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This is a work of fiction.

Names, characters, places, and incidents

are either the product of the author's imagination or are used
fictitiously,

and any resemblance to any actual persons, living or
dead,

business establishments, events, or locales is entirely
coincidental.

Tully is a real town in the area known as the Wet
Tropics,

at the northern end of Queensland, Australia.

Streets and directional indications are as accurate as my
imagination will allow.

 



 


Life and love
in the Wet Tropics can be a very prickly affair.

You either
love it or hate it.

You can allow
the heat and humidity to really get under your skin and end up with
a rash that can really irritate,

then you
can't help but scratch at the wounds and make it fester.

Or you can
learn to keep your cool.

Kate has
learned to keep her cool. Now she has to pass that knowledge on to
the people she loves.

 


 


It's
difficult to get away with anything in a small town, where
everybody knows everybody else, and if you don't actually know them
you've heard about them, or he's a friend of so and so's.

In the
tropical north Australian town of Tully, having a resident who can
sense the mood of the town, means sooner or later you will be found
out. And when that woman has the ear of the town's Police, then you
had better watch out.



Prologue

 


"What the
hell am I doing returning to this town? Oh God, I hope I'm doing
the right thing here. It's been... nearly 16 years since I left
this town. Rain, rain and more bloody rain. If it's not raining
then it's about to. Then when the sun does come out, it just cooks
the moisture back in to the air.

"Why am I
doing this? What did I tell myself? It's time to settle down, the
clock is ticking. That's probably why Gran wanted me to have the
house. Bring me back to town and settle down. Did she have an
ulterior motive? I wouldn't put it past her, very strong willed my
Gran... I'm going to miss her like hell.

"Look at that
bloody mountain, it sits there like a vulture watching and waiting.
Mount Tyson, it's oppressive weight pressing down and forcing the
life out of you. Isn't that why I left in the first place? That
oppressive weight was what I felt every day from the people of this
town.

"My gift??!!
Well, my gift made it especially hard for me. I had to leave. I had
to learn how to cope, how to protect myself and how to deal with
the people and their problems. So I could return and be with the
people I love, my parents and my little brother, not so little
anymore with a family of his own.

"Well here I
am. This lovely old timber house with her front verandah and iron
roof. She's seen better days. But it's mine now and one day she'll
have a family again. She seems so empty without Gran and Pop. She
needs a family, kids running around the large yard, hopefully one
day..."

 



Chapter
1

The full moon
cast deep shadows over the sleeping town, a town that slept
peacefully in its innocence. Dark shadows soon cover the moon and
the town is once again drowned in the oppressive moisture that
discharges from the heavens. Positioned between mountains that
rarely bare their peaks, the town of Tully in the far north is
referred to as the Wet Tropics, and as such the holder of the
Golden Gumboot award. The Golden Gumboot stands 8metres tall and is
often referred to as the green gumboot as it is often covered in
mould. The 8metres refers to the record amount of rain that
descended on the town in one year, and in most years it can fall
very close to that mark.

The woman
woke with a fright and sat bolt upright in her bed, gasping to
catch her breath. She wiped the hair back from her face and climbed
out of bed. She headed to the ensuite bathroom and splashed water
on her face, trying to staunch the strong sense of fear she had
felt. She dried her face and hands, walked back in to the bedroom
and over to a small table in a corner of the room. Reaching down
she struck a long match and lit a white pillar candle protected
from the breeze of the air conditioner by the glass shield of an
old hurricane lamp. The white pebbles, salt and crystals that
surrounded the candle gave the room a clean warming glow. The woman
focused her attention on the candle and allowed its purity to
cleanse and calm her thoughts. She was then able to return to her
bed and focus her thoughts on who and where these dark thoughts had
come from that had penetrated her dream.

#

"Well! What's
going on? Have you got any news?"

"Not a
lot."

"So are you
going to tell me, or not?"

"All I've got
is someone's been leaving a flower on her bedroom window sill for
the past month."

"You mean,
it's a stalker. Someone has been stalking her for a month and this
is the first you've heard of it?"

"She told her
mum, but she thought it was harmless."

"And that's
all you've got? No idea who could have taken her?"

"We don't
know she has been taken. For all we know she could have run off
with him, or someone else."

"But she
hasn't had a boyfriend for 3 months, at least. And she would have
told me, if there was someone special."

"Oh! She
tells you all her secrets does she?"

"Well,
obviously not. But I think she would have told me if there was
anyone special." Kate sighed. "Besides, I told you Sandy has not
run away of her own free will. She would have talked to me."

Sitting up
from the treatment table Ray looked at Kate. "Fifteen year old
girls do not tell their boss about their love life."

"This is
different. Sandy tells me lots of stuff. If she was going to run
away, it would have been 3 months ago when she broke up with Geoff,
not now. We've talked about this. She is much more settled now. She
loves her job here, and she's more focused at school. She knows
what she wants now, and isn't going to blow it on some guy."

"Okay. Okay,
I believe you," Ray said reluctantly. He moved his shoulder and
felt the smattering of scars on his left side and back. "That feels
much better, but this oil smells different."

"I'm trying a
new oil, it's supposed to reduce scarring. Pregnant women swear by
it."

"You're not
kidding are you?" he asked.

"No," said
Kate with a wry grin. Suppressing the grin and becoming all serious
again she returned to the important topic and the reason for his
visit. "So, what are you going to do about Sandy?"

"I've done what I can so far and made some initial enquiries.
It's now a matter of waiting to see if she turns up tonight.
If she doesn't show up,
then I'll launch a full search and appeal."

"But..."

"Kate, you
and I both know she's done this before."

"But, this is
different. This time she is not sitting down at the bus stop crying
her eyes out over an argument with her mother."

"I know. I
know, Kate." He looked into Kate's emerald green eyes and added
cautiously, "But, she may have gone a little further this time. So
I will wait for her mother to call me."

"Kerry will
call," said Kate looking directly in to Ray's striking blue eyes
with the long black lashes she was so jealous of. She sighed and
wiped the excess oil off his back and shoulders.

"If you say
so," said Ray, knowing what she meant, but hoping she was wrong. "I
have to get back now. Thanks." He kissed her briefly on the lips,
then turned to put on his shirt and the heavy belt hanging on the
chair in the treatment room.

"Don't forget
dinner tonight," Kate called after him as he headed for the front
door of the shop. She admired his long lean 195cm frame in the blue
uniform that suited him so well.

"I won't," he
said as he put on his broad brim hat. He looked longingly back at
Kate, a loose tendril of long auburn hair had fallen loose from the
long plait that fell down her back. He wanted to return to her,
take her in his arms and assure her that Sandy would be alright.
That Sandy truly had just hopped on the bus and would phone her
mother as soon as she had calmed down. But he wasn't even sure
himself.

#

In the dark
of the night with the sound of heavy rain pounding on the
corrugated steel roof, a figure approached the side door of a
darkened house. His hand reached to the side of the door and
through the open window beside it. Leaning in he pushed the fly
screen aside and reached for the door lock, turned the lock and
opened the door. He then reached down and removed his wet boots
placed them quietly on the step, then entered the darkened doorway.
He entered the home, quietly closed the door behind him. He waited
a moment to allow his eyes to adjust to the darkness, then walked
slowly down the hallway to his right and quietly opened the door at
the end of the short hallway. Entering the bedroom, a flickering
candle provided enough light for him to see the figure of a woman
lying asleep on the bed. The light cotton sheet accentuated the
curves of her body as she lay curled on her side, her long hair
draped over the pillow behind her.

The man
quickly undressed, placing his clothes on the chair in the corner.
The breeze from the air conditioner felt cool on his bare skin as
he walked around to the empty side of the bed. He lifted the sheet
and slid in behind the sleeping woman. He gently gathered her long
hair from the pillow and lifted it up over the top of the pillow.
Removing a stray tendril from the side of her neck, he moved in
close behind her and kissed the side of her now exposed neck.

"Your dinner
is cold."

"Sorry, I
forgot it was pension night. Barry had trouble closing up the Top
Pub."

"And you had
to see everyone home yourself?" she asked.

"Not quite. I
just made sure they were able to get home safely, otherwise there
would be more problems before they got home. And besides, it was on
my way to you."

"Oh, and you
couldn't call me?" Kate asked. She rolled over to face him and
looked into his deep blue eyes.

"I tried to
call your mobile," he said. His body was very aware of how close
she was too him.

"That's
useless here, it's a black spot. Next time call the house
number."

"Okay," he
managed to reply.

Kate then
moved a centimetre closer and her lips met Ray's as she murmured,
"Okay."

Ray
understood he was forgiven, this time. He felt Kate's body press
against his and his body reacted, their bodies merging together in
a deep embrace...

#

 



Chapter
2

A knock
sounded at the front door and Kate pulled her robe closely about
her. She opened the door to a solidly built, uniformed Police
Officer. His uniform stretched tightly across his bulging chest and
shoulders.

"Morning
Miss. I was looking for Sergeant Powell," he said as he removed his
broad brim hat and tried not to grin too obviously.

"What is it
Mike?" called Ray from the back of the house. He emerged from the
ensuite and entered the bedroom, wearing only his trousers. He
grabbed the clean, pressed shirt off its hanger and put it on as he
headed towards the front door.

"Jeez Sarge,
you really were lucky he only used a shot gun," said the Constable,
as he stared intently at Ray's scars.

"Was there
something that bought you out here?" Ray quickly buttoned up his
shirt to cover his scars. "And why didn't you phone?"

"We tried
your mobile Sarge, and you weren't answering at your place, so we
figured you might be here," said Mike, grin firmly in place.

"And you
couldn't just phone the house?" Ray asked sternly.

"Well, we
weren't positive Sarge, and we thought you should know asap. We've
had another call from Mrs Connors about her missing daughter," a
chastened Mike added seriously.

Ray leaned
forward, reached for Mike's radio on his shoulder, and pressed the
talk button. "Gary, on my desk is the report and description of
Sandra Connors. Make a heap of copies, and I'll be in
shortly."

"Yes, Sarge,"
came the reply over the radio.

"And Mrs
Connors, Sarge?" Mike asked hopefully.

"I'll deal
with Mrs Connors," said Ray. "You just make sure those notices are
everywhere. I want the whole town covered."

"Yes Sarge,"
was the contrite reply from Mike. He then turned and left,
disappointed that he hadn't embarrassed the Sarge being found with
the beautiful Kate.

Ray closed
and locked the front door, then walked over to join Kate in the
kitchen. He stood closely behind her as she made coffee, slipping
his arms around her waist. He liked not having to bend over to hold
or kiss her, at 182cms or 6 foot tall, Kate was only 5 inches
shorter than him.

"I'm sorry. I
need to get going," he said over her shoulder and murmuring into
her hair.

"That's
okay," she said. She Knew he had to go and continue on his search
to find Sandy.

Ray returned
to the bedroom to finish getting dressed, grabbed his belt and
buckled it on. He then returned to the kitchen to find Kate pouring
coffee in to a travel mug.

"Coffee.
Great, thank you," he said taking the travel mug from Kate.

She then
presented him with a paper bag. "Breakfast to go."

Taking the
breakfast from her, Ray wrapped his arms around her and kissed her
deeply. With a groan of reluctance, he turned and left her standing
in the kitchen.

Leaving via
the side door Ray stopped and put on his now dry boots. He unlocked
and climbed into the 4-wheel-drive police vehicle sitting in the
open carport. He took a drink of his coffee and grabbed the
scrambled egg and tomato toasted sandwich from the paper bag. He
noticed something in the bottom of the bag. He reached in and
pulled out a key. With a big smile he dropped the key into his
shirt pocket and patted it for safe keeping. He then drove the 7
kilometres in to town to the Police Station.

At the
station, Ray went straight to his desk and fired up his computer.
He logged directly in to his email, clicked on a drafted email,
made sure it was red flagged as Urgent, and sent the email out to
the entire contact list. He didn't care if he had already been in
contact with them, he just wanted to ensure that everybody knew
this was Top Priority. After ensuring the email had gone out
successfully and finished his breakfast, Ray headed for the front
desk.

"You still
here, Mike?" he asked.

"Just getting
another load of copies, Sarge," said Mike. "What about Mrs
Connors?"

"I'll be dealing directly with Mrs Connors and the high
school. All you need do is get those notices out there to every
shop, and every person in town and then some. And don't take all
day about it. I don't want this town talking about anything
but Sandy
Connors."

"Yes Sarge."
Mike filled his arms with another batch of notices fresh off the
printer, and headed out the front door.

"Gary, I'll
be at Mrs Connors for a while and then I'll be at the high school.
Are you right to mind the station for awhile? I want someone here
all day."

"Yes Sarge,
no problem." Gary sighed and ran his hands through his short
cropped red hair. He wanted to be out there searching as well, not
stuck behind the desk.

#

Shortly after
Ray had left, Kate began preparing for her day. Making the bed, she
smoothed the pillow where Ray's head had lain. Suddenly, the smell
of tobacco overwhelmed her senses, a familiar scent from many years
ago, a scent that lingered in her memory.

From a great
distance Kate heard knocking at her front door, pulling her back to
the present.

On opening
the front door she was hastily presented with a basket of eggs by
her elderly neighbour from across the road.

"Good
morning, Rose. I just wanted to thank your husband for the lift
home last night. Anyway, the old girls have been very busy of late
and I thought you could use them. Say thanks to your husband
anyway, bye." And with that Frank hurriedly turned, walked down the
front stairs, back across the road and down his own driveway.

"Poor old Frank," thought Kate as
she locked the front door. "He really must
be missing Gran and Pop Ives, confusing Ray and me as my
grandparents. What am I going to do with all these eggs? Hmm.
Perhaps some muffins." She grabbed the
hand of bananas off the kitchen table and set about cooking some
muffins.

With the
Spiced Banana Muffins cooking in the oven, Kate headed over to the
telephone in the hallway of her home.

"Good morning
Wendy. I was hoping you could mind the shop by yourself today, if
its not too busy. I would like to spend some time with Kerry
Connors today, if that's okay with you?"

"Of course
that's okay, I'll manage" said Wendy. "Poor Kerry she must be going
frantic with worry. You spend as much time as you need with Kerry.
I can mind the shop, don't worry about a thing. And let me know if
you or Kerry need me for anything, anything at all, okay? And tell
her we are all thinking of her and Sandy. I do hope that girl is
alright."

"Thanks
Wendy, that would be a great help. I'll drop by with some muffins
on my way to Kerry's. Thanks heaps. See you soon."

#

Kate
delivered a couple of muffins to Wendy at the shop and several to
the Police Station, where she was not surprised to find that Ray
was not there. She continued on her way up to Kerry Connors' house,
the last street before the mountain and the dense rainforest took
over.

Arriving at
Kerry's, Kate parked on the street behind Ray's Police vehicle. She
grabbed the basket of muffins and went in search of Ray. She found
him down the side of the house towards the back, under Sandy's
bedroom window, a camera hung around his neck.

"Hi Honey.
What are you doing here?" Ray asked as he spotted Kate heading
towards him. She had a large cane basket on one arm and her other
hand lifting her long skirt as she walked over the wet grass. He
noted her long hair was loose and flaming in the sunlight, her long
legs could be seen through the light cotton fabric of her skirt.
The image imprinting on his brain reminded him of an Irish woman
from the past, and the very sight stabbed him right in the
heart.

"I've come to
be with Kerry, she must be going frantic."

"Yes, she is
a bit," he said. He lifted the cloth of the basket Kate was
carrying. "Mmm, they smell good," he said hopefully.

"Yes, you can
have one, but I did leave some at the station," she offered.

"There won't
be any left when I get back there," he said, helping himself to a
still warm muffin from the basket.

"Having any
luck here?" she asked hopefully.

"No, not
really. Too much rain, it's washing everything away," he replied.
quickly eating the lightly spiced muffin. He cocked an eyebrow and
looked intently in to her emerald green eyes. "Why? Do you have
something for me?"

"Tobacco,"
said Kate. "He smokes rollies. Do you remember that aromatic kind
of sweet smelling tobacco Davo used to smoke? I can't remember the
brand, but it was in an orange and yellow packet. That's what he
smokes."

"Tobacco. And
you got that from where?" he asked.

"I guess it's
a kind of vision. I suppose you could call it 'smellavision'."


"'Smellavision', what is that?" he asked curiously, a frown creased
his brow.

"It's a
vision, only I smelt it, okay," she stated defensively.

"That's a new
one on me, 'smellavision'. Was there anything else, something I
could go on?" he asked desperately.

Kate sighed,
she knew he was under a lot of stress, so decided to ignore any
barbs from him. She continued on her thoughts and focused on what
she needed to attend to.

"Well, he's
been watching her through the bedroom window and leaving his
flowers for at least a month. So, he'd have to have a favourite
spot to watch her from." Looking around the yard, Kate walked over
to the edge of the yard that backed on to the rainforest. She
turned and looked to see if she could actually see in to Sandy's
bedroom, but there wasn't a clear line of sight. "I don't know.
Hopefully you will be able to find some cigarette ends, that
haven't been washed away by the rain."

"Hopefully,"
sighed Ray. "Thanks Kate, next time could you try and get a look at
his face."

"It doesn't
work like that. It's just a flash, there's usually not a lot of
detail," she said apologising and biting her lip for the lack of
detail in her vision.

He saw her
bite her lip and wanted to kiss it better. He groaned as he
realised he'd upset her. "I'm sorry. I was just being a smart arse.
Not that I could use it anyway. Can you see me telling the judge,
'I knew it was him because my girlfriend saw him in a vision'? I am
grateful for any help you can give me, Kate. I just... I don't have
a lot to go on and it's just... bloody frustrating." He quickly
took Kate into his arms and kissed her. He looked down at the
basket pressing into his hip and raised a questioning eyebrow,
before helping himself to another muffin.

"Sorry honey.
It's going to be a long day," he said as a form of warning to Kate
for what might or might not happen later in the day.

"Yes, it will
be," Kate replied with a sigh. "And needy people can be very
draining, and right now Kerry is very needy. I can feel it from
here. I'll be with Kerry as much as she needs me, okay?"

"Okay. I'll
see you when I see you then," he offered as they parted company. He
then continued his methodical search of the backyard and along the
edge of the rainforest as it merged with the backyard, looking for
any trace to help him, keeping an eye out especially for cigarette
ends. He knew that Kerry and Sandy were not smokers.

Kate headed
for the front of the house to offer what comfort she could to her
old school friend.

#

 



Chapter
3

"Oh Kate,
thank God it's you. I thought it might be some busybody I didn't
want to deal with," said Kerry with relief, falling in to Kate's
embrace. "I've been going frantic worrying about my Sandy. Who
would have done this to my girl? Why would anyone want to take my
girl from me, Kate? Ray said he's already checked with her father,
and he's confirmed he's in South Australia. Though I told him Sandy
wouldn't go to him anyway," Kerry asked, tears ready to fall from
her red, swollen eyes. Her hair was all a frizz from the constant
humid air and not carefully straightened as she would normally have
it for the salon.

"I'm sure I
don't know Kerry. But the Police are right on it, they will do
everything they can to find Sandy," offered Kate, as she led Kerry
back in to the cool interior of the old Queenslander house. "Have
you had anything today? How about a cup of tea?"

"I suppose a
cuppa would be nice," said Kerry, grateful that her old school
friend was here to lean on. "I am so glad you're back, Kate. I
don't know what I'd do without you. You have always been there to
help me." She sniffed in her tears and tried to focus on her
friend. "Tell me what's happening with that man of yours. Is it all
going well?"

"Why do you
want to talk about Ray and me?" Kate asked.

"Anything but
what he's doing out there... and what's happened to my girl. Please
Kate, tell me. How's it been since you came back to town. I know we
haven't had a chance to chat for awhile, what with you getting your
shop up and running. So fill me in on all the details," Kerry
pleaded.

"Okay," said
Kate. She put the basket of muffin down on the kitchen table and
filled the electric jug to make them both a cup of tea.

Kate filled
Kerry in on how she and Ray had started seeing each other since her
return to her home town. How Kate had returned for the funeral of
her much loved Grandmother and had inherited the old family home,
not as large as Kerry's airy Queenslander, but of a similar style.
How she had to modernise to bring the old place up to more modern
conditions, by replacing the old kitchen and putting in the
ensuite. How one day she hoped to add verandahs around the outside
of the house to make it just like Kerry's and lift it up to enclose
underneath so she had extra bedrooms and a decent laundry.

"Yeah, but
what about you and Ray?" Kerry asked. "That's the important
stuff."

"Well, I
guess, if you insist," said Kate with a sigh. Whatever Kerry needed
to help distract her from her thoughts of what had happened to her
daughter, Kate would oblige.

"Oh I do, and
details girl, details," Kerry insisted with a sniff, as she
shredded the tissue in her hands.

#

Outside Ray
continued his search along the edge of the yard and worked his was
towards the rainforest. He was grateful that the heavy overnight
rain had stopped and the sun was shining, beating down on his back
and through his shirt. Keeping in mind what Kate had said, he
stayed within sight of Sandy's bedroom window and looking
especially hard for any trace of cigarette ends. After about
30minutes Ray was startled by the sound of a lawn mower being
started up close by. Looking up he saw that the neighbour on the
northern side was finally home and was about to mow his lawn. Ray
jumped to his feet and ran over to the neighbour's yard.

"BRIAN," he
tried to shout over the noise of the lawn mower. "BRIAN, TURN IT
OFF. SHUT IT DOWN. BRIAN."

Brian looked
up to see a tall Police Officer racing towards him, shouting and
gesturing wildly as he hurdled the low fence between the two
properties. Brian reached down and switched off the lawn mower to
hear what the officer was shouting.

"Oh Brian.
Thank God I caught you. I've been trying to catch you," said Ray
with relief.

"We're only
just back," said Brian. "Got back late last night. What's up,
Mate?"

"You've been
away?"

"Yes, Sue and
I have been over in Europe for a month. I left notice at the
station that we'd be away," Brian said. "Why? What is it? What's
wrong?"

"Sandra
Connors, next door, she's gone missing," Ray explained.

"Missing?
What do you mean? Has she run away or something?" a confused Brian
asked.

"We're not sure yet, and I can't really say too much, but it
doesn't look good," said Ray, sounding frustrated. He took off his
broad brim hat and ran his hand through his hair. "Can I ask you
not to mow until I've had a chance to check everywhere? I've been
waiting to ask you if you'd seen anything, but now I need to ask
you if I can search around your place? I'll need to check the yard
and under the house. Have you noticed whether anybody had been in
your place? And who has been looking after your place, the lawns
and your mail?" Ray was beginning to sound inspired by a new
direction. He was even beginning to sound hopeful as he thought of
the new possibilities of what he might be able to find now, out of
the rain. Internally his thoughts quickly jumped,
"It's been raining mostly at night. He wouldn't
stand out in the rain watching. He'd want some cover. Perhaps under
Brian and Sue's house. Maybe he left some trace... maybe cigarette
ends, who knows what else?''

Taken aback
by the questions being thrown at him, Brian responded, "Sure Mate.
What ever you need. I don't think... well... I haven't noticed if
anyone has been inside. Have a look if you need to. Um... we had
the mail held at the post office and I got Peter, the lawn guy to
come every week. Kerry and the other neighbours knew we were away
and were keeping an eye on things for us. So whatever you need to
do just go right ahead, Mate. Just go for it."

"Thanks
Brian. I'll just grab my kit and start under the house here. Maybe
I'll get lucky," said Ray hopefully.

Having
collected his forensics' kit, Ray returned to Brian and Sue
Windsor's house and began searching under the house, looking for
the most likely spot where He would have stood and watched from. It
didn't take long before Ray spotted the tell tale signs he was
looking for. On the edge of the concrete, just in the grass, still
wet from the rain, but there they were, a small pile of cigarette
ends. They looked like they had been scuffed with a boot, but you
could still make out what they were if you looked hard enough. Tiny
scraps of nicotine stained paper, and scraps of tobacco lay amongst
the grass.

"Brian, do
you or Sue smoke?"

Brian had
been sitting on the back stairs that led upstairs and had been
watching Ray crawl around on his haunches as he searched. "No Mate.
we haven't smoked for years. Have you found something?"

"Yes, I believe I have," Ray replied. To himself he
thought, "Thank you, Kate."

Ray then
photographed and collected every piece of cigarette paper and
tobacco he could find. Before sealing the forensics bag, Ray
sniffed the contents. Just a hint of the aromatic smell
remained.

"Definitely tobacco, a bit wet, but I think I know what Kate
meant by aromatic, a kind of sweet smell," thought Ray. "And no filters, so he
probably has stained fingers. I hope there's enough here to get
something from them. Tobacco type, maybe brand and perhaps if we're
lucky, even DNA."

With the bag
sealed, signed and dated he placed it carefully in his kit. Looking
around for anything else that may be helpful, Ray noticed the tall
concrete house stump that lifted the house up so air could
circulate underneath the old Queenslander and kept the floor boards
dry and cool, had a hair caught in its rough edge. He photographed
then grabbed clean tweezers and carefully lifted off the hair and
noticed it was longish for a man.

"Brian keeps his hair short these
days, and he's going grey," he thought. "And this is lighter in
colour, more a mousy brown I guess, and a rather thin, quite fine
hair I'd say. Don't think it's Brian's, and Sue's a blond, so not
theirs, but I'll still need to get samples from them for
elimination purposes. Lucky I got Sandy's toothbrush and hair brush
already, and Kerry's hair as well." Ray's
hopes went up a notch as he placed the hair in a new bag, sealed
signed and dated it and placed it in his kit with the other bags
for forensics. Ray also dusted the concrete stumps but did not find
any finger prints or other hairs.

Next he began looking around to find how and where He entered
the property and how He took Sandy. Ray's thoughts continued
racing. "Street lights out the front,
don't think he'd take her out that way or risk being seen by the
neighbours, more likely through the back. Oh shit! Through the
rainforest. He could have gone anywhere. I'm going to need help.
Lots of help. And maybe dogs. Yeah, dogs can sniff any trail. Well,
almost any trail. Shit! So much rain. Hope there is still a trail
to sniff." Looking at the rainforest Ray
could barely see a few metres in through the trees and undergrowth,
which dripped constantly with the heavy rain that had fallen over
night. He thought the rainforest looked extra dark and brooding
today after the night's heavy downpour and a feeling of heavy
foreboding seemed to descend on to his shoulders.

#

 



Chapter
4

Sitting at
the kitchen table a pot of tea and a plate of muffins between them,
Kerry and Kate talked and ignored the world for a short time. Kate
noticed that Kerry had hardly eaten any of her muffin, had merely
shredded it and only occasionally a small piece was finding its way
in to her mouth. Kate talked of how she and Ray had started seeing
each other, and that they had progressed slowly to the point that
she had given Ray his own key that very morning.

"I am glad
the two of you have finally managed to get together," said Kerry.
"So, has he actually confessed he's been in love with you since...
forever?"

"No," said
Kate. "Definitely not. We have talked about Billy of course."

"Of course
you would have. You and Billy were together for a long time before
he died. And Ray was his best friend, and in love with you. I know
you told me why you left town when you did, but I always thought
there was more to it than because Billy had died. Perhaps now you
will tell me exactly why you left when you did?" Kerry asked
desperate to keep her mind occupied.

"Well, you
know the night Billy died, he'd been drinking heavy? That's because
we'd had a fight. A fight about our future and what we wanted to
do. Billy didn't want to go anywhere or do anything. And I wanted
to travel and study. So, we yelled a lot and.. we broke up," Kate
explained. The tears welled in her eyes as she remembered that last
angry conversation and the last time she had seen Billy. "I... I
always thought that it was no accident... That he killed himself in
that damn car... That he saw the train and went straight for
it."

"Oh Kate,
that must have felt awful. But there is no way of knowing whether
he saw the cane train or not. Those things are damn hard to see at
night. Especially at the end of the crushing season when the
reflectors are damaged and dirty. You cannot think that it was
deliberate. Surely not. And besides only Billy is responsible for
his actions. You are not responsible for what he did or did not
do."

"But, I can't
help but think it was deliberate, Kerry. And... there was one other
thing that I did that I regret," said Kate biting her lip. "Do you
remember that drunken wake we put on about 2 weeks later, in Ray's
flat?"

"Yes,
barely."

"Well, I was
still very distraught over Billy... and at that wake... I grabbed
Ray... and I kissed him... and we ended up in his bed... I didn't
give him much choice. I was all over him... and I begged him to
make love to me. I know, it was terrible what I did to him. It was
a horrible thing to do, knowing how he felt about me. I did
apologise to him for doing that to him. It's one of the first
things I did when I decided to stay after Gran died. I knew I
couldn't go on avoiding him. So when I literally ran into him one
day, I asked him to come to the house so we could talk. He came
that night and we talked for hours. We managed to put a lot of
things behind us that night. But I did leave him with one thing to
think about... I told him that in order to get the girl, first he
had to ask her."

"Ooh! What
did he say to that?" Kerry asked with the flicker of a grin.

"It took him
nearly a week, but he came to the shop and asked me out. That's why
we are taking it slow, so that we both know what we are getting in
to. And we tried to keep it quiet for a while, for the sake of his
son."

"For Mitch,
of course you would. But this is a small town and you can't keep
secrets for long in a small town where everyone knows your
business," said Kerry.

"That's for
sure," said Kate. "I did find out one thing from Ray though, and
you must promise not to tell anyone, anyone at all."

"Oh do tell,
do tell. I promise not to tell anyone, cross my heart," Kerry
vowed.

"That drunken
night with Ray, we were seen. Someone saw what we did. That person
then chose to use the same tactic to get what they wanted, and what
she wanted was Ray. So after I had left town, she waited until Ray
was alone in his flat. She went to his flat with a bottle of rum,
got him drunk and seduced him."

Realisation
dawned on Kerry's face just who Kate was referring to. "Oh my God.
Poor Ray, getting jumped.. twice. How could she deliberately do
that? I always wondered how they got together. And then of course
she got pregnant... and of course Ray did what was expected of him
and married her. Not that it lasted very long. She was terrible to
him, made his life hell. I don't know how he put up with her for as
long as he did?"

"I guess Ann
got what she asked for, a man who was in love with someone else. He
was never going to love her, even though he tried to make it work
for Mitch's sake," Kate said. "When he finally realised it was
never going to work, he went and did what he had always wanted to
do, and joined the Police Service."

"I guess what
she did to him is considered domestic violence, and Ray having
experienced that, became a strong advocate against domestic
violence. I can attest to that. That's probably what saved Sandy
and me. It was Ray who convinced me to take out an Aggravated
Violence Order against Tony, and it was Ray who convinced him to
stop harassing us and leave town and never come back," Kerry
explained. "Now it all adds up... Oh shit, I just thought. Do you
think that's what was happening with his parents? Remember he was a
very quiet kid, his father drank heavily and they never seemed to
have any money, and Ray never seemed to want to go home. He'd hang
around for hours. Then he was working as soon as he was old enough,
and still never seemed to have any money. And the moment he turned
18 he moved into that cruddy flat at the old barracks."

Kate nodded
along as she talked, agreeing with where Kerry's thoughts were
heading.

Kate then
added, "That would explain a lot of things. I agree Kerry. But he
never speaks of his parents and doesn't talk about any of that. I'm
not going to push it. If that is the case, then it's up to Ray to
tell me, when he is ready to tell me. Now, how about another cup of
tea?"

Kate rose to
turn on the jug for a fresh pot of tea, she could hear Ray outside
talking on his radio.

#

"Base, this
is Tango Three Five One... Gary, are you there?" said Ray in to his
radio. "Gary, where are you?"

A moment
later a female voice responded to Ray's call.

"Sergeant
Powell, sorry. It's Vera Rodgers here. Constable Thomas is
indisposed at the moment. I hope you don't mind, but I've come to
help out. If that's alright with you?"

"Mrs Rodgers,
yes. Yes that would be great if you could help out and look after
the front desk," Ray replied with a smile and a sense of relief. He
knew how efficient Vera could be.

"Please call
me Vera, Sergeant. Now, how can I help?"

"I'm going to
need some help here, more that just Gary. I'm going to need to
search in to the rainforest, behind Kerry Connors place on
Brannigan Street. What would really help is dogs. Can you get hold
of Innisfail Station and ask for as many personnel as they can
spare, and a dog tracker? I think I've got a starting place. When
Gary gets back..."

"I'm back
Sarge," Gary interjected.

"Great,
that's great Gary. Can you come up to Brannigan Street, door knock
the whole street, both sides, and the side streets that back on to
the rainforest. Check if anyone saw anything unusual or just a bit
different. Even the ones I spoke to yesterday, just in case they've
remembered something. Has anyone called in with any sightings at
all?"

"Nothing of
any significance, Sarge. Just that no one has seen her since
Wednesday," Gary replied. "I will be up with you shortly."

"Thanks Gary.
Also Vera, can you ask the State Emergency Service (SES) guys for
anyone they can spare to help out with the search when the dogs
arrive, and let them know when they arrive. Maybe if someone is
available, they can re-check the walking track, up Mount Tyson? I
did it yesterday, but it wouldn't hurt if someone can check it
again, that would be great."

"Will do
Sergeant. I'll get on to that straight away," Very replied.

"Also Vera,
can you contact El Arish or Silkwood Stations, or anyone who's
close by and ask them to collect and do a forensics run for me
asap? Who ever is available, all right?"

"Yes
Sergeant. Will do."

"Thanks Vera.
You're a life saver. Three Five One, Out!"

"Here you go,
Ray. Will this do?" Brian asked. He pulled a new tarpaulin out from
his garage. "I also found the tent pegs."

"That's
great. Thanks Brian."

Brian and Ray then unfolded and spread out the tarp to cover
the ground where Ray believed his suspect had waited and watched
Sandy Connors in her bedroom. Even though you couldn't see a great
deal of Sandy's bedroom, you could still see enough to fire off
someone's sick imagination. Ray hoped the tarp would be enough to
protect the site from the rain until the dogs could arrive. But as
for the trail through the rainforest, "God
help us."

Ray thanked
Brian again, before collecting his kit and headed back over the
fence to Kerry's house to let her know what was happening. He
locked his kit in his vehicle, then returned to the house. Running
up the dozen front stairs, and standing at the open front door, he
could hear Kerry and Kate talking cosily together, just as they had
since childhood. He didn't get time to knock, as he saw Kate step
out in to the hallway and beckon him inside.

"It's Ray,"
Kate said to Kerry, who was still sitting at the kitchen table.
Kate was at the Kitchen counter making sandwiches. She put down her
knife, covered the sandwiches with a clean tea towel and stopped to
listen to what Ray had to say.

Ray began,
"Mrs Connors..."

"Ray, it's
me, Kerry, remember?" Kerry interrupted.

"Kerry, I
think I have found a starting point. Now this may take some doing,
but I've requested some extra officers to help out. I've also put
in a request for dogs."

Ray's radio
then interrupted him. "Base to Tango Three Five One."

Ray excused
himself and stepped back out of the kitchen and down the hallway a
bit to answer his radio.

"Tango Three
Five One. Yes Vera, please tell me you have good news."

"Well,
Constable Ryan from Silkwood is on his way to collect the forensics
for you. Bert and Fred from the SES are heading up the walking
track of Mount Tyson, and the rest of the SES have volunteered to
help with any search whenever you want them. A couple of extra
Constables are on their way from Innisfail with more coming
tomorrow. But, I'm afraid the nearest dog handler can't get here
until tomorrow morning. He promised he'd be here as early as he
can," Vera responded.

"Thanks Vera,
you're an angel," Ray replied. "I'll be back at the station to drop
the forensics in shortly."

"You're
welcome, Sergeant Powell. Happy to be of help. Base, Out."

Ray returned
to the kitchen and sat down at the table.

"Vera
Rodgers?" a surprised Kate asked.

"Yes, she
still helps out when we're busy. And everyone still jumps to it
when Vera's on the station's front desk." He turned back to Kerry.
"I've got extra officers coming to help out, and I will station one
out the front at all times, okay? That should deter any unwanted
attention."

Kerry nodded,
trying to take careful note of everything Ray said.

Ray continued
and looked briefly at Kate as he said, "After a search downstairs
and next door, I believe I have found a starting point from where
to begin the search for Sandy. As soon as the dogs arrive early
tomorrow morning, we will begin an extensive and very careful
search. If we started now, before the dogs arrive we could
contaminate any trails or evidence. Currently, we have 2 SES
volunteers checking the walking track up Mount Tyson again.
Constable Peters is in town taking to everybody and spreading the
word to ensure the whole town is keeping an eye out for Sandy.
Constable Thomas will be up here any minute to canvas the entire
street and all properties that back on to the rainforest. I believe
I have found some possible evidence that will be raced off to
forensics immediately. My next stop is the high school to talk to
Sandy's school mates and friends. Maybe one of her school friends
knows something." Ray continued, "One other thing, your parents. I
know Kate is here to support you, but you also need your family at
times like this. If I, or Vera can be of any help in tracking them
down, just ask, okay? I'm sure I can rely on Kate to convince you
that having family around is important at a time like this." Ray
looked to Kate, who nodded in agreement. He than added, "Now, what
about your sister, Jenny? Have you managed to contact her?"

"No, I
haven't," said Kerry. "I didn't want to worry her and she's busy
with her work and her family."

"But she
would want to know," said Kate. "I'm sure if you ring her and talk
to her, you would feel much better, even if she can't come
here."

"Well maybe,"
Kerry said.

"I'll leave
you two to sort it out. Now, I'm off to the station then the high
school. I''ll let you know the minute I have any news," said Ray
standing up to leave.

"Thanks Ray,"
said Kerry.

Kate also
stood up, placed a reassuring hand on Kerry's shoulder and said,
"I'll be right back, I just want a word with Ray." She then
followed Ray down the hallway to the open front door.

"Do I take it
then that you found something?" she asked, as Ray turned to
her.

"Yes, you
were right," he said quietly. "I did find some cigarette ends, next
door at Brian and Sue Windsor's place. They've been away for a
month and it looks like someone stood watching from over
there."

"That's
great," said Kate, relieved that her vision had been confirmed. She
sighed with relief. "You are coming over tonight?"

"It could be
quite late and then up early again tomorrow."

"Please. Any
time, I don't care when. I'm sure I'll be able to leave Kerry with
her sister tonight, once I've convinced her to call her. Silly
arguments don't stop sisters from supporting each other at times of
need." Kate continued, "You did find my little present?"

"Yes, I did,"
he said with a big grin. "Thanks. I really do need to get going
now. See you later then." Ray took Kate in to his arms and kissed
her passionately. Reluctantly he released her, sighed and walked
out the door and down the stairs.

Standing
waiting for him at the bottom of the stairs was Constable Gary
Thomas. "I do hope your intentions are honourable towards my
sister," Gary said with a cheeky grin, that showed off the dimple
on his right cheek. At 182cm tall and with his short, cropped red
hair he stood as tall as his older sister.

"Most
definitely, if she'll have me," said Ray, feeling the colour rise
on his face.

"Of course
she will, Mate. If I know my sister, that's love. So when are you
going to ask her?"

"When the
time is right."

"Well don't
take too long about it. And make sure it's not too fancy. Keep it
simple, she prefers that," Gary confided.

Ray nodded in
acknowledgement.

"Now, I just
wanted to check with you if there was anything more specific you
had for me to ask about Sandy's disappearance?"

"Ask about
the past month, anything or anyone unusual, doing anything
different. Also it looks like He took her Wednesday night or the
early hours of Thursday morning. Try and cover every property that
backs on to the rainforest and any property that has views in to
the rainforest. I've already spoken to the Windsor's next door. It
looks like he used their place while they were away and I've
secured the area as best I can where he watched her from. I'll send
you up some help as soon as the extra officers arrive to keep an
eye on things here and to help door knock. Thanks Gary, I'll call
in to the station to drop off the forensics, then I have to get
down to the high school."

"Okay Sarge.
Will do," said Gary. "And don't forget what I said, okay?"

"Okay, I
won't," Ray promised before heading off.

#

After Ray had
left, Kate went back to finish making sandwiches for Kerry and
herself. Still wanting to keep Kerry's mind occupied for a little
longer Kate asked. "I didn't realise Vera Rodgers was still around,
I thought she had moved to Cairns?"

"No. She
visits her daughter and grand-kids in Cairns a fair bit, but she
still lives here mostly," said Kerry. "After old Sergeant Bob
Rodgers retired, he pushed for Ray to be promoted to take his
place. He insisted a local was the best candidate. They made Ray,
Acting Sergeant but it wasn't confirmed until he made the big drug
bust, when he got shot. I guess all the stress of pushing for Ray
was too much for Bob and he had a massive heart attack. You do know
Bob Rodgers is why Ray joined the Police in the first place?"

"No, I
didn't."

"Well they
were more like parents to Ray than his own parents. Ray would spend
most of his time with Billie at their place, and Vera made sure he
was well fed and at least received some love."

"I know he
spent a lot of time with Billie, I didn't realise just how much
time," said Kate. "Those two were virtually inseparable, so I guess
that makes sense."

"Yeah, well
she still keeps an eye out for Ray and has helped out at the
station when she's needed, just like she did for Bob Rodgers."
Speculating further Kerry added, "I suppose if his home life was as
bad as we think, then why would he want to go home, right? Bob
Rodgers probably knew about it and that would explain why he and
Vera made sure Ray was looked after."

Returning to
the table with their sandwiches Kate said, "Do you remember what I
used to say about Ray? Well, now it makes sense. It wasn't just
anger I was feeling from Ray when he was a kid, it was his pain and
anger."

"You don't
still get that from him now?" a curious Kerry asked, shaking her
blond hair from her eyes.

"Oh God no. I
wouldn't be able to be near him. No, it changed as he got older. At
high school it seemed to change. Having Bob and Vera look out for
him would explain that. And it was some time after that when I
realised he was in love with me." Kate sighed. "Now that I have
learned how to cope with my gift, life is much easier."

"Is that why
you've been studying psychology?" Kerry asked, actually finishing
her sandwich.

"Well, I
started with the alternative side of things as you know, and I
guess why I started studying psychology as well. For me it is
connected. I learned to meditate and a lot about the healing side
of things, and to be at peace with who I am. And the psychology is
helping me to understand what I am dealing with and how I can help
others. There is still a lot more to learn."

"Well, what
ever it is that has helped you, I am glad you're back," said Kerry
with a teary smile.

Kate quickly
stood and moved around the table to give Kerry a big hug. Not as
tall as Kate, Kerry stood at 175cm which is one of the reasons they
became such good friends, a shared teenage angst about being taller
than the boys around them. Eventually they had realised that the
boys would catch up with them one day, and those that didn't, well,
that was their problem.

After a long
hug, Kate leaned back and looked into Kerry's red eyes. "Alright
you, now it's time for me to get tough." Using her fingers she
wiped the tears from Kerry's cheeks. "Time to call your sister and
let her know what is happening, and I am not taking 'no' for an
answer."

Kate walked
over to the phone and noted Jenny's name assigned to a button on
the phone. She picked up the receiver pushed the button, carried
the phone over to Kerry and put it in her hand.

Taking the
phone Kerry said,"She's probably not home anyway... Hello Jenny...
yes, yes it's true, Sandy has gone missing..." Kerry broke down and
burst into tears as she tried to explain to her sister, just what
was happening with her Sandy.

#

Ray arrived
at the Police Station to discover Constable Reg Ryan from Silkwood
leaning on the front counter eating a sandwich. The sandwich came
from a large plate of cut sandwiches, that Ray guessed Vera had
made before coming in to help out on the front desk.

"Ah Reg,
great to see you," said Ray shaking Reg's hand. "I've got some film
and other evidence to be rushed to the forensics lab. There are
several hair samples included for elimination purposes and one from
what I hope, is from our suspect. I greatly appreciate your help
mate."

"Not a
problem, Sarge. Anything I can do to help. I'll rush these off and
then I'll come straight back."

"Thanks Reg,"
said Ray. He handed over the forensics pack to Reg who then signed
the evidence form and left the station in a hurry.

Turning to
speak to Vera, Ray said, "Good Idea with the posters. I think every
board in the street has a poster of Sandy on it.

Vera replied,
"It wasn't me, that was Constable Thomas' idea. Everybody is very
concerned and just want to do what they can to help find
Sandy."

"Well it was
a good idea. I'll just pop out the back and refill my kit, then
I'll head down to the high school."

A few minutes
later he was back at the front counter. Before he could head out,
Vera called his name. He stopped mid stride and turned back to
Vera, "Yes Vera."

"I know
you're in a hurry, but at least take a sandwich with you."

"You're an
angel. What would I do without you?" He kissed her on the cheek and
grabbed a couple of sandwiches and took a bite.

"Well I was
wondering, if you were going to ask Kate to marry you?"

Ray swallowed
hard and said, "I was thinking about it." He looked into her green
eyes, cocked his head to the side, then asked, "Are you okay with
that, she was Billy's girl after all?"

"Of course.
I'm happy for you, Ray. I'm glad you've finally managed to work
things out with Kate, she's a nice girl. Now, just don't take too
long to ask her?"

"I won't," he
said. He kissed her cheek again, then headed out the front
door.

#

Kerry hung up
the phone after speaking with her sister, grabbed a tissue and blew
her nose. She looked up at Kate, gave a heavy sigh and said,
"Thanks."

"Well, what
did she say?"

"She's
dropping everything and will be here as soon as she can." Kerry
wiped more tears from her eyes.

"Doesn't that
feel better?"

"Yes, it
does. And it was nice to talk to her," Kerry added with a fragile
smile.

"Right. Next,
your parents. Where are they? When did you last hear from them?"
Kate prodded gently.

Blowing her
nose again, Kerry said, "About a week ago. They were in New South
Wales, around Orange or somewhere. I think they were heading for
the coast to Coffs Harbour area. How do we find them? They don't
have a mobile."

"Hmm,"
thought Kate. "Do you know the registration of their vehicle and a
description of the car and caravan, even a photo would help?"

"Um, it's a
white Prado four-wheel-drive. Um... I have a photo on my digital
camera, maybe even the number plate." Kerry then went down the hall
to her bedroom, rummaged in her dresser drawer and pulled out a
small digital camera. She returned to the kitchen, switched on the
camera and searched through the photos.

"Here it is.
I took a couple, see," said Kerry.

"These are
great," said Kate, looking over Kerry's shoulder. Kate then picked
up the phone and called the Police Station. "Hi Vera, it's Kate
Thomas... Yes, it's lovely to hear your voice too. I'm with Kerry
Connors and she would like some help to locate her parents...
That's right..."

#

 



Chapter
5

"I want to stress just how important this is. This is not
something that cannot and should not be kept secret. I don't care how trivial you think it
might be, I want to hear bout it. Some times little things don't
mean much on their own, but when they are put together, it could
add up to something very
important," Ray stressed. He looked out over the
assembled students from the upper landing of the school
building.

"Remember, this is Sandy. Your school friend. Your class
mate. I know she is a good friend to a lot of you and very popular.
So think of what is best for her safety and well being. I
especially would like to talk with her class mates and best
friends. Your Principal has kindly allowed me to use this classroom
behind me, so we can talk in private." He looked at the Principal,
who nodded in agreement. "So anyone
with any information about Sandra Connors and
where she might be, please
talk to me. Thank you."

Ray then
stepped back, shook hands with the Principal Mrs Wheatley then
turned and entered the classroom.

Mrs Wheatley
then briefly spoke to the specially convened school assembly,
before sending the young people to their classes and again invited
those with information to speak to Sergeant Powell.

A large group
of students stood talking together and eventually four girls peeled
off from the group and immediately walked up the stairs and over to
the classroom. Entering the classroom together the girls walked
straight over to the table where Ray was sitting waiting for
them.

"Sergeant
Powell, we think we have have some information about Sandy," said a
very confident young lady with long straight dark hair, tied back
in a pony tail.

"You're
Sandy's best friends, I take it?" said Ray. "Now let me just get
your names straight." He pointed to the young lady who had just
spoken to him, "Jasmine Viero."

The young
lady nodded.

"Thank you
for phoning me back yesterday, Jasmine."

"I had to do
something, Sergeant."

"Yes, of
course Jasmine." He then confirmed the names of the other ladies
from his notes. "Diane Green, Peta Hudson, and Joanne
Wheatley."

He received a
nod of acknowledgement from each one.

"So ladies, I
take it you have all been talking together?"

They nodded
again.

"What do you
ladies have for me?"

Jasmine spoke
first. "Sandy has been having flowers placed on her bedroom window
sill almost every night for about a month. At first she thought it
was Geoff."

"Geoff Jones,
her ex-boyfriend," Joanne explained.

Jasmine
continued, "But Sandy said she spoke to Geoff, and he said it
wasn't him. So then she didn't know who it was."

"And, she
thinks she saw him," Joanne added.

"Smoking,
next door," Dianne and Peta added together, voicing their disgust
at someone smoking.

Jasmine took
over again, "Sandy said that she could kind of see him, and she
didn't think it was anyone from school."

"More like an
older man," Joanne finished.

"Sandy did
say that his cigarettes smelled kind of sweet," Peta said.

"And that she
was scared of him," said Jasmine.

"Sandy
thought he was some kind of weirdo," Dianne and Peta added
together.

"Did Sandy
say who she thought he might be?" Ray asked.

"No, just
that he wasn't anyone from school. She was most definite about
that," said Jasmine. All four nodded in agreement.

"Any kind of
description?"

The young
ladies all shook their heads, no.

"Was there
anything else? Anything that could help identify him?" Ray asked,
making some notes in his notebook.

"I told her
she was crazy, but she... she wanted to confront him and tell him
to go away," said Jasmine, becoming upset and losing her
composure.

"When was
this?" Ray asked. He had to hold himself in check in front of the
girls. Inside he was trying not to think of what could have
happened if Sandy had gone out side to confront Him.

"Last week. I
told her not to do it. Oh God..." said Jasmine bursting into tears.
The other girls quickly gathered around her into a group hug, where
they tried to console her, but ended up all crying together.

Ray didn't
know what to do. Should he say something, would it help if he did.
He ended up asking, "Should I get a teacher?"

Joanne popped
her head up, and said "We'll be okay, Sergeant. Thank you."

"Thank you
ladies, you've been very helpful. I know Sandy would be very
grateful for your help. Jasmine, if you would like to talk to
someone, Mrs Wheatley is is in her office and can arrange for you
to talk to a Counsellor?"

"We'll take
her, Sergeant Powell," said Joanne. They left the classroom in a
cluster around Jasmine, as if to protect her from her
emotions.

Ray made more
notes in his notebook for a few minutes. After a few minutes he
could hear two boys outside the door arguing.

"Just DO IT,"
sounded a familiar voice rather loudly.

A solidly
build young man with spiky blond hair was pushed through the open
doorway in to the classroom. He was quickly followed by a tall,
lanky young man with a long mop of thick black hair.

"Dad, Geoff
has something tell you," said the dark haired young man.

"Mitch,
what's going on here?" Ray asked.

"Dad, Geoff is Sandy's boyfriend," Mitch said.

Ray looked at
the blond young man. "Geoff, if you know something, please tell me.
I thought you and Sandy had broken up some time ago?"

Geoff looked
up at the tall Sergeant and blanched under his gaze. "We,... we
had, but I managed to convince her to take me back. Look... she
told me about this guy hanging around. I told her to call me when
he was there and I'd come over and deal with him. She said.. she
said, she didn't want me to get into trouble again... That's why we
split up before, 'cos I hit a kid for hassling her, alright... " He
sighed and bowed his head. "Sandy doesn't like it when I get a bit,
aggro'."

"When did you
last see her?" Ray asked.

"Wednesday. I
walked her home." Looking up at Ray he added, "I'd never hurt
Sandy. Never."

"That's okay.
I believe you. What did you talk about?"

"Him. Sandy
wanted to confront him herself. Tell him to leave her alone and
that she had a boyfriend. I told her not to. I told her to call
me," Geoff stressed. His worry etched on his young face.

"Did she call
you?" Ray asked watching Geoff closely.

"No. She
didn't," Geoff replied angrily. He was clearly upset that Sandy
hadn't trusted him enough to call him.

"Did she say
if she knew him?"

"No, she said
she thought he was older, not someone from school, and he smoked
some funny smelling cigarettes. Not drugs, but a funny smelling
tobacco," said Geoff. "That's all I know, Sergeant. I swear, I
don't know anything else. I don't know where Sandy is."

"Thanks
Geoff, that's been very helpful." Ray shook Geoff's hand and
believed him, having known him for many years as Mitch's best
friend. "Maybe you should speak to the Counsellor."

"I'll be
alright. Thanks Sarge." Geoff then walked out of the room, his
shoulders slumped, and clearly not alright.

"Thanks
Mitch," Ray said to his son. He stood and rested his hand on his
sons shoulder.

"Dad, do you
think Sandy's alright?" Mitch asked, biting his lip and looking up
at his father through the mop of thick black hair that fell around
his face.

"I hope so,
Mate. I hope so." He walked with Mitch to the door and watched him
walk down the corridor towards his class room.

Ray looked
around outside and noted that no one else had come to talk to him.
Standing in the doorway he reached up and grabbed the door frame,
spread his shoulders and elbows, and leaned forward to stretch his
back and shoulders, just like Kate had taught him. His thoughts
were troubled.

"Why didn't she come to me? Why didn't anyone come to me?
Damn it all. This could all have been prevented. Damn it all to
hell and back." He wanted to kick
something and swear out loud, but knew he couldn't do that at the
school. He took a deep breath and sighed it out as he stretched his
back again. He continued to stand and wait in the doorway for a few
more minutes before accepting that no one else was coming to talk
to him. He headed to the Principal's office.

The
Principal's secretary informed Ray that Mrs Wheatley was still with
Sandy's friends and would pass on Ray's thanks.

Heading back
to his vehicle Ray decided to visit the Tourist Information Centre,
and the other businesses on the highway that ran through the edge
of town.

Driving from
the school car park out to the highway, Ray could see that the
information centre and every other business with a sandwich board
or bill board had large posters of Sandy attached to them.

"Good," he
thought. "Someone's already been out here." He then rethought what
he wanted to do next. Turning on the indicator he waited on a break
in the traffic, before he pulled out and drove north up the
highway. He drove past the train station and garages, and other
road side businesses hoping to catch the passing tourist trade. He
drove out of town, out to where the tall cane fields lined the
highway and kept on driving for several kilometres.

He stopped at
a turning and waited for traffic to clear so he could cross the
highway and pull into a particular driveway. He saw the tractor
slashing the long grass along side the driveway that led up to the
house. Stopping his vehicle he waved to the tractor's driver who
waved back. The driver turned off the engine, jumped down and
strode over to Ray as he exited his 4wd. The driver removed his hat
and Ray could see dark greying hair and the crinkle of laughter
lines around his eyes, as he held out his hand to shake Ray's
hand.

"G'day Sarge.
How can I help, business or pleasure?"

"Mr Thomas,"
Ray shook his hand. "I guess it's neither." He took a deep breath
before saying, "I've come to ask... your permission..." He had to
swallow before he could continue as his mouth had suddenly gone
very dry. "Ahem! I've come to ask your permission, to ask your
daughter to marry me?"

"Yahoo! About
time. Of course you can, Son. Of course you can. You have my
blessing. Now, you'll be wanting something special. Come up to the
house." Jim Thomas slapped Ray on the back and grabbed him by the
arm. "Come up to the house. I've got something for you."

"I really
need to get back, Sir," Ray tried to protest as he was walked the
100metres up to the house.

"This will
only take a minute and you will need it when you ask Kate. LILLIE.
LILLIE, where are you old girl?" Jim shouted at the house.

A red haired
woman came and stood at the open doorway of the house. She was tall
at 177cms. "Jim, what's with all the shouting?"

"Lillie,
guess what? He's going to do it. Ray's going to ask Kate." Jim held
Lillie by the arms and looked into her emerald green eyes with a
wide grin on his face."Now where's the ring? Come on old girl, he's
in a hurry."

"In the
bedroom drawer where you put it." Lillie added, "And stop calling
me old."

Jim raced
into the house, disappearing into the bedroom and could be heard
rummaging about.

Lillie reached out to Ray and gave him a big hug and kiss.
"About time. Now don't forget, Kate likes things simple, nothing
too fancy. And don't hide it in food or drink, that's never a good
idea. Most important of all, say the word she needs to hear
properly."

"Got it," Jim
yelled from inside the house. He emerged from the dark interior and
up to Ray. "Here it is. Now it's been cleaned and repaired, so it's
looking brilliant." Jim opened the small square velvet covered box,
revealing a solitaire diamond ring.

"Old Rosie
Ives engagement ring. Sorry no wedding ring, she kept that of
course. But she insisted the engagement ring was for Kate. She Knew
Kate carried on the family gift. Oops! Oh well, if you don't know
already, you'll find out soon enough," said Jim, all excited at the
prospect of his girl finally getting married.

Lillie closed
the box and handed it to Ray.

"I know,"
said Ray. He was caught in Lillie's sight feeling himself pulled
into the deep gaze of her emerald green eyes, looking at him
intently, exactly like his Kate. He noticed the vague, far away
look in her eyes as she looked up at him...

Lillie
blinked, then pressed the box into Ray's hand and she smiled a
secret smile. "Look after my girl, Ray. Take good care of
her."

"I will. I'll
do my best," he vowed, wondering what Lillie had seen. He thanked
Jim and Lillie for the ring and their blessings before taking his
leave and heading back to town. He didn't have time to think any
further about what Lillie had seen as she held his hand, he was
immediately pulled back into the investigation of finding Sandy
Connors.

#

"Hi honey,
I'm home," said Ray as he entered the back door of Kate's home
carrying a sports bag. "See some times I can get in at a reasonable
hour." He dropped his sports bag and bent to kiss Kate who was
sitting on the couch in the lounge room.

She shook her
head to clear her thoughts, then looked up at him standing looking
down at her. "Ray. Hi! Are you hungry?" She looked up at the clock
on the wall and noticed that it was almost 8pm, then noticed the
television was on, picked up the remote and turned off the
television.

He had
noticed she didn't seem to be totally with him. "Weren't you
watching that?" he asked, suddenly concerned.

"I guess
not," said Kate, rubbing her brow. She wasn't even sure what she
had been watching.

"Kate, are
you okay?" He sat down on the solid timber coffee table in front of
her.

She sighed
and tried to smile. "Just tired I guess. She leaned forward and
kissed him. "It's been a long day. Did you want something to
eat?"

"I'm fine for
now."

Looking
around she noticed the bag Ray had brought with him. "Great, you
brought over some more clothes." She then reached down to pick up
the bag.

Ray quickly
reached for the bag to stop her. He closed his hand over hers,
removed the bag from her hand and placed the bag back down on the
floor at his feet. He then took Kate's hand in both of his.

"Kate."

"Ray, what's
wrong? Did something happen?" she asked nervously.

He swallowed
then asked, "Kate... will you marry me?"

"What? Oh
Ray, I thought we were taking it slow?"

He sighed
heavily. "I don't want to wait any more. I've been waiting too
long. I love you, Kate. I've always loved you. Please, marry me
Kate?"

She looked
deep in to Rays' blue eyes as he held his breath. She smiled a
Knowing smile and said, "Yes Ray, I'll marry you."

He let out a
big sigh of relief, then bent down , opened the bag, reached in and
took out a small velvet box that was sitting on top of his clothes.
He opened the box, removed the ring and slid the ring on Kate's
ring finger.

Kate Knew the
ring immediately. "Grandma Ives ring. How did you know?"

"I spoke to
your parents," he said. He moved on to the couch beside her, took
her into his arms and kissed her for a long time...

#

"Where am I?
Oh God, where am I? So dark, can't see. Where am I? Can't see it's
so dark. Mum?! Mum, can you hear me? Mum, where are you? Where am
I? Oh God... Mum. It's so dark, Mum. I can't see. Rain, I can hear
rain. It's raining again. It's cold. It's cold and wet, Mum. Mu-um,
where are you? Oh please, Mu-um! Can you hear me? Mu-um, where are
you? " Sandy closed her eyes against the dark and tried to get
warm. She curled into a real tight ball and let the tears flow
freely. "Oh please Mum, I'm cold. I'm scared. Please Mum, I'm
scared. Someone please help me, I'm scared."

#

Ray woke to
the sound of Kate's voice. She was sitting up in their bed, her
eyes were open and her arms were reaching out before her. She was
speaking softly. "Sandy. I'm here Sandy. Be strong girl. I'm here,
Sandy."

Kate's body
relaxed and she lay back down on the bed.

"Kate, are
you alright?" Ray asked.

"Sandy. She's
scared, she's very scared," said Kate, as the tears rolled down her
cheeks.

"We'll find
her, Kate. We'll find her." He took Kate into his arms.

Kate slept
fitfully during the night, no matter how tight Ray held her, she
felt cold and frightened.

#
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