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The youths hanging around the rotunda were making no effort to be quiet and were already starting on the cans of beer. They had been loud enough as they had raced through the park on their bikes. She had kept back, watching the rotunda, and had seen a slender figure run down the stairs, and around to the far side. Wanda hadn’t seen the figure run further off. Now the boys had settled into the round structure, since the forecast rain had begun. Wanda edged around to where she estimated the figure had gone. Her extra senses told her Hannah was close by and terrified. As the rain came down even heavier than it was, Wanda was sheltered to some degree, but the rain didn’t bother her. It kept the eight of nine youths huddling under the cover and focussing on each other. Wanda used the opportunity to creep closer. Voices echoed off the metal roof, and snatches of conversation were audible. She listened for a time before sending Kelly a text, and another to Les and Martin. She told Martin to go home, and Les to move closer. Some words caught her attention and she dared to raise her head to see the speakers. One lit a cigarette and his face was illuminated for a moment. Wanda ducked down again. Marcus Porter was meant to be with relatives in Shepparton. She had heard, “leave my sister out of it”.

Wanda sharpened her focus, pushing background sounds out of her mind. Poor Hannah was probably hearing the lewd talk and getting more depressed. Damn them. Was Declan likely to turn up here too? It sounded like everyone up under shelter knew him, and looked up to him. All had seen the pictures he’d taken of Hannah. Wanda seethed. And willed Kelly and his reinforcements to turn up soon. 

“Well, well, well, what have we here?” The voice came from outside the rotunda. He had a hoodie up to protect his head from the rain. His words brought some of those above to look over the side at her. Wanda stood up, sizing up the newcomer. 

“Ah, so you were coming here,” Wanda told Declan. “Welcome to my parlour...”

“What crap are you on about?”

A phone rang and someone shouted, “Cops.” Those in the rotunda dived down the steps, grabbed their bikes and took off. 

“Loyal devotees, aren’t they?” Wanda taunted. “Foolish of you to show up here. What were you hoping for? A way to blame them for your budding porno business? Do you happen to be a buddy of Bradley Fischer?”

“Never heard of him.”

Liar! Wanda thought watching the muscles in his face twitch. “Too bad he couldn’t warn you about how people like you are treated in prison.”

Declan lunged forward, anger flaring, expecting to grab the annoying and dangerous source of provocation. He saw an unmoving target, but a moment later realised his mistake. Then he was struggling to keep his face off the soggy grass.

“You’re a snake. Do you know that? Picking on impressionable, underage girls.”

Declan managed, “She said she was 18.”

“Her brother is only 19, and she is still at school, as you damn well know. Don’t give me that shit. I will see you are charged with statutory rape.”

“I never did anything to her.”

“Let’s hope that isn’t another lie. But in case you really are that ignorant, touching, taking photos of girls in scanty clothing comes under the same charge.” 

“I didn’t take pics that way. I photo-shopped her head onto a decent body.”

Wanda didn’t believe him. “Really” Then let’s hope you can find the exact photo you began with.”

Declan was beginning to panic. She could feel him trying to push himself up, in spite of having one arm twisted up his back. Wanda let him voice his tirade of innocence, and hoped Hannah took in enough of it to lose any residual feelings she had for him. 

The rain began to ease and the park lighting started to reflect off the flashing worn by the local police.

“Tell it to someone who cares,” Wanda told him, wrenching his arm further to distract him from talking. 

Detective Kelly was with the uniformed police. “A highly efficient citizen’s arrest, I see,” he commended in a relaxed voice. He gestured for Wanda to move and let the two uniformed constables take over. Declan was handcuffed and hauled to his feet. Wanda ignored the glob of spit he sent her way. 

“I will send you a copy of his ravings,” she called out, loud enough for him to hear.

Kelly gave instructions to the constables, then arched one brow at her. She nodded, glanced down to the base of the rotunda. Kelly nodded. “You will come to the station and give a statement when you are able?”

“Sure. Sorry about the other eight guys that were here, but I will be able to identify them if you want.”

Wanda stayed still while the police moved off, and quiet descended on the park. The nearest noise came from the road, 600 m away. She wanted to see what the younger girls would do, once she stopped feeling sorry for herself. Muffled sobs got louder, and Wanda heard the girl’s breathing become ragged. Enough was enough. She was going to have to drag the girl out.

Hearing the slight sounds she made, opening the break in the new wire and pushing at the original wooden door, the sobs turned to shrieks of, “Go away! Don’t come near me. I’ll kill myself!”

Wanda kept coming in, finding she had just enough room to squat in place. “I wouldn’t give that piece of shit, that much importance,” she said bluntly. “Are you going to come out from under here before you make yourself sick?”

“No!”

“Fine, but I am not leaving here without you.”

“Who are you?”

“We’ve met. And I hoped you would have come to your senses after that diet pills business that he got you into.”

“You! Have you been following me?” 

“No. I have a lot of important things to be doing. I just happened to be nearby when you were spotted talking to –“

“I don’t want to hear! I don’t ever want to see him again.” Hannah had put fingers in her ears.  Wanda pulled them out.

“Good! At least that bit is settled. So why don’t you want to get out in fresher air?”

The question opened the floodgates, and Wanda listened until Hannah subsided into a fit of hiccups. “Okay, now it is your turn to listen. That deceiver of young girls will be charged and go to jail.”

“Serves him right!”

“I think so too. The law can teach him a lesson. A more important subject is you.”

“Why didn’t you tell the police I was here?”

“I didn’t want Mr Nameless to know you were here,” Wanda claimed. She wasn’t going to tell her the police already knew. “Now, why do you think you can’t go home?”

“My parents will be so mad at me,” was what Hannah said, but her emotions were so strong – embarrassment shame, disgust.

“Well, they are allowed to be. You are currently freaking them out with fear.”

“I don’t want to hear what they will say.”

“Hmmm. I suspect your brother might catch the brunt of that, for introducing you to his dubious, much older mate.”

“I won’t go home,” Hannah persisted. 

“Right! Well, okay...where will you live? Under here?”

“No...I’ll find somewhere.”

“How will you pay to stay off the streets?”

“I’ll get a job.”

“Sure, and how long do you think it will be before someone recognises you and calls your parents?”

“I’ll become emancipated, like Kemple.”

“What you would get as an emancipated minor, isn’t a lot. Martin doesn’t need to pay rent, or his school fees.”

“I won’t go back to school.”

“Well, that’s an option. It will limit you to shit, low pad jobs all your life.”

“So, I won’t go back to school and have everyone snickering at me.”

“Why do you think they’ll do that?”

Hannah didn’t answer. 

“Is it because you ran off?” The only reaction was a sniffle.

“Yes, right. I know the reaction Abbie got. I wouldn’t call it snickering. Why did you run off? What did Declan do to upset you?” More silence.

“Did that slime-ball take photos of you partly dressed?”

The stubborn silence continued.

Wanda sighed inwardly and wondered if her current self would have been a match for her 15 year old self. She didn’t give herself an answer. The circumstances she went through were different, nut still, the girl needed a wake up.

“I’ll take that as he did.”

“He said it was just for him! No one else would see it.”

“And you discovered...?” Wanda let the question trail off. 

“He came out and said he liked it so much he put it on Facebook and already had 300 likes. He told me it meant I was truly beautiful as I was and he was wrong trying to get me to lose weight. We had an argument, he stalked off, and I ran off.”

“Well, that was the right move. Though staying away from home –“

“I’m not going back.”

Wanda let out a sigh. “You will probably decide I am the last person who should try to preach to you on this subject, but when I was your age, I did run away from home. And I had no intention of ever going back either.”

“Why?”

“I had reasons, just like you do. In fact, my sister even told me quite bluntly, that the family would be better off without me.”

“So will my parents.”

“Let’s agree to disagree on that.”

“How did you survive?”

The curse of an eidetic memory – all the memories of that time, rushed back at her as if they were merely days old. Now, she shared those memories, in vivid detail, without toning them down. Every so often, Hannah emitted an unconscious sound as the reality hit her. Wanda didn’t stop until she related how she had been put into the training centre.

“I thought it would be better than being on the streets – having a dry bed and three meals a day. But, believe me, you don’t want to experience that. You either have to get tough real fast, or you will be walked over by everyone.”

Wanda fell silent, to let the girl think over all she had heard. In the end, she had to decide what she would do. So, unless Hannah decided to go home and face the recriminations she expected, and move on, Wanda wasn’t going to offer any hope. She wasn’t sure if it was possible, but Erin might know a way to expunge that photo from the internet. Well, the original source could be cut off, and the images on the other boy’s phones at least. And she could coach Hannah in what to say and do to make any others that snicked at her feel foolish. 

A long while passed, with Wanda staying quiet, before Hannah asked, “Are we going to sleep here?”

“Do you have a better place in mind?”

“Um, up where the guys were?”

Wanda pretended to consider it. “It will be colder up there. There is nothing to block the wind. If it rains again, we will have more protection here. And if anyone comes back, they won’t see us here.”

“But it’s cold!”

“Don’t think about it,” Wanda told her. “If you want, you can curl up behind me. Share body heat. If we had a light, we might be able to see if there are any boxes or bags under here.”

“No, someone might see the light.”

“True.”

A while later, “I’m hungry.”

“So am I, but I didn’t bring anything with me. Try to sleep. There is nowhere but dumpsters to get food from at this hour.”

“What’s the time?”

“Don’t you have the time on your phone?”

“The battery is flat.”

“Well, it’s night time,” Wanda said flatly. “When you can see outside it will be day time.” She rolled into a sleeping position and pretended to sleep, not responding to any of Hannah’s whispers. After a while, quiet whimpers told Wanda she was crying again, but not at the earlier intensity. Finally, when Wanda estimated it was 10pm, she felt the girl pressing into her back. When an even breathing rhythm was the only noise, Wanda carefully extracted her phone and sent a text – ‘Sleeping for now’. Kelly didn’t reply, but Wanda saw the text had been read. She copied the message to send to Les as well.

She expected both would be dozing in their in their cars all night. Kelly, because by rights, he should have dragged Hannah home as soon as Wanda confirmed her whereabouts. He knew though, that she would likely have run off again if taken home unwilling. He was trusting Wanda to get through to her.
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Wanda was glad Erin had given Hannah’s parents warning of their daughter’s return. They thanked her, and dismissed her to give their daughter a very relieved hug. 

Erin slipped out during that and went with Wanda wait for their ride. “That little chit won’t escape a parental talking to, but I don’t think they will be too hard on her. I’d intimated she’d got herself into a deeper hole than she knew how to get out of. They did admit their work keeps them busy. They will get her to a doctor to be checked over and get counselling for her. Hopefully, she will feel she can talk to them in future.”

“I don’t think Declan did more than grope and talk her into having photos taken, then betray her trust to post them on line. At least Hannah refused to go further, unlike her so called friend.”

“Marcus, though, I think his ears will be burning for years. He is lucky that his parents don’t know about him and Gail. She refused to press charges.”

“To avoid what Hannah is going through,” Wanda guessed. “So I assume the police questioned Declan.”

“Assume away. I haven’t heard,” Erin told her cousin. “Kelly did say you said you could identify the others at the park?”

“Two were the ones from the hike at the camp.”

“Good. Kelly wants to talk to them and look at all their phones.”

“Can you delete that damn picture?”

“Yes, but I want to know if Declan has a computer or just his phone. Anyway, leave that with me.”

“Can you tell if the picture was photo-shopped?” Wand asked. Erin nodded.

“Good. I will go see Kelly, then see you later for a shower, some food and s few hours’ sleep.”

“You gave Uncle Nikki the news?”

“I did, but decided not to say specifically to leave the kid alone. He will wait for the DNA results, but I am sure he will find a way to check what I said for himself.”

“You have to admire him for that,” Erin said. “He’s definitely not like his father.”

“I offered him a tonic to give to his wife,” Wanda told her.

“You didn’t!

“He stated his disbelief that it would work, but didn’t turn the offer down. He might not realise that I have it figured he would want a son of his own to succeed him.”

“Considering the alternatives,” Erin implied her opinion of Martin’s cousins. “The current two heirs apparent will get a rude awakening if their mama gets pregnant.”

Wanda shared her laugh. “Many rude awakenings I hope.”

“Too right. Is Les driving you back?”

“I told him to go home, but he at least had some sleep in his car.”

“You didn’t?”

“Not really. I wasn’t risking trouble, and I was trying to keep the girl a little warmer. She was still being too stubborn to beg to go home, so I saved my breath. She got to experience a mild version of living on the streets. Then once she had fallen into an exhausted sleep, I used the light on my phone to look around. I don’t think we were the first ones to sleep under there since the wire was put around the place.”

“That looks like Les’s car now. So you settle Kelly and I will bring you up to speed later.”

Wanda had barely woken after four hours sleep, when her phone rang.  “Erin,” she greeted the caller. “What’s up?”

“If you have recovered from your rough night, Kelso wants you here.” Here being Kelso’s office where Erin was working. “He has organised a meeting with Kingley and the lead investigators on cases related to our investigations.”

“Nothing of major significance?”

“I don’t think they are about to nail your hide for anything, if that’s what you mean. I think it is more for an exchange of information.”

“Like Kingley wants what we have.”

“We never implied we’d keep secrets,” Erin reminded her.

“Okay then. Facts, fine. Speculations, only if they ask,” Wanda agreed. “Is there anything I need to know beforehand?”

“Yeah, if Gerry comes and gets you I have lunch here for you.”

“I’ll be ready,” Wanda promised.

The first person she saw when alighting from Gerry Rand’s hired car was her American anthropologist friend.

“You had a chance for any sight-seeing,” she asked Lawrence Turner. 

“Just about the city,” he told her. “I did a trip out to the Dandenong’s to view the burial site.”

“Nice area, lousy reason.”

“I take the good with the bad,” he responded as they reached Kelso’s front door.

It turned out, mist of the guests weren’t due for another hour. Wanda introduced Lawrence to Kelso and went to help Thea and Erin prepare the finger food lunch.

“I used one of those gadgets to check for listening bugs. Still clear since I did the thorough look over.”

“Good,” Wanda said. Since they didn’t know who had planted the original ones, but it meant her additions to the security were working.

When everyone had a plate of edibles, and were seated around a low table, Wanda asked Lawrence, “You had things to tell us?”

He told her, “I have put my final reports on disc for you, plus the facial reconstructions of the children. Your police connections have tried using a program to ‘age’ them, though I cannot say how close to real they will be. It is thought they might be used to compare to possible parents.”

“I will accept any help offered,” Wanda admitted. “Anything else?” Lawrence shook his head, and Kelso coughed to get their attention.

“Kingley has told me that investigating the people we are identifying from those coded records will now be done by one of the teams working with us. I am going to insist that any direct contact with the people be done by DHHS personnel and psychologists.”

“You won’t get objections from me. Even if I dislike the idea of paying to get a child to adopt. My main concern is the well-being of the children,” Wanda stated her opinion.

“That being understood, I am to hand over all the information we have so far, and any more we get. I will keep a copy for our own use.”

Wanda shrugged. “So what’s new that I need to know?” Kelso gestured to Erin. 

“Amongst the record entries we decrypted, we found two more girl children of about 3 YO that I don’t think Vanessa mentioned. There are entries of when they came to the group, and it is around the time of the others we knew of. These two both went out about a day or two after arriving. The information on their destination was sketchy. I think it was to someone they knew well enough not to need the information.”

“Or if they had been considering blackmail back then, someone they didn’t dare try it on.” Wanda gave her opinion. “So were they adopted or merely appropriated.”

No one in their meeting liked that summation. Wanda went on, “When did those to go out, before or after the two who were supposedly both Hartley girls?”

Erin supplied that.  “They were likely there before Maude’s girls arrived, but left before Abbie and the other one went off.”

Wanda used her phone to send a text to David in California, then thought aloud, “Who would be scary enough to frighten that couple? And that Andreas guy?”

Kelso’s look turned speculative. 

Erin inserted, “I know one group.” She exchanged a look with Wanda. “What other groups were active back then?”

“I will work on that idea,” Kelso decided. “How will knowing that help us?”

“We’d not like to be blind-sided if there was a mastermind above and behind the adoption agency couple, and Andreas,” Wanda suggested.

“No,” Kelso agreed thoughtfully. 

“If there was someone, we might be able to locate those girls as well.”

“That’s another long shot,” Kelso warned.

Wanda nodded that she was aware of that, and began to make inroads into her plate of food, while Kelso reports on other investigations. She was maliciously pleased with the progress of the civil suits being planned against Carson. 

Lunch had been cleared away before the police guests arrived. Wanda edged out of the room while all the greetings and introductions took place and took a position leaning against the wall near the door. Chief Superintendent Kingley saw her there and gave her a terse nod. She grinned briefly in return, and let him direct the meeting, content to simply listen. Her attention became more intent when progress of the AFP investigation into the pornography ring was summarised. That matter had expanded into a global effort. What really held her attention was how an image search had matched some of the recently uploaded facial reconstructions she had just heard about. No one was happy at that revelation. 

In itself it was nauseating. In terms of her main priority, she had already proved Ellie Hartley had not been one of the buried children. Except now she had learned of two more children who had been with the adoption agency that she needed to find. She had certainly stirred up a hornets nest since returning to Australia, and was satisfied having the local police looking into it all. Gut instincts aside, she was still unable to prove definitively that Ellie Hartley was alive. She needed to have providence for Maude’s other child. She couldn’t just randomly test blond haired girls. 

“Phew,” Erin exclaimed, echoing Wanda’s relief when the last of the police visitors departed. 

“At least Declan won’t be targeting young girls again,” Wanda said. “And that agency couple will need to come clean about their friend Andreas, or be facing more charges.”

“How do you feel about it being Uncle’s processor here being the fearful overlord of that group,” Erin voiced the next point. 

“I’d not like to think about it,” Wanda admitted, “but that piece of scum gave away at least one illegitimate child. There could have been more that uncle doesn’t know about. If the two new ones we heard about came from that source, they won’t be Ellie Hartley.”

“Except, we know Vanessa’s boss, the woman, had all the little girls confused with one another,” Erin came back to the point. “Do you think we should see about checking out that last one from –“

“Not yet,” Wanda decided. “Before we do that, we should definitely rule out all other possibilities. And I don’t want to shake up that delightfully stable family or allow any of our suspicions to get out.”

“You could be right. Carson might still have some contingency plans he hasn’t revealed,” Erin said with a shiver, which equalled Wanda’s sense of unease. If he can’t use Abbie...
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