried to grab her nose and Angie jerked her head back.

‘What if I just want to go back to work because I love it? Not more than Charlie, but because I want to. How would you feel if you’d been told to stay at home and not get on a ship for another six, maybe twelve months?’

‘I wouldn’t like it, if the decision to stop work had been taken away from me unexpectedly like it was with you,’ Todd said. He picked up a plate and put it in front of her, then took Charlie from her arms and placed him in the bouncer. ‘Right now, I’m happy because I wanted to retire. The only thing stopping you going back to work is that you need someone to look after Charlie here, but that’s not insurmountable either. There are always options.’

Angie blinked. She’d been ready to fight.

Charlie’s arms flailed and his legs kicked out, but he didn’t cry.

Angie had to admit he’d been so much calmer since Todd had arrived. That was probably because he sensed there was someone here who knew what they were doing, rather than just his mother, who he could probably tell was winging it. Charlie was sleeping in longer bursts, and Angie had begun to come out the other side of the exhaustion that had been plaguing her.

‘Angie, I’m not here to tell you what to do,’ Todd said gently, sitting at the table and placing a beer on the coaster in front of him. He picked up his knife and fork. ‘What I told you are my observations on why you’re getting that itchy feeling. Your mum had it too. And my sister. This might be hard to understand, but I get it.’ He calmly took a bite of his steak.

Angie sat back in her chair with her arms crossed. She was silent as she replayed his words. That was true. He hadn’t said don’t go. Just the opposite.

Todd smiled and sawed through another piece of steak. ‘Look, love, I’m happy to stay for a while. You can keep expressing milk. We’ll work it out.’

Her unflappable father had just given her a ticket out of the fog. Angie felt the excitement building in her stomach for a moment, then heard Charlie start to gabble in his baby language. Her enthusiasm dimmed slightly as she imagined the frenetic energy of an incident room. People yelling, phones ringing, the thrill of the chase buzzing in the air.

Then she imagined the quietness of her house, the cooing of Charlie, the quiet conversations with her dad.

It was silly, remembering only the good parts of being at home. Or of work. What about the times when they couldn’t make headway in a case because there just wasn’t the right lead. Or the times that Charlie screamed for hours, no matter what she did to try and console him.

He was grunting now, face red, nose screwed up. Angie rolled her eyes. ‘Couldn’t wait until after dinner.’

Todd grinned. ‘Why would any baby let his mum eat a hot meal?’

‘Exactly.’ She put down her knife and fork and leaned her elbows on the table. ‘Sorry I snapped before, Dad. I thought you were about to tell me that a mother’s place is at home.’

‘I’m not sure if you realise, but as part of my job, I had to manage people. I’ve seen and heard everything about human nature, both the good and bad. Your old dad here, he’s not as silly as he looks. I’ve learned over the years that everyone handles things differently. What is good for one person can be damaging for another. All I want is for you to be happy. If that means going back to work, then do it. Like I said, I’m here for the time being and we’ll manage.’

Charlie’s tummy was gurgling now and then the smell hit.

‘God,’ Angie said, getting up from the table. ‘I’ll fix him.’

‘Smells like he might need hosing off.’

‘Said like a true father who thinks he’s from the seventies,’ Angie laughed. ‘You’d probably go to gaol for that now.’

‘It never hurt you or your brother. Mac used to laugh like a hyena when I did it to him. Good fertiliser for the garden too.’

‘Ugh!’ Angie picked up her baby and took him to his room, where she lay him down on the change table. Unclipping the press-studs on the grow suit, she watched as he laughed and gurgled and tried to catch his feet with his hands. If she went back to work, she might miss him crawling. His first steps. Even his first words.

Why did the decision have to be so difficult? Angie had told Molly during one of her early visits that she was frightened she wasn’t going to be a good mum. She was good at her job and she knew that. This mum thing was a whole different ball game. Molly had talked about women she’d known who had gone back to work early and suffered terribly from mum guilt. They wanted to be at work but also at home. Some didn’t have a choice; they just had to go back. But Angie had savings. If she wanted to, she could stay home for eighteen months.

‘Everyone is different,’ Molly had said. ‘And that doesn’t make any of them wrong, or any of them right.’

‘I don’t know, Charlie,’ she whispered against his feet. ‘How come I’ve got such a need to get back to work?’

Charlie smiled his gummy grin and goo-ed a bit more.

Angie quickly changed him and went back to the table. Todd had finished his dinner and held out his hands for Charlie.

‘I’ll take him, you eat. How was the funeral today?’

Angie handed Charlie to him and went to wash her hands. ‘Pretty brutal,’ she said from the sink.

Sitting back down at the table, she watched Todd bounce Charlie up and down gently on his knee. ‘How come you’ve learned to be so good with people, Dad? I don’t remember you being like that when I was little.’

‘Probably wasn’t,’ Todd answered. ‘You’re never too young or too old to learn anything. I’ll tell you what changed everything for me. I’d just been made a shipmaster and was learning all my responsibilities. One night we heard a mayday call and were instructed to head towards it. We knew a small yacht was in distress but not much else.’

Todd was still bouncing Charlie but not looking at him. Instead, he was staring towards the wall, seeing something else in his memory.

‘When we got close, there didn’t seem to be anyone on board. After checking out the boat with a pair of binoculars I was pretty damn worried about what we might find below. I realised all my crew were too young to see what I suspected had happened. So I took the tender and one other fella with me. Told him he wasn’t to get aboard the yacht, but to keep the tender close by and come back and get me when I signalled to him. I didn’t want any young bloke on his first voyage having to live with seeing what might have been on that boat. Me? Well, all I could hope was that I would have the strength to withstand it. And as shipmaster, it was my responsibility to look after my crew, so that’s what I did.’

He took a breath and a break, reaching for his beer.

‘When I got on that yacht, I’d never heard silence like it. It was eerie. It would’ve scared the scales off a fish, I tell you.’ Todd cleared his throat. ‘Anyhow, the crux of the story was that there were five dead people on that boat. Murder-suicide from what I could work out. Four people in the hull; two women and two blokes who had all been shot in the chest. The last one I found in the cockpit, right near the radio. He must’ve been the one who put out the mayday call. He’d shot himself in the head. He was still holding the gun.’

‘Shit, Dad. That’s awful.’ Angie felt her mouth gaping. ‘Something like that stays with you forever.’

‘Absolutely it does, and I guess you understand that. Well, I decided that no one else needed to see it. Like I said, I had a young crew and what I was looking at was a massacre. The bodies, well . . .’ He pressed his lips together and leaned his head against Charlie’s. ‘They’d been there for a while. I reckon the bloke who made the call must’ve been in the boat with them for maybe a day before he gave the heads-up. In good conscience I couldn’t let those young fellas see it. I’m an old bloke, so I thought if I had a few nightmares or shit for a while, so be it, but I didn’t want those boys having any of that sort of thing happen to them. Not on my watch. It was an average scene, that’s for sure.’

Angie watched her dad as he spoke. His words were coming out fast and his eyes had taken on a wild shine. She knew what it was like to remember scenes like that. To wake up in the middle of the night, covered in sweat, hearing voices from her dreams.

Her heart was sore for him.

‘Anyway, once I had made sure the yacht was anchored, we called in the coordinates to the water rats. The marine police are responsible for two hundred nautical miles out to sea.’

‘What happened to the bodies?’

He paused to take another sip of his beer. ‘Can I tell you I’ve never been so glad to see the water rats. They took possession of the bodies and we continued to Fremantle.’ He took a breath. ‘But I had a lightbulb moment that day. I realised that every person on my ship would react differently to what was there. I knew those boys well. Always made it my business to know them. There was one who would have turned to water, one who would’ve got his bluster up and pretended he was okay when he wasn’t. The thing was, I could protect them, Angie. Not only that, but I had to.’ He held up his pointer finger and wagged it up and down. ‘From then on I watched and listened to everyone I met a whole lot harder than I’d ever done. I wanted to know how they would react to any situation. I saw the tiniest flicker on someone’s face. I saw their shoulders rise when they started to get stressed, but they were trying to hide it. I saw young men bring up their bravado, yet that little twitch at the corner of their eye, or that pause before they spoke, would tell me they were as frightened as hell. I could help them, not by calling them out but by guiding them to make the choices they wanted to make, without making them feel inferior, or weak, or whatever they were going to feel.’ Todd’s expression was earnest. ‘I don’t believe that people need to be intimidated and belittled to learn.’ He gave a bit of a laugh. ‘Don’t reckon I would have got on too good in the army. Those bastards like to yell all the time.’

Angie smiled as she ate.

‘Anyhow, because I listened, people talked to me. And then I asked questions. Ones that might help someone see a situation in a different light. To help them come to a decision themselves. And I learned.’ He nodded. ‘I learned more than I ever could from a university or a teacher. Humans are the best teachers because you have a real-life case study right in front of you. Understand what I’m saying?’

Angie found herself leaning inwards, caught up in his words, seeing him in a different light. He wasn’t just her dad. He was a leader. A man who knew how to get the best out of someone.

Her father had turned up at her door when she needed him most because he’d made it his job to understand people.






CHAPTER 14

‘I’ve got to get out of here,’ Molly told Life as the crow hopped behind her, following her outside to her car. ‘I can’t stay in the house. Gotta move.’ She knew the anxiety would overtake her if she stayed still. Doing something would stop the wave that was coming.

It was too early to go to Janet’s office and although she probably wouldn’t raise any eyebrows by going into the hospital, she didn’t want to do that. She’d go there later today, check the roster and see who’d had their babies and arrange times to visit. The normality of work would help. Hopefully Tommy would be on shift when she went so she could ask him to roster her back on.

Her car, a small, second-hand four-wheel drive, took three goes to start and it wasn’t even a cold morning. In fact, the heat was starting to permeate through the air already. The tree branches were drooping, achingly heavy with dust while the landscape burned under the blistering sun of the previous week.

‘Just start, will you?’ she snarled, wiping her hands on the sheepskin seat covers. Then she smiled as she remembered getting them as a Christmas present from her parents a couple of years before. Eric had joked the seat covers were going to be worth more than her car. ‘They’re to stop you complaining that the heat from the seat burns your bum,’ Iris had told her. Molly couldn’t have imagined a better present. Her mum had been right. Every time she’d climbed into her car to go to work or come home, those bloody vinyl seats had taken her breath away. The towel she’d put over the driver’s seat hadn’t made an ounce of difference. But thick sheepskin covers did.

Feeling the urge for a hit of caffeine, she headed towards the coffee van on the edge of town.

The sun had risen above the super pit walls, casting long shadows across the town, even though it was still so early. Many residents complained about the towering, rocky wall that had been built recently by the mining company to protect the town from the noise and dust. Molly thought it was sensible, even if it did block out the early morning light. The roads were busy but the pavements empty. It was too early for anyone except rostered-on miners, joggers and people who couldn’t sleep.

Pulling into the parking lot at the Queen Bees coffee van, she could see many miners milling around, waiting for their early morning coffee. Dean was among them, leaning up against a ute. She’d delivered his partner’s baby a few weeks ago. Next to him was another man she recognised from the maternity ward but she couldn’t remember his name. Funny how she just called each person Mum or Dad when they were in the hospital. It was depersonalising to each one, she realised, not kind and loving as she’d first thought. She’d have to make more of an effort to remember their names when she went back.

Molly slammed the door shut – no point in locking the rattly old thing, there was nothing to steal in it and if they took the car, well, they’d probably end up with more problems than they bargained for.

Joining the queue, Molly breathed in the scents of coffee and dust. She waved at Dean and asked how baby Sharon was going. She received a thumbs up in reply and smiled. ‘Good to hear,’ she said.

Then she heard a quiet voice behind her. ‘Morning, Molly, how are you holding up?’

She turned to see Detective Jack Higgins in the line.

‘Hi, Jack.’ She didn’t answer his question.

‘Early start?’

‘Didn’t want to be at home,’ she said honestly.

Jack nodded. ‘No, I don’t imagine you do.’

Molly caught sight of something in his eye that made her want to ask if he was feeling the same, but she reminded herself that he was a detective looking into her parents’ accident, not her friend.

‘Morning, love,’ the woman in the caravan said. ‘What can I get you?’

Molly put her order in. ‘What would you like?’ she asked Jack, flicking her eyes away from the sympathy in the woman’s gaze. That was something she didn’t need today: people acknowledging what had happened or being sickly sweet and too nice. All Molly wanted to do was get on with her normal routine.

‘Just a flat white, extra hot, please,’ Jack answered.

They moved away to wait for their order to be called.

‘Are you still coming around today?’ Molly asked.

‘If that fits in with you. Is there a good time? Or would you feel more comfortable at the office if you don’t want to be at home?’

Molly noticed he called the police station his ‘office’. Perhaps that was to make her feel less intimidated if she went there. ‘Let’s do it now,’ she said.

‘I’d rather you had someone with you,’ Jack said. ‘Do you want to call anyone? A friend from the hospital maybe? Even Angie?’

Molly looked at her watch and huffed. ‘We can’t disturb Angie at this time of the morning. We’ve got no idea what sort of a night she might have had with Charlie. And Tommy’s at work.’ She paused. ‘Not sure that I want anyone else. All my other friends will be curious and I don’t want to be the talk of the town any more than I already am.’

The barista called her name.

‘Oh, here’s our coffees. How about we sit over there?’ She indicated the benches underneath the line of trees near the road and didn’t wait for Jack to answer as she went to collect the coffees. She was almost undone when the barista, without words, squeezed her hand in sympathy.

‘What about Tash?’ Jack asked hesitatingly as she handed him his cup and sat down next to him.

‘She flew back to Perth last night.’

Jack got out his notebook. ‘You must have been sad to see her go. I could tell you’re close.’

Molly considered this. ‘Hmm, close, but not in the normal way, I suppose. We can go for months without seeing each other or talking on the phone. But when we do catch up, she’s always interested and supportive and we talk about everything.’

‘How long have you known her?’

‘I actually don’t know. She’s just always been there.’ Molly frowned. ‘But I remember her a lot more after Sammi died. Not so much before, but as Janet said, that’s not surprising because I was so young.’

Jack smiled. ‘It must have been a huge support to you, having her with you.’

‘Yeah. I don’t remember very much about that time. There are snippets and, to be honest, I’m not sure what is real and what I’ve dreamed. Or if what I’ve dreamed is real. That sounds confusing, I know, but that’s how it is.’

‘What do you remember about that day?’ Jack asked. ‘If you want to talk about it, of course. No pressure.’

Taking a sip of her coffee, Molly thought back to the pantry and how rough and splintery the wood was on her fingers. ‘Not a lot. And a lot. I remember her opening the door and a person in a blue suit coming inside. They spoke a little bit. Argued. Sammi pleaded then got angry. I think, after that, my brain has blocked it out other than the flashbacks and thoughts that turn up unexpectedly. Our minds are clever things, the way they can block out trauma.’

‘Yeah, I’ve heard of that happening,’ Jack said. ‘And also the other way. Look at the army vets. So many have PTSD.’

‘Yeah, true. That usually comes after the disociation or amnesia. I’ve done a bit of research into this. I remember a lot more after I left the house.’ She paused and looked up at the galahs flying overhead. ‘Do you want to know this?’

‘Only if you feel like telling me,’ Jack said.

Giving a half smile, she indicated she knew what Jack was doing. Breaking the ice, getting her to open up and trust him. Just like she would do with a new patient. Talk about everything rather than what they were there for. ‘We’re in similar professions, Jack. We often see the same things and have been trained in similar ways.’

Jack smiled and bowed his head in acknowledgement.

‘Well, what I do remember is, when all the police came, Tash was the first one on the scene. I recognised her even in her uniform. She took me outside and sat with me, talking and trying to distract me until a liaison officer came and took me to a police station. Then I know from what she’s told me, that she went back in and started doing whatever police have to do at a murder scene, while the liaison officer put me in some little room with some toys and coloured pencils and paper. Looking back, they were probably hoping I’d draw something from the scene. That’s how they try and get kids to tell them what happened. But I didn’t want to draw.

‘There was a nice woman who kept offering me ice cream and lollies. I didn’t want any of that stuff either. Only Sammi. I kept asking when I could see her.’ Molly stopped talking and started to tear up the serviette that had come with their coffees. ‘She told me that Sammi was dead, that I was safe at the police station, and everyone was there to help me.’

Taking a deep breath, Molly looked at Jack then quickly slid her gaze away so she didn’t have to see the sympathy in his eyes. ‘Anyhow, I clearly remember Tash walking through the door and sweeping me up in her arms. She was crying, I was crying and she promised me that she’d always be there, looking out for me. And she has been. Did you know she moved from New South Wales to Western Australia to keep that promise?’

Jack took a sip of his coffee. ‘I knew the superintendent started her career over there but didn’t know you were the reason she came here.’

Molly looked across the parking lot. Cars were coming and going as the occupants picked up their coffee orders and left to start their day. A dog barked in the distance, and a generator kicked into life inside a nearby caravan.

‘You’ve really been through the mill, Molly. I’m sorry you’ve had all of this happen to you.’

Molly shook her hair out and raised her face to the sky, not answering. She was sorry too. But there was nothing that would change the deaths of the three most important people in her world. Silence stretched out between them and for once Molly didn’t feel the need to fill it.

It was Jack who spoke first. ‘Have you found out anything more about the doctor’s appointment for Iris?’

She nodded, still looking at the sky. ‘Yeah, I looked at the letter last night; her appointment was late morning, so even if they’d left at five am from Perth, they wouldn’t have got back in time.’ Readjusting her gaze, she looked at Jack. ‘As for the hotel, I couldn’t find anything. I haven’t found any access numbers or passwords so I can’t get into their bank accounts. But I dug out the invoices from the mechanic. They were easy enough to find. Here . . .’ She opened the photo app on her phone and brought up some photos. ‘Here’s the last two invoices for services on the car. And there’s a pic of the appointment letter too. Can I airdrop them to you?’

‘Yep, great.’ Jack got out his phone and opened the front screen, while Molly hit send. She took a sip of coffee and waited for Jack to assess the photos.

Another car arrived with occupants looking for coffee; the throng of miners had thinned and Molly idly watched the driver get out of the car and walk towards the coffee van. This woman didn’t fit the normal clientele: short blonde hair, three-quarter-length white pants and a blue tank top. Molly gave a quiet laugh. You just couldn’t wear white in Kalgoorlie and expect it to stay clean for the whole day. ‘She’ll learn.’

Jack looked up. ‘Tourist,’ he said. ‘Given the heat, I’m surprised at how many caravans are still parked behind the coffee van.’

‘May is late for such hot weather, so they’ve probably been caught by surprise.’

‘Mmm.’ He put his phone down. ‘These are great, thanks for looking. I’ll talk to the mechanic today.’

Jack paused and Molly felt something big coming. She braced herself, not knowing why.

‘You mentioned Eric’s diary and that he wrote in one every day,’ he continued, ‘which makes sense because as officers we’re always keeping notes. The memory is a strange beast, as you know, and it’s always better to write things down. I’ve heard that Eric was a good cop – a very thorough one – and I thought it’d be useful to get a look at them if I could. It sounds like he might have documented details that could be helpful.’

‘But everything regarding this trip would have been in the one he had with him.’

‘Are you sure he didn’t leave it at home?’

Molly shook her head. ‘I’ve already looked.’

‘Perhaps he tucked it away somewhere because he didn’t want you reading it?’ Jack gave a cheeky grin. ‘Are you that way inclined, Molly?’

Even though she knew he was making a joke, Molly answered seriously. ‘I’ve never read any of his diaries.’

A truck rumbled by with dust falling from its wheels, the chains holding the spare tyres underneath clanking loudly.

‘Would you mind having another look?’ Jack asked after the noise had faded.

Molly pulled back a bit. ‘Whatever he wrote in his diaries were his personal thoughts.’

‘Look, it probably feels like you’re betraying his trust, but if he was keeping a diary, it might help us understand why they went to Perth.’

‘I don’t know,’ Molly said, getting up. ‘I’m sure his most recent diary should have been in the car with him. But I’ll see what I can find.’

‘I’d appreciate that.’ Jack flipped back through his notebook, then put it in his pocket and opened the email app on his phone. ‘Have you been given back their effects yet?’

‘I haven’t been given anything.’ She paused. ‘What was there to give me?’

‘Hmm, let me get back to you on that. There might be some more forensic testing going on.’

‘I’d like all their things, if I can. If they weren’t . . . ruined.’

‘Of course. Once we’ve finished with them.’

‘Have you found their phones?’

‘Not at this stage. I’m thinking about sending officers back to the scene of the crash and looking further afield.’

Molly looked at the ground as she processed that piece of information then stood up and dug her car keys out of her pocket. ‘Hey, Jack, did you know Sammi was a police officer too? I’ve been surrounded by cops all my life and I think you guys are amazing.’ She gave Jack a half smile and a wave and headed for her car, which she prayed would start first try. She almost gave a cry of relief when the motor turned over and caught. She drove away, watching Jack in the rear-view mirror. He hadn’t moved.

As soon as he was out of sight, Molly put her earbuds into her ears and dialled Tash. Her godmother answered on the first ring, the buzz of the road in her microphone.

‘Molly, are you alright?’

‘Have I got you at a good time? You sound like you’re driving.’

‘Heading into work. I can talk for a few minutes. You sound like you’re driving too.’

‘Yeah, I’ve just caught up with the detective who’s looking into the car accident for the coroner. He’s keen to have a look at Dad’s diaries – even his old ones. I want to give them to him, but I still don’t have any idea where they are. Can you think of somewhere Dad might’ve put them? I know we talked about it before, but as a police officer, where do you keep yours?’

Tash laughed. ‘Locked in my filing cabinet at work – and no, I have no idea where Eric might have kept his. Why are you really ringing?’

Molly sighed and flicked at her blinker. Janet’s office was down this road. ‘I don’t really know. I guess I just wanted you to tell me everything will be okay.’

She heard Tash let out a deep breath.

‘God, Molly, this is tough. It’s nothing that time won’t lessen, but don’t expect you’re going to deal with Eric’s and Iris’s deaths straightaway and just get on with life. You know better than that.’

‘Yeah. Yeah, I do.’ Molly pulled into a parking space at the front of Janet’s counselling office. ‘Thanks, Tash.’

‘You’re welcome. What are you going to do now?’

‘I’m going to see if I can get an appointment with Janet. See, I have listened to you. Remember I told you about that PhD student of hers who’s going to do a thesis on the impact of losing parents through violence? Or something like that.’ She gave a wry laugh. ‘I think I’m qualified to be involved.’






CHAPTER 15

‘Do you mind looking after Charlie for a couple of hours, Dad?’ Angie asked. She’d found clean clothes and showered and washed her hair before coming into the kitchen this morning. On the table, in her place, was a bowl, a spoon, a milk carton and a cereal box full of muesli. Angie frowned at it. She’d never had muesli in her house before. ‘What’s this?’ she asked.

‘Breakfast, last time I looked,’ Todd told her. He stuck his foot out and started to bounce the bouncer on the floor. Charlie gurgled happily. ‘What do you think it is?’

Angie rolled her eyes at her father’s joke. This morning, she felt like a new woman. It was amazing what a good sleep did for a person. No wonder sleep deprivation had been used as a torture technique. She sat down and poured some cereal into her bowl.

For the first time in Charlie’s whole life, he had slept for seven hours straight. She could only assume it was all the fresh air he was getting with Todd in the garden. Angie didn’t care why he was sleeping, just so long as he did.

Todd had moved on to buttering his toast while making faces at Charlie.

‘So, are you able to? Look after him for a couple of hours?’ Angie asked again.

‘That’s why I’m here, love. What are you off to do? Ask to go back to work?’

‘No, I think I’m going to go and see Molly. You know what it’s like after a funeral. Everyone shoots through and suddenly you’re left on your own.’ Logically she knew that the house would be empty and Molly would probably be lonely, but she didn’t quite understand how Molly would be feeling. Angie had never been bothered being by herself in an empty house or a quiet one, but not everyone was as self-sufficient as she was.

‘So true,’ Todd said. ‘How did you say you knew her again? She’s the midwife, isn’t she?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Mmm.’ Todd took a bite of his toast.

‘You don’t have to say anything for me to hear what you’re saying, Dad,’ Angie said. ‘It’s a professional relationship. I agree. But we talked yesterday at the funeral. I have some experience in this type of thing from work. Plus, you know what it’s like in places like this. Even though Kal is a city, we’re a community and that’s what people in a community do. Look how my crew turned up the first night you were here.’ She smiled, remembering the laughter. ‘I wouldn’t have coped without them when I first found out I was pregnant.’

Todd raised an eyebrow. The words ‘it’s different’ were on his lips, she could tell. She chose to ignore them.

Because he’d be right. Ava, Tim, Jack and Adam were work colleagues who she saw every day. Molly, meanwhile, was a midwife who had helped with her birth. She was only going to be in her life for a short while. But Angie knew that Molly had made extra time for her because she was alone. It was time for her to return the favour. ‘It doesn’t cost anything to be nice and supportive,’ she said.

Todd nodded. ‘Well, you know best, love. We’ll have some fun, won’t we, Rowdy?’ He pushed the bouncer with his toe to rock Charlie a little harder.

The baby jerked his hands together and made a snuffling noise.

‘I won’t be long,’ she said as her phone buzzed and she looked at the screen. ‘Okay, I’ll see you in a little while. There’s milk in the fridge.’

‘Finish your breakfast,’ Todd told her. ‘The phone will wait.’

But Angie was already dropping a kiss on Charlie’s head and another on her dad’s. ‘See you soon,’ she finished and went outside as she hit redial. ‘Sorry, Jack,’ she said as soon as he answered. ‘I was just getting out of the house.’

‘Are you busy?’

‘Not as such. I was going to see Molly like you asked me to.’

‘How about you come into the station to start with?’

Angie paused and looked up. The sun was sitting at about ten on the horizon and the heat felt like a heavy wall she had to walk through. She changed course for the car, thinking of the air con. ‘Why?’

‘I’ve got some footage I’d like you to look at. Since you’re an old hand at major crash, I could do with your opinion.’

‘Oh, sounds interesting. Give me five and I’ll be there.’

Angie slipped in behind the steering wheel and adjusted her seatbelt, conscious again of her stomach. She had to be fit and strong before she went back to work. Her dad’s words from last night had struck a chord with her.

She got out of the car, slammed the door and locked it, then set off down the street, walking as quickly as she could, trying to ignore the heat. Bringing her phone up she googled personal trainers, trying to find one who had experience with postpartum women. Was there even such a trainer?

The five minutes she’d promised Jack turned into twenty, but by the time she got to the station she had four PT leads and one mums and bubs gym class.

The sliding door of the station opened and gave way to a very welcome blast of air conditioning. Molly stood under a vent for a couple of extra minutes, feeling the cool air blowing on her sweaty head.

She breathed in the familiarity of it all. As always, it smelt like a hospital; the disinfectant strong. There were four people in the foyer on plastic chairs, either waiting to be called by officers or to make a report. Nothing had changed, other than the faces of the complainants.

‘Hi Jim,’ she said, greeting the constable at the front desk. ‘Busy day?’

‘Angie!’ A genuine smile spread over his face, then he looked confused. ‘Shit, have you finished your mat leave already? It only seems like a month or so ago that you left.’ Then he frowned. ‘Or do you need to report something?’

‘Neither, funnily enough. Jack has called me in. Can you buzz me through? I don’t have my pass card until I come back full-time.’

‘Easy as. Good to see you. Oh, hang on, you’ll need one of these.’ He handed over a visitor’s lanyard apologetically. ‘Don’t forget to sign in and out. But you know all of that.’

‘Thanks, Jim.’

The door to the back of the station unclicked as Angie gave Jim a wave and put the lanyard over her head. The passageway was the same as ever. Signs still plastered the walls, displaying the mission statement of the police service and giving information to people about their rights or where to go to make a complaint. None of the posters had enough Blu Tack to hold them to the wall without a corner bending over.

When she arrived at the dees’ office, she looked in through the window in the door. Tim was at his desk, leaning into the computer screen, reading intently. Her desk looked empty and forlorn. She remembered Martin saying that no one had arrived yet to replace her. A bubble of happiness hit her stomach and she found herself smiling. God, it was good to be back.

She pushed open the door.

‘Anyone miss me?’ she asked, her arms spread wide as she walked in.

Tim looked up from his computer and got to his feet. ‘Angie! You’re back. You’ve come to help me catch up on my paperwork, haven’t you?’ he joked, giving her a hug.

‘Not on your life, there’s better things to do than your paperwork. Namely mine! Who knew there were so many Centrelink forms to fill in when you’re a single mum.’ She laughed.

‘How’s the little man?’

‘Charlie’s fine, thanks. He’s with my dad. Where’s Jack?’

‘Oh, you know him, just gone to get a coffee. He won’t be long.’

‘He’s always getting coffee.’ Angie took a seat at her desk and rubbed her fingers over the laminex top. All the scratches and the ink marks she knew so well were like old friends greeting her. ‘So, what’s the latest?’ she asked, trying to hide her excitement to be in the detective room again. ‘What have I missed?’

The door swung open before Tim could answer.

‘Ah, good you’re here,’ Jack said and placed a coffee in front of her as if she’d never left, then handed one to Tim. ‘Okay, Tim, can you dial up that footage that Ava found please.’ He turned to Angie. ‘We’ve all looked at this, but we’re not sure. We really want your input.’

Angie felt Jack’s urgency and looked between the two men, trying to read their expressions. ‘What am I looking at?’

‘You tell me,’ Jack said and held up a finger, while Tim clicked the play arrow.

Angie leaned forward as a white ute sped past the camera. The vision looked like it was from a service station. Two people could be seen in the front seats.

The angle changed: a different camera and a different town. The same white vehicle. Two people in the front. And again and again. Then one from a highway camera: a front-on image of the ute, showing the numberplate. Again two people in the four-wheel drive.

In the next one, the ute was stopped at a service station. A grey-haired man, thin but fit-looking with a moustache, was standing next to the ute filling the fuel tank from the bowser while a lady in a navy skirt and floral shirt came out of the shop holding a tray with two coffees and two boxed sandwiches. She looked serious but smiled when the man looked over at her.

Tim froze the frame.

Angie looked up. ‘Is that—’

‘Meet Eric and Iris Benett,’ Jack said. ‘We’ve traced them all the way until about two hundred kilometres from Kalgoorlie. This’ – he indicated to the frame – ‘was taken in Southern Cross, on the road to Kal but still just over two hours away. We don’t see this vehicle again until we find it nose-first in the ground.’

Angie made a circular motion with her finger. ‘Show me again. Can you slow it down?’

Tim ran the footage for the second time at a slower speed.

Angie concentrated on the ute, each time she saw it. Two people in the front seat. One man, one woman. The man was driving.

‘Slow it down. Can we see into the back seats?’ she asked. ‘And can you zoom in?’

‘Not any more than I have,’ Tim said, pressing play. ‘I’ve been fiddling with the images to get them as clear and as close as I can.’

‘Doesn’t look like there’s anyone in the back,’ Angie mused. ‘But if they were on the floor, it would be hard to tell.’ She leaned back, thinking quickly. ‘And this is the last we see of them? So if Eric’s driving here and Iris was driving at the time of the crash, then they’ve swapped at some point after this. Perhaps they stopped in a parking bay later. Okay, so what do you want from me?’

‘Anything you can help us with,’ Jack told her. ‘You’re that fresh set of eyes we need.’

‘What did you find in the vehicle?’

‘Well, that’s interesting,’ Jack said. He pushed some photos over towards her. ‘You can see there’re two small overnight bags, an old street directory, normal things from the glove box.’

Angie flicked through the photos. ‘So, what’s missing? What would normally be in a car on the way back from a city visit?’

‘There isn’t any shopping,’ Tim said.

Jack wrote that on the board.

‘Any word on the phones?’ Angie asked.

‘No phones. I organised officers to go back and search the scene again.’

‘Has Molly looked for them?’

‘I’m sure she would have told us if she’d found them. I’ve got an Order to Produce for their numbers. They called her on the day of the crash at around’ – Jack glanced down at his notes – ‘nine am, and I’m waiting to see what towers the phones have pinged off, so we can be sure of their locations. According to Richard, Eric was up to speed with smartphones. He used his for banking and so on. Iris didn’t use hers for much except to speak on. Eric was on Facebook, but that’s the only social media Richard knew about and his profile is locked. Iris doesn’t have any social media accounts apparently.’

‘What about bags?’

‘Yes, like I said, we have two bags.’ Jack tapped at the photo of two small suitcases that were worn and faded. They were pinned to the whiteboard next to the photos of Eric and Iris; the ones that had been on the Order of Service at the funeral. ‘Normal things: clothes, toiletries. Photos of the contents are in the file on the computer.’

Angie looked for a sheet of paper to make a note on, but her drawers were empty. Jack opened his and passed her a fresh A4-sized pad. ‘Thanks. You said there was a street directory?’

‘Yeah. And no – no pages were marked or a route highlighted, no trail of breadcrumbs for us unfortunately.’

‘That’d make it too easy,’ Angie said. ‘What about on the road? Any skid marks or—’

Tim was shaking his head now. ‘Only the paint on the railings and the car. Forensics should be nearly back to us. They were testing all the paint to see if it was from the same car or if there was another one involved. I put a rush on the results.’

Angie assessed a photo of the crumpled car, taken inside the forensics shed. The windscreen was smashed, the side mirrors ripped off the passenger’s side and the doors were wide open. Rich, rusty-coloured sand was engrained in all parts of the car. ‘Were the doors like this when the vehicle was found or did the ambos have to open them?’

‘Ambos jimmied the passenger-side door open but because it’s on an angle and the driver’s side isn’t as damaged the way it landed, that was easy, they told me – even with the windscreen smashed in.’

Tapping her fingers together, Angie tried looking at the car from a different angle, then another one. ‘Hmm. Has anyone run both licences?’

‘Yep, nothing. Not even a parking ticket.’

‘And no other information from any other drivers? Truckies? Anyone? You put a call-out to the public looking for dashcam footage?’

‘We did. Nada,’ Jack said.

‘Nothing? The highway to Perth is very busy. Not just busy, it’s the main drag for all the east–west trucks, let alone all the bloody mining vehicles, and there’s a shitload of roadworks out there too. I can’t believe someone didn’t see something. What time was the accident called in?’

‘Eleven hundred. It was a triple zero call from a truck driver. I’ve listened to the call and spoken to him; he passed the accident scene after it had happened and couldn’t stop. Trucks are hard to slow, as we know, and they can’t turn around. I asked about other cars and he didn’t see anything that might be helpful.’

Angie held up her hands in frustration. ‘Middle of the bloody day. There have to be witnesses.’

‘I agree,’ Tim said. ‘Let’s put out another request. Get the press to run it for a longer timeframe.’

Jack was nodding, but Angie had already moved on. ‘Has anyone spoken to the closest roadworks teams? Maybe find out what the truck schedules are? Most truckies used to leave Adelaide on a Saturday to try and get to Perth to unload by Monday morning, but there are a few who leave daily. It’ll differ between trucking companies. Let’s look into the schedules and check if the Saturday to Monday timetables are still the same. Then Ava can investigate trucks from the service station footage. See if there were a few trucks in close proximity to Eric and Iris while they were travelling. We need someone to go through every service station’s footage for two hours either side of when their car went past. It’ll bore the brains out of some poor constable. And while they’re at it, get them to look for vehicles that were travelling close to Eric and Iris. You know how cars leapfrog each other on long drives. Look for the same vehicles. We can run their regos and get in contact. Ask for any dashcam footage. Then you need to talk to the service station attendants and see if they remember either Eric or Iris . . .’

Angie thought about the kids who worked behind service station counters. They’d be lucky to have noticed anything because they’d have been on their phones. She was about to say that out loud, but her boobs suddenly gave a twinge. The thought of kids had made her think of Charlie. Frowning, she tried to push him from her mind, but he kept coming back in. His rosebud mouth pursed in a milk-drunk sleep against her breast. His tiny, warm fingers wrapped around hers.

Angie felt her milk start to let down and realised she hadn’t put her breast pads in. Shit!

Jack was leaning forward in his chair. ‘Yeah, I agree with—’

‘One sec,’ Angie interrupted. ‘I’ll be back.’ She got up quickly then raced down the hallway to the ladies and locked herself into a stall. It just so happened it was the same stall in which she had done the pregnancy test, the one with those two blue lines that had changed her life forever.

Unclipping her bra, she leaned over the toilet and let the milk run into the bowl. She squeezed one breast then the other until the leaking finally came to an end.

‘You idiot,’ she whispered, feeling heat on her cheeks still. ‘Of all the bloody things to happen.’

Satisfied she’d got rid of the excess, she unrolled some toilet paper and folded it into each of her bra cups, hoping it would be absorbent enough, then went back into the detective’s room.

If a man had to go through this, she thought, her cheeks still hot, someone would have changed it years ago.

They wouldn’t be back at work so early, her mind taunted her.

As she sat down at her desk, she tapped out a reminder note on her phone to store some breast pads in her locker. Then she remembered she didn’t have a locker allocation anymore because she was on mat leave. She deleted the reminder and inwardly sighed.

‘So, if we have Eric and Iris both seemingly alive and well at Southern Cross, what happened between there and the accident site to cause the crash?’ she asked, trying to play it cool. ‘When did they swap drivers – and why? If they did stop at a parking bay, we’re not going to have a record of that on camera and unfortunately that’s the only reasonable explanation.’ Angie looked up at Jack and Tim, who were bent over Tim’s computer screen. She suddenly realised there was a new energy in the room. ‘What’s going on?’

‘This,’ Jack said, reaching behind him to the printer. He handed her a report.

It only took her a few moments to realise what she was holding. ‘Oh. Woah!’

‘Yep,’ Tim said. ‘Forensics has come back and there are two different types of paint on both the car and the railing of the bridge.’

‘Not a single-car accident,’ Jack said.

‘No,’ Angie agreed. ‘Two cars.’






CHAPTER 16

‘Are you sleeping, Molly?’ Janet asked. The counsellor’s long dangly earrings touched her shoulders and swayed as she spoke. They were a hint to her vivacious personality when she wasn’t at work. The rest of her attire was a professional suit, shirt and jacket, which was overdressed for anyone living in Kalgoorlie.

Molly was sitting opposite Janet in her light, airy office. The windows were long, horizontal rectangles that let in lots of natural light, but they were set high enough in the walls that prying eyes from the street couldn’t see in.

This office hadn’t changed much in the twenty years she’d been seeing Janet. A fresh coat of paint and a new plant were about the only additions. The bookshelves, which lined two of the walls, shouted titles like Counselling Skills: Therapy and Practice and Cognitive Behavioural Therapy: A Guide.

‘Molly?’ Janet prodded gently. ‘Are you sleeping?’

Wanting to laugh, Molly leaned back in her chair. ‘You ask me that every time I come to see you.’

Janet smiled benignly. ‘It’s a good guide to how you are coping.’

‘I’m sleeping,’ she answered. ‘It’s surprising, but I am. Life – you know, the crow – turns up at sunrise, so he needs to be fed. Isn’t it strange how everything continues? The animals still need feeding, the bills still need paying, everything has to go on as it did before, but nothing is the same. It’s such a paradox.’ She shifted in her seat as she thought back to the funeral and those two identical coffins. Yes. Everything had changed.

‘It’s not unheard of to feel like that,’ Janet said. ‘I believe that’s one of the hardest parts of grief. The mismatch. And living in those two realities, as you are, can be exhausting and disorientating. As hard as this sounds, it’s normal.’

Janet stopped talking and Molly could tell she was choosing her next question. Janet had a bagful of questions and she always seemed to pick the right one for the right moment.

‘Which is the hardest part for you now?’ she asked finally. ‘The loss or the normality?’

‘The loss,’ Molly said. Then she stopped. Was that true?

The silence in the room stretched out. Molly wanted Janet to ask another question, to fill the gap, but instead she let Molly sit with her thoughts until she couldn’t bear it anymore. ‘Ask another question.’

‘It’s that pause that matters,’ Janet said. ‘I’m wondering what your body might be feeling. Can you close your eyes and take a few deep breaths and just settle into it?’

‘I don’t want to do that yet,’ Molly said. ‘I’m not ready to sit with any of this grief. I need normality and routine.’

‘Okay.’ Janet switched tack. ‘We can stay with the practical things for the time being. What about work? Do you think you might like to go back soon?’

‘Yes,’ Molly said immediately. ‘I’m going to talk to Tommy, see if he will roster me on.’ She paused. ‘And speaking of staying in the practical, what would that thesis thing you emailed me about involve?’ Molly shoved down the uncomfortable feeling of being put in the spotlight. She didn’t like being the centre of attention. Molly preferred to be in the background and she supposed, even without talking to Janet about it, that it was because of her first few years with Eric and Iris when they were keeping her close to them and out of the public eye.

‘Oh, yes, I did email you about Rylee, didn’t I? She’s hoping to develop her research skills, critical thinking, data analysis. She wants to specialise in children who have experienced trauma. This particular sort of trauma is unusual and we need more research and information to be better placed to help children.’ Janet took a breath. ‘And I think your pain and journey might be a blueprint for those who come after you. A helping hand. You would be in control of what information you gave her and what you didn’t. She wouldn’t prod any deeper than you’re willing to go. If you didn’t want to answer a question then you wouldn’t have to. The interview would be recorded and then Rylee would guide you through the questions. Of course, it’s entirely your choice, and we can talk about it separately too, but you need to be aware that the questions might stir up emotions for you. Especially given your most recent loss. At the same time, you might find it helpful to talk.’

Outside a police siren squealed. The vehicle passed outside the building in a flash, the wailing fading quickly. Molly felt her shoulders tense and she glanced towards the windows, even though she couldn’t see out. Then she caught Janet observing her. ‘How does that noise make me feel?’ she asked, pre-empting Janet’s question.

Janet raised her eyebrows and smiled, giving Molly the floor.

‘Obviously I don’t like it.’ Molly crossed her arms over her chest. Then she tried to smile and relax. She took a breath and let it out slowly, counting to ten as the air left her body.

‘What do you think of?’

‘When I hear the sirens? I just inwardly think, I hope whoever is needing that ambulance or police car is okay. No, I don’t have flashbacks to the ambulances pulling up at the hospital, or . . .’ She stopped. ‘I’m just sad, Janet. Not traumatised or despairing or thinking that everyone who loves me dies. None of that. Only sad.’ Her eyes filled with tears. ‘And I miss them.’

‘Disorientation comes with great loss and you’ve experienced that. We’ve also worked together long enough for me to know you even by your expressions, and to me it looks like you’re a bit lost. I only want to help you through this. And you know that too.’

Molly’s knees jiggled up and down as she tried to think of a response.

Janet didn’t speak. Instead, she took a sip of water and poured Molly another glass. Molly was surprised to see her own glass was empty; she didn’t remember drinking it.

‘I miss them,’ she repeated, reaching forward and picking up a pen. She twisted it around in her fingers. ‘I know that’s normal and I’ll probably continue to miss them forever. What’s hard right now is having to answer all the questions from the police and find the information they’re looking for.’

‘For the coroner’s report?’

‘Apparently.’

‘What are they asking you about?’

Molly ran through the list she could remember: hotels, mechanics, why they might have gone to Perth. ‘And Dad’s diary,’ she finished with.

Janet cracked a small smile. ‘Yes, he was prolific. Is there anything helpful in it?’

‘That’s the thing. We can’t find it. It wasn’t in the car and I haven’t found it at home. Not that I’ve had a good look. I’ll do that when I leave here.’

‘Will you read it or just take it to the police if you find it?’

Molly blinked. ‘I don’t know. I hadn’t thought about it.’ She frowned. ‘Why would I read it?’

‘Some diaries aren’t about secrets, although that’s the impression we all have. We think diary, we think confidential – and of course some are.’

Molly gave a half smile. That was true. When she was twelve, she’d kept a diary for a few weeks, so she could write about her first boyfriend and how he’d kissed her in the school gym as the bell was ringing for lunch break.

‘But some diaries,’ Janet continued, ‘are a record of memories or a factual account of a situation.’

‘That’s what Dad used to say to me,’ Molly told her, her throat closing over. ‘Maybe if I read them, I might be reliving memories with him and Mum.’

‘Maybe. Or perhaps it will just be like sitting alongside him, holding his hand. Seeing his world through his eyes.’ She paused. ‘But you do need to be aware that there is a dangerous side to reading someone’s internal thoughts. Ones they wouldn’t usually voice.’

Molly started to tap the pen, tip to end, on her knee. Her stomach was clenched with tension, yet the thought of sitting alone in the house with her dad’s words filled her with a warmth she hadn’t anticipated. Then reality hit. ‘What if I don’t find it? What does that mean? Where else would it be?’

‘I’d be surprised if it’s not in the house somewhere. Or perhaps it was thrown further from the car than the police realised and it’s still out in the bush.’

‘Of course! That makes a whole lot more sense. Maybe I should . . .’ Her voice faded. ‘I don’t really want to go to where the accident happened.’

‘This is your journey, no one else’s. If you don’t find the diary at home, then you can simply give the idea to the police and they’ll go out there and search.’

‘They have to do that anyway,’ Molly said, ‘because their phones are still missing.’






CHAPTER 17

Life, the crow, had been watching Molly from the doorway. He cocked his head to one side and started his funny hop-walk down the corridor. He gave a caw, then stopped and looked around to see if Molly was following him.

‘What do you want?’ she asked as she rubbed her hands over her face. She’d been going through her dad’s desk, looking for anything that might indicate where Eric had kept his notebooks. ‘I’m busy, and unless you can tell me where Dad kept his diaries, then . . .’

A loud banging on the front door made Molly groan. ‘Go away,’ she muttered. ‘I just want to be by myself.’

The heavy rap sounded again. She couldn’t get away with pretending she wasn’t home because her car was parked at the front door, where she’d screamed to a halt earlier in the morning after seeing Janet.

‘Molly?’

Hearing Richard Mullins’ voice, Molly let her head drop against the desk. She sighed deeply. ‘Coming!’ she called, pushing back the chair she’d been sitting on and walking down the hallway.

‘Richard, hello,’ she said, opening the door. ‘I didn’t know you were coming. Oh, hi Bev.’ She opened the door wider to let the visitors in.

‘Hello, dear,’ Bev said, holding out a casserole dish wrapped in a tea towel. ‘We thought we’d pop over and see how you are.’

Molly gave her a watery smile. ‘Cup of tea?’ she asked as she always did.

‘If you’re having one,’ Richard said and turned his attention to the crow who was peering curiously at her. ‘Hello, Life. Keeping Molly company, I see.’

‘How are you coping?’ Bev asked, following Molly into the kitchen. Both had been here so often they knew the routine. Richard pulled out a bar stool while Bev put the meal on the bench. ‘Beef stroganoff and pasta,’ she said, indicating to the dish.

‘Thanks,’ Molly said, getting out the cups and teapot and turning the kettle on. ‘I’m going okay. As well as can be expected, I suppose. Some moments I’m fine and others, well . . .’ She shrugged.

Bev reached over and patted Molly’s arm.

‘How are you two going?’ Molly asked. ‘I mean it’s not just me who’s lost people I love. You have too.’ Shock rippled through her when she saw Richard’s eyes turn red.

He cleared his throat. ‘Well, it’s a bit tough,’ he told her with characteristic gruffness. ‘He was a good man, Eric was.’

‘And Iris was so kind,’ Bev put in.

Why did people always comment on a person’s traits? Molly wondered. It was like they were being judged . . . but then what else was there to say? She was funny, he was always up to mischief, she was soft and gentle, he was . . . On and on.

The kettle whistled, breaking the silence. Molly poured water into the teapot then looked at her visitors. ‘I’ve got a question.’

‘Go,’ Richard said.

‘I need to find Dad’s diaries and I’ve searched the den. Do you have any idea where I should be looking? Did he ever say anything to you about where he kept them?’

Richard frowned. ‘I’d assume the current one’d be on his desk. The old ones will be stored somewhere. He was always very organised, so probably in a plastic box – labelled, I’d suspect. In his office? Or maybe the shed. Have you looked out there? When we were on the force we all kept notebooks documenting the day’s happenings and our personal thoughts and recollections and I doubt your father’s personal daily diaries would be any different. Old habits die hard and all that.’

‘The police haven’t found the most recent one. I’ve been going through his desk this morning and I haven’t found anything either.’

‘Have you checked his bedside table?’ Bev asked. ‘Maybe in a drawer. Or inside the wardrobe.’

‘Actually, no, I haven’t looked there. Thanks, Bev.’

‘And maybe in a bookshelf for the older ones?’

Molly shook her head as she poured out the tea. ‘No, the bookshelves are Mum’s domain. She’s the reader. I’ve had a quick look through them and haven’t found anything yet. Richard’s thought about the shed is probably right. I’ll check. And in their bedroom.’

‘We could help you if you like?’ Richard suggested.

‘Thanks for the offer, but I can do it.’

Another silence stretched out, broken only by the sound of Richard slurping at his cup of tea.

Bev reached out to hold Molly’s hand. ‘I want you to know that your parents loved you very much. I’m sure you already know that. But Iris and me, we used to talk. We understood what it was like to be police officers’ wives, to see our men go out to work and never be sure if they would come home. So, she confided in me and I in her. Iris was so conflicted when it came to you. She felt you’d been through so much when you arrived to stay with them, and her heart broke for you, but at the same time, in a strange way she was glad those things had happened because it meant you were able to come to them. They’d always wanted a child and it couldn’t happen for them and then through some stroke of awful luck for you and good luck for them, you arrived. I just want to make sure you know how much they loved you.’

Richard cleared his throat again. ‘That’s true.’

Molly looked down. How complicated feelings were. Her chest was going to explode.

Richard made a show of looking at his watch. ‘Well, look, I think we should push on. You know where we are if you need us, Molly. And we’ll come the moment you call.’

‘Actually, there is one thing. Stay there for a sec.’ Molly got up and went to the den, returning with a piece of paper. ‘Turns out that Mum had an appointment with a neurologist here in Kal on the same day they were coming back from Perth. Did you know anything about that?’ She handed the letter to Richard, who slipped on his glasses to read it. Without a word, he passed it to Bev, who was already shaking her head.

‘I didn’t know about this,’ Bev said. ‘She must’ve cancelled the appointment, though, if they went to Perth.’

‘Okay,’ Molly said. ‘Thanks, I just thought I’d ask.’

Getting up, Richard gave Molly a hug. ‘I know sorry doesn’t cut it, but . . .’ His voice faded.

Then Bev enveloped Molly in a scent of Vaseline Intensive Care and sunscreen. ‘Lots of love, darling,’ she said.

The dust kicked up in the driveway as they left.

Molly went back into the kitchen to collect the cups and put them in the dishwasher. She looked at the appointment letter again and picked up her phone.

‘Good morning,’ she said when the phone was answered at the other end. ‘My name is Molly Walker; I’m a midwife at the Kalgoorlie Hospital. I’m enquiring about an appointment that Iris Bennett was supposed to have recently.’ She gave the date and time.

The woman on the other end was all business. ‘I can’t give out any information to anyone except the patient or next of kin. Who did you say you were?’

Molly dropped the professional tone. ‘I’m her daughter,’ she said. ‘Mum died recently and I’m calling to let you know that she won’t need any more appointments.’

‘Oh dear, I’m so sorry,’ the receptionist said, softening. ‘I’ll make a note on her file, so you won’t get any further correspondence.’

‘I’m wondering,’ Molly said, her voice faltering, ‘could you please tell me if this was her first appointment? The first I knew about this was when I saw the letter after she died.’

‘Let’s see.’

Molly could hear the receptionist tapping on the keyboard.

‘No, this was going to be her second. She’d already been to one in our surgery here in Perth.’

‘Her second?’ Disbelief shot through Molly. ‘And she’d seen the specialist in Perth? When?’

A few more taps. ‘Three months ago.’

Three months ago was February. She raced through her memory to try and find a day that Iris hadn’t been home putting dinner on the table at 7 pm or feeding Life as the sun rose.

‘Okay, thank you.’ Molly put down the phone, staring into nothing. Her mum had been sick and she hadn’t even known.

There would be something in her dad’s diaries for sure. She’d check the bedroom and shed, but she decided to tackle the bookshelves first, just in case. Molly went back down the hall, Life flapping behind her. She ran her fingers over the book spines, looking for anything out of place or that looked like a diary, but there was nothing.

On her knees, she opened the cupboard underneath the bookshelf and took out some of the old games they all used to play together. Then she stopped as she saw a large plastic box.

Blowing her breath out, Molly realised her heart was hammering, even though she knew this wasn’t what she was looking for. Inside were large scrapbooks, overfilled, the covers bulging. They were full of school memorabilia, drawings, birthday and Christmas cards, letters from Santa and the tooth fairy.

Molly sat down on the floor and tugged at the lid. The album on top had 2018 written in black texta on the cover. She took it out carefully and opened it. A photo of Molly in her school uniform, on the first day of Year 12, was glued onto the first page. She’d still had braces then, but she was smiling happily at the camera.

The second page had a class photo, the third a certificate of merit she’d received for topping her midyear biology exam.

Molly put the scrapbook aside and reached for the next one: 2017. Then 2016, all the way back until she found her first year in Kalgoorlie: 2006.

The photo inside that one showed a very different Molly. Her brown hair was swept up into two pigtails, sprouting out from either side of her head and curling down to her chin. Her eyes were solemn and sad and she wasn’t smiling.

Molly picked up the scrapbook and went back into the kitchen, where she placed it on the bench. Flicking through the pages she looked at her classmates, her spelling bee certificates and her drawing of a family. Leaning in, Molly assessed the child strokes. A dad: tall like Eric, dark hair and blue eyes. A mother: short, bobbed blonde hair, a big smile and holding a cake. Definitely Iris. The child figure was behind the parents; all that could be seen of her was her head peeking out from behind the dad.

Molly sat back, still staring at the drawing. She didn’t remember doing it, but she’d drawn it when she was five, so it was probably not that unexpected.

Turning the page, she saw a photo tucked loosely in between some glued-in drawings. A photo that took her breath away. It was an image of Sammi with a very young Molly on her knee. Sammi was looking at Molly as if she was the best thing since sliced bread, while Molly was looking at the camera. She picked it up and turned it over. Unfamiliar writing on the back told her she was three at the time it was taken. Carefully, she put the photo aside until she could get it framed. Tash must have more of these photos; she’d have to remind her to have another look when they talked next. She sighed. This trip down memory lane was a distraction; it wasn’t helping her find the diaries.

After putting the scrapbooks back in the cupboard, she stood in the doorway of her dad’s den for a moment before going back to the desk. She looked at every piece of paper and flipped through every notepad. His diary wasn’t there.

In the bedroom, she tried his bedside drawer like Bev had suggested. Packets of Panadol, an old watch he didn’t wear anymore and some paper scripts from the doctor. Molly smiled as she put them back. Her dad hadn’t made the leap into the twenty-first century with eScripts.

She riffled through a few more bits and pieces and was about to close the drawer when a key caught her eye. Bringing it out into the light, she turned it over and over, wondering what it was for.

Then she knew. She ran out of the bedroom and down the hall, coming to a stop in front of the small cupboard that she’d only looked into once.

‘Reckon this might be it,’ she told Life, slipping the key into the lock. It slid in easily and turned.

Molly held her breath as she opened the door, tensing in case there was another big huntsman.

There wasn’t.

The space inside was spotlessly clean – swept and clear of cobwebs just like the rest of the house. Molly could see a plastic box behind the hot water system, so she got on her knees and wriggled it around the large water tank, swiping at the sweat that was beginning to form on her forehead. Finally, she managed to get the box in front of her.

Even without taking the lid off, she could see newspaper articles, some with underlined sentences and her dad’s handwriting.

‘Wow, Life,’ she said as the crow pecked softly at her back. ‘What’s in here?’

Taking it back into the kitchen, she sat down, took off the lid and reached for the first article.

POLICE OFFICER SLAIN IN OWN APARTMENT, the headline screamed.

Molly took a breath. About five years before, Eric had sat her down at the kitchen table and told her he’d kept every newspaper article he could find to do with Sammi’s death.

‘You might want to read them one day,’ he’d told her. ‘Sometimes people who have been through big life events like to go back and look at it from a different perspective.’

At the time, Molly had shaken her head. ‘Thanks, Dad,’ she’d said, ‘but you keep them, I don’t want to look at them.’

‘They’ll be here when you’re ready,’ he’d said, with a sad smile.

She still didn’t feel ready. And it wasn’t as if she’d been looking for them now. But here she was, reading underlined sentences about her mother’s murder:


Senior Constable Sammi Walker was shot in her apartment two nights ago. The police are seeking witnesses.



To her untrained eye it looked like Eric got the clippings out often. There were a few coffee-mug ring marks on some of them. He’d handwritten the date and the name of the newspaper at the top of each clipping. She picked up one of them and started reading.


NEW INFORMATION IN THE KILLING OF CONSTABLE SAMMI WALKER

The Free Press can reveal that there was a witness in the death of Constable Sammi Walker. At this stage no more details have been released, but an unnamed source from the homicide squad has told us that there was a person in the apartment at the time of the murder. That person has been and continues to be helping police with their enquiries.

Constable Sammi Walker was found deceased in her apartment five days ago, shot in the head. She is survived by her daughter, Molly Walker, who is five.



Alongside the article was a photo of her mother in police uniform, wearing her police hat. Her smile wide, eyes bright, face expectant. Clearly not knowing what was about to befall her.

Molly put it aside, and picked up the next one.


NO SUSPECT IN THE MURDER OF CONSTABLE SAMMI WALKER

The homicide squad are seeking any information on the death of Constable Sammi Walker. Senior Sergeant Natasha Biggs has pleaded with the public to come forward if they have even the smallest piece of information.

‘Perhaps you saw a car parked in an unusual area or heard a noise you’ve never heard before, please call Crime Stoppers. At this stage we don’t believe there is any ongoing danger to the public.’



A reward of twenty thousand dollars was offered.

Twenty thousand didn’t seem like very much to Molly, considering there was a police officer involved. Especially since only recently a million-dollar reward had been offered for information leading to the arrest of a man accused of killing two police officers in an ambush. But this had been twenty years ago, she supposed.

She moved to the next article and took a deep breath at the headline.


DAUGHTER OF SLAIN POLICEWOMAN WITNESSED MURDER

An unnamed source within the police force has revealed that Molly Walker, the five-year-old daughter of slain policewoman Sammi Walker, was hiding in the home at the time of the murder. Our source claims that Molly has been assisting detectives with the investigation and is believed to be in protective custody at this time. Police Media refused to comment on the rumour.



What an attention-grabbing headline. And an awful thing for her to read even all this time later. She put the article under the others so she didn’t have to see it again, then went on to check the dates of the other stories. They were all written within ten days of her mother’s murder. The newsworthiness must have faded as the next crisis or political unrest came to light.

A hot breeze blew through the window, causing a door at the back of the house to slam shut and the papers to ruffle and flick over. Before Molly could put her hand on the pages, a newspaper clipping fluttered to the floor. She reached down to pick it up and read the headline.

    
        SLAIN OFFICER UNDER INVESTIGATION FOR EVIDENCE TAMPERING



    For a moment, Molly couldn’t understand what she was reading, her mouth opened to say words that never eventuated. She sat down on the same bar stool Richard had sat on earlier and tried to read the article, but the words swam in front of her eyes. A deep breath . . . Lots of deep breaths. God, what would counselling be if all they did was tell their clients to take a deep breath?

The deep breath didn’t work, so she blinked, trying to clear her eyes. The words finally came into focus and Molly started to read aloud.


An unnamed source has revealed to The Free Press that at the time of her murder, Constable Sammi Walker was under investigation for evidence tampering. According to the source, Constable Walker had been questioned by Internal Affairs two weeks prior to her death. We have not been given the case in which the alleged tampering had taken place, nor have police confirmed the two events are connected.



She searched for Eric’s neatly handwritten date at the top of the clipping, but it wasn’t there.

She looked around for her mobile phone.

Life jumped out of the way as she reached for it on the kitchen bench and selected Tash’s number.

‘Hello, Molly,’ Tash said in her ear.

‘Sorry to bother you again so soon. I need to ask you a question.’ Molly didn’t wait for Tash to speak. ‘Was Sammi under investigation by Internal Affairs before she died?’ She heard an intake of breath.

‘Why do you ask that?’

‘I’ve found a news article. It says she was being investigated for evidence tampering.’

‘What else have you found?’

‘As in newspapers? Just a whole box of them, each about Sammi. Dad kept them all. This was a tiny clipping, only a few sentences. Not a lot of information.’

Tash sighed. ‘Bloody hell. Eric shouldn’t have kept that article.’

Molly’s stomach dropped. She waited.

‘I was always hoping you wouldn’t ever find that out, Molly,’ Tash said. ‘But yes, Sammi was being investigated.’






CHAPTER 18

Jack opened the file on Constable Sammi Walker’s murder.

The case number was 06-1407. The initial reporting officer was Senior Sergeant Natasha Biggs. The front page listed the address, date and time of death and Sammi’s occupation; a constable with the New South Wales Police Force.

He read on.


Senior Sergeant Natasha Biggs was first on the scene. Victim was found approximately 60 centimetres inside the front door, facedown, arms out from the torso. There was no sign of forced entry.



No sign of forced entry. Jack made a note. Who had keys to the house? Was she expecting someone? Did she open the door?

Jack went back to reading.


The lights were on and no disturbance was noted in other rooms. Mobile phone was unaccounted for, laptop computer on kitchen table. Molly Walker, five-year-old daughter, was discovered hiding underneath victim’s bed.



Jack read that line for a second time, then a third. ‘Poor girl,’ he muttered.


Visible injuries: gunshot wound in between her eyes – probable cause of death.

No other witnesses – still interviewing.

Notes: Victim lived with five-year-old daughter. No history of domestic disputes, no security footage, not a closed apartment block. Anyone can enter. No love interests.

Next actions: autopsy results pending, formally interview neighbours, work colleagues, assess work file, forensics pending.



Jack turned the page and scanned the autopsy and forensics reports and was starting on the interviews when Angie gasped.

‘I’ve got something here,’ Angie said, pausing the video footage she was reviewing.

Jack looked up at the sound of excitement in her voice.

‘I’ve watched the images eight times and I think I’ve got something,’ she repeated.

‘What’s that?’ Tim asked, without taking his eyes off his computer screen.

Jack closed the file, got up and came to stand behind her. ‘Let’s have a look.’

‘Okay, this is where Eric and Iris refuelled at Southern Cross. From another angle of the cameras, you can see a different bowser. This woman is refuelling as well. I’ve seen her in five different locations, never very far behind Eric’s car.’

‘Okay,’ Jack pulled up a chair. ‘Coincidence?’

‘Firstly, look at the numberplate on the front of the car. See anything odd about it?’

Jack looked carefully, then turned to Tim, who had come to stand next to him. ‘What do you see?’

‘Not what Angie is, obviously.’

‘Me either,’ Jack said.

Angie pointed at the screen. ‘The numbers and letters on the rego plate aren’t the same distance apart. See here?’ She opened up a measuring app and placed the pointer at the top of one letter and then clicked on the bottom. ‘The height and width of letters and numbers on rego plates are standard and adjusted to the rego. You get what I mean? Some letters take up more room, which means the gaps are wider or narrower, but they have to be the same distance apart on the plate in question. This one has different gaps here . . . and here.’

‘Oh yeah, I see what you’re saying,’ Tim said. ‘You think the plate has been changed?’

‘Yep it’s been doctored, for sure. It’s the oldest trick in the book. Get some white electrical tape and place it over parts of a letter to make them look like a different one. E and F are easy ones to change. A T can become an I, L the same. An H an F, you see what I mean? And when they’re changed, the distance between the letters are larger.’

‘I didn’t even think to look at that,’ Jack said.

‘Can we run this plate through the system and see if it’s legit? My guess is that it won’t be.’

‘Hold five,’ Tim said. He went back to his desk and started tapping at the keyboard.

‘So you’ve seen this car five times? How close to Eric’s?’ Jack asked.

‘This one’ – Angie tapped the screen – ‘has been within a ten-minute distance behind Eric’s every time I’ve found it on camera. Do you think they might have been followed?’

‘Why, though?’ Tim asked.

‘Hmm, we might have stumbled onto another crime,’ Jack said, narrowing his eyes. There was something sitting in his gut that told him this was getting suspicious.

‘What’s the make and model of the car you’re looking at?’ Tim asked from his desk.

‘Late model Toyota Camry,’ Angie answered. ‘White. Just like forensics said.’

‘Yeah, well, the plate you’ve got there is registered to a 2002 Ford Focus. Red. So not the car you’ve found.’

Angie zoomed in on the numberplate again. ‘Exactly as I thought then. The numberplate has been stolen and doctored. There’s another check you can do. This is a new car; the plate is new. But the one you’re talking about, Tim, it’s a 2002 model. So the plate would have stone chips and damage to it, rather than looking brand new like this one does.’ She paused, rubbing her temples. ‘Okay, let’s think about this; it’s the second letter that has a problem with the spacing and it looks like an I, so I guess we’ve got a few options. It could be a T, or an E. Perhaps an F or an L. Can you try those combinations and any others you can think of, and see what you come back with?’

‘Can you send that off to tech and get them to clean up the image?’ Jack asked.

‘I can’t, because I’m on mat leave, and I don’t have any logins anymore.’

‘Shit, I forgot,’ Jack said. ‘It’s like you’ve never left.’ He paused. ‘Maybe we’re looking at this accident from the wrong angle. We’ve assumed right from the start it was just that: an accident. Let’s change our thinking. Let’s look for the inconsistencies, the things that don’t add up. And we’ve already got some of them. Diary and phones not in the car. The officers have been back to the scene of the crash and searched again; there’s no sign of the missing items. Eric and Iris rarely left Kal, so why did they go this time? We haven’t found where they stayed but that will get cleared up when we get access to the credit cards and bank accounts. However, we now know there was another vehicle involved. There is enough here for us to question whether this was an accident or something more. Don’t you agree?’

Tim looked back at the numberplate on the screen and nodded. ‘I guess so,’ he said slowly.

‘We don’t have the most important part,’ Angie said. ‘The why. If Eric and Iris were hurt on purpose, what’s the motive?’

‘I’m still working on that,’ Jack said.

‘I got it!’ Tim said, excitement in his voice. ‘Eight, November, Juliet, Foxtrot, four, two. Your I is an F.’

‘Yes!’ Angie pumped her fist. ‘Go you good thing. Who’s it registered to?’

‘It’s a rental.’

All three detectives looked at each other.

‘We need that why,’ Tim said.

‘We do, and perhaps the person who rented that vehicle can give us that. It’ll be easy enough to find who had it leased on that day,’ Jack said. He looked at Tim’s computer screen and then picked up the phone and hit some numbers. ‘While you’re at it, do you want to release that photo of the woman, asking for her to contact us in relation to an enquiry? Ah hello,’ he said into the phone. ‘Detective Jack Higgins. I’m requiring some information on one of your vehicles.’

While he talked to the rental car employee, he watched as Angie took a screenshot of the woman and sent it to the printer. Tim handed the printout to her and went back to typing on his computer while Angie took a magnifying glass out of her drawer. His team worked well together, which made for good policing. Then he had to pull himself up as he remembered Angie wasn’t on the books right now. Yet she was such an integral part of their team.

‘They’re going to get back to me,’ Jack said, putting the phone down. ‘Got to run it past the management. It’ll be easier if they agree without me having to get an Order to Produce.’

‘What do you think about this,’ Angie said, holding the magnifying glass out to Tim, and pointing at a spot on the picture.

‘Am I supposed to recognise her face?’ he asked. ‘It’s pretty blurry. The whole picture is unclear.’

‘Not the face, look at the hair.’

Tim was quiet while he inspected each part of the photo. Angie printed off another image and indicated for Jack to take it.

‘I’m not sure what I’m looking at,’ Tim finally said.

‘Is that a wig?’ Jack asked.

Tim groaned in annoyance at himself and checked again. ‘Serious? How the hell can you tell that? It’s so bloody grainy.’

‘I’m not one hundred per cent sure,’ Angie said. ‘The way the hair is falling; it doesn’t look quite natural. A bit stiff . . . Look, I could be completely wrong.’

‘Mum had a wig after she had cancer treatment,’ Tim said. ‘I know what you mean, sometimes the hair looks heavier than the real stuff. It doesn’t move the same way.’

‘Interesting,’ Jack said. ‘A white rental car and possibly a wig. All within cooee of Eric’s car.’ He blew out a breath. ‘Whole lot of circumstantial stuff going on here. Although I wouldn’t say this woman is hiding her identity. She’s not wearing a hat or sunglasses or—’

‘I’ve got a suggestion,’ Angie interrupted. ‘Then I really have to go home.’

‘Shoot,’ Jack said.

‘Why don’t you run this photo through Clearview AI? You know, that new AI facial recognition program. See if it matches anyone on file. Worth a try. The station has got a subscription.’ She shrugged. ‘Considering the numberplate has been altered, she’s probably given a fake name to the rental car company, although you never know.’ She laughed. ‘I suppose stranger things have happened.’

‘We could only hope. Criminals can be dumb, for sure,’ Tim agreed.

‘The rental place could have clearer images at least,’ Angie said.

‘That’s a good idea about using that software,’ Jack said slowly.

‘I’ll do it,’ Tim offered.

Angie stood up. ‘Okay, well, I’m off. Let me know if I can help out again.’ She looked wistfully around the office. ‘I’ve missed this place.’ She grinned at the detectives. ‘Might’ve even missed you two. Only might.’

‘Well, if that’s true, we feel privileged, don’t we, Tim?’ Jack said with a smile.

‘Mighty privileged!’ Tim said. ‘Why don’t you come back in for a little while tomorrow, Angie?’

Angie tried to pat down her excitement. ‘I’ll see how Charlie is when I get home. If Dad’s coped okay I might just do that, but I don’t want to wear Dad out either. I’ll let you know.’

‘We’d love to have you,’ Jack said, ‘but we understand that Charlie is number one. I’ll walk you out.’

‘Oh, don’t bother! I know my way.’ Angie waved his words away.

‘I’ll walk you out,’ Jack insisted. He got up and opened the door while Angie tidied her desk, then joined him in the corridor.

‘I really know how to get out of here, Jack,’ she said, and saw Jack’s face redden.

‘I wanted to talk to you about Zara.’

‘Oh, sorry, I didn’t pick up on that,’ she said, glancing at her watch. ‘What have you decided to do?’

‘I’m going to go back to South Australia after we’ve sent the report to the coroner. I told her last night and she was really glad.’

‘You told her?’ Angie’s eyes widened. ‘What? On the phone?’

‘No, just that I was coming back to visit.’

‘Thank god for that! I thought you meant you’d told her about the bullet.’

‘Not that. I think I have to do that face to face.’

‘I’m glad you’re going,’ Angie said, softening her voice. ‘Like we said before, that’s really important.’ She paused. ‘How are you doing?’

Jack shrugged. ‘It’s happened, I just have to move on.’

‘You know, you’ve had time to get used to this piece of news. Don’t expect that Zara will be on the same page as you are when you tell her.’

‘Yeah,’ Jack nodded slowly. ‘Yeah, thanks.’ He jerked his head back towards the detective’s room. ‘Look, I better go back in. There’s more to this.’

‘There is, but you don’t have enough yet.’

‘I know. But don’t worry, I’ll find it.’






CHAPTER 19

Angie ducked into the loos and waited long enough to be sure that Jack had gone back inside the detectives’ office. The corridor was as busy as always, officers walking along it, talking loudly. As she passed the interview room, she looked to the left where Martin’s office was.

If he’s in there, I’ll go and talk to him, she promised herself, half hoping his office would be empty.

It wasn’t. The door was open and Martin was standing, phone to his ear, waving his arms around as he normally did when he was on a particularly important call. She took a breath and waited outside his door.

‘Yes, I understand,’ she heard him say. ‘But look, if there are questions, the family is entitled to answers.’ Pause. ‘I don’t agree.’ Pause. ‘Well, let’s see how it plays out.’ Pause. ‘I’ll talk to you about budgets next meeting. Right, cheerio then.’

Angie heard him put the phone down and she stuck her head around the doorway. ‘Hi Martin,’ she said.

Martin was running his hands through his hair, his face mottled red and angry. ‘Angie!’ He took a breath and changed the expression on his face. ‘What brings you here?’

‘Jack needed an opinion. Are you free for a few minutes?’

‘Of course, come in and shut the door.’

Angie went in, closing the door behind her.

‘Everything going okay with you and Charlie?’ Martin asked as he plonked himself in his chair. The cushion let out a pfft of air.

‘Yeah, it’s got a whole lot easier since my dad arrived,’ Angie said, sitting down and crossing her legs.

‘Ah, that’s nice. Your father, huh? Usually, it’s the mums who come to help.’

‘I’ve been as surprised as you are, to be honest, Martin. I had no idea Dad was . . . who he is.’ She remembered their conversation the previous evening. ‘He’s surprising me all the time and I love it!’

‘Must be nice to have some family here. It’s hard when you’re on your own.’ Martin looked at her cautiously. ‘Any word from Will?’

‘I hope never to hear from Will again,’ Angie said. ‘You probably hear more than me. He’s still working in the force, last I heard.’

Martin looked like he wished he hadn’t asked. Then he said, ‘I’ve never met the man, Angie, but a father, any father, really does need to support his own child.’ He paused. ‘And also, Charlie should have the right to choose whether he knows his dad. I don’t mean to sound like an interfering grandfather, but I’m wondering if you’ve thought about it that way?’

Angie shook her head, anger rumbling through her. ‘Ha!’ There was no humour in her voice. ‘You sound like Dad. I don’t want anything from Will. I couldn’t bear the thought of him raising Charlie to be just like him. And really, after you heard the sorry saga, would you want Will having any influence over any of your children? I mean he’s just sired two kids with two different women in the space of about three months!’ Angie’s heart had kicked up a beat as she glared at Martin.

Martin leaned back in his chair with his hands linked over his stomach. ‘I’m sure you’re not here to talk about Will.’

Angie took a breath and pushed her anger aside, only for it to be replaced by guilt as she thought about Charlie. ‘I’d like to come back to work.’

‘Already?’

Angie saw the quizzical expression and wanted to slump. Should she bow down to societal expectations and stay home with her baby? Then she drew herself upright. ‘I know it’s soon. Only two-and-a-bit months, but I need to work.’ She looked down at her jeans as she swiped her fingers over the knee. ‘Not need, as in financially or anything like that. Being a detective is who I am. It’s everything to me and I want to come back.’

‘You really feel up to it?’

‘Physically, I’m not as fit as I was, but I’ll work on that. I can do the desk work, no worries at all. Charlie is sleeping a bit better now and I’m not as tired, so I’m a lot more switched on. Organising the Orders to Produce or liaising with different departments for Jack, Tim and Adam wouldn’t be too difficult and it will mean I’ll keep my hand in. There’s plenty I can do without having to go out in the field until I’m able to.’ Her feet started to bounce. Familiar adrenalin started buzzing deep in her stomach. ‘I really miss it, Martin.’ She tried to keep the begging tone out of her voice.

‘I know, it’s a bastard when you have to take time off. I felt the same when I was recovering from my knee injury a few years back. Two months felt like a lifetime.’ He leaned forward. ‘Look, Angie, I think I mentioned I hadn’t found a replacement for you yet, so I’d welcome you back with open arms.’ He stopped.

Angie frowned. ‘Is there a but?’

‘Only that I remember missing out on so much, because I worked long hours. Kids are only babies once. And that’s all I’m going to say.’ He smiled. ‘I’ll have you back in a heartbeat. Did you want to try part-time to begin with? See how you go?’

‘Yes,’ Angie breathed. ‘Yes, I do.’

‘Okay, I’ll get everything moving.’ He stood up and held his hand out and Angie shook it.

‘Thank you, Martin. I—’

He waved her thanks away. ‘You’re excellent at what you do and I like having people who are good at their job on my team.’

Angie stood up. A framed photo of Martin’s graduating class caught her eye. She moved in closer. ‘Oh, you trained in New South Wales, did you? I didn’t know that.’

Martin came to stand beside her, hands in pockets. ‘Yeah, I did my training in Sydney. I grew up there, but my wife is from Western Australia so I asked to transfer across about fifteen years ago. Been here ever since.’

‘Are many of these cops still in the force?’

‘The attrition rate was quite high early on,’ he said, rocking on his heels. ‘But there are a couple of us still kicking around.’ He pointed to an officer in the photo. ‘Kane here, he couldn’t deal with the job after a few arrests went down badly, so he’s resigned. Think he’s a gardening landscaper or something now. Nothing with much pressure anyhow.’ He pointed to another man. ‘And Joe . . . well, he didn’t cope. He’s not with us anymore.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry, Martin.’

He smiled sadly. ‘That, Angie, as you well know, is the downside of this job.’






CHAPTER 20

Molly flicked her blinker on and headed north. Her hands were shaking, tears blurring her eyes. Her mother had been under investigation for tampering with evidence.

She’d always been secure in the knowledge that her mum was good at her job and a good person. Now her beliefs were shattered.

The speedo needle was jumping around at ninety and the car was shaking at the unusual speed. Rarely did she take it out on the open road. Her life didn’t take her outside the town boundaries.

Glancing over at the package on the passenger’s seat, Molly’s eyes filled with tears.

‘Dammit,’ she shouted as she banged the steering wheel. ‘Stop blubbering! Get a grip.’ But to yell and scream and cry felt good. She was sick of trying to hold everything in. Sick of people watching her as if she was breakable, waiting for her to snap. Hadn’t she proved to everyone she was a well-adjusted person who could cope with anything?

On the passenger’s seat was the small package that she’d collected from the mail box the week before. It was addressed to Eric, and Molly had forgotten about it – until today, when she’d started to look for her dad’s diaries and seen it sitting underneath the phone on the bench, along with the rest of the mail she’d been stacking there since their deaths. Reality had hit.

She’d have to pay bills and close their bank accounts and see if they had a will. Who did she even talk to about that? Suddenly there had been so many questions without answers, she wasn’t sure where to start. How much did it cost to run the house? Was she allowed to stay there now her parents had gone? No wonder Tash had suggested doing all the admin stuff together.

But she hadn’t been able to wait for Tash’s next visit. She’d torn open the envelopes.

The power bill was easy, Molly thought now as she drove up the highway. She had the money to pay it. Not that she had a lot of savings, but enough to get by for a while. She’d been thinking about saving for a deposit on a house. Maybe she wouldn’t need that now. Could her parents’ house be hers?

One of the other letters contained information about a private health insurance refund for an appointment her mum had attended with a neurologist a few months prior. That made sense, based on what the receptionist had told her about Iris’s appointment in Kalgoorlie being the second one with the same neurologist. It was entirely possible that Iris had flown to Perth and back in the same day.

Molly thought again of the fact that something had been amiss with Iris and she hadn’t noticed. God, she was a nurse and she hadn’t realised her mother was sick!

And what was this stuff about Sammi being investigated for evidence tampering? Tash had confirmed it but had provided no other information. She’d promised to try and find out more, but . . .

Anger made Molly push her foot down harder on the accelerator and her little car shook a bit more. The small wheels buzzed along the bitumen.

She forced her mind away from everything except the cars coming towards her then whooshing by. A truck, then a mining ute. For a while all was quiet, then a bus, ferrying miners from work.

Molly was struck by the sight of the roadside trees. They looked as if the heat had sapped every ounce of energy from them, their branches drooping heavily towards the earth, leaves covered in red dust that was kicked up by the passing traffic.

Bushes and road signs were also coated red. It looked like it all needed a wash. A good soaking rain.

The road, for once, was without tourists in caravans. The unseasonal heat must’ve cleared them all out, sent them south in search of a cooler climate. Or stopped them from coming at all.

Keeping her mind focused on the road, Molly refused to think about anything else. Because that parcel . . .

As soon as it came into her mind, her eyes involuntarily went to the express post bag on the passenger’s seat. She forced her eyes back to the road.

‘What the hell are you doing?’ she muttered to herself. ‘It’s forty degrees out there and you’re running away. Yes, that’s what you’re doing. Running away. Wasn’t that Sammi’s first lesson? Don’t run away.’

But she didn’t know what else to do. All she did know was where she was heading.

Lake Ballard was about an hour and a half north of Kalgoorlie; it was Eric and Iris’s favourite spot. Maybe she could feel close to them there. She couldn’t go to the cemetery where Sammi was buried; that was on the other side of the country.

The funeral directors who had organised her parents’ funeral had told her their ashes would be ready to be picked up a few days after the funeral and had asked whether she knew where she’d spread them. Molly had remembered how much Iris loved to tell the story about their engagement at Lake Ballard.

‘Oh, your dad, he’s such an old romantic,’ Iris used to say. ‘He took me on a picnic out there, just as the wildflowers were starting to bloom. The bush was alive and it was before the tourists had even realised Lake Ballard existed. Whenever we went out there we used to have that place to ourselves.

‘It’s such a beautiful salt plain. Sometimes there’s a pink colour to the surface and other times it looks like a dirty red – the salt granules sparkle when the sun catches them and there’s that funny island out from the parking bay. Just like a triangle, it is. Covered in small scrubby bushes, but there’s a path that leads to the top.’ Her mum would smile fondly as she looked at Eric. ‘Back then, not too many people walked up that island, but we did that day – not that it’s a big hike, just a ten-minute mountain goat climb.’ She’d giggle like a schoolgirl.

When Molly had heard the story repeated during her teenage years, she’d wanted to cover her ears, because it was just too gross thinking that her parents might have been kissing or cuddling – or worse – when they were out on the island.

‘We went right to the top and could see for miles across the plain,’ Iris always continued. ‘I’d been pointing out a few different birds and it must’ve rained at some stage, because there were a few puddles out in the middle of the plain. And the top had been a bit slippery and muddy as we’d walked over. We stood there for a long time, our arms around each other, just looking. Drinking in the beauty. Then Eric – well, he pulled away from me and suddenly he was on one knee, weren’t you, my precious?’ At this point of the story, Iris would always be gazing at Eric with such love in her eyes.

‘Only the best for my girl,’ Eric would say. Every time.

Molly would be so relieved the story was over, she’d clap and tell them both it was a lovely story.

But as she got older, she adored hearing it, especially the ending.

‘Eric told me he couldn’t live his life without me, then asked if I would marry him. Of course I said yes, because I didn’t want to spend my life without him either. And he kissed me, right at the top of that island, while the birds sang and a little breeze blew around us. But the best part was on the way home, wasn’t it, Eric?’

Eric never answered that question, only smiled as if he had a secret.

‘The road to Lake Ballard back then was gravel all the way, and like I said, it had rained. Well, we got bogged on the way back. Good and proper. Like up to the axel proper.’ Iris laughed. ‘So we had to spend the night under the stars. Well, not that there were stars because it was raining. Wasn’t until the next morning that a truck heading to Sandstone came along and the driver helped get us out.’

As Molly rounded a sharp corner, she wondered if this was where her parents had been bogged. She imagined them, cuddled together on the back seat, keeping each other warm as the night turned cold.

‘Holy fuck!’ she muttered as she came out of the corner, slamming her foot on the brake. Two cows were standing in the middle of the road.

Her heart hammered as she tried to steer away from them but the gravel caught the wheels and dragged her to the right.

‘Shit!’

She knew enough about driving on dirt roads to know not to slam her foot down. Instead, she gently pressed the brake pedal once, twice and a third time as she held the car steady.

The car kept creeping towards the edge of the road then suddenly it hit the embankment and came to an abrupt halt. The engine cut out and Molly, her hands glued to the steering wheel, found herself staring at the trunk of a tree, its branches touching her windscreen and her heart pounding.

‘Holy hell.’ She opened the car door and got out. Walking around the car, she realised that nothing was badly damaged and she wasn’t bogged. Not like her parents had been. She rested her shaking hands on the bonnet, soaking in the warmth. Even with the day being so hot, her body was suddenly freezing. From shock and panic, she knew.

Everything on the seat of the car had fallen forward into the footwell when she’d hit the embankment. Getting back inside, she reached over to put everything back up on the seat. Her water bottle had leaked a bit, so she took a few sips, trying to calm herself.

The cattle were regarding her with curious looks, their tails swishing. One of them took a few steps closer to her car, as if inspecting the unfamiliar thing in the middle of her territory.

‘Go away!’ Molly waved her hands at them and yelled.

The cow stopped and stared, then moved away.

Molly took a few deep breaths and then put the car back into gear and reversed away from the side of the road. She drove away at a slightly more sedate pace.

This time, she avoided the potholes and stayed close to her side of the road until the turn-off to Lake Ballard. It took only minutes for the lake to appear, the middle of it in a hazy shimmer of heat.

She got out of the car and leaned against the door. Her hands were still shaking but at least her heart rate was under control now.

The reflection of the salt was harsh on her eyes and made the temperature even hotter. Even with her sunglasses and hat on, she kept her hand up, shading the sun’s glare.

In front of her was the island, just as Iris always described it: a triangle, with sharp sides and small, shrubby bushes and stones covering it.

Unsurprisingly she was the only one here. The only one who was stupid enough to come out in the middle of a heatwave.

Dragging in deep breaths of hot air, Molly smiled. There they were; the sculptures that had been made by a British artist to celebrate an international arts festival a couple of decades ago. Fifty-one figures, made out of black chromium steel and placed strategically around the island, dug into the floor of the plain. Her mother had always said they were ugly and a waste of someone’s time and money, which was awkward since each one was a modified version of the residents of the nearby town of Menzies. As Molly observed them, she decided she agreed with her mum, but assumed there were plenty of people around who had a different opinion.

Then she turned her attention to the island and the vast salt plain until she couldn’t bear the heat or the flies anymore and got back in her car.

Inside, she turned the engine on and upped the air con to its full force. The package taunted her. Tempted her. She picked it up and turned it over repeatedly in her shaking hands. Finally she slid one hand inside and brought out the contents.

First the letter. She’d already read it, but she hoped for some stupid reason that out here at her parents’ favourite place, it might make more sense to her.


Dear Eric,

Thanks for your time on the phone today. I had to contact you regarding Constable Sammi Walker’s murder. I understand you adopted her daughter, and you’re a retired police officer so you have a vested interest in this case. I was an officer on the case and it is one of ‘those’ cases . . . One I can’t forget. I kept detailed notes of the investigation and have sent you a few photocopies. The rest of the notebook is here with me if you want to see more. I suspect you will once you’ve read it.

Don’t you find it odd that the investigation was shut down before an arrest was made? Does the force usually stop searching for the killer of one of their own? I didn’t think so. Maybe it did have something to do with influence, shall we say?

An outcome should be possible for Sammi’s daughter. I guess with us all out of the force now, we’ve got more chance of getting a conviction, if indeed the person who I believe to be guilty is just that. In my notes I’ve called that person Silver.

My notebook is a record of my thoughts and observations. It contains details that no one else knows and that are not in the official file. Because Silver pulled strings.

You might be asking why I’m getting in contact with you now. It’s the old cliché. I’m sick. Those cancer sticks we all used to smoke have caught up with me. I’d like to clear my conscience, which I should have done years ago. I made some mistakes I’m not proud of and now I need to make amends. Anything more I can do to help, get in contact.

Good luck in having the case reopened. I hope you get the desired outcome.

Jase



No surname. Nothing to hint at who this person was. Before she’d left the house, she’d gone back through the newspaper articles that had been hidden in the hot water system cupboard and there hadn’t been a Jase mentioned in them.

Molly shook her head, unable to believe what she was reading. It sounded like the detectives had known who murdered Sammi this whole time – or at least suspected someone. Silver. But something had stopped the police from being able to charge them.

So many scenarios went through her mind. Was it the old boys club? Or was the person too powerful or had contacts inside the force? Perhaps they were an informant the police needed to keep onside to make a bigger arrest? The options were endless.

She ran her hands over the photocopied pages from the notebook, which were paperclipped together and folded inside a plastic slip.

Was this a Pandora’s box?

Maybe she should take it straight to Angie. She would know what to do. Or Martin, or Richard. Or Tash.

Well, all of them, because they had proved themselves time and again. Still, there was a niggling doubt in the back of her mind.

Looking out over the lake then back down to the notebook, a slow buzz of anxiety started in her stomach. Hang on, hang on, she thought. Eric had clearly spoken to this Jase on the phone. He must have given him some details that made Eric want to have her mother’s case reinvestigated. And now Eric and Iris were dead. Had something he discovered put him in the killer’s sights?

Molly groaned and bent over. This was all linked, wasn’t it?

Or perhaps it’s just your anxiety and imagination.

Would the notebook hold the answers? She reached towards it.

Would Eric want her to get involved?

She drew back her hand.

‘Of course he would,’ she told herself.

Or would he? Eric had protected her for twenty years. Would that be in vain if she started to read?

No, she had to rip the bandaid off. Now! Otherwise, she never would.

She pulled the pages out of the plastic slip, her heart beating hard. All she had to do was read.

Looking out towards the island, Molly imagined her parents walking up the slope. Her mum in front, her father behind, so he could catch her if she stumbled. Eric had always been like that. Ready to pick them up if they fell. Always right there alongside them. God, she missed him. She missed them both. Hot tears fell on the paper in her hands and Molly closed her eyes, willing them to stop.

Then she opened her eyes, wiped away her tears and started to read.






MOLLY

I had lots of dreams. One in particular, I remember well. It was so clear and vivid I thought it was real. I was back in that room, where Mum was on her knees, then she was spread out on the floor. The person who had shot her was bending over her, touching her neck, then her face. As they stood over Mum, it looked like their whole body was shaking. Quivering. Which didn’t make any sense to me.

I dreamed they knelt down next to Mum, stroked her hair and whispered things to her. I couldn’t hear the words, not properly. But little snatches of things.

‘You shouldn’t . . .’

‘Why did you . . .’

It only lasted a few seconds, then whoever it was got up, opened the door and left.

That’s when I felt it. This weird lingering feeling. Sadness. Grief.

I told the hypnotherapist about it. She had been hired by the police and she tried to take me back there. She asked questions. Lots of questions. ‘Where is your mum standing? And what is she wearing?’

And I answered all of them. I had no idea where the answers came from because I’d never tried to remember what she’d been wearing that day, but I knew she was in her favourite jeans and a blue shirt. It would be easy to check and see if what I said was factual.

Then the hypnotherapist asked: ‘Where is the person holding the gun?’

‘Next to her,’ I said. ‘Touching her hair.’

She asked what they were wearing, and I replied, ‘A blue coverall suit. Plastic goggles. Gloves.’

‘What colour are the gloves?’

That was hard to answer. ‘Clear, but sort of hazy at the same time.’

She told me I was doing well. ‘Now I want you to look under those gloves. Can you see the hands inside? Is there anything on the hands?’

It was difficult to see, but I tried, because I wanted to help the police, you know? I was so young. I wanted to help them find who did this to my mum and lock them up for a long, long time.

I felt my body deflate. I couldn’t see anything.

The hypnotherapist didn’t say anything, didn’t encourage me. She just let me continue to stare at the picture in my mind.

And then I saw something. Like a ring. It was hard because the gloves were cloudy. I know now they were probably latex gloves, kinda see-through, you know?

Then the hypnotherapist asked me if I could see the person’s wrist. She wanted to know if I could see anything on it.

I could see a gap. Between the blue suit and the gloves. I could see white.

‘White skin?’ the hypnotherapist clarified.

I squinted. ‘I think so,’ I said. ‘It’s not clothes.’

‘Great, well done, Molly. Is there anything on the skin?’ she asked.

‘It looks . . . smooth.’

‘Now, Molly, I’m going to ask you to call out to that person. I want that person to turn towards you. There’s no need to be frightened, because this person can’t hurt you. I only want you to look straight at them. Do you think you can do that?’

That was really scary. My stomach clenched, even under hypnosis I felt the fear slamming into me. My chest started to heave up and down and I listened for the hypnotherapist’s calming voice, telling me it was okay.

‘You’re safe,’ she said. ‘Call out to them.’

‘Hey!’ I could hear my own voice reverberate around my mind. It was so weird. ‘Who are you?’

‘What can you see, Molly? Have they turned towards you yet?’

‘Yes.’ My breath was quicker now. ‘Yes, they’re looking at me.’

‘Now I want you to observe them. Get a strong picture of this person and then tell me what you see.’

‘Eyes, I can see their eyes.’

‘Can you tell the colour?’

‘No. But they’re looking at me. I think they’ve seen me!’ I started to panic. ‘I need to get out—’

‘Just one more look, Molly, what else can you see on the face?’

I knew I needed to run. That person knew I was in the pantry. They took a step towards me. I shoved my hands in my mouth and bit down on my skin – hard – to stop me from making another sound.

The person seemed unsure. They took another step towards the pantry, then turned, looked at Mum, dropped to their knees and touched her head. Body shaking.

They stood. Took another look towards where I was hiding.

Before they left, I caught sight of something. There was a gap at their neck between their shower cap and the blue suit, and there was something shiny that caught the light. Something silver.

And then they were gone.






CHAPTER 21

‘I’d like to speak to Detective Jack Higgins.’

Jack didn’t recognise the voice on the end of the phone, so he took it away from his ear and checked the number again. The person wasn’t in his contact list.

‘You’re speaking with him.’ Jack looked up and down the street before he crossed over, heading for the cafe.

The sun hadn’t quite peeked over the super pit mine yet, but it was casting its rays down Hannan Street, catching the gold dome on the top of the town hall.

‘John Park from Wandering Hire,’ the man said. ‘Sorry to call so early in the morning. I’m about to leave on a holiday and I knew you’d want the information I received last night ASAP.’

‘Regarding?’ Jack asked.

‘Hire car, eight, November, Juliet, Foxtrot, four, two.’

‘Yes, apologies, I’m with you now.’ Jack stepped back on the footpath as a car turned into his path.

‘The name of the person who was driving the vehicle was Caitlyn Elise Jones. I have her driver’s licence scan ready to send to you. There was some damage to this car. When it was returned, she said that a kangaroo jumped out and hit the passenger-side door. She paid the excess and the car is in the shop being repaired right now.’

‘How long ago did it go to the shop? Can you have any repairs halted?’ Jack asked. He was walking to a bench so he could sit down and start taking notes.

‘Three days ago, so I suspect it’s gone a bit too far to hold the repairs. What would you want to do with the vehicle?’

‘Forensics,’ Jack answered.

‘Ah, I see. Well, that could be tricky because it would have been cleaned on its return, so someone will have already vacuumed and wiped over all the surfaces.’

Jack felt like swearing. He needed a fingerprint or something he could run through the computer. Instead, he answered calmly. ‘Okay, understood. Back to the driver’s licence, do you verify a licence when a rental is booked?’

‘Yes, they’re checked against all official channels. If a licence is suspended or not current, that type of thing, we know about it. What we can’t tell is if there are any driving charges against the licence holder. Of course, we will be advised if a driving offence occurs while the vehicle is hired.’

‘And this Caitlyn Jones’s licence checked out okay?’

‘Yes, because otherwise the vehicle wouldn’t have been rented to her.’

Jack frowned. ‘Right,’ he said slowly, putting a large ring around the words ‘licence check’ in his notes. ‘What about the credit card? Was it in the same name?’

‘Yes, Caitlyn Jones.’

‘Is there anything else?’

‘As you would know, all our vehicles have GPS trackers in them. We download the data every time a vehicle is returned.’

‘Okay.’

‘The GPS in this particular vehicle was disabled half an hour after leaving the yard. Which is illegal and a breach of contract.’

‘Did you get in contact with Caitlyn to have a discussion about this?’

‘We’ve sent numerous emails, but they’ve all bounced. I think the email address she used has been closed.’

‘Interesting,’ Jack murmured, jotting down a few notes.

‘Not just the email address,’ John said. ‘Phone number too.’

‘Do you do a check on these details before you lease the car?’

‘We get the number during the check-in process but we don’t ring it. To my way of thinking, it wouldn’t prove much if we did. They could toss the phone out the window after they’ve left, couldn’t they?’

‘Yeah, they could. Look, can you email everything you can give me and then get further approval for the data. Do you have photos of the damage?’

‘We do.’

‘Great. Could you send them as well? Whereabouts is the repair shop?’

John gave the address. ‘If you want to send officers around there first thing this morning, I can ring the owner and tell them to expect a visit.’

‘That was my plan, thanks.’

‘Okay, anything else I can help with?’

‘I just need as much information as I can get from you.’

‘If I can’t do it before I leave, I’ll make sure my 2IC does.’

‘Oh, one more thing, do you have security cameras in your offices?’

‘We do.’

‘Any chance you’d still have footage from the day this Caitlyn Jones came to pick up the car?’

‘More than likely. We’re on a monthly roll, so I should be able to access it. The car was picked up at 5.32 am so it shouldn’t be hard to find. The office at the airport, which is where the car was collected, is busy when all the planes arrive but not so busy that it won’t be easy to find who we’re looking for.’

‘If I could get that too, please. And do you have a record of her flight details?’

‘Yes, we do. She arrived from Broome.’

Jack made a note to check with the airlines to see if there was a Caitlyn Jones on any of their passenger lists. She would have to have flown in regionally – assuming she was on the flight at all. ‘Thanks so much for fitting us in before you leave, John. Really appreciate it.’

They hung up and Jack looked at his notes. Caitlyn Jones.

He punched the name into the browser on his phone and scrolled through the images. There was no one there who looked anything like the image of the woman on the security cameras at the Southern Cross service station.

Still, he wasn’t surprised at that. He would do a further check when he got back to the station.

The cafe was hot when he walked in. He waved to Sonya, the new barista over the machine. ‘Just my normal please,’ he called out over the noise of the machine.

‘You’re early! I’m still making mine,’ she said.

‘Got a few things on,’ he said and turned to the noticeboard to read the adverts. There was nothing new from yesterday, so he got out his phone again and opened the Facebook app.

Staring at him at the top of the newsfeed was a smiling Zara, pictured standing next to her mum’s car, giving everyone a thumbs up.

‘Shit,’ he muttered and opened the text message app.

Hey, Zara. Haven’t booked my ticket yet because I’m still on the new case but shouldn’t take long to wind up. Think I’ll be there next week.

He started to type love you, but backspaced and hit the x button twice.

He saw three dots appear in reply, then stop. Appear again, then stop.

‘Here you are, Jack,’ Sonya said, putting two takeaway cups on the counter. ‘Extra hot, just as you like them.’

‘Brilliant, thanks.’ His phone dinged.

It’ll be good to talk, Zara had written.

Jack looked at the words for a long time then shoved the phone in his pocket and at the same time drew out twenty dollars. ‘Put the change towards the next coffee I get. I’ll be back in a few hours, no doubt.’

Sonya laughed. ‘I think you’re my best customer.’

‘You’ve certainly got the best coffee! See you later.’

He strode out of the cafe and back across the road to the police station. Moments later he was sitting in front of his computer checking the driver’s licence for Caitlyn Jones.

It was a valid licence, not expired and nothing against her driving record. It was issued in Broome, which matched the flight details. Her hair was dark, but that didn’t mean anything – women changed the colour of their hair all the time. Jack held a printout of the licence photo up next to the one of the woman at the service station. It was too grainy to tell if they were similar.

The door swung open and Tim came in rubbing his eyes. ‘Jesus, did you sleep here last night?’ he asked Jack.

‘Not a chance,’ Jack said with a smile. ‘How come you’re looking like you haven’t slept?’

‘Just all the aches and pains from the first preseason training last night. I really should give up footy. I’m too old for this sort of bullshit. Anything new?’

‘Rental company rang. The woman who hired the car is a problem; the GPS was disabled, and she said a roo hit her. The car’s getting repaired. I’m looking at a copy of her licence now. The rental company did all the checks and there was nothing flagged. So, she’s either a crim or she has nothing to do with this accident and it’s all circumstantial.’

‘Can’t be,’ Tim said. ‘Surely not!’ He flopped into his chair and took a sip of coffee, before resting his forehead on the palm of his hand, groaning.

‘Stranger things have happened, we arrest stupid criminals all the time,’ Jack said, tapping at the keyboard. ‘Did you hear anything back about the image matching?’

‘Nah, they said it might take a couple of days. They’re backed up. You know what it’s like.’

‘Bloody funding or lack thereof,’ Jack said around the pen he’d stuck in his mouth as he started to read the police fact sheet on Caitlyn Jones from the police database. ‘Anyway, hopefully when the rental car report arrives, it will give us something. I need to contact the closest police station to the crash repairer and get them to send an officer out there today. See if it’s worth getting forensics or if that horse has bolted. The manager thought it might be a bit late for that, but we need to try.’

‘Have you got the address?’

‘I’ll flick it over when— What the hell?’

Tim’s head snapped up. ‘What?’

Jack stilled, rereading the words on his screen. ‘Well, well, Caitlyn Elise Jones is currently being held at the pleasure of our esteemed commissioner, and has been since before the accident. Jesus, she’s here in Kalgoorlie prison! So, how the hell don’t we know about her?’

‘Caitlyn Jones. That name isn’t familiar.’

Jack tapped a bit more at the computer and was quiet while he read through the information. ‘She’s been shifted from Broome to Kalgoorlie because they were out of room up there. Jones needs medium security for the sentence she’s been given. The women’s area of Broome prison is overcrowded and it’s best to keep her in a country area, rather than take her to the city. There was space in the women’s wing in Kalgoorlie, so here she is.’

‘Seriously?’ Tim shook his head in disbelief.

‘A hard copy of her licence had to be handed over during the pick-up of the rental. I clarified that.’

‘Someone else had access to it.’

‘It’s been catalogued and stored according to this report.’ Jack turned the computer screen so Tim could read it.

‘Shit, does that mean what I’m thinking it means?’

‘Someone has taken it from the storage facility. They must have because all her things are logged into evidence and have been catalogued. Look here. It states her phone, bank cards, watch and five hundred in cash were put into the hold. Shit.’ Apprehension spread through Jack’s stomach. ‘I don’t like this. I’ll tell you why I don’t like it. I’ve been reading through Sammi Walker’s murder file and at the back there is another file from Internal Affairs. She was being investigated for tampering with evidence.’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘The more information we get about this car accident, the more it’s shaping up to not being an accident. Someone has gone to a hell of a lot of trouble to hide their identity. So let’s just say that whatever reason Eric and Iris had for going to Perth has caused them to be run off the road, and whatever that reason was it circles back to Sammi Walker’s murder.’

Tim let out a breath. ‘And the only person who can take a licence from an evidence room is another copper. Get on the phone to Martin. Like now.’ Tim was standing now. ‘This isn’t good.’

‘Don’t I know it. But we’re not talking to Martin yet. Who is this Caitlyn Jones chick?’ He scrolled down the page. ‘In for drugs. Given two years for possession with intent to sell or supply. She’s done a year already and there’s no indication she’s been released. I wonder who she’s connected to.’ He clicked the mouse over to another screen. ‘Hmm, couple of well-known drug dealers – other than that, no one whose name has come up in this case.’

‘Yet . . .’ Tim said, leaning over Jack’s shoulder and reading the screen.

Jack whirled around on his office chair and looked at Tim. ‘I think we should keep our powder dry. This information stays between us. No one else. I want you to focus on finding out who the hell that woman in the CCTV footage is. We need to find out where Jones’s things were being stored. Has the licence gone missing from Broome, where she was originally incarcerated, or did it come down here with her? And what about her credit card? That must have been taken too. We need to find out, and without raising any red flags. I don’t care how you do it. Just do it quietly.’

‘What about Martin? We need to tell him.’ Tim looked over his shoulder as if he was worried someone had come into the detectives’ office without them noticing.

‘Not until I know what we’re dealing with. How does someone get a licence out of the storage facility, in a police station, when the holder of that licence is in gaol?’ Jack posed the question to Tim, who didn’t need to reply.

They both knew there was only one answer.






CHAPTER 22

The scene was an execution. The victim, Constable Sammi Walker, was found toppled forward, from her knees, her arms either side of her head. She was dead, I suspect, before she hit the ground.

Her daughter, Molly Walker, aged five, was in the house at the time of the murder.

The death was called in by a neighbour in the apartment block who heard Molly screaming. The gentleman, a Mr Michael Hastings, aged 19, knocked on the door and called out, asking what was wrong. Once he’d investigated and had seen the body, he rang triple zero. Molly was found under the bed. She had blood on her.

Molly looked up from the words that had blurred in front of her eyes. Sweat ran down her back and down the side of her face, even with the air con on full.

In front of her, the salt plains of Lake Ballard shimmered with a mirage where the salt particles glistened. The parking lot was empty except for her car. She was a long way from town.

Reaching across to the passenger’s seat, she grabbed her bottle of water and sucked hard until the plastic bottle caved in on itself. The water was hot, but she was thirsty so she didn’t care.

She rested her elbows on the steering wheel and stared at the island again, imagining her parents walking the short hike to the top and her father getting down on one knee to propose. She half smiled and shook her head.

That island is bloody rocky so it must have hurt his knees when he was doing the asking, she thought.

Molly felt for the lip balm she kept in the glove box, but she couldn’t find it. All of a sudden, her lips were so dry, she couldn’t bear it.

The photocopied notebook pages were still on her lap, and she ran her eyes over the words, only skim-reading.

Counsellor. Molly. Forensic. Blue. Search. House. Silver.

She knew she had to read it all properly if she was going to get any use out of the information that was there. Why had Jase got in contact with Eric so unexpectedly? According to his letter, he wanted to clear his conscience before he died. So what was on his conscience? Did he know who the killer really was?


The child has been taken into care and is with a counsellor now.

Head of Homicide in Sydney, Detective Grant Jacker, called in the detectives. The information was that the deceased – a single white woman in her twenties, who had been shot in her apartment in Newcastle – was a police officer. First on the scene was SS Tash Biggs and me as we had been close by when the call came over the radio. We attended immediately. Other officers came about twenty minutes after us and searched the apartment; forensics were still processing the scene. Bags of evidence were lined up on the floor, catalogued.

The daughter was distressed, and SS Biggs was able to comfort her as she knew both the victim and the daughter.

Background: Constable Sammi Walker was stationed at Newcastle, lived with her five-year-old daughter, Molly. She had been in the force five years. No other family has been located; father of Molly unknown.

For the last month, the deceased had covered traffic incidents, patrolling and crime prevention, public assistance and administrative tasks.

Her partner on rotation was Constable Gavin Baxter. He was in genuine shock and grief when I spoke to him.

I have found three of the deceased’s friends to interview; Laura Kane, Georgia Braxton and Mary Salter. I want to speak to all her colleagues and the parents and teachers of the school that Molly attends.



Molly wiped her forehead. She could envision everything that Jase was writing about, not that she’d still been at the apartment when the officers had been processing it. Iris had put together a photo album of the apartment where she’d lived with Sammi. Every photograph, knick-knack, cushion and piece of furniture had been burned into Molly’s memory. And there was a box somewhere out in the back shed that Iris had told her about, that held all the precious things in case Molly had ever wanted them.

Her fingers were beginning to itch. She wanted to go home and find that box. Lift out every piece of her mum that was inside.

She thought back to the scrapbooks she’d looked at that morning. The photos that were in there, the school reports. There had been dozens of photos of her and Iris and Eric. Only the occasional one of Tash and her at a birthday party over the years. She read back through the names of the friends Jase wanted to interview and didn’t recognise any of them. She’d have to ask Tash. Maybe they all hung out together.

She flicked through the pages of the notebook, skim-reading the pages now. There would be time to go back and read it word for word when she got back to town. The heat was beginning to get to her and a quick glance at the fuel gauge showed only half a tank left.


The interview with Molly was enlightening. The girl was supposed to be at kindergarten but had been at home with a cold. Walker had hidden her in a cupboard. Silver was shocked when it came out that the daughter had been in the apartment. Apparently Sammi knew something was about to happen to her. Silver had called her beforehand. I wonder why she even opened the door.

When Molly told the detectives that she was in the house at the time of the murder, everyone went into overdrive to get her into a safe house. If the killer was known to Molly and it was ever leaked that she was in the house, she could be in danger. Senior Sergeant Biggs took Molly into her care – she’d known Sammi for years. Went through high school together, she told us. She took Molly in her arms when she came into the interview. SS Biggs made a call to Legacy and within a few days Molly was taken to Kalgoorlie to live with a police family.



Molly flipped through a few more pages.


Someone has leaked to the newspaper that Molly was in the house at the time of Sammi’s murder. We have to contain this. Someone is talking from the inside, but who? Silver?



About five pages from the end, a word caught her eye: tampering.


I had a phone call today from a journalist who wanted me to confirm that Constable Walker was being investigated for tampering with evidence. I don’t know who fed that to this journalist, but I will find out. Another leak. Again, it must be Silver.



‘Who the hell is Silver?’ Molly rested her head against the steering wheel, the heat and her emotions making her sleepy. Everything she knew about her mother didn’t add up to her doing anything illegal. Except that Tash had confirmed it.

She stayed like that for a while. By the sounds of it, Silver must have known something. And it was interesting to read about the investigation from the police side.

A loud banging on the roof of her car made her scream and jump upwards. Looking towards the window, she saw a tall, heavy-set man squinting in at her.

She reached to wind down the window, then decided against it. Instead, she locked the door. Checking the rear-view mirror and the passenger side of the car, she couldn’t see anyone else, only a Britz van that many tourists used. The ones that you could drive yourself on any type of adventure.

‘You okay in there?’ he yelled through the glass. ‘It’s too hot for you to be out here in the sun. Are you alright? Wind the window down?’

Molly gave him the thumbs up and cracked the window an inch. ‘I’m fine, thanks,’ she said.

‘Jesus, I thought you might’ve been dead! What the hell are you doing out here? You’ll get heat exhaustion. That’s really dangerous, you know. You can die from it.’ He put two meaty hands on the roof of the car and leaned his mouth towards the gap in the window.

‘I know,’ Molly replied. ‘Sorry to scare you.’ She paused. ‘What are you doing out here in the heat?’

He peered in the window and Molly realised his gaze was on the photocopied pages. She folded them over and stared back through the window.

‘Don’t you worry about what I’m doing out here,’ he said. ‘You should be careful, a young woman on her own.’

A chill ran through Molly. The man was huge and could smash her window easily.

‘I’m just heading off,’ she said, reaching for the gear stick.

‘No rush,’ he said, putting his fingers through the crack in the window. ‘Now I know you’re okay.’ He looked out towards the salt pan and then over his shoulder. ‘Since we’re both tourists, we could hang out. Have some tea together, you know, that sort of thing.’

Molly put the car into reverse. ‘Thanks, but I’m a local,’ she said. ‘And I’m just leaving.’ She backed out and the man had to jump away so he didn’t get his toes run over.

‘Hey,’ Molly heard him yell. ‘I was just being friendly.’

‘Yeah, well, be friendly somewhere else,’ she muttered, her heart still beating way too fast for her liking.

Even though Kalgoorlie and the surrounds were isolated, there were always people around – prospectors, tourists – although why this bloke was out here in a heatwave was curious. Her dad had always impressed on her that even when you thought you were alone out here, you rarely were. There was so much space and land that it was the perfect place for people who were evading the law or getting away from society to hide.

As her car bumped over the gravel road and she turned the wheel towards Menzies, her heart slowed. She should have been more aware of her surroundings.

As she turned on to the Goldfields Highway, she looked in the rear-view mirror and wondered if she’d overreacted to the poor man who’d only wanted to make sure she was okay. But she was already rattled by the words Jase had written. Had Sammi’s death set off some kind of domino effect that now involved her parents all these years later?

The man was well behind her. As was the day. Somehow hours had passed since she left home that morning. The sun was beginning to set and rich red rays of sunlight lined the horizon, a single cloud glowing orange.

Molly swallowed and gripped the steering wheel more tightly. It would be dark by the time she got home. Someone could have been at the house while she’d been gone and she wouldn’t know.

As she drove, the pages on the passenger’s seat mocked her. Another thought hit her. Why hadn’t Jase provided a last name? Eric had been looking into Sammi’s death, but why? She needed to get back and find her dad’s diaries. Or . . .

Molly asked her phone to call Angie.

‘Hi, Molly,’ Angie answered on the first ring. ‘How are you?’

Molly couldn’t speak for a moment, the lump in her throat was too big. Then she swallowed and took a breath. ‘Hi Angie. Sorry to bother you.’

‘You’re not a bother. Charlie has just gone down, so I’m free to chat. Are you driving?’

‘Yeah, coming back from Lake Ballard.’

‘That’s a bit of a drive at this time of the night, with all the roos and trucks.’

‘The day got away from me.’ She paused. ‘Angie, I’ve got a question. Before he died, Dad was in contact with someone who worked on my mother’s murder. Someone called Jase. I don’t know his last name or anything else that would help me identify him, but I’ve got a letter and some photocopied pages from a notebook. It came in the post the day after the accident.’ Her voice trailed off. She really had no idea where to go with this. ‘I know . . .’ She paused and checked her mirrors. ‘I’m wondering if he told Dad something that made him want to get Sammi’s case reinvestigated.’

‘That’s interesting. What makes you say that?’

‘He was there.’

‘When the murder happened?’

‘Immediately afterwards. Is there a way that we could find out who this Jase is so that I can speak to him?’

‘Oh, that’s a biggie.’

‘Yeah. He might be pretending or a scammer or something. How do we know he’s legit?’

‘If he was a detective on Sammi’s case, his name and notes will be recorded in the original file that was opened when Sammi died.’ Angie paused. ‘I can’t promise anything, Molly, but I can talk to Jack. See what we know. Have you contacted Tash?’

‘No. I guess I should have done that first, but you’re here in Kal. And it might be easier to get information through the station here. Tash always answers my calls, but I know she’s busy. Probably better that I don’t call her until I know what questions I want to ask.’

‘That’s a good idea. Is there anything you want to tell me about what you’ve read?’

‘Not really. I just . . . I guess I just want answers.’

‘And answers aren’t always easy to find,’ Angie said gently.

There was nothing to say to that.

Molly felt as if she needed to thank Angie, but instead she asked about her baby. ‘How’s Charlie going?’ she asked. For the second time since her parents died, she had a pull to go to the hospital. To see the mums she’d helped. To birth more babies. Because babies were new life. They were light and love and innocence.

Everything that Molly didn’t have.

‘He’s fine,’ Angie replied. ‘Dad’s here and that’s making a big difference.’

‘I’m glad to hear that.’ She said goodbye and pulled over to the side of the road, switching on the dome light on the roof of the car. Grabbing the photocopies, she turned to the last page and read the final paragraph.


I know who killed Sammi. I also know why. We work together and I’m still not convinced Silver won’t turn on me, so I’m documenting everything in case I need to get myself out of this. I had nothing to do with the murder, but I know who did.








CHAPTER 23

‘I’m at the quiz night,’ Jack said in lieu of hello when Angie called him.

‘Well, aren’t you the lucky one,’ Angie replied. ‘Who’s winning?’

Last time she’d been to the quiz night, their table of six had won. Angie had loved it. There was usually a table of cops, but after that night the detectives had branched out and booked their own table every week.

‘Not us, tonight,’ Jack said. ‘So far, we’ve only got about three of the ten questions right. We need you here, Angie. You’re our fountain of knowledge. I don’t think we’re going to beat the table of constables and they’re our biggest rivals!’

‘Not sure that’s the case!’ Angie said, feeling a hum of disappointment she hadn’t been invited. ‘Who’ve you got there tonight?’

‘Adam, Ava and me. We’re a couple short.’

‘Next time you’re going, let me know. I’ll fill one of the seats.’

‘You’re on. Not sure why Ava didn’t call you. Probably thought you were too tired. I should have thought to.’

Angie wanted to weep. What a mixed-up space to be in. ‘Invite me next time, please,’ Angie blurted out without thinking. ‘Let me make the decision.’

A split-second silence. ‘Sure, sorry. We weren’t not including you.’

‘I know, I know. Sorry. Ignore me. I’m still getting used to being housebound. I need to stage a break-out. On that note, I’m coming back to work. Martin’s going to put me on part-time to start with.’

‘That’s great! So, what’s up? I’m not supposed to be using my phone in case someone thinks I’m phoning a friend for an answer. The quiz master is giving me the evil eye.’

‘Phone call from Molly.’

‘Hmm?’ Jack sounded distracted as a loud cheer came down the phone line. Then she heard the quiz master call out another question and the click of knives and forks. ‘No, I’m not,’ he said to someone else. ‘Angie.’ Pause. ‘Yeah, I’ll go.’

‘Do you want to ring me back when you finish up?’ she asked.

‘No, I’m just heading outside so I can talk to you,’ he said.

‘Okay, so, somehow, Molly has got her hands on some pages of a notebook written by a police officer who was part of the investigation into Sammi Walker’s murder twenty years ago.’

‘What? Are you serious? How’d she get that?’

‘I haven’t seen it yet, but apparently it arrived in the mail the day after her parents died. I’m not sure if he got in touch with Eric or Eric got in touch with him but it seems like they wanted to get the case reinvestigated. I don’t know about you, but my spider senses are going off here. Can I throw an idea at you? I know I’m still technically on mat leave, but I can’t stop thinking about this case.’

‘Shoot.’

‘Hypothetically speaking, Eric and Iris have taken an unusual trip to Perth, foregoing a medical appointment for Iris. On the trip back, they both die in a horrible car accident. The next day a notebook from an investigator who worked on Sammi’s murder arrives in the mail addressed to Eric.’ She closed her eyes and reran the vision of the rental car numberplate. ‘We have a car that has been following Eric and Iris’s car on the way back from Perth, with doctored numberplates. Do you think Eric was doing his own investigation? And maybe he got too close? I don’t know about you, but something is so off here, it’s not funny.’

‘Too close to who? The murderer?’

‘I guess that’s what I’m thinking. Or maybe the motive.’

Jack was quiet. ‘I’ve been thinking something similar. There’s a report in the back of Sammi Walker’s file saying that at the time of her death, Sammi was under investigation for evidence tampering. Why is that file in her murder file? It’s got a different file number. It’s like it’s been shoved in there for someone to find. I ran the file number and got an unknown error code.’

‘What? So the file doesn’t exist?’

‘Or it’s been deleted, and that should never happen.’

Angie got up and started to pace the floor. She stopped in front of the bookshelf and smiled at a photo of Charlie. It had been taken the day he’d been born, wrapped in a cotton rug from the hospital, with a little cotton beanie on his head. Todd had it printed and put in a frame for her.

‘I don’t like the sound of that,’ she said. ‘Someone must have been on the inside way back when. So, what did this cop know – and what did he tell Eric? They’ve been talking. It must’ve been in that diary that’s gone missing. You know what, even if Sammi’s murder doesn’t link to Eric and Iris’s car crash, there’s something so strange about it. I think we should investigate further. We need to talk to this guy who wrote to Eric.’

‘Hmm.’

‘Do you want to look at the notebook?’ Angie asked.

‘Does a bear shit in the woods? Of course I do.’

‘Okay, I’ll pick Molly up tomorrow and bring her in.’

‘Maybe. Or . . . Hang on a sec, while I get into the car. I can’t talk out here on the street.’

She heard the beep of a car unlocking.

Todd stuck his head into the lounge and gave her a wave. ‘See you in the morning,’ he whispered. ‘Are you going to check Charlie?’

Angie smiled and nodded. ‘Sleep well and thanks, Dad.’ She could hear Jack opening the car door. While she waited, Angie tiptoed into her bedroom to check on her son.

‘Okay,’ Jack said, as Angie heard the door slam at the same time as she peered into the cot and watched Charlie’s chest rise and fall with gentle motion. His eyelashes touched his cheeks and he sucked on his fists as he slept. Angie put her hand to her chest, her heart full of love. ‘I’ve got some more information you need to know, if you’re coming back to work. Do you have a start date?’

‘As soon as Martin can organise it,’ Angie said quietly.

‘Okay well, as far as I’m concerned, you’re on now. The most important thing you need to know now is that Tim and I have made a decision not to involve any other coppers for now and I’ll tell you why in a minute.’

Angie heard him take a breath.

‘Sit down and buckle up, because there’s a shitload of info coming your way. Starting with the GPS on that rental car.’

Angie crept out of the bedroom, closing the door gently behind her.

‘Right, the GPS was disabled,’ Jack continued, ‘which is concerning, but what’s worse is that Tim and I found out that the licence and credit card used to hire the rental car belonged to a woman named Caitlyn Jones. All well and good except that she’s in the Kalgoorlie prison and was locked up at the time of the hire. Came here from Broome, about eight months ago, because they were overcrowded up there. All of her things in the storage facility were brought from the prison up there to Kalgoorlie. We’re trying to track down where the licence was last seen. In storage at Broome or here in Kal.’

‘Hang on, hang on. I need to get a pen.’ Angie found a pen and notebook and sat at the kitchen table. ‘Fire away, I’m ready,’ she told him. ‘When did she go to gaol?’

‘About a year ago, so it wasn’t her who hired the car. Someone has had access to her licence.’

‘Someone being whom?’

‘Another question yet to be answered. But . . .’ He let the word hang in the air.

‘The only person who could have access is a police officer,’ Angie said.

‘Yes. True. We’ve not got any evidence that the rental was involved with Eric’s and Iris’s deaths, just a damn lot of coincidences. We need a whole lot more. In saying that, could a police officer be involved in their deaths? Again, we have a hell of a lot of circumstantial evidence to say there is, but we need more. The licence theft might well have been for a different crime altogether. I’m not denying that’s a crime but—’

‘Jesus, Jack, it sounds like you’re making excuses.’

‘No, only thinking about all the options. And yes, we have a problem, Houston.’

‘This is already sounding awful.’

‘And there’s more.’

‘More?’

‘Other than the note in Sammi Walker’s file about the Internal Affairs investigation, there’s also a list of all the officers who attended the scene of Sammi’s murder. Forensics, photos, all the normal things.’

Angie didn’t like Jack’s tone. ‘Right. And?’

‘Superintendent Biggs wrote the initial report. She was a senior sergeant back then. It’s thorough and a good report. She was the first detective on the scene with her partner.’

‘Okay.’

‘The forensic report makes for interesting reading; there’s all the normal toxicology, information around the gunshot, entry and exit wounds. Blood splatters, photos, autopsy information, et cetera. But there is one part that is clearly missing.’

Angie didn’t want to ask, but she did anyway. ‘What?’

‘Anything to do with the murder weapon. What type of gun shot her.’

‘That sounds . . .’ Angie stopped talking. She didn’t want to say anything more out loud. Dread coursed through her.

‘I agree,’ Jack said.

The line hissed with silence. Angie tapped her fingers on her knee as she ran through everything she knew about this case. ‘I think we’ve got trouble,’ she finally said.

Jack laughed. ‘You understate everything.’

‘Who else knows about this?’

‘Like I said, just Tim and me at the moment. And now you, because Molly has been in contact. She obviously trusts you and I think we need you in on this, Angie. If we have to investigate people who are in the police – or close to the cops in some way – then I want a team I can trust. And you’re part of it.’

‘I do want to get in contact with Superintendent Biggs and let her know what we’ve found. I should do that before we speak to Molly again because I’m sure Molly’ll be on the phone to her the minute we’ve talked, with good reason. The super’s probably the only person Molly trusts implicitly.’

‘I think we need something solid before we do that,’ Jack said.

‘Agreed.’

‘And one more thing, I can’t remember if you already know this, but when Molly was interviewed—’

‘Back when she was five?’ Angie clarified.

‘Yep. She was still in the apartment when forensics arrived. It’s not pretty reading, because she reacted very badly to them, screaming and saying they were the ones who pulled the trigger. According to her account, the person who shot her mother was dressed in a blue forensics suit.’ He paused. ‘Which again gives credence to the police theory.’

‘I’m really not liking these coincidences,’ Angie said. Adrenalin was kicking in and her heart was starting to beat faster.

‘Me either. Can you get me those notebook pages?’

‘Yes. I’ll bring Molly in first thing tomorrow.’ Angie got up and looked out of her lounge room window. A heavy darkness had settled on the town; there wasn’t a moon tonight and the streetlight on the corner wasn’t working. It gave her an unsettled feeling.

‘No, don’t bring her into the station,’ Jack said. ‘Take her to your house and we’ll come to you.’

‘Do you think it’s someone in the Kal Police Station?’

‘I don’t even want to think about that,’ Jack said. ‘But . . . Maybe. How else did they get hold of the driver’s licence?’






CHAPTER 24

‘Molly! What are you doing here?’ Tommy asked, as she put her head around his office door. ‘It’s late.’ He glanced at the clock on the wall and then back at her.

‘Sorry to barge in,’ she said. ‘I didn’t feel like being at home by myself. Thought I’d come by and catch up.’ She wasn’t going to tell him that she was too scared to be by herself. ‘I’ve decided I want to come back to work. It’s time.’

‘Are you sure? It’s only been just over a week.’

‘And that’s more than most people have off. You’ve been really kind and understanding, Tommy, but I’m ready.’ She gave a big smile and felt as if her face was going to split; she knew her excitement could be classed as manic. Dropping the smile, but still trying to look keen, she kept talking. ‘So I thought I should catch up on who’s had babies and who we’re still waiting on. Is it okay if I go up to the ward and check in?’

Tommy pushed his chair back from the desk, his eyes resting on her.

‘You’re pretty busy?’

‘It’s been crazy,’ he said. ‘I’m down five nurses on the general wards and I really need someone with the right training for the psych ward. I had to fly a patient to Perth today on the Royal Flying Doc to a mental health ward there. We’re just so short-staffed.’ He turned back to his computer and brought up the roster and admissions. ‘Still, welcome to my world.’ He sounded tired. ‘Let’s not mention the ambulance ramping. With the number of Influenza A cases we’ve had, you’d think it was winter yet the heat is indicating summer. The seasons are confused.’

‘Well, roster me on.’

‘Great, that’s brilliant actually. I can shift a couple of the other nurses out of maternity and back into general.’ He stared at the screen, through squinted eyes. ‘Hmm, good, yes, that’ll work.’ He looked back at Molly. ‘Tori’s on in the maternity ward tonight, so you can liaise with her. I’ll call up and let her know you’re coming. Don’t get caught up in a delivery or anything, though. I’ll have to onboard you again before you can go back to work; you’re still on compassionate leave.’

Molly nodded. ‘Great, thanks.’ She made to leave, but Tommy indicated for her to sit down.

Wrinkling her face, she sat with a sigh. ‘I know what I’m allowed to do and not do, Tommy,’ she said.

‘How are you?’ he asked kindly. ‘You haven’t answered my phone calls. I went to see you today and you weren’t home.’

‘Keeping an eye on me?’ she asked.

‘Caring.’

‘I went out to Lake Ballard.’

‘Okay. Interesting choice considering how hot it was again today. Felt like getting fried, did you?’

Molly gave a small laugh. ‘Dad asked Mum to marry him out there so that’s where I’m going to scatter their ashes. It’s been a long time since I’ve been there.’ She wasn’t going to tell him about the parcel, nor the shocking revelation that had catapulted her out of the house tonight. There was no way she could have stayed there after reading everything Jase had sent.

‘Are you really okay, Molly?’ Tommy asked. ‘I’m worried about you.’

Molly tried to put her thoughts aside. ‘Thank you,’ she said, reaching out her hand to squeeze his. ‘It’s tough, but I’ll be okay. Just going to take a while to get used to it all. The house is pretty empty and I’m . . .’ She gave a shrug. ‘I don’t know, a bit scared.’

‘Scared about what?’

‘I don’t even know how to put it into words.’ She paused as the butterfly wings started to beat against the inside of her stomach again. She could hear herself reading aloud from the notebook, just to make sure she wasn’t imagining things.

Stop it, stop it, she thought.

‘Molly?’

Pulling her thoughts back to the present, Molly exhaled. ‘Just ignore me,’ she told him. ‘I’ll tell you when I work through it. Anyway, once I get back to work there will be lots of other things to think about.’ She let go of his hand and sat back. ‘I can’t wait.’

‘Deal,’ he said. ‘Come back on Monday and I’ll onboard you.’

Shock ran through her. ‘That’s another five days! Today’s only Wednesday. Can’t I come in tomorrow?’

‘I’ve got meetings all day tomorrow and the next day, but let me see if I can find a couple of hours the day after.’

Molly didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. She’d been so sure she’d be back at work tomorrow and would be able to put all the things she’d read that day out of her mind. There was safety in numbers and there were lots of people at the hospital. It seemed the obvious place to go. The hospital had always been a good distraction when her thoughts crowded in on her.

‘Well, Monday it is,’ she said. ‘I’ll pop up now and refresh myself.’

‘How about we have dinner tomorrow night?’

‘Sure, that’d be lovely.’

Molly let herself out of Tommy’s office and waited for the elevator, stabbing at the button to call it down until it arrived. The door opened to a family of three kids and their dad, laughing and teasing each other. They tumbled out and the youngest nearly ran into Molly. She put her hands down to steady him as he stumbled but, as surefooted as only a young boy could be, he righted himself and kept going. The dad shrugged an apology and tried to catch up to his son. See? There were always people in a hospital.

Inside the lift, she pressed the number two and watched each floor light up as the lift ascended. Being back didn’t feel quite as good as she thought it would. When she’d parked in the familiar car park, her stomach had rolled with anxiety. Instead of using the normal entrance, she’d veered away from the emergency department and felt her heart kick up a notch when she’d seen the neon lights and an ambulance parked near the door. Molly had taken a side door that the delivery people used and stayed well away from anywhere her parents had been when they were brought in.

She thought of Janet. There would be a buzzword for how a workplace could become a site for trauma and grief, but she was determined that wouldn’t happen to her. The hospital was her life, and both life and death lived within these walls. She would have to bear it, get used to it. Live with it.

The elevator opened and she saw the familiar sight of the maternity ward. Balloons and flowers filled the foyer. Laughter came from behind a closed door. Then she heard the high squeal of a newborn and her heart and body relaxed. This was where she should be.

‘Molly!’ Bridget, the nurse she’d been working with only hours before the accident, greeted her with a huge smile. ‘Oh, it’s so lovely to see you. Are you back? No, of course you’re not. You’re not in uniform.’

In the distance a buzzer sounded, and Bridget turned to check the light screen on the roof of the passageway, to see which bed was calling. ‘Oh, I’ve got to go, but it’s so, so good to see you.’ She squeezed Molly’s arm and jogged off before Molly had a chance to say anything.

It was the best welcome back Molly could have had. The nurse’s station was just to the right of the elevator, a few metres down the hall. When she turned towards it, she saw Tori waving to her. ‘Molly!’

Flapping her hands in a type of wave, Molly made her way over and embraced Tori. ‘Great to see you,’ they both said at the same time, then laughed.

‘I’m sorry about everything,’ Tori said. ‘But look, I know you’re not here for that. I just want you to know we’ve all been thinking of you and we’re here if you need us.’

‘Thank you,’ she said. Looking at the whiteboard, she felt a genuine grin on her face for the first time since her parents had died. ‘Wow, you have got a full ward.’

‘We’ve had such a run of bubs! I think we need to take an ad out in the paper in August next year: Beware, or you’ll become a mum on Mother’s Day!’

Molly laughed. ‘How many of my girls have been through?’

‘Only three. Amy, who you were here for; Hannah, who went home yesterday; and Kendra. She gave birth to little Brent a couple of days ago, but he’s really having trouble latching on and getting a feed. And the poor love, her nipples are cracked so I’ve given her a nipple shield.’ She checked the computer. ‘Another four of yours have filled in their admissions and are expecting this week. Will you be back for them?’

‘Monday, all being well, and not a moment too soon.’

‘Wonderful. When you’re back doing home visits, Hannah and her bub need a check-up, early next week.’

‘Easy done.’

Molly’s mobile phone began to ring. She reached down to silence it, then saw it was Angie. ‘Do you mind? I think I’d better take this.’

‘Go your hardest.’

Molly walked towards the kitchenette as she put the phone up to her ear. ‘Angie, hi.’

‘Hi, Molly, are you around first thing in the morning? I’d like to come over if I could.’

Molly closed her eyes and took a deep breath. ‘Actually, Angie, I’m glad you’ve called. I finished reading the notebook pages tonight and I need to talk to you. Urgently.’

‘I can come to your house?’

‘Can we meet at the pub? I want to be around people.’

‘Of course.’ Angie hesitated. ‘I’m not a police officer while I’m on mat leave, so I can’t really help with much until I go back, which will hopefully be this week. Do you need me to bring Jack?’

‘No! Don’t bring Jack. I don’t know who to trust in the police other than you and Tash.’

‘What? Why?’

Molly twisted her hair between her fingers and closed her eyes. Once she said it aloud, there could be no taking it back.






CHAPTER 25

‘I think a police officer may have been involved with my mother’s death.’

Molly was sitting across from Angie, in the pub, looking anxiously around her. Even though it was late, there was a continual stream of people coming in, having a few drinks after work, then leaving again. All in high-vis and heavy, steel-capped boots.

‘A police officer?’ Angie could hardly believe she was hearing this from Molly. ‘That’s a pretty big accusation. What makes you think that?’ But then her mind flew back to the stolen driver’s licence and her belief that it could only have been taken by a cop. Dread started to seep into her stomach.

Molly, not answering, reached into her handbag and drew out the pages, placing them on the table between them. ‘I’ll let you read them, but you can’t show anyone. Not even Jack. I don’t know him, I know you.’

Angie lifted her lemon, lime and bitters and swiped her sleeve across the table to get rid of the moisture from her glass, then placed it out of the way. ‘You can trust Jack,’ she said.

‘How do I know that?’

‘If you trust me, then you need to trust me when I say that Jack is solid. I’ve worked with him and I know.’ She put as much emphasis on what she was saying as she could.

Molly raised one shoulder. ‘Martin told me he was going to put his best investigator on this and that was Jack. But I don’t trust anyone in the force now, so he could be covering for him.’

Angie was shaking her head before Molly had finished speaking. ‘No. Jack isn’t like that. He’s one of those guys who shrugs and says let the cards fall where they fall. If he’s gotta take down a cop, then he’ll do it.’

‘I really don’t want him here. What if you’re wrong?’ Molly glanced over her shoulder and around the bar. ‘Someone else might die.’

Angie looked around too. Another group of miners came in, laughing and ribbing one of their workmates. The three staff members behind the bar were people she knew by sight and the bloke sitting over in the corner, nursing a beer, was there every night. There was no one in the bar who was causing her any concern, but somehow she had to reassure Molly.

‘I’m not sure what else I can tell you to make you confident in Jack. He knows I’m here and has respected your wishes to stay away, but really, Molly, you have to understand that I can’t do anything official. I’m here as your friend. I don’t have access to the police computers or anything I would normally use as part of an investigation, so if you want me to help, I’m either going to need to pass everything back to Jack or you can tell him yourself.’ She paused. ‘Unless you want to talk to Tash, which is also a good option.’

Molly twisted a beer coaster around in her hands. ‘I could call Tash – and I’ve done that a bit recently. But, like I told you, she’s so busy. I don’t think I want to bother her until I either have a lot more questions to ask in one hit or I have some solid information to give to her. If I keep going off half cocked, then she’ll get sick of me.’

‘I’m sure that wouldn’t be the case! It’s very clear how much she loves you,’ Angie said. ‘Still, I understand your hesitancy. People high up in public office have to run their lives a little differently from the way us plebs do.’ She gave a smile to soften her words.

‘Tash always seems to be busy doing something important. Off to a meeting with a minister or some kind of politician or giving a media conference.’

‘Jack is on standby if you’d like me to call him,’ Angie said gently.

Molly looked up with tears in her eyes. ‘I guess there isn’t any option is there? Go on, call him then, but by god, if something goes wrong, I’m going to hold you responsible.’

‘Thank you for trusting me, Molly,’ Angie said, getting her phone. She tapped out a message. She and Jack had spoken only minutes before Angie had gone to meet Molly and he was waiting outside in the car just in case. It would only take a couple of minutes for him to get here.

Molly tapped a thin, yellow sticky note that marked a page in the photocopies. ‘I don’t know much about the police, but I know enough that this is going to cause some problems.’

‘Do you know who Jase is?’

‘I’ve googled him in relation to Mum’s case and if this is him – I don’t know how else to check – his name and rank is Detective Jason Miller. There’s not a lot of newspaper articles online that I can find from 2006. I don’t think the news was on the internet as much then as it is now. But I can follow some of the later ones. I found an article that was dated from 2018, summarising the case after it was investigated again. That goes through the timeline from when—’ Molly jumped as the chair next to her pulled out and Jack sat down.

‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to frighten you, Molly,’ Jack said gravely. ‘Thanks for trusting me.’

Angie kept her eyes on Molly’s face, until she looked down at the table. Her throat was working hard; her hands still wrapped around the coaster. Angie reached out and covered Molly’s hands with her own. ‘Hi Jack,’ she said quietly. ‘Do you want to get a drink? Molly might like one.’

‘What are you having, Molly?’ Jack asked.

Molly shook her head. ‘No, thanks, let’s just do this.’

‘Would you like to tell Jack what you were telling me?’ Angie asked.

Looking over at Jack, Molly said, ‘I will make the loudest noise and get every media outlet involved if you stuff me over.’

‘You have my word I won’t do that. If this does go back to the police, I will do everything in my power to make sure the guilty people are brought to justice.’

Molly quickly told him what she had said to Angie. ‘And the timeline of the detectives starts and ends with Detective Jason Miller. I know Tash was involved too.’

Jack nodded. ‘Superintendent Biggs was in the file as first on the scene. From what I understand, Jason Miller was her partner back then. When the super took you into her care, she stayed on the case, but in the background. I haven’t had a chance to do a background check on Miller yet.’

‘He’s the one who got in contact with Dad, not the other way around,’ Molly said. ‘He wanted Dad to get the case reopened. I really think Dad must have got very close to finding out who killed Sammi. And Jase was giving him information like this notebook, but he uses a codename in it. And . . . And I’m sure that Jase Miller was corrupt.’ She handed the letter over to Jack, but he motioned for her to put it on the table while he dug into his pocket and pulled out two pairs of gloves. Giving one to Angie, he put his on and picked up the paper, reading quickly, then passed it to Angie.

‘There’s information in the notebook that gives you that impression?’ he asked.

‘You read it and tell me what you think.’

Angie finished reading the letter, then folded it and put it in an evidence bag that Jack had given her before she’d come into the pub.

Jack glanced at Angie and nodded as she unfolded the photocopies.


Constables who attended the scene from the first call-out:

SS Natasha Biggs

SS Jason Miller

Constable Martin Rogers

Constable Jan Carter

Constable Rogers started the search through the house for evidence, while Constable Carter took photos of the body.

I have since found out that Constable Rogers was an arresting officer on the drug case that Constable Walker worked. He was only working out of the Newcastle station for two weeks while covering for another constable.



‘Martin never told me he was there that day,’ Molly said. ‘He never even told me he came from New South Wales. I’ve known him since I was a kid. He’s always been so nice to me. I’ve had enough conversations with him from when Dad was working for that to have come up. Don’t you think that’s strange?’

‘Martin certainly did his training over in New South Wales,’ Angie said. ‘He’s only been in Western Australia for fifteen years. I don’t know where he was stationed, though.’

Jack swivelled to look at her. ‘How do you know that?’

‘He’s got a photo of his graduating class above his desk. I asked him about it when I was in his office yesterday.’

‘Shit! I’ve seen that,’ Jack said. ‘Never even thought twice about it.’

‘Sammi was murdered in Newcastle,’ Molly said. ‘Oh, and going back to the drug case, I found a newspaper article at home that claimed Sammi was being investigated for evidence tampering at the time of her death. I asked Tash about it and she said it was true. I can’t believe it, though, because Mum and Dad have always told me what a good cop she was. They would have known about that accusation surely – otherwise why was it in our house? It always seemed like they knew everything. Although,’ she conceded, ‘perhaps not now.’

‘Okay, well, I’ll try and get Jason Miller on the phone tomorrow.’

‘Don’t you think it’s weird Martin ended up here in Kalgoorlie? And that’s where I am?’ Molly asked. ‘I mean, if Sammi interfered with a drug case, then was Martin involved with that? Is that why he left New South Wales – to get away from anything that might come back to bite him on the arse?’

Angie knew Jack was choosing his words carefully when he spoke next. ‘I think there is a lot of investigating to do before I make that assessment.’

‘How do you do that?’ Molly asked.

‘Well, we’re going to do plenty of work behind the scenes. Talk to people—’

‘How do you know they won’t say anything to Martin?’ Molly sounded panicked.

Angie leaned forward. ‘We’ll keep you safe. Look, we don’t believe the killer is after you. You couldn’t identify them, so why would they come for you?’

‘Because we’ve worked out who they are.’

‘But we haven’t. Not yet.’

‘They don’t know that, do they?’

‘You have to believe us when we say we’ll do our best to keep you safe,’ Jack reiterated. ‘At this stage there is nothing to suggest that you’re in any danger, so tonight, I’ll follow you back home and make sure the house is secure, then tomorrow, we’ll tackle this some more. Okay?’

‘You know what happens when people think there’s nothing to worry about?’ Molly snapped. ‘Usually there is something massive to worry about.’

Angie’s phone beeped and she looked at the screen. Todd. Telling her Charlie needed a feed. She knew that, because her boobs were aching again, but she didn’t want to leave just yet. Taking a sip of her drink to hide her frustration, she checked the expression on Molly’s face. She looked exhausted and frightened, with a bit of anger and attitude thrown in.

‘Look, why don’t you come home with me tonight?’ she suggested. ‘You can sleep on the couch. That’s if you don’t mind Charlie waking up occasionally. You might feel safer that way and, like Jack says, we can look at this again in the light of day. Nothing ever seems as bad when the sun is up.’

‘Not true,’ Molly said.

Angie thought about her words and everything that had happened to Molly. ‘Sorry, that was insensitive. You’re right. Still the offer is there.’

‘I think that’s a good idea,’ Jack agreed.

Angie glanced back to Jack. She could almost hear the imaginary clock ticking while Molly made up her mind.

But it didn’t take long before Molly nodded. ‘Thanks, Angie, that’s very kind of you. I’d like that.’

‘Right, let’s head off,’ Jack said, standing. He let Molly go in front of him, then the two police officers walked out together. Jack leaned his head close to Angie’s ear. ‘Make sure you keep an eye on her. I’ll pull an all-nighter and see what I can find.’

‘Be careful,’ she said. ‘The system might have flags on some of the people you’re going to be looking at.’






CHAPTER 26

‘Tim! What are you doing here this late?’ Jack put his cup on the desk and sat down across from his colleague.

‘I had an idea and wanted to check it out,’ Tim said. ‘So far, I haven’t found what I’m looking for.’

‘And what’s that?’

‘The route the rental car took when it was driven back to Perth. We know it was returned, but there’s no footage of it on the highway. I’ve been back through about four hours’ worth of footage from cameras on the highway, and there’s no sign of it.’

‘There’s only one way back.’

‘Well, if you want to take the quickest way, that’s true. But there are others. Back roads. For at least half the journey,’

Jack leaned back in his chair. ‘So where are you looking?’

‘I’m about to start looking south. There’s the BP on the edge of town and then there are cameras along the highway. If I can track the vehicle to Norseman then we know she’s gone to Esperance and back to Perth that way. If I track her to that roadhouse near the turn-off to Kalgoorlie, she might have taken the dirt road through to Hyden and back that way. And I don’t know about you’ – he tapped his pen on the desk – ‘but I would find it slightly suspicious if she’s taken a sedan on a backtrack dirt road.’

Jack grunted. ‘What about all the tourists we have to rescue who go on roads they shouldn’t?’

Tim laughed. ‘True. There’s something else on my mind, though. I’ve gone back to check the Southern Cross service station footage again and the rental car leaves before Eric and Iris. So maybe . . .’ He paused and rubbed his eyes. ‘Maybe it’s got nothing to do with them at all. But I can’t help feeling this is all connected. I think this woman knew what she was doing.’

Jack put his feet on his desk, nodding. ‘Okay.’ He paused, then lowered his voice. ‘This might be an odd question, but what do you know about Martin?’

Tim looked up from the video he was watching, then paused it. ‘I guess there’s a reason for that question. Good cop, he’s been here for a long time. Fair as a boss. All round good bloke. Why do you ask, Grasshopper?’

‘Well, if this is to be believed – and we have to verify that it’s genuine’ – he held up the photocopied pages of the notebook – ‘then it appears he was one of the first constables on the scene of Sammi Walker’s murder.’

‘Sammi Walk— As in Molly’s mother?’

‘The one and only. This diary belonged to one of the detectives.’

‘Where the hell did you get that?’

‘Molly gave it to me. It sounds like this Jase Miller contacted Eric Bennett to let him know that he knew who murdered Sammi and was encouraging him to reinvestigate Sammi’s death. The guy posted it to him and Molly read it today.’

‘But Sammi Walker was murdered in New South Wales.’

‘Yes, she was.’

‘So Martin worked over east?’

‘He went to the academy over there.’

‘Nah, must be someone else with the same name,’ Tim said. ‘Martin would have told us if he was there. He knows we’re investigating Eric’s and Iris’s deaths.’

‘Only if he wanted us to know. He’s got a photo in his office of his class graduating from the academy and I have to say, in hindsight, when I first arrived in Kalgoorlie he was very interested in why I was shifting over, which makes sense because he knows how difficult it is to swap from state to state inside the force. All the extra training and everything. He knows through personal experience.’

Tim let out a low whistle.

Jack tapped at his keyboard. ‘If we couple this piece of information with the licence going missing from the Kal evidence room, and the tampering of evidence that Sammi Walker supposedly did, well . . .’ He shrugged. ‘Everything we’re talking about has to be kept under your hat.’

‘You’d better ring the super,’ Tim said. ‘She needs to come and get Molly and put her somewhere safe.’

‘Yeah, I will. But I want a bit more information before I do that.’

‘So, you’re sure Eric’s and Iris’s deaths are linked to Sammi’s?’

‘I don’t have any evidence yet, but yes, I think it’s safe to say that the deaths of Eric and Iris weren’t an accident. We have a person following very close behind them: someone who disabled the GPS of a rental car, gave a false driver’s licence and credit card, and now you can’t find her leaving Kal, or at least not going back down the highway. Disabling the GPS is more than suspicious. Then there are a lot of other coincidences . . . My old boss Dave Burrows always said there was nothing coincidental about anything. Then on Sammi’s side, her file is clearly missing information from the forensics report; anything related to the weapon used.’ He sighed. ‘And now there’s Martin at the scene.’ He tapped the file on the desk. ‘I’ll finish reading through this tonight and see what other surprises it holds. Hopefully none.’

‘And the super. She was there too.’

‘Yeah, and the superintendent, who is Molly’s godmother.’ He smiled. ‘Thank god she’s got Molly’s back. Because when we need to move on this, she’ll shift heaven and earth to make it happen yesterday. Have you heard anything about the photo that was going to be run through that AI program?’

‘Not yet. It’s so freaking annoying knowing the answer could be right there.’

‘What about the cameras from the rental place? Did they come through?’

‘Oh, that’s right, we were expecting them. No, I don’t think they have. Better ring them first thing in the morning.’

‘The guy I spoke to was going on holidays so it might’ve slipped through the cracks. And what happened with the officers who went to the smash repair place? That was happening today, wasn’t it?’

‘I had a call from them. They took a fingerprint kit and went over it, just in case. The inside of the car was clean, except for a few prints on the steering wheel. Probably from the detailing staff. They fingerprinted the employees so as to eliminate them. The car had already been cleaned and had the panels taken off so really it’s probably a waste of time, but who knows. After talking to the officers who went to look at the car, I sent them back to ask what was in the vehicle, if anything had been left behind. The bloke apparently said he’d never seen a returned car as clean as that one. Usually there’s dirt in the footwell, or crumbs from where people have eaten. There was nothing. He even commented to one of his colleagues that it was if it had been detailed before she brought it in.’

‘No receipts?’ Jack asked hopefully.

‘Now you’re dreaming while you’re awake,’ Tim said with a grin. ‘Have some more coffee.’

Jack scratched his head as he thought. ‘So why didn’t they go in and get the footage while they were there?’

‘Never mentioned it to them. I thought it was being emailed.’

‘Hmm. Send them back to get it and ask them to fingerprint the door handle on the driver’s side while they’re there. The underneath of it. I had a print there that broke a case open a few years ago.’ He flicked open the file in front of him and started to read, then looked up. ‘And while we’re at it, let’s see what we can find out about Martin’s work history.’

‘Clever. Leave it with me,’ Tim said, tapping at his keyboard.

Jack drew his own keyboard in closer, typed Martin’s name into the search engine and waited. ‘Ha, there’s a criminal in England with the same name. Killed five people over ten years.’

‘Be very unlikely for anyone not to have the same name as someone else!’

Jack didn’t answer and he continued to scroll, looking for a link to the Martin who was in their police station. A few minutes later he sighed. ‘Yeah, I’ll leave it with you. Nothing on Google that’s quick to see.’ He went back to Sammi’s file and leafed through it, looking for Molly’s statement.

‘It’s not surprising that they couldn’t find any sign of another person at the scene,’ Jack said after a while.

‘Why?’ Tim didn’t look up from his computer.

‘Well, according to Molly’s statement at the time, the killer only came a few feet inside the room. They didn’t say anything, just indicated for Sammi to get on the ground, shot her and left. Even closed the door afterwards. So . . .’ He got up and went to the door that led into their office. ‘Come here and pretend to be Sammi.’

Tim paused the footage he was watching and got up.

‘So . . .’ Jack took a photo from the file and looked at where Sammi’s body was in relation to the door. ‘She answered the door.’ He indicated for Tim to open the door. ‘And if the murderer came inside, then she would have stepped back.’

Tim took a step back and Jack stood in the doorway, pretending to be the intruder. ‘Molly said the person was holding something in their hand, which presumably was the gun, so perhaps they stood about . . . here. You agree?’

Tim nodded.

‘So then, Sammi is made to get on her knees – so she’s hardly away from the door. She’s shot . . . And really, the murderer has only been maybe two or three feet inside the door. If Molly’s statement is correct, they left straight afterwards. No wonder there’s no DNA or fingerprints. We have to look elsewhere. The neighbours, were they interviewed? How come no one heard anything?’

‘A suppressor,’ Tim suggested.

‘Yeah, and even though a suppressor would still make a bit of a noise, people might not realise what it was until later. After something like, you know, finding a body.’

‘When was she shot?’

‘Middle of the morning.’

‘Neighbours might be at work.’

‘Which would also mean no one would really see the killer come and go. Good. I’ll get back to the file.’

Tim sat at his desk and hit play again. ‘This really is like watching paint dry,’ he said.

‘Until you find what you’re looking for, then you get the adrenalin rush,’ Jack replied as he flipped through the photos of the crime scene. He stopped at one and brought it in closer. ‘Huh. There you go. Just like this.’ He handed the photo over to Tim.

‘Holy shit, is that . . . It is. That’s a young Martin.’

‘I think so.’

They looked at each other as the potential ramification of their finding stretched out between them. They could see the dominos falling.

‘Okay.’ Jack got back to business. ‘So that’s confirmation he was there, but I still want to talk to this detective and get Martin’s history.’

Tim turned back to his computer, while Jack took a sip of coffee and stretched. He could feel momentum beginning to build. They still needed more pieces of the jigsaw puzzle, but he was starting to see the picture. He put the photo of Martin on his desk and assessed it again. A fresh-faced man with an easy smile. The years and work in the force had hardened Martin, that was clear. He left the photo out to the side then flipped to the next page and started to read again.

‘Jack.’ Tim’s tone had changed. ‘Jack, I’ve found the car. Fucking finally. Heading south. Look here. It’s at Widgiemooltha. That little roadhouse. She’s turned off to the west. There’s definitely something dodgy going on to be heading that way.’

‘Pictures of the driver?’

‘No, just numberplate. Although I can see the hands on the steering wheel. Female. This is from the stationary cameras on the road. Just let me pull up Hyden’s now.’ He fiddled around and flicked back through days and found the right time. ‘Give it half an hour’s grace, I suppose,’ he muttered. ‘Maybe an hour if the road was rough.’ The road stayed empty.

‘Not surprised,’ Jack said. ‘It is a back road. Probably doesn’t get a lot of traffic.’

‘Wait up, wait up. She’s coming, I’m sure . . . Here we are. You little freaking beauty!’ Tim jumped up and punched the air. ‘I just found a needle in a haystack,’ he said. ‘Here it is.’

Swinging the computer screen around, Jack saw the numberplate clearly. One hand on the wheel and then it was gone. ‘Good job,’ he said. ‘Can you see any damage on the car?’

‘I’ll have to find the servo cameras for that, if she stopped. But that’s how she went back to Perth.’

‘If I was a defence lawyer, I’d say that was purely coincidence and she didn’t have to take the highway back to Perth. Scenic tour. Perhaps she was looking for wildflowers.’

‘Well, thank god you’re not one of those,’ Tim said. ‘But I hear you.’

Jack started to pace the room. ‘Look, I think we need to get Molly out of Kalgoorlie. I’m probably overreacting, but if we are going to keep pushing here – whoever this woman is, and whatever Martin’s connection is – we need to make sure Molly doesn’t get in the firing line.’

‘I agree.’

Jack looked at his watch. ‘I’m going to call the super in the morning and get her to put Molly in protection.’

‘How do you think Molly is going to like that?’ Tim asked.

‘Hopefully a whole lot better than being dead.’






CHAPTER 27

Angie couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something wrong. She’d woken up and instantly flown into Charlie’s room to check on him, but he was sleeping soundly, his mouth sucking in and out. The noises from the kitchen were the new normal sounds since her father had come to stay. She bumped into Molly in the doorway.

‘I need to go back home and feed Life this morning,’ Molly said, dressed in a borrowed T-shirt and shorts.

‘Who’s Life?’ Todd asked as he poured hot water from the kettle into a mug and stirred in some milk, before handing the coffee to Molly.

‘Mum’s rescue crow. She saved him from the side of the road. We were never sure what happened to him, but he had a broken wing. Mum nursed him back to health and then he wouldn’t leave.’

‘Smart bird,’ Todd said with a grin.

Angie heard Charlie cry out and she went to pick him up. If everything was so normal, why did she feel so edgy?

‘If we go back to your place,’ she said as she came back to the kitchen and sat down to feed Charlie, ‘then we can pack you a bag. You never know, you might need it. It’s always nicer to have your own things, don’t you think?’

‘Why do I need a bag?’

‘Just in case you stay here another night. Or maybe a couple. When I was working in Perth, I always kept a bag with some changes of clothes in it because we never knew where we were going to end up. We might have been called to Kal or Broome or anywhere, and often at a moment’s notice. Usually, it was “Quick! We’ve booked your ticket and the plane’s waiting!’” She kept her tone calm, as she reasoned with herself there was nothing to be anxious about.

Charlie started to fuss at her breast, so she detached him and put him over her shoulder, patting his back gently.

‘You must’ve had a really exciting life,’ Molly said.

‘Here, love, come and sit down. Don’t hold the doorway up,’ Todd said, pulling out a chair and indicating for Molly to sit.

‘Thanks.’

‘Yeah,’ Angie said reflectively. ‘It was exciting, but we were always so focused on what we had to do, I don’t know that I ever realised that when I was in the midst of it all.’

‘You love what you do.’ Molly smiled at Angie. ‘I can tell. Your face comes alive when you talk about being a detective.’

‘It’s one of my favourite things in the whole world. Who was it who said you’ll never work a day if you love your job? Well, that’s me.’

‘I feel like that about nursing. Especially being a midwife. I tried lots of other spots in the hospital when I was doing my general nursing, but none of them ever suited me like delivering babies. It’s a special thing to be involved in. When I realised that, I did my midwifery training and I’ve never looked back.’

Todd reached over Angie’s shoulder and took Charlie. ‘Go and have a shower, so you can take Molly back to her place,’ he said. ‘Look, it’s nine already. Rowdy and I have a date with the pram. We’re going to see that nice little puppy dog that lives on the corner of the street. Bit yappy, but Junior here always laughs when he sees it.’ He looked at her, indicating he knew something was amiss but that he wouldn’t ask about it in front of Molly.

‘Thanks, Dad.’ She nodded to let him know she was okay. ‘You’re fine with the plan, Molly?’

Molly nodded, taking another sip of coffee. She looked like she was trying hard not to cry. Todd’s gentleness and compassion probably reminded her of Eric.

Angie touched Molly’s shoulder on the way out of the room.

On her dressing table, she found a pile of neatly folded clean clothes and gave thanks to whoever was listening for the day her father had appeared at her door.

Ten minutes later, she was showered and dressed for work.

‘I’m not sure when I’ll be back,’ she told Todd, leaning down to kiss Charlie’s head. ‘There’s milk in the freezer.’

‘I’ve already taken some out to defrost. We’ll be here when you find your way home,’ he said. ‘Don’t stress.’

Angie lingered over Charlie for an extra second, resting her cheek against his head, letting him wrap his tiny fingers around one of hers. The pressure was beautiful. ‘Okay,’ Angie said, straightening up. ‘Let’s get this show on the road.’

‘While you were in the shower, I got a call from the funeral home,’ Molly said. ‘My parents’ ashes are ready to pick up.’ She cleared her throat. ‘Could we . . . um, could we . . .’

‘Yeah, we can swing past and pick them up, for sure,’ Angie said.

Turning to the right as they left the driveway, Angie pointed the car in the direction of town. ‘Would you like me to put some music on?’ Angie asked, wanting to fill the silence.

‘Mum and Dad were really into Fleetwood Mac and Abba,’ Molly said. ‘They were teenagers in the seventies. When I was a teenager, I was being a bit rude to Mum, telling her that she wouldn’t know how to be cool, like Mrs Johnston, my friend’s mum. Now that woman knew how to dress. She cooked the best chocolate chip brownies and always listened to us whingeing. Mum had about ten years on Mrs Johnston. Anyhow, Mum said that I had no idea how cool she used to be, because when she was a teenager, they wore miniskirts, knee-high boots and drove around in minis.’

Angie laughed.

‘I didn’t know what she meant at the time. I do now and she was right. The seventies was the best era, I think, with great music as well.’

‘If Iris told you that, she must’ve been right among it when she was young.’

‘I know, right? I guess we never really have any idea.’ She paused. ‘Or maybe we don’t want to know what our parents were like when they were young.’

‘I’ve learned more about my dad in the last week or so than everything else I’ve ever learned about him,’ Angie told her. ‘Perhaps we’re not expected to know them the way they know us. Anyway’ – she stretched the word out as she flicked the blinker to go into the funeral home driveway – ‘I don’t have Fleetwood Mac or Abba, I’m sorry. I’m a Lady Gaga and Ed Sheeran fan. But I’ll see what I can find while you’re in there.’

Angie swung the car around so she could park next to the garden filled with rose bushes and petunias. ‘Want me to come in with you?’

Molly exhaled deeply. ‘No. Nope. Thanks anyway.’

Angie waited until Molly knocked at the front door and had been met by the funeral director, given a hug and ushered inside.

Firstly, she found an Abba album on the streaming service on her phone, and then she dialled Jack.

‘The superintendent has arrived,’ Jack said as he answered the phone.

‘What? How come? I thought we weren’t going to say anything to anyone.’

‘I had to make the call after some more information came to light. I rang her very early this morning and said I wanted Molly back in protection. She caught the first flight down and landed five minutes ago. I said we’d meet her at Molly’s house.’

‘Okay, we’re on our way there now. But we had to make a detour to the funeral home. Eric’s and Iris’s ashes are ready for collection. I don’t know how long that will take.’

‘That’s okay, we can wait outside until you arrive. See you soon.’

Angie’s heart was thumping as she called out quickly. ‘Hey! Jack, wait! Don’t hang up.’ She listened but didn’t hear the disconnect tone.

‘Sorry, I missed that?’

‘What shall I tell Molly?’

‘That her godmother is here and we’ll explain when we see her.’

‘Jack, I’ve been thinking about this all night. What about we focus on Eric. Let’s see if we can find out when he first spoke to Jase Miller and trace his movements from there. I guess you’re going to try to contact Jase?’

‘Yes, I’ve already tried, but no answer. I’ll try again once I’ve delivered Molly to the super. I agree with you on all aspects.’

Angie opened the car door to let some air through. The heat had increased, along with a strong breeze. ‘So you found him?’

‘Yeah. Tim tracked him down. He’s retired and has moved to Queensland. Hopefully he’ll get back to me shortly.’

‘What about Eric’s and Iris’s phones; did you find out what towers they were pinging from?’ Angie kept her eyes on the front door of the funeral home, but it remained tightly shut, the sign on the door saying By appointment only.

‘Eric and Iris’s movements have been hard to track. I still haven’t got access to bank records, so I can’t see where they’ve used their cards. Hopefully that information will come through this morning. It’s like they’ve driven out of Kalgoorlie and disappeared until they started coming home.’

‘Everything is frustratingly slow.’

‘Slower than usual.’

‘And where’s Martin today?’ Angie reached into the back seat and grabbed a magazine to fan herself with while she talked.

‘At the station. He put his head in this morning to ask how things were going and I told him there weren’t any updates. Tim and I were throwing ideas around last night and he made an interesting observation. Sammi and Molly lived in an apartment so there were neighbours, right? That brings a whole lot of other people into the equation. There are some who have been interviewed but I googled the apartment building and there’s more occupants than interviews. I’m assuming twenty years ago it was the same, but I’ll look into that, see if we can get a list of people who lived there then. Whoever killed her must have not only known her routine, but the routine of the others and when the least number of people were likely to be home. I can’t imagine the killer was keen to be seen or heard; they wouldn’t have left anything to chance.’

‘They’d done their homework. Watched the apartments, got inside maybe. Befriended Sammi or a neighbour,’ Angie said thoughtfully.

‘They just didn’t factor in that Molly would be at home that day.’

‘God, yeah. Also, you know how Sammi was accused of tampering with evidence? Well, Molly told me that Jase’s notebook implies that it was a rumour started by the person who he’s calling Silver. There’s never a mention of any type of tampering. I think that might be important to know. Was something taken or misplaced? A mixed-up urine sample? Yada yada.’

‘Not sure on that yet. Like I said, I’m waiting for Jase to ring back.’

‘My point being that taking a driver’s licence from a police station isn’t too dissimilar from tampering with something in the evidence hold. Something has been taken when it shouldn’t have been. You could connect it without too much of a stretch. So perhaps it wasn’t Sammi who was tampering with the evidence. Could it have been the murderer?’

‘Hmm, point taken. Okay, leave that with me. I need to find out where Caitlyn Jones’s things were stored. And if they followed her from Broome to Kalgoorlie. Once I know that, then I can track the logbook back and see who signed for it. I just need the time to do it when I’m back at the station. We’ll get Molly sorted first.’

‘I could do that. Except I really need to be signed back on so I can use the computers and get my badge back.’

‘You won’t be working out of the station on this, Angie. This needs to stay under wraps. Like you told me last night, there might be flags on what we’re looking for. Tell you what, if you are by yourself at some stage, how about you give the Broome Police Station a call and see what you can find out. Not when Molly is within earshot. When the super gets here, I want to ask her about Eric. Let’s see where that goes. Once we’ve got through this case, I’ll get you signed back in.’

‘Where’s Tim?’

‘Chasing details on the rental car and everything related to that. Including the image he was getting run through that AI program you suggested.’

The door of the funeral home opened, and Molly and the funeral director came out into the bright sunlight. Molly had sunglasses covering her eyes, although even from this distance Angie could see she’d been crying. The urn was cradled in her arms and was large enough to hold two lots of remains. Angie’s heart raced at the thought of loss. Charlie, her father . . . Did feelings change when you became a mother? They must do. She could understand her parents’ love better than she ever had. And she ached for Molly and all the sadness she’d endured over her short life. Losing Charlie was . . . Well, she couldn’t – didn’t want to – imagine it.

Angie cleared her head of that thought. ‘Looks like we’re on our way back to Molly’s house shortly,’ she told Jack. ‘She’s collected the ashes.’

‘Good. Well, when she gets here, let’s get her to pack enough clothes for a week or so. Just until we understand what’s happening.’

‘Right-oh, see you soon,’ Angie said and pressed the end button just as Molly opened the car door.

She got in and put her seatbelt on, all without talking and never letting go of the urn. Then she put her elbow on the doorframe and turned her head to stare out of the window.

Putting the car in gear, Angie drove slowly away, letting Abba play softly in the background.






MOLLY

I’ve always found it hard to remember in what order things happened after the killer left. The pantry was cramped and my knees were beginning to ache, so I pushed the door open. Sammi had said to stay put, but she hadn’t said for how long. And I think I knew that she was dead. She hadn’t shifted for such a long time and there was blood. Not lots, but more than a scraped knee or banged elbow. I could tell she wasn’t asleep either. Instead, she was facedown, with her arms sort of spread out. A bit like a snow angel except facing down. And there was blood. But I’ve already mentioned that.

When I went to touch her, she wasn’t cold, but she wasn’t warm either. I’ve learned since I’ve been a nurse that bodies cool a lot quicker than anyone expects and it only takes that minute second, when the heart stops, for the eyes to lose their soul. When the heart stops beating and that last breath is taken, the body deflates – and as clichéd as it sounds, it becomes an empty vessel.

I didn’t know any of that when I was five.

I was busting for the toilet after hiding for so long. And again, I’m not sure what order this all happened in. The toilet was at the back of the apartment, but by the time I got there, I’d wet my pants. Maybe because I was scared.

Sammi wasn’t going to be able to help me, so I changed and was about to go out to her again when I heard a voice.

My brain has been very good at protecting me through all this trauma and death. I know I heard a voice, but I can’t tell you who it was. The hypnotherapist tried to take me there, just as she’d done the last time I’d seen her. I know nothing came of that, but I’ve had dreams since. It was a man’s voice. He was talking to my mother’s body.

Dreams are so weird, aren’t they? Sometimes they rehash what you know and sometimes they are things you imagine. When I peeked around the corner there was another person next to Sammi. This time they weren’t dressed in blue, but in a police uniform. He was old. But then everyone’s old to a five-year-old. So maybe he was a young old. I’m not sure.

Again, I’m not sure if it was real or a dream. Are any of these ‘memories’ dreams or real? I wish I could tell you.

But whichever, the man was still crouched down near Mum when I tripped over the mat in the hallway. When I fell, I didn’t cry out or anything. But there must’ve been enough noise to alert him someone was in the back of the house because he looked up and then disappeared from the apartment quickly.

Then I started to scream and scream and I ran back to Sammi’s bedroom and hid under her bed until the police came.

Eric and Iris told me years later that there was no evidence of anyone else being in the apartment, so maybe that’s why I think it must have been a dream.

Yet something always itches at the back of my brain when I think about this part. Like it was real. Especially because the police didn’t arrive for what felt like a long time after that. So whoever was in the house presumably didn’t call triple zero immediately. It was a neighbour I was told.

Dad told me later the police arrived quickly after the call was made.

Fifteen minutes.

So maybe the man in the apartment did make the call and it wasn’t the neighbour. But the neighbour was the one who stayed with me until the police arrived.






CHAPTER 28

Molly stiffened in her seat. Three cars were parked in her driveway, next to the house. Two plain cars and a rental from the airport. She could tell because it had a Hertz sticker on the back window.

Nothing on the exterior of the house made it seem like anything had changed since she left yesterday, yet that didn’t stop her from holding herself tightly as they came closer.

Angie didn’t seem like she was worried as she drove up the driveway.

‘What are you doing? I don’t know those cars,’ Molly said, panicked. She pushed herself against the back of the passenger’s seat, as if trying to slow the forward momentum of the car. ‘We need to leave. Now. I don’t want to go in there.’ She gripped the urn so tightly her knuckles turned white.

‘It’s okay,’ Angie soothed. ‘Jack is here and so is Tim. They’re in unmarked detective cars. Not sure why they’re in separate vehicles, but there’ll be a reason. I spoke to Jack while you were in the funeral home. He told me he was going to meet us here. You can relax.’

‘Who’s come in the third vehicle?’

When Angie didn’t answer, Molly checked the verandah and garden in case she could see someone else. As she got closer, she realised her home looked deserted and as if no one cared about it. It didn’t take long for that to happen when the souls of the house disappeared. The beautiful bushes in the pots on the front steps had wilted in the heat. She would have to water them.

‘Who’s here, Angie?’ she asked when she couldn’t ascertain the driver of the rental.

‘Jack will tell you.’

‘Please tell me, or I won’t get out.’

Angie glanced over at her and took a breath. ‘Jack called Superintendent Biggs this morning. We want to put you into protective custody.’

Molly’s eyes widened and her heart kicked up another notch. ‘What’s happened?’ she asked.

‘To be honest, Molly, I don’t know. The phone call I had with Jack was very quick, and he said that he would let us know what was happening when we arrived.’

Molly seemed unable to speak for a few moments while she processed Angie’s words, then she nodded to herself and took a few deep breaths. ‘Well, I guess that means they’ve checked out the house and there’s no unwanted visitors.’

‘I would imagine that’s the case,’ Angie said with a smile.

They came to a stop behind the four-wheel drive rental. The fluoro stripe along the side made sure everyone knew this had been hired from a mining town airport.

Jack was climbing out of one vehicle and Tim the other as Molly took off her seatbelt and looked at Angie. ‘Sometimes I don’t feel like I can cope with another thing,’ she said to Angie, ‘and then there are times, I just want to tackle everything head on. I don’t like feeling weak, so let’s get this over and done with.’

‘We’re all here with you,’ Angie told her.

Molly took another deep breath, then she got out and tried to smile. ‘What a welcoming committee.’

‘I didn’t think I’d be seeing you again quite so soon, either,’ Tash said from the four-wheel drive. Her window was down, her elbow resting on the ledge.

‘I heard you were here too.’ Molly leaned in through the window and gave her godmother a kiss on the cheek. When she saw the urn, still in Molly’s arms, her eyes widened. That small show of support from her godmother almost undid her. Instead, she jutted out her chin.

‘We were hoping it wouldn’t come to this,’ Jack told her as she came to stand in front of him.

‘Come to what?’ Molly asked.

‘Some information has come to light that’s causing us concern for your safety, Molly.’ He glanced over Molly’s shoulder at Tash, as if waiting for her to explain. Molly looked around in time to see Tash gesturing for him to continue. ‘The investigation is still ongoing, but both Tim and I were concerned enough to ring the superintendent this morning. Between us, we made the decision to place you in protective custody outside of the Kalgoorlie Police Station.’

Molly blinked then drew in a sharp breath.

‘What we want to do,’ Jack continued as if she hadn’t spoken, ‘is focus on investigating the deaths of your parents. We believe that what Eric was looking into at the time of his death holds the key to everything: their accident, your mother’s murder and the reason behind it.’ Jack paused as Life came strutting across the verandah and cawed loudly. He was clearly annoyed with Molly because he began to peck at her feet.

‘Sorry, follow me inside,’ Molly said. ‘I have to feed him.’

‘You have a crow as a pet?’ Tim asked, looking up from his phone.

‘Long story. Too long for today,’ Molly said, unlocking the front door and throwing it open. ‘Come in.’

She went in without waiting to see who came too. Life was at her feet, following her with a fast hop-flap and when they got to the kitchen he flew onto the bench. She put the shiny silver urn down and smiled when Life strutted straight up to it and looked at his reflection. She went to the fridge and took out his food. The crow’s tough beak pecked at the silverware and as the noise echoed out around the kitchen, he gave a caw of alarm, hopping away. He eyed the urn suspiciously.

‘You can be guaranteed that bird will make you laugh,’ Tash said.

Molly turned around; all four police officers had followed her.

‘Someone will need to feed him while I’m away,’ she said. Molly almost laughed when Jack looked at Tim and Tim looked at Angie.

‘Well, we can . . .’ Angie started.

‘Molly,’ Tash interrupted. ‘Are you listening to the detective? He’s told you there is enough information to make us concerned for your safety. Let’s get a bag packed and get you out of here. This is the plan: I’ll take you somewhere safe, until all of this is over. Let’s hope it won’t take long. Do you have any questions?’

Molly waited for a heartbeat, looking from one serious face to the next. ‘I’m not going anywhere until you tell me what’s going on.’

Jack stepped forward. ‘We only have bits and pieces of information. None of it is connected yet, but we think it could be. We’re looking for those final pieces of the puzzle to confirm what we believe has happened. And in the meantime we’re concerned for your welfare.’

‘Oh.’ Molly looked down. ‘What if I want to stay here? Tash, you could stay with me, couldn’t you? I was going to start work again and—’

‘I think that you need to be in a place where no one knows where you are,’ Tash said. ‘That’s the safest option. If someone wanted to look for you they’d be coming here or the hospital first, because that’s where you spend most of your time. If we take you to another town, without anyone knowing you’ve left Kalgoorlie, well, that’s going to make it a little harder to find you.’

‘But it’s safe out here. We’re a little bit out of the way and Dad always made sure that the bushes in the garden were kept low so we could see if anyone was in a spot they shouldn’t be. I know there’s a few houses around us now, but if someone was going through their backyards, the neighbours would shout.’

Jack cleared his throat. ‘I agree with the super. It’s better if we can do our investigation without having to worry about your safety, which means you need to be away from here, Molly. I’m sorry, I know this is disruptive and if we could change it, we would. Taking someone out of their day-today life is only done when there are no better options. It also allows us to concentrate on solving the crime without any distractions.’

Molly sought Angie’s eyes. Her expression showed she agreed with her colleagues.

Life hopped onto the top of Molly’s foot and gently ran each side of his beak around her ankle, then gave her a gentle nip. Bending down, she held out her hand for him to jump onto and brought him up, letting him walk over to her shoulder. He settled next to her ear and started to comb her hair with his beak.

‘Let’s pack a bag, Molly,’ Angie said.

‘I’d like to stay,’ she repeated.

‘We’d like you to be able to stay as well, but not now. You can come back as soon as this is all over,’ Angie told her.

‘I’m supposed to be back at work on Monday. Tommy was going to roster me back on. And we organised to have dinner tonight.’ The lump was back in her throat, making it hard to speak.

‘Tommy will be here when you get back,’ Tim told her gently.

‘Molly, we’d like your permission to have a look through the house, while you’re gone,’ Jack said as he leaned against the bench. ‘To see if there’s anything that can help us. Would that be okay?’

‘Of course, but don’t, um . . . don’t leave it in a mess. Mum wouldn’t like—’

‘Molly.’ This time it was Tash who spoke. ‘These officers are under my command. They have been instructed to be respectful as they search the house. Not that they need that instruction because they are professional officers.’ She walked over and tapped her fingers on the bench. ‘Is there anywhere you think the detectives should start? Where did Eric keep his diaries and the things he brought home after he retired?’

‘The shed’s the only place I haven’t looked yet. There’s a cupboard at the end of the hall I couldn’t open, but I found a key and that’s where I found the newspaper articles, packed away . . . And the hot water system.’

‘Do we have your permission to look everywhere, Molly? Inside and out?’

She nodded.

Jack turned to Tim. ‘You take the inside; I’ll take the shed. Let’s go.’

Angie held out her hand to Molly. ‘Come on, let’s get that bag packed and leave these guys to get on with their jobs.’

Molly averted her eyes from the glimpse she got of her parents’ chairs as she passed the doorway into the lounge room. The side table that always held her father’s diary was empty, but the mug Eric had used for his last cup of tea was still there. She hadn’t wanted to shift it in all the time they’d been gone.

In her bedroom, Molly grabbed her suitcase from the top of her cupboard and brushed the dust from it.

‘I used this last when I was at uni in Perth,’ she told Angie, who was standing in the doorway. From the kitchen, she could hear drawers and cupboard doors being opened and shut and the low murmur of conversation between Jack, Tim and Tash.

‘Molly, can you pass me your phone?’ Angie asked.

Surprised, Molly looked up. ‘What?’

‘I want to install a tracking app.’

Wordlessly, Molly dug into her pocket and handed it over.

‘This way, I’ll always know where you are,’ Angie said. ‘And there’s a silent panic alert on it. If something goes wrong, then you hit it and the alert comes to me.’ She glanced up at Molly and then down again. ‘I’m not saying this to frighten you, or because I think you’ll need it. I don’t. You’ve got one of the best coppers keeping an eye on you, in the super. She’s experienced and knows the law backwards. Really, it’s only a safety precaution for my own peace of mind. Maybe it’s because I’m a new mum.’ Her fingers flew over the screen as she put in all the information that was required.

‘Does it work when we’re out of range?’

‘No, as far as I know there isn’t an app that allows sharing of real-time locations unless it has access to mobile towers or wifi. This is the best I can do in the circumstances, I’m sorry.’ Angie handed the phone back as she heard steps in the hallway. ‘It’s our secret, okay?’ She winked and opened a drawer as Jack came in.

‘Molly, do you know if there are any keys for the back shed?’ he asked.

‘In the pantry, behind the first-aid kit, on a hook on the wall,’ she told him, piling T-shirts into the suitcase.

‘Thanks.’ Jack withdrew and Angie opened the second drawer.

‘Why is it our secret?’ Molly whispered angrily. ‘I thought you trusted everyone here.’

‘I do. I really do.’ Angie nodded as she spoke. ‘But you might meet someone when I’m not around who I don’t trust.’






CHAPTER 29

‘Where are we headed?’ Molly asked Tash, who’d stopped the car at the end of the driveway and seemed hesitant about which way to go.

‘I was thinking I’d put you on a plane from Perth. Maybe Broome. I’ve got contacts up there. We could take a roundabout route back to Perth just in case anyone’s following us.’

Molly looked at the urn in her hands. ‘Could we spread Mum’s and Dad’s ashes at Lake Ballard before we get too far away? I don’t want to not be able to do it, if something warped happens and I never get back here again.’

‘Oh, don’t worry, Molly, you’ll be back. I’ve said to you numerous times: Jack and his team are excellent. Efficient and competent. I’m sure it won’t take long for them to get to the bottom of whatever this is all about.’ She flicked the blinker and pulled out onto the highway. ‘Lake Ballard it is.’ Out on the highway, Tash gave a lopsided smile. ‘Should I ask why you want to scatter Eric’s and Iris’s ashes at Lake Ballard? That seems like a . . . different type of place.’

‘Dad asked Mum to marry him out there – at the top of this funny-shaped little island.’ Molly was looking out the open window as they sped up. The trees were blurring as they passed, partly because of Tash’s speed and partly because of the tears in Molly’s eyes.

‘I didn’t know that.’

Molly kept her face turned away from Tash to hide her tears.

‘Oh, Molly.’ Tash hadn’t been fooled. ‘I’m so sorry this is happening to you.’ She reached across and held Molly’s hand.

‘I’m sorry too,’ Molly whispered. ‘I want to be strong.’

‘You are very strong. Amazingly strong.’

Swallowing hard, Molly sniffed. ‘Can you tell me how you met Sammi? At school, wasn’t it?’ She glanced in the side mirror to check behind them. The road was empty.

Tash was silent for a few moments, seemingly not wanting to talk. Then she cleared her throat. ‘Yeah, in Year Two. I peed my pants in the playground and one of the boys laughed at me. Sammi went straight up to him and gave him a whack. Told him not to be naughty. We were inseparable from then on. Walked to school together every morning. You’ve got to remember we grew up in a small country town so we could do that sort of thing. She was really happy when we left that tiny one-horse town we grew up in and went to boarding school. That was one of the happiest times we had.’ She looked at Molly. ‘We played on the same netball team and even went out with two brothers for a while. That was fun.’ Tash was watching the road but Molly thought she might only be seeing her and Sammi dancing at a school social or something from the past.

‘I can’t imagine being friends with someone for as long as you two were. It’s a pretty cool story. Did you like boarding school?’

‘Yeah, but not as much as Sammi did. She made friends easily. Whereas I liked reading and music so I spent more time in the library, rather than out in the courtyard at lunchtime. She was like a magnet.’

‘A magnet? What do you mean?’

A flock of noisy white cockatoos flew overhead and came in to land on the honeycomb rocks. They settled quickly, tearing at the grass that was dying off in the cracks.

‘She attracted people to her. Her warmth and smile. I always found it odd she became a police officer. You’ve got to be tough, which she could be, but overriding everything was her kindness.’

‘Do I look like her?’ Molly turned fully towards Tash so she could quickly assess her face before looking back at the road.

‘Yeah, you’re a mini-me. As in a mini-Sammi. The older you’ve got the more you’ve become like her. Your nose is the image of hers and the corners of your mouth kick up the way hers did.’

Molly saw Tash tighten her hands on the steering wheel and she shifted her gaze to the mirrors, expecting to see a vehicle coming up behind them. Then she realised. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I didn’t think. I guess talking about Mum is hard for you as well. I should’ve thought about that. Do you still miss her?’

‘I was lucky,’ Tash told her. ‘I had longer with your mum than you did and I thought she was the most beautiful and kind woman I ever had the privilege of knowing. And she loved you so, so much. I think being a mum was her proudest achievement, you know.’ Tash looked over with a sad smile. ‘I’d love to find the bastard who did that to her. I’d lock him up and never let him out.’

Molly rested her head against the back of the seat, suddenly exhausted and it was only eleven in the morning. ‘I remember her smile. I used to think the world lit up when she smiled.’

‘Hmm, it probably did.’

‘I know we’ve talked about this before, but is there anything you can tell me about my father?’

Tash shook her head. ‘I’ve got nothing,’ she said. ‘It’s the only thing your mother and I fought over. She wouldn’t tell me, which makes me suspect he was married or unavailable in some way. Maybe he was her boss or something like that. But I don’t know anything.’

Molly looked out of the window, digesting Tash’s information. Then she frowned. ‘Hang on, I thought you told me you met in kindy, not Year Two.’

Tash turned with an incredulous look on her face. ‘Molly, it’s more than forty years ago and you expect me to get every detail right? Come on! We were kids – it’s almost the same thing when you’re that small.’

Molly smiled. ‘I guess you’re right. Isn’t it funny how we only remember the good bits of people when they die? Sometimes I reckon people try and make saints out of the dead. I see it all the time at the hospital. Some little shit who has broken into his mum and dad’s place and robbed them blind gets brought in with a needle hanging out of his arm and dies from an overdose and then all of the family conveniently forgets all the bad things he’s done.’

Tash laughed softly now. ‘No one’s perfect.’

‘Sammi must’ve had some bad points?’

Cocking her head to one side, Tash chewed her lip. ‘Yeah, I guess, but it’s been a long time. Like you say, they’re harder to remember. Someone coined the phrase Don’t speak ill of the dead for good reason.’

Molly held the urn up to eye height and kissed it. ‘Dad used to drive Mum nuts because he’d always leave his empty mug next to his chair, on the bedside table or on the desk in his den. And Dad used to get cranky with her because she’d keep every tiny thing that was sentimental. I think she’s got every workbook I had from school, plus every merit award and report.’ She laughed. ‘And she used to make up care packages for people in palliative care. Hand cream and lip balm. A lovely smelly lavender bundle. That sort of thing.’

‘Your mum’s big heart wouldn’t have upset Eric,’ Tash said as a truck rumbled by.

‘No, but spending too much money did. She’d never spend it on herself, always for others.’

‘Ah, well, Eric was known to be tighter than a fish’s bum.’

‘Does a fish even have a bum?’ Molly looked at Tash sideways, with a cheeky grin.

‘That is a question from a five-year-old Molly, rather than twenty-five.’

‘No, that’s an example of what used to drive my parents to distraction about me. I was always asking questions.’

‘They loved you.’

Tash said the words so simply, it caught Molly off guard. ‘I was so thrilled when I found them through Legacy,’ she continued. ‘I never thought I’d find a couple as perfect for you as they were. Because they’d never been able to have any kids, I knew you’d be their life for good, not just a short time. Iris told me they’d thought about adopting for a while, but that hadn’t panned out for them, so when the opportunity came up for them to look after you, they were so happy.’

Molly gave a watery smile. ‘I think I was the lucky one. To be loved like that for twenty years. And loved by my mum for five. Some kids don’t get to be loved at all.’

Silence ticked through the car.

Molly moved her head to the window and let the vibration of the car fill her body, as a type of meditation. The heat coming in through the window made her sleepy and she desperately wanted to close her eyes. She must stay awake. When she got to Perth, she could sleep then.

She glanced in the side mirror again, then sat forward and stretched.

‘Don’t worry, I’m keeping an eye out,’ Tash said.

‘What do you mean?’

‘You’re watching the mirrors. That’s the sixth time you’ve checked since we left Kal.’

‘Hey.’ Molly swivelled in her seat. ‘You said him. What did you mean by that?’

‘Sorry?’

‘Before. When you were talking about Mum’s killer. You said you’d love to find him.’ She stared at Tash. ‘Who’s him?’ She paused. ‘Him, like Martin Rogers?’

Tash frowned. ‘Martin? What?’

‘Martin was at the apartment after Sammi was murdered.’

‘Martin?’ Tash paused, but Molly could see her thinking. ‘No, Molly. Him as in, on percentages, a murderer is likely to be a male.’

‘So not Martin?’ Molly persisted.

‘Why do you think Martin has something to do with Sammi’s murder?’

Molly shrugged now. ‘I don’t know. He was there.’

‘As was I and I didn’t murder her,’ Tash answered stiffly.

‘I suddenly thought you might know who . . .’ She pushed the urn in between her thighs and then linked her fingers together. ‘Sorry.’ They’d hit the dirt road now and Molly told Tash how she’d nearly come a cropper when she’d visited yesterday. God, was it only yesterday? It felt like a whole year had passed since then. ‘Anyhow, the cattle thought I was being overly friendly.’

‘I’d better be careful then. There was a sign back there for Niagara Dam. What’s that place? Don’t think I’ve heard of it before.’

‘I’ve never been there, but it’s a dam of some sort. It’s on the way to Kookynie. The pub there has an old retired racehorse or pacer or something like that. I think his name is Willie. He goes to the pub most days from what I’ve heard.’

‘Oh, we should go and see him.’ Tash’s face lit up with a smile. ‘I’d love to meet him. Sounds like a character.’ She checked the mirrors. ‘And I guess we really don’t have anywhere to be at any particular time.’

‘I guess not,’ said Molly. ‘The turn-off to Lake Ballard is just up here.’

Tash lifted her foot from the accelerator and slowed down. ‘It feels like we’re the only people in the world out here.’

‘Yeah, it might feel like that,’ Molly told her. ‘But people just seem to come out of the bush. There was a bloke here yesterday who gave me a bit of a fright. I didn’t see him arrive and then suddenly he was at my window, telling me women shouldn’t be out here by themselves.’

Tash raised an eyebrow. ‘Hmm.’

She pulled into the car park and stopped the car, without turning the engine off. ‘The temperature gauge is saying it’s thirty-eight degrees.’

‘Cool change for here,’ Molly joked.

The island loomed above them, the salt plain reflecting the heat upwards, the sky nothing but a blue expanse that never seemed to end.

‘Okay,’ Tash said.

‘Okay,’ Molly repeated, unclipping her seatbelt. As she stepped out, the force of the heat hit her as if she’d opened an oven door. ‘There might not be a lot of ceremony here,’ she apologised to her parents as she walked towards the island.

‘Are you taking them to the top?’ Tash asked.

‘Yeah, that’s where Dad got down on one knee.’

‘Romantic old sod.’

The hot wind swept over them, drying their perspiration and making them sweat in the same breeze. As Molly started to climb, some of the loose stones caught under her shoes and made her feet slip out from under her.

Tash didn’t ask if she was okay when she let out a sob. She understood it wasn’t the stinging of her knees that made the tears come. She was so close to saying her final goodbyes.

At the top, Molly turned so the wind was at her back and then unscrewed the lid.

‘I’ll always love you,’ she whispered as she upended the urn and a long stream of grey ash was taken and tossed by the wind.






CHAPTER 30

‘Is that Jack Higgins?’

Jack, who was covered in dust and dirt, from looking through Eric’s shed, grabbed his notebook out of his pocket. ‘It is,’ he said into the phone.

‘Ah, good. This is Jase Miller. I think you’re looking for me. What can I do you for?’

‘Thanks for calling me back. I’m a detective at the Kalgoorlie Police Station and I was wondering if you would answer some questions.’

‘Depends on what you’re wanting to know.’ His tone became guarded.

‘I believe you’ve been speaking to a retired police officer – Eric Bennett? Is that correct?’

‘What’s this about?’

‘I’m looking into the circumstances surrounding Eric’s death and I was wondering if I—’

‘Death?’

‘I’m sorry to inform you that Eric and his wife, Iris, died in a car accident recently.’ The silence on the line hurt Jack’s ears.

‘A car accident?’

‘That’s what we’re investigating. Evidence suggests another car was involved.’

‘Murder?’

‘I don’t think we’re going that far yet; we’re still making enquiries. We think you might be able to help.’

‘How so?’

‘Eric’s daughter received your notebook in the mail the day after he and his wife died.’

‘Detective, I’m sorry, but I’m not sure I can speak with you—’

Jack broke in. ‘Jase, I know you supplied information to Eric in relation to Constable Sammi Walker’s death, and we believe that there might be connections to that accident here in Kalgoorlie. I know you don’t know me from a bar of soap, but I hope you can believe me when I say, we’re trying to get to the bottom of this, no matter who is involved.’ He paused to let the words sink in. ‘We’re concerned.’

A long silence. Jack waited it out.

‘Well, I hadn’t intended to give this information to the police,’ Jase finally said, ‘but I guess I don’t have a choice now that Eric is dead. I was hoping he’d be able to do it.’ He paused. ‘I’m just about dead now anyhow, so if Silver comes looking for me, well, it’s just hastening the inevitable.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that.’ Jack tried to stop the flood of questions that was coming into his mind.

‘Cancer,’ Jase said without emotion. ‘Lungs.’

‘Terribly sorry,’ Jack said again. He motioned for Tim to lift up the oil drums that were in the back shed and check behind them. Angie was still in the house going through the cupboards and drawers. So far no one had found anything that was going to help.

‘Eric seemed like a good guy,’ he said. ‘I never met him but we spoke on the phone.’

‘How did you find him?’

‘I’ve kept an eye on Molly ever since she left New South Wales. I was one of the few who had access to her information. You know, having worked the case.’

‘Why did you want to speak to Eric?’

‘Look, this is a case that’s been on my conscience ever since it played out. Like I said, I’ve only got months left. Reckon I should try and do the right thing.’

‘And what is the right thing?’

Jase sighed. ‘I’m not telling you everything. Shit, you’re the coppers, you’ve got to work some of it out. But here’s the bones. I picked up some irregularities in an accusation against Sammi. She was being investigated for tampering with evidence. There was a file about it, but it hadn’t been lodged onto the server.’

‘Was she a rat?’

‘No, she wasn’t. I’m damn sure about that. But here’s the thing. Someone was leaking. And whoever was doing it was putting the blame onto Sammi.’

‘Do you believe that?’

‘Yes I do. Look, I did some things I’m not proud of back then, but I’ve kept the details in case it ever came back to bite me on the arse. When you work out the rest of it, I’ll confirm or deny it, alright? I’m not going to make your job that easy.’

A call-waiting alert on Jack’s phone beeped and he took the phone away from his ear to look at the screen. Zara. He wavered. Then he heard the click of Jase ending the conversation.

Jack hit the answer button. ‘Hi Zara,’ he said, trying to keep the tension out of his voice. He walked out of the shed into the sunlight as Tim opened a steel toolbox that was large enough to fit across the back of a ute. The hinge screeched.

‘Hi Jack,’ Zara said.

As Jack looked towards the road, he saw a car turning into the driveway. He stiffened as he recognised the make and the model. The car came to a standstill as Angie emerged from the back door, a wad of papers in her hand.

Jack’s eyes cut from the car to Angie and back again. ‘Look, Zara, I can’t talk right now. I’m in the middle of something.’

‘You’re always in the middle of something,’ Zara said.

‘I’m serious. Not now.’

‘Okay, you don’t need to talk, but how about you listen because I need to tell you . . . I think this – us – we’re done. Don’t worry about coming back. I’m sorry, but I think you’ll agree this isn’t working anymore, is it?’

She waited.

‘Zara . . . I . . . I’ve got to—’ Jack heard beeps ending the call. ‘Shit.’ He slowly lowered the phone from his ear, replaying the conversation and belatedly registering the sadness in her voice. There wasn’t time to think about that now.

The door of the car opened and the inspector got out. ‘Jack,’ Martin said, leaning against the side of the car, his arms crossed. He was in casual clothes and, for the first time, Jack realised that Martin wore a thin silver chain around his neck. Adrenalin shot through his body. Silver.

‘Martin. Didn’t expect to see you out here.’ His eyes scanned over Martin’s body outline, looking for a weapon.

‘I guess I could say the same thing about you.’ Martin cast a glance around. ‘Angie, why are you here? I haven’t cleared your return to work yet. Tim’s here too?’

‘Yeah, in the shed.’ Jack jerked his head to where Tim was coming out to see what was happening.

‘I’ve come to see how Molly’s getting on. She here?’

‘No, not sure where she is.’

Martin looked at Jack, then over to Angie, who was standing alongside Jack, then to Tim. ‘Want to tell me what’s going on here?’ he asked. ‘I’m getting a very strange vibe.’

‘Yeah, we’re trying to find any information to explain why Eric and Iris were killed.’

Martin nodded slowly. ‘Have you found anything?’

‘Not yet.’

A ping sounded from behind Jack and he knew it was Tim’s email notification. Then his own mobile vibrated in his pocket. His fingers itched to take it out to look at it.

‘Right-oh,’ Martin said. ‘Do you want some help?’ He opened the back door of his car and brought out a set of gloves. ‘We’ve got to find out what happened to Eric and Iris, because this wasn’t an accident.’

‘How do you know it wasn’t an accident?’ Jack asked.

‘Because you’re turning the place upside down. That’s not how you usually investigate an MVA. I used to be a detective too, Jack. So, it was murder or something else?’

Jack frowned and leaned against the shed wall. ‘Do you know a bloke called Jason Miller?’

‘Jason Miller?’ Martin echoed slowly. ‘Jase . . . Nup. The name is familiar, but I can’t place him.’

‘Any chance you might’ve worked with him in New South Wales? On the Constable Sammi Walker murder investigation?’

Martin looked from Jack to Angie to Tim again, then back to Jack. ‘That was quite a few years ago. You can’t expect me to remember everyone I worked with back then. What are you asking?’

‘Is there a reason you didn’t tell me, when you asked me to look at this case, that you’d been a copper in New South Wales and that you’d been at the scene of Sammi Walker’s murder?’ Jack asked. ‘I only found out when I read the file. If you didn’t have anything to hide, why wouldn’t you tell me? You would’ve been stupid to think I wasn’t going to find out.’

Martin didn’t answer. He glared at Jack, his fists opening and closing by his side.

‘Jack?’ Tim spoke quietly from behind.

Jack ignored him. ‘I don’t understand. Do you have something to hide?’

‘Jack?’ Tim’s tone was louder and more on edge, but Jack didn’t break eye contact with Martin.

Angie shifted towards Tim.

‘Are you accusing me of something, Jack?’ Martin asked. ‘Because if you are, you’d better have watertight evidence otherwise—’

‘Should I?’ Jack asked, stepping towards Martin. ‘What should I be accusing you of?’

‘Jack!’ Tim snapped. ‘You need to look at this.’

‘Detective, I’d like to stand you down right now,’ Martin said, his voice rough. ‘You’re a damn good detective but not quite good enough.’

Fury rose in Jack’s chest. He took another step towards his boss but felt Angie catch his arm.

He turned, ready to shake her off, only to see Tim and Angie looking at Tim’s phone screen, their expressions horrified. ‘What?’ he snapped.

‘Clearview AI has come back to me on the image from the service station,’ Tim said, his face pale.

‘What?’ asked Jack. ‘Who is it?’

‘Tash Biggs.’

‘The super?’ Jack’s jaw fell open. ‘Oh Christ.’

‘Fuck’s sake,’ Martin snapped, grabbing Tim’s phone and seeing for himself. ‘You were going to blame me for this?’ He clenched his fist and got up in Jack’s face. ‘So where is Molly now?’

Jack inhaled deeply and closed his eyes.

‘Where is she?’

‘With the super,’ Jack answered, opening his eyes and meeting Martin’s stare.

‘You fucking clown,’ Martin told him. ‘Which way were they headed?’

Angie had her phone out.

‘Put that bloody thing away,’ Martin roared at her. ‘We need to find Molly – and now.’

‘They’re at Niagara Dam,’ Angie said. ‘I put a tracker on her phone.’

Jack ran for the car, the others right behind him.






CHAPTER 31

‘I’ve never seen anything like this,’ Tash said to Molly as they leaned on the bridge that crossed over Niagara Dam.

‘Those rocks over there look like some kind of honeycomb, don’t they, and the stonework that’s been done to dam up the creek and catch the water is pretty impressive,’ Molly said. She had her phone out, tapping at the screen. ‘So, it was built by the Railways Department in 1897,’ she said after a moment. ‘They blasted the bedrock away and dammed the area because they needed water for the steam locomotives that were going to be using the track.’ She leaned over the railing of the bridge. ‘I wonder how high this is. There’s not a whole lot of water in there, so it’s a fair way to fall.’

‘I’ve never been very good at judging heights,’ Tash told her. ‘But it’s got to be a hundred metres high, surely.’

Molly let out a sigh. ‘This is nice, doing this sort of thing with you, Tash. I’ve always wanted to hang out a bit more, but you’re always so busy. I guess, if there is one good thing to come out of all of this, it’s that we’re spending some time together.’

‘You’re right. It’s lovely,’ Tash said.

Molly glanced over at her; her tone had changed. She was leaning over the railing, looking down at the bottom of the dam wall. Molly did the same. Directly below her, there was an outcrop of rocks just peeking through the low water level. Their jagged edges glistened in the sun and across the whole dam floor.

‘Do you think Mum would have liked this sort of thing?’

‘Sammi? Not really. She was a city girl through and through. I don’t think the bush excited her at all.’

‘But wasn’t she from the country?’ Molly turned to look at Tash as she asked the question.

‘Yep, but she always wanted to get out of that small town.’

Molly turned and walked to the other side of the bridge, away from the dam. The drop-off to the ground was higher there and she could see fresh green grass growing in deep wet patches. Further out, a couple of fruit trees grew wild and the runners of pumpkin vines trailed across the land.

‘It’s hard having to talk about Sammi again,’ Tash said, walking towards Molly. ‘Sometimes I wish I never had to mention her name.’

‘Then let’s not talk about her,’ Molly said. ‘I’m sorry to upset you.’

‘It’s been hard, all these years she’s been gone. Watching you grow. It sometimes felt easier to never come and see you, but I kept coming back. But by hell, Molly, it’s been quite the journey.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Molly said. She took a couple of steps towards Tash, holding open her arms so she could hug her, but Tash turned away.

‘Tell me why you mentioned Martin before,’ Tash said, leaning against the railing and looking down.

Molly stood beside her. Her eyes traced the muddy, dwindling water, the expanse of red dirt and bushes stretching out into nothing. Not a car or person in sight, the horizon shimmering with a mirage.

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ Molly said, shrugging. ‘All the way out here, I’m beginning to think that I was overreacting to the pages I read. I was scared, and now that I’m with you, I feel a bit stupid about suspecting him. He’s been a good friend to the family.’

Tash turned to face her. ‘Pages? What pages? What did you read?’

Molly laughed. ‘Lots of questions! A parcel turned up in the mail for Dad. I only opened it yesterday. It was from some guy called Jase. He’d photocopied some pages of his notebook and sent them to Dad. I read them and realised that Martin was at the scene of Sammi’s murder and it got me thinking. I’ve known Martin for as long as I can remember, but he’s never told me he was there. Dad never told me either, which makes me think Dad didn’t know, so I wondered . . . All that time and one large secret. I thought he might’ve known more than he ever said. Or maybe he even did it.’

‘Killed Sammi?’ Tash leaned forward. ‘Really?’

‘Well, yeah, but like I said, it seems a bit silly now I’m out here with you and I feel safe.’

‘Nothing should be discounted, Molly. We never found out who did it. What did this Jase say in the notebook?’

Molly cocked her head to one side as she looked at Tash. ‘What do you mean, “this” Jase? You must’ve known him. You were there too.’

‘It was a long time ago, Molly. What did he say?’

‘A whole heap of stuff. That he knew who killed Sammi. He used a codename – Silver – and he said he would send more information. I think he’d given Dad just enough to get him interested.’ Molly looked out across the dam again. ‘I think Dad was always keen to find out who killed Sammi. He often said that closure was the only real way to get over that kind of grief. I don’t think that’s true. I think that when someone is snatched away so quickly and without warning that the family has its life upended, then no matter whether the killer is found or not there’s no going back.’

‘But closure helps. Eric came to me many times over the years to see if I could get the investigation reopened.’ Tash sighed and held up her hands in a ‘what can you do’ gesture. ‘The trouble is I was too close and it would have looked like I was favouring Sammi over other cases. There’s only so much you can do on a shoestring budget.’

‘I’m sure you did what you could,’ Molly said. ‘But what I don’t understand is if Jase knew all of this, why didn’t he say anything before now? He indicated that the person who was involved was powerful.’

‘Oh, who knows,’ Tash said. ‘All this information needs to be verified, Molly. It might all be a load of bullshit. What did you do with the pages from the notebook? Who knows about them?’

‘I gave them to Angie,’ Molly said. She stared at Tash, who was suddenly gripping the railing tighter than before. ‘Are you okay? You look really pale and you’re sweating. Is the heat getting to you? It is hot out here. Do you want to go back to the car?’

Tash gave a watery smile and wiped her forehead. ‘No, no, I’m fine.’

They stood together quietly, both looking out to the horizon until Molly said, ‘I’d really love to see the photos of you and Sammi when you were kids. I know you’re busy, and I’m sorry for harping on about it, but did you manage to find any? Maybe I could call the boarding school you both went to and ask if they have a yearbook?’

Tash whispered something and shook her head.

‘What was that?’ Molly asked.

Raising her head, Tash looked straight at Molly. ‘Do you know how to keep a secret?’






CHAPTER 32

Jack pushed his foot down on the accelerator as Angie hung up the phone. The conversation she’d just had was reeling around in her mind as she checked the tracking app on her screen.

‘They’re not moving from Niagara Dam,’ Angie said from the back seat. ‘I can see they’ve been to Lake Ballard, which makes sense – they would’ve been spreading the ashes – but why have they gone out to Niagara Dam? What’s out there?’

‘Maybe she’s going bush? Taking Molly out to where there isn’t any mobile range. It’d be easy enough to say she wandered off and then get a search party organised. We’d never find her.’

‘She won’t hurt Molly,’ Tim said, leaning across the back seat to look at Angie’s phone screen. ‘What would be her reasoning?’

‘We don’t know enough to understand, but if she forced Eric and Iris off the road, then there’s every chance she’ll do something to Molly.’

‘She’s her goddaughter!’

‘Come on, Tim,’ Jack said. ‘How many times do we go to an incident involving family members?’

The car fell silent as they raced towards Niagara Dam.

Angie saw Jack check the expression on Martin’s face. It was set in anger as he gripped his phone tightly. He’d already called for reinforcements.

‘I’m sorry, boss,’ Jack said quietly.

Martin glared at him.

Angie wanted to defend Jack. The evidence had seemed to indicate Martin’s involvement. When a police officer was suspected of wrongdoing, all normal investigation procedures went out the window. But in hindsight Jack had jumped to conclusions.

‘We’re not talking about this now,’ Martin snapped. ‘Just get out there.’ He looked over his shoulder at Angie. ‘Any movement?’

‘No. That doesn’t mean they’re not walking around, only that they haven’t shifted far.’

Martin’s phone rang. ‘Rogers,’ he barked. ‘Yeah, get eyes in the air as soon as you can. We want an ambulance out there as well – in fact, send two. More officers on the ground. Send everyone you can. Have you got the warrant for Superintendent Natasha Biggs’s house and office?’

There was a silence, and Martin dropped his head into his hand, rubbing his forehead. ‘I hope you’re joking.’ Another silence. ‘What the hell? Okay, well, fix it. Find one who will. We need to get into her house and see what’s there.’

Jack glanced over at his boss. ‘Can you make sure they list Eric’s and Iris’s mobile phones and Eric’s diary on the warrant. We need to find them if we can.’

Martin pulled the phone away from his ear and looked questioningly at Jack.

‘We’ve never found their phones,’ Jack explained. ‘They weren’t in the car and I’m sure that Eric’s diary will have the answers to this mess. We need it.’

Martin relayed the message and hung up. ‘The judge they approached won’t sign off on a warrant. He reckons it will be death to his career if he does this to the super.’

Angie exchanged glances with Tim.

‘She hasn’t kidnapped Molly,’ Martin said. ‘Molly went willingly. That’s the reasoning. But that’s not why, of course. It’s the fact we’re chasing the bloody super. Everyone is going to run scared in case we’re wrong.’

Angie shook her head. ‘We’re not wrong,’ she said. She stared out the window trying to work out what she’d missed. All she’d seen was a caring godmother, if a bit standoffish, but that was normal for people in high-pressure positions. They never let anyone get too close.

‘How did we miss this?’ Tim asked, echoing her thoughts.

‘Because it was the superintendent and she’s above reproach,’ Martin said. ‘Everyone in high positions should be – it’s what we assume.’ He glared at Jack. ‘Well, what most officers assume.’

And just like that, Angie could see that the respectful relationship Jack and Martin had shared was gone. Their trust shattered. They wouldn’t be able to work in the same station once this investigation was over. She wondered how it would affect her and Tim and the rest of the team.

Jack stared straight ahead. Angie wanted to break the tension in the car; they all had to pull together now.

‘Jase said on the phone just now that he’d been pulled into her web,’ Angie said. ‘He basically admitted to being corrupt too. It seems he kept the information on Tash in case he ever needed it.’ She looked back down at the tracking app. No movement. ‘He also confirmed that he was in the house before Sammi’s murder was reported,’ Angie finished. ‘Molly’s statement of a man coming into the house and bending over the body was correct. It was Jase.’

‘Seriously?’ Tim replied. ‘Why didn’t he call it in?’

‘He was on duty and supposed to be on the other side of town following up on a B and E. Instead, he’d been following Tash. Gathering more dirt on her. He was going to make an anonymous report, but then it came across the radio, so he didn’t get the chance.’

‘Do you know why he was following Tash?’ Jack asked.

‘Tash had been paying him to leak information to the media about a different case – a drug ring – and to remove a key piece of evidence from storage before it went to court. She had him by the short and curlies after that and he was protecting himself.’

‘Why the hell wouldn’t he . . .’ Martin shook his head. ‘Doesn’t matter now.’

‘Like he said, he made some mistakes he wasn’t proud of. Not calling in Sammi’s death was one, and that’s why he wants to clear his conscience before he dies.’

‘Scum,’ Martin said, seething. ‘A disgrace to the force.’ His phone rang again. ‘Yes?’ Pause. ‘Good. Get over and see what you can find. Send as many officers as you can. Turn that joint upside down. Yes. Okay. Hold on.’ He held out the phone towards Angie. ‘Give them the coordinates that you’ve got.’

Taking the phone, Angie did as she was instructed. ‘Any updates, I’ll let you know,’ she said. She handed the phone back, her heart thumping. Molly and Tash had been gone for over two hours now and they were at least an hour behind them. They needed to get a move on.

‘Okay, they’ve found another judge who’s willing to sign off on the warrant,’ Martin said. ‘Let’s see what she’s got in her house and office.’

‘How long will it take for PolAir to get eyes on them?’ Angie asked. ‘Will they get there before us?’

Jack looked at the clock on the dash. ‘We’ll be there before them,’ he said, his voice tight.

Angie checked his expression from the back seat. His jaw was clenched. Not only was Jack dealing with being wrong when it came to Inspector Martin Rogers, but he had personal issues with Zara too. Not a good mix going into a high stakes’ altercation like they were about to. Tash wouldn’t come quietly. Her history proved that. The charges were mounting against her: the deaths of Eric and Iris, possibly Sammi, depending on what they could prove beyond reasonable doubt; and a whole lot of new questions from what Jase had told her about historical corruption.

How different Tash and Sammi were, Angie mused. Could Sammi have known what her friend was up to? Hadn’t they been to primary school together? ‘I’ve just had a thought,’ Angie said quietly. ‘Martin, did Sammi and Tash partner together at work?’

‘I have no idea. I only worked out of Newcastle for a few weeks. But I think Tash was in a different squad from Sammi,’ Martin said, frowning.

‘Can we get some background on both women?’ Angie asked. ‘Where they trained, who they worked with, that sort of thing? I’m wondering how come Tash was corrupt and Sammi wasn’t. It said in Jase’s pages that someone had started a rumour that Sammi was tampering with evidence, but it was never proved – and there’s that file about it in her case notes that wasn’t ever lodged on the system.’

‘Sure, get on the phone and see what you can find out,’ Martin said.

Angie and Tim both started to google Tash and Sammi, looking down at their screens as the car took a long, wide bend, then straightened up again. ‘Do you know what academy Sammi went to?’ Angie asked.

‘I have no idea,’ Martin snapped. ‘How many times do I have to tell you, I hardly knew either of them.’ He turned to Jack. ‘How far to go?’

‘Ten minutes,’ Jack said.

Angie checked the tracker. Molly was still in the same place.

Tim looked up. ‘I’ve got Sammi attending the academy in Newcastle. She graduated in 2000.’

‘So it must be the same for Tash,’ Angie said. ‘Molly told me they went through together.’

‘What?’ Martin turned in his seat. ‘No, that can’t be right. The super graduated well before me and I finished in 1999.’

Another silence filled the car.

‘That can’t be right,’ Martin repeated. ‘Ring them. Talk to someone. Check again.’

Tim pressed a button on his phone, then asked to speak to whoever could help him with enrolments in the late 1990s and 2000s.

Tapping at her own screen, Angie researched Tash. ‘Tash’s LinkedIn professional bio says she graduated from Newcastle in 1995. Tash must have lied about that to Molly, and Sammi isn’t here to contradict her. Isn’t that a cliché; the dead can’t speak.’ Angie caught Jack’s eye in the mirror. ‘What else has she lied about?’






CHAPTER 33

Fear shot through Molly and her eyes widened. ‘What did you say?’

‘That was the question I asked your mother, years ago now: do you know how to keep a secret? But she couldn’t. Wouldn’t. She was an interfering busybody with a torn pocket for a mouth. Just like you.’

‘Look, the heat must have got to you,’ Molly said, looking around the empty bridge. ‘You’re not making any sense. I think we need to get you into the shade and some water.’ She went to take Tash’s arm, but Tash shook her off. ‘Come on, you need to get into the shade.’

Tash shook her head. ‘Oh no, I’m making perfect sense. She was such a tattletale, your mother. Had to do everything by the book. Didn’t know how to bend the rules.’ She sneered at Molly. ‘You don’t get anywhere in the police force when you’re a woman if you don’t bend the rules. And you, well, you’re so naive. I think you deserve to know the truth after all this time. The truth sets you free, isn’t that what the shrinks say? You should know that after seeing Janet for as long as you have.’

Molly put her hands on the railing. They were shaking slightly. ‘What truth? Tash, you’re scaring me now.’

‘Why your mother was killed.’

The words reverberated around Molly’s head. ‘Why was she killed? If you know why, how come you’ve never said anything? Did Eric know too?’

‘I’m just putting it together now,’ Tash said. ‘So it was Jase Miller who rang your father. More fool him. Stupid little dogooder reckoning with his conscience after all these years. I thought I had him covered, but obviously I didn’t.’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘Eric and Iris came to visit me in Perth, looking for advice because Eric had got some information and he wanted to get the case reopened. He knew enough but not everything.’

Molly tried to edge away, but Tash reached out and grabbed her arm, her long nails digging into the flesh. ‘Please let go,’ Molly begged.

‘You see, back in 2005 I’d been working my arse off. Giving tip-offs to bikies and organised criminals about raids, but in turn making sure I was in the right place to arrest them when they least expected it. I was about to get a promotion, but then this self-righteous constable – Sammi bloody Walker – confronted me about it.’

‘I’m so confused. Weren’t you best friends?’

Tash smirked. ‘Do you really remember me being in your life before she died? You’re always asking for photos and I just keep promising but never delivering.’ Tash leaned towards Molly. ‘Let me enlighten you. There aren’t any.’

Molly wanted to protest. None of this could be true. She felt as if the world were swirling below her, the cement pathway fluid and moving, her axis tilting.

Tash was so close to her face now, she could feel her breath. ‘We weren’t friends from primary school. I didn’t know her until she turned up at the police station I was working in. She caught me in the evidence locker one day and after a while put two and two together.’ Tash huffed a smile. ‘Sammi would have made a good detective if she’d wanted to but she didn’t have enough drive. Anyhow, I tried to get her to join us, but no, she didn’t want a bar of it.’

‘Us?’ Molly whispered. ‘Us?’

‘Jase Miller. We were working together.’ Tash leaned back now and swiped away a dribble of sweat that was running down her cheek. ‘He tried to befriend Sammi. Took her out a few times. Tried to get her onside.’ Tash shrugged. ‘But Sammi wasn’t interested.’

Molly reached around to the back pocket of her jeans and tried to slip out her phone without Tash noticing.

‘It was easy enough to lie to you,’ Tash continued. ‘Sammi had some sob story about her parents being killed in a hit and run when she was a kid, and that’s why she wanted to be a cop. There was no family to swoop in and claim you.’ She spread her arms out. ‘So, in swept your fairy godmother. I did a good job, didn’t I?’

Molly felt her knees buckle. ‘No.’ She wished she could find another word, but her brain had shut down. She had to get to the car. She had to set off the alarm on the tracking app Angie had put on her phone.

‘I set up Sammi. I made a call to her phone from one of the guys I was working for, one of the bikies, so it looked like she was speaking to them, then told Internal Affairs about it. Started the rumour around the cop shop, then later I leaked it to the press so that there’d be a reason for her murder. Premeditated, I know – but hey, it worked.’ Tash laughed. It was a mean, harsh sound. ‘I wasn’t going to let her ruin everything I’d worked so damn hard for. Especially after I’d come from nothing.’

‘That doesn’t make any sense,’ Molly said. ‘Maybe if she’d died by suicide?’

‘Ah, from the mouth of babes,’ Tash said. ‘You don’t know anything about the criminal world. They’ll kill you at the drop of a hat. The fact that Internal Affairs was going to look into her would have been enough to have her killed. And now here you are, following in your mother’s footsteps, about to ruin everything just like Eric. I didn’t know who it was who’d squealed to Eric when he came to Perth, asking about reopening the case. But I knew that was it for him and Iris.’

‘Jesus, did you hurt them? Please tell me you didn’t!’ Molly begged.

Tash rolled her eyes. ‘I followed them back to Kalgoorlie and made a gentle suggestion just after they stopped to refuel at Southern Cross that Iris should drive. Of course, I didn’t want them swapping drivers where they could be seen, so I made sure they stopped at the parking bay not far out of town. From there, I persuaded them easily enough. Guns do that.’ Tash laughed meanly. ‘But unfortunately it seems like this isn’t going to go away. I’m sure Angie and Jack will be devastated when they find you at the bottom of the dam with a broken neck and a suicide note. Makes a whole lot of sense really; you’ve been through so much.’ Tash touched Molly’s shoulders. ‘And then I’ll have to visit my old mate Jase.’

Across the still air of the dam ripped the sound of a siren and squealing tyres, then Molly heard the words: ‘Police! Stop where you are.’

Tash laughed. ‘Is that you, Martin?’

‘You leave her alone, Tash. Step away from her.’

‘I don’t think so. This won’t end the way you want it to.’

‘Step away from my daughter!’






CHAPTER 34

Angie watched Tash turn in slow motion, a gun in her right hand. She couldn’t work out where that had come from. Only seconds before, she’d been empty-handed and facing Molly.

Angie knew there wasn’t a clear shot. She looked for Jack. He was nowhere to be seen, but Tim was to the right of Martin, Angie to the left. They all had their weapons drawn.

Molly was trying to edge away from Tash, but the superintendent had her left hand on her arm, gripping her tightly.

The surprise on Tash’s face was real. She started to laugh. ‘You’re her father? I never knew that! Ah, well that makes sense. Two weaklings getting it together.’ She pushed Molly in front of her, the gun trained on her temple. ‘There you go, Molly, you wanted to know who your father was. Here he is.’

‘Put the gun down and walk slowly towards me,’ Martin said, adjusting the grip on his police-issued Glock. ‘Put your hands where I can see them.’

Cocking her head to one side, Tash looked from Molly to Martin, then back again, realisation dawning on her face. ‘A secret love child. Torrid affair at work, huh? Or maybe it was just a one-night stand? Either way, crossing work and pleasure.’

‘Put the gun down,’ Martin said again.

‘No wonder Sammi never gave you up. When did you find out?’

‘Let her go, Tash,’ Martin warned.

Movement caught Angie’s eye from behind the deep wall of the dam. Jack was running to the other side out of Tash’s line of sight.

‘I don’t think so,’ Tash said. ‘I haven’t come this far for everything to fuck up now.’

Martin let out a laugh that surprised Angie. ‘You don’t really think you’re getting out of this, do you? There are officers here, more on their way and we’re going through your house and office right now. You’re done. There’s no way out this time. We’ve told everyone.’

Tash was silent as she looked around. Her eyes locked on Jack as he jumped up the rocks and landed on the other side of the walkway. Both escape routes were blocked now. Neither Molly nor Tash had a way out.

Molly looked as if she was about to faint. Angie had to get her off that bridge. She took a few steps forward. ‘Tash,’ she called. ‘I’m coming out to get Molly. You know she hasn’t got anything to do with this. She’s just here by association. You need to let her go.’

Tash shoved at Molly and backed her up against the railing. The drop to the rocky ground below was about a hundred metres. No one would survive a fall like that. Not with the jagged rocks that would impale a body.

‘She’s not going anywhere,’ Tash said. ‘If you take me, you’ll have to take her too.’

‘Come on, Tash,’ Angie said. ‘It doesn’t have to be like this. Let Molly come across to me. You know that will stand you in good stead afterwards.’

But Tash was still pointing the gun at Molly. Angie saw Tash’s mouth moving but couldn’t hear her words. Molly shook her head and tried to back away again, but her back was right against the railing. There wasn’t anywhere else to go other than over.

Angie saw Tash indicate for her to put her foot on the bottom railing.

‘No,’ Molly yelled. ‘I won’t.’

‘Get over, you little bitch,’ Tash yelled back. ‘You’ve been a thorn in my side for all this time. It ends now.’

Angie started to run, just as Jack started from the other side.

Tash crouched and let off a shot towards Jack. He didn’t slow down. Tash turned towards Angie and let off another shot.

Angie came to a halt.

But it wasn’t the bullet flying her way that made her stop running. It was the look on Tash’s face.

Angie saw something there. A decision.

As Jack hurtled down the bridge, Tash held up her hand and tossed the gun away from her.

It took only seconds.

Angie heard Jack yell. Molly screamed and, as if in slow motion, Angie saw Tash putting her foot onto the bottom railing and hauling herself over the handrail. She stood there for a second, as if she was a swan poised to dive. Then she let herself fall over the edge.

The bush is known for its silence but Angie had never heard a deep, heavy hush like it.

Then came the awful, final thud of a body hitting the ground.






CHAPTER 35

Angie pushed her way through the crowd to get a couple of beers. She and Jack had met up at the pub to compare notes. She nodded to a couple she knew and waited, money in hand.

When she was served, the barmaid did a double take. ‘Hey, you’re that cop who—’

Angie interrupted her. ‘Could I have two pints of draught, please?’ she asked.

The barmaid took the hint and poured them, taking her money.

Gossip had spread quickly; the superintendent of Western Australia was dead. She had jumped at a local landmark so she couldn’t be arrested for murder. Angie had been impressed with the amount of truth that had been in the rumours. That was unusual for a small country city.

Back at the table, Angie put Jack’s beer in front of him and took a sip of her own.

‘I can only have one,’ she said. ‘Charlie gets really bad wind from my milk, if I have too much alcohol.’

The expression that crossed Jack’s face was laughable. A mixture of distaste and interest. ‘Amazing what effect a beer can have,’ he finally said.

Angie smiled angelically, then it slid away. ‘You okay?’ she asked as her gaze dropped to the photo of Jack and Zara on his phone’s locked screen. ‘All done, huh?’

Jack shrugged. ‘Yeah. Zara and I talked properly last night. It’s for the best.’

‘It’s still a big thing. You were together for years.’

‘We were, and I guess I always thought we’d get married, but . . .’ Jack shrugged. ‘It really is the right thing for us.’ He took a long slug of beer.

Angie didn’t press the subject. He would open up in time.

‘Did Martin tell you about the IDs they found in Tash’s apartment?’ she asked to change the subject. ‘And the phones. I was surprised that Tash kept all of them. If she’d had any brains, she would have destroyed them. And the most exciting thing is they found Sammi Walker’s mobile there too. That clearly links Tash to Sammi.’

‘Martin’s barely speaking to me, but yes, I got the email. Five different IDs, drivers’ licences and credit cards from different inmates. She stole every time she went into a regional police station. As the super, she had every right to check every part of the station, so I guess no one raised an eyebrow when she checked the storage facilities.’

‘Exactly, but it was still an unusual thing to do. Maybe they just thought she was taking an extra interest in all parts of the force. Eric’s and Iris’s phones had been wiped so there wasn’t anything helpful on them, but that was good the phone company was able to give us the records of the numbers called.’

‘That certainly helped link Eric and Jase together,’ Jack agreed. ‘As did the diary. How fortuitous that Eric had hidden it behind the hot water system.’

‘Molly said she reckoned he must have put it behind the box of newspaper clippings before going to Perth, and she only saw the box that day when she was searching the house. His notes from his conversations with Jase really brought everything together.’

‘I’m usually left with unanswered questions at the end of cases, but with this one, I don’t have any. Eric covered off everything in that diary.’ Jack took another sip of his beer. ‘I talked to Molly. She’s going back to work.’

‘Best thing she can do,’ Angie said. ‘I suggested it this morning when I went around to see her. She’s got so much to come to terms with, but work will help keep her life normal and I really believe that’s what she needs at the moment. And we’re all here to keep an eye on her too. I bet my dad takes her under his wing. He wanted to know her phone number.’

‘Is he staying for a while?’

Angie nodded. ‘For at least six months, or until I get Charlie into childcare.’ She gave a big smile. ‘I’m officially back at work.’

Jack grinned. ‘That’s great news.’ Then his face fell. ‘Not sure I can stay in Kalgoorlie after what happened between me and Martin. I fucked that up.’

Shaking her head, Angie leaned forward and put her hand on Jack’s. ‘No, you did what any good copper would and let the cards fall where they did. You investigated every angle and you didn’t turn a blind eye to the fact this could be a cop.’ She paused. ‘Just a different one from the one we thought.’

The noise around them covered their silence as they both considered all that had happened.

It was Jack who spoke first. ‘How does Molly feel about finding out that Martin is her dad?’

Angie looked into her beer and turned the glass a few times before answering. ‘I think that will take a bit of time to come to terms with. Tash was right. Molly’s the product of a fling back when Sammi was still at the academy. It sounds like Martin’s trying to make amends for never telling anyone, but it’s going to be a bit of an adjustment all round.’

‘His wife must be more than a little surprised.’

‘Yeah,’ Angie said with a wry smile, ‘it’s not easy finding out your husband has a child with someone else.’

Jack picked up his phone and unlocked the screen. ‘Speaking of,’ he said, ‘Will is waiting for you to answer him.’

‘What the hell?’ Angie took the phone and read the message.


Hi Jack, you don’t know me, but I’m Angie’s ex and I’m the father of Charlie. Angie isn’t answering my texts. I’d really like to see Charlie. Do you think you could talk to her. From one bloke to another. Cheers.



‘Gutless bloody wonder,’ Angie said and gave the phone back. ‘He shouldn’t be involving you. I’m so sorry, Jack.’

He shrugged. ‘I know he’s a prick, Angie, but maybe he does deserve a chance. He obviously wants to get to know Charlie. He had to go to a bit of effort to find out we’re working together and get my phone number.’

‘Ha, don’t kid yourself, Jack. He’s a detective too. Snooping is what he does for a living.’

‘Ouch,’ Jack said, putting his hand over his heart like she’d wounded him. ‘I don’t think you should talk about us like that.’

That made Angie laugh.






EPILOGUE

‘So, Molly, if we go back to the time when the person was leaning over your mother, I want you to look very hard. Tell me what you see.’ Rylee leaned back in her chair after making sure the recording was running.

Molly had been talking to the PhD student for hours, and they’d just had a short break. She took a sip of water and cleared her throat. ‘Sammi was on the floor, in the same position as I’ve described a hundred times,’ she said. ‘There was blood. There was stillness and there was a noise. I haven’t remembered a noise before now.

‘I think it was crying. No, no, it wasn’t crying. It was . . . laughing. That person was laughing. Laughing that they’d murdered Sammi. Why would someone laugh? Because they think they’re safe? They’ve fixed the problem? Sammi must’ve been a problem.

‘The pantry was getting hot and I needed to move. My knees were hurting, so I tried to move without the person hearing. But I couldn’t.

‘Something behind me fell, and there was a crashing sound.

‘The person looked up and I saw a strand of hair escape from their shower cap and then I saw a silver chain around their neck. Eyes I didn’t recognise. A woman, I knew it was a woman, but no one I recognised.

‘She walked towards the pantry, then changed her mind. Turned and went to leave. Without seeing me. But she knew I was there. Before she walked through the door, she turned back again and looked straight at me.

‘And then she whispered something. I barely heard the words.

‘“Do you know how to keep a secret?”’
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No matter how much or how little you find, you will never, ever own the gold. It will always own you.

After a scandal, investigative reporter Zara Ellison and her partner, policeman Jack Higgins, have moved to Kalgoorlie but they are each struggling with this fresh start. The wild mining town has its own rules, and its inhabitants – drawn by the lure of gold and riches – guard their secrets carefully.

Zara feels adrift in the swirling red dust of the lawless bush city, without sources or any leads for the hard-hitting stories she’s known for. Jack is out of the detective squad and trying to find his feet back in uniform.

On an isolated stretch of highway, a pair of grey nomads is involved in a devastating accident, which leaves more questions than answers. Zara starts digging for her own kind of gold, while Jack’s investigation sends him on a parallel path towards a dangerous smuggling ring.

In the wide open spaces of the outback, some secrets are buried deep.






[image: ]





‘This land is millions of years old and has held secrets that we are able to uncover to this very day, yet the same land seems to have swallowed Max without a trace.’

In the middle of Missing Persons Week, teenager Max Galbraith disappears after a party at the two-up ring on the outskirts of Kalgoorlie. With hundred-year-old mine shafts hidden in the area, no one can be sure whether he got lost while under the influence of drugs or if something more sinister has happened.

Lily Carter, a talkshow radio host, receives information about Brendan Cook, another Kalgoorlie teenager who disappeared in similar circumstances the year before. But the police didn’t launch a full-scale search for Brendan. Why not?

Enter Detective Angie Sullivan, new to Kalgoorlie and yet to understand how the town works. With no clear links between the two cases, and Lily accusing the police of incompetence, the town is tipped into uproar. What secrets are hiding out there in the bush? And can Angie discover them before any more kids go missing?
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