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  Chapter 1


“You can’t be serious! Jindabyne? It’s a country town! What’s going on? I thought you were better. That you got the all-clear from the cancer!” Her boss gaped at her. 
Chief Inspector Durant’s hawk eyes were the stuff of legend. Even the toughest of her colleagues cowered when those laser beams turned in their direction. Today, those eyes were aimed at her, and they felt like they were boring holes in her face.
A nerve twitched at the corner of Anna’s eye as she held his gaze. His reaction was no more than she had expected. She was, after all, one of his best performers. Her case closure rate was the highest in the team. Of course he would be crying foul at her desire to leave. He was losing one of his strongest team leaders and his stats would reflect that in the coming months. But even as she thought it, she felt guilty. She was being unfair. Though he was a tough boss, he had been flexible and protective of her during her treatment over the last eleven months.
She lifted a hand to scoop her hair behind her ear and stopped short. Her long auburn hair was no more … her hair now little more than a fuzzy dark red halo covering her pale scalp. Her hand dropped to her lap.
Her chin lifted slightly. “I am better, Chief … no, it’s not that,” she lied. “But it has been a challenging year”—her mouth twitched at the gross understatement—"and I feel I need a change of scenery. Somewhere I can … recoup and get my mojo back.”
“If you go ahead with this transfer, Anna, you’ll have effectively stalled your career. Do you understand that?” He jabbed a finger into his desk. “Besides which, you're going to be bored out of your brain. You need to be challenged! And that's aside from the fact that you’ll be completely wasted down there!” 
She looked at him steadily. “It may be a bit quieter than Sydney, Chief, but I really think that’s what I need right now.”
The Chief looked at her—more carefully than he had in months. He was suddenly struck by the dark blue shadows that underlined her eyes, her skin, so pale it seemed almost translucent, and how skeletally thin she was. He sat back, shocked. How had she deteriorated so much and he hadn’t noticed! He looked out of the window at the Sydney skyline to give himself a moment. He knew, without a doubt, that she was lying about being better. He coughed, cleared his throat noisily, and turned back. 
“What about any ongoing treatment? Surely being here in Sydney is better than being stuck out in the middle of nowhere.”
“They have an oncology outpatient unit in Cooma which is only three quarters of an hour drive from Jindy, and then, if I need more than they can provide, Canberra is only two hours away. Jindy is where I grew up, and my sister still lives there, so I’ll have plenty of support.” Anna gave him a small smile. 
“All you’ll be doing is giving rich skiers bloody speeding tickets!” he growled under his breath, knowing he was fighting a losing battle. 
Anna swallowed, feeling the mood shift.
He shook his head slowly. “You’ve made up your mind?” 
“Yes, Chief.”
“I think you’re making a huge mistake, Farrow.” 
Her eyes lit up. “But you’ll approve the transfer?” 
He made an inarticulate noise of frustration but nodded.
“Thank you—”
“No! Don’t thank me.” He scowled. “Like I said, I think you’re making a big mistake. Let’s agree that you’re on loan for … one year. Any longer than that and you can kiss your career goodbye. You’ll be forgotten and pigeon-holed. You just keep that in mind! We’ll review after twelve months. I think you’ll be more than ready to return by then.” If you’re still with us, he added silently. He glanced away and roughly cleared his throat again.
“Thanks, Chief. I appreciate it.”
“No one else will,” he responded sourly. “Okay, let’s talk about how we can transition you out of here.”
They spent the next hour working through the logistics of passing over Anna’s case load to others in the team. Fortunately, as her illness and treatment had taken a toll, her normal case volume had reduced and there was considerably less to worry about than there would have been a year ago.

      [image: image-placeholder]Later that afternoon, Anna walked slowly through Hyde Park. It was her escape, and fortunately only a few blocks from the pressure-cooker of work. When she needed time to think—when her brain felt overloaded to breaking point—this was where she came. It was the oldest park in Australia and something of that longevity, of times past and the thousands of people who had walked its paths, put her problems into perspective. 
Having grown up in the Snowy Mountains, she missed the crisp fresh air and alpine bushland of her childhood, but the park provided her with the sense of space and openness she craved. She smiled, remembering the first time she had come here, thrilled to have found this small oasis in the middle of the concrete jungle that enabled her to breathe and recharge, however briefly. She had found it not long after she had been posted to the Sydney City Unit.
Anna shook her head, thinking of her younger self: so independent, ambitious, and fiercely determined to shed any hint of her parochial and rather alternative upbringing. She felt, walking into the department that first morning, that she had made it. But she had found since then that making it was not the final destination, it was no more than another step on a far longer journey. Over the years she found herself challenged in so many ways—mentally, professionally and emotionally—but she had stepped up each and every time, dug deep, and emerged the victor when many of her colleagues had succumbed to the pressure and fell by the wayside.
For her, it was all about the next case, the next task. The constant opportunities to test her skill, her knowledge, and her nerve. She thrived on it. She loved it. And now this—the ultimate challenge. And one her knowledge, skill, and nerve would not be what carried her through. She was in the hands of others’ expertise and experience and only that, and a good dose of luck, might see her survive … if all the stars aligned. Of all the indignities, trauma, and pain that she had experienced in the eleven months since her cancer diagnosis, it was the lack of control over her own destiny that had been the most bitter pill to swallow. She had been called ‘control-freak’ so many times now that she no longer saw it as disparagement, but embraced it, and wore it like a hero’s mantle. 
Perhaps life resented my cast-iron control and is giving me some payback?!  But even as she thought it, her eyes rolled. All the treatment has seriously affected my brain if I’m thinking that!
Walking slowly, Anna breathed in the spicy scent of mown grass and enjoyed the hint of autumn in the air. Her footsteps took her to the Anzac Memorial. It sat at the southern edge of the park: tall, stately, and imposing. She had found herself here many times over the last months.
As always, she gravitated to the Hall of Service where she learned the stories of those who had sacrificed their lives for their country and the communities that they came from. They were so young some of them. Their lives snuffed out before they could make their mark as an adult. And for some reason, strangely, this always made her feel calmer. She supposed it was because it made her feel as if she was not alone in being cheated out of life, hers by cancer, theirs by a bomb or a bullet. It made her aware that not only was life not fair, it was completely unbiased. There was simply no point in asking: why me? Look at the evidence—hundreds of young men and women dead—and why them and not others? Wallowing in anger at what life had thrown you was simply wasted time.
The memorial worked its usual magic, and she walked away feeling calmer and accepting that death was nothing to fear. When the time came, she would be in very good company.






  
  Chapter 2


Anna glanced over at her son, Riley, sprawled out in the passenger seat of the car. His head was turned away, his fair hair ruffling in the breeze from the open window. She knew he must be upset at leaving Sydney but, being the sensible fourteen-year-old he was, had not voiced a single protest in the weeks since she had told him of her decision. On the surface, he seemed to have accepted their move with equanimity, but she suspected he was harbouring some deep-seated anxiety. 
She sighed, hating to cause him more pain. Had he not had enough to deal with? 
A father who had moved to Queensland, abandoning them both before Riley was even born. Who occasionally deigned to drop unannounced into his son’s life, sprinkling fairy dust and presents around, and then disappearing for another few years without a word. And now, a sick mum to deal with on top of the usual adolescent turmoil. She wondered whether she should have organised a counsellor for him. But then an image of her sister, Dee, came to mind, and she knew he was shortly going to have the best counsellor on the planet at his beck and call.
Anna glanced over at him again and smiled. It seemed only yesterday that he was in a booster seat in the back. Now he was taller than she was and almost as skinny since he’d shot up another six inches, seemingly overnight! He was all ankles and elbows now. Mostly, he looked like her—green eyes, long lashes, fair skin—though his hair was blonde like his dad’s and not her dark red. He was the best thing in her life, and she loved him fiercely.
It had been quite a juggling act being a single mum and a rising star in the New South Wales Police Force, but she felt she had navigated that precipice reasonably well. She had made it to most of his important school and sporting events and was at home most mornings to see him off to school … and was there most evenings for dinner. But she knew she was lucky. Riley was an even-tempered, sensible kid, who accepted the constraints of her job and rolled with the punches. It had always been just the two of them—ignoring the rare and slightly disruptive visitations by his father—and they had always been close. At least that was, until she got sick.
Cancer. It was such a hateful word. Not only did it destroy the life of the person who had it, but its destructive influence also affected everyone they were close to, like ink spilt on paper. From the moment Anna had read up on Inflammatory Breast Cancer and realised her chances of survival were limited, she shut down and pushed everyone away, including Riley. Away from the knowledge that her life now hung in the balance and that death knocked on her door. She corralled her fear and pushed it down hard in an attempt to see her way forward. She knew he felt the wall she had put up between them, but what was her alternative? Explain to a fourteen-year-old that his mum was most likely going to die soon?  How could she dump that on him?
“What did your dad say when you told him the news of our move?” Riley had rung his father the previous night to let him know.
Riley shrugged. “I don’t think he even heard me, he was too full of his own news,” he said to the window, his tone flat and uninterested. 
Anna glanced over with a frown. “What do you mean? What news?”
He looked over at her. “Serena is pregnant,” he said, with a hint of a sneer.
Oh, for Christ sake! Are you kidding me?! Anna fumed silently. Could the stupid bastard not put his son’s needs first, just once?
She took a deep breath and tried to put irritation aside. To say she was shocked was an understatement. David had never shown the slightest interest in being a dad. He had basically shot through not long after she told him she was pregnant. He treated Riley like a long-lost mate on the rare occasions that he saw him. She didn’t think another venture into fatherhood was even on his radar. But Serena, his girlfriend, who was ten years his junior, must have had other ideas. God help her!
“Ri-ght! So … how do you feel about that?”
Riley shrugged again. He was starting to do that a lot lately, and she blamed herself. He was building his own wall.
“Well, more family is always a good thing,” Anna said eventually. “You’ll have a half-sibling in the world you can show the ropes to at some stage. God knows, with a dad like yours, it’s going to need a big brother to lean on.”
Riley nodded absently and turned to look out the window again.
Anna looked at him worriedly. Should I have made the move sooner? But how would that have been possible? First the chemo, then the double mastectomy, and then radiation. It was just one thing after another. She’d hardly had time to think, let alone wrap her head around it. It took all her physical and emotional strength to get through each day let alone plan ahead.
The miles flew by with only the radio to break the silence between them. An hour passed and neither of them had spoken, when Riley took a deep breath and, turning towards her said, “Why didn’t you get rid of me?”
Anna’s head jerked back, and she clutched the steering wheel in a white-knuckled grip. “What?” she said, though she'd heard it clearly. She just needed a few more seconds to gather her scattered wits.
“Why didn’t you get rid of me before I was born?” Riley repeated sullenly.
“You mean get an abortion?” 
He nodded. “You didn’t want kids,” he said, stating it like it was an undeniable fact. 
Anna was utterly floored. “Why would you assume that, Riles? I’ve never said that!” 
“No. But it’s pretty obvious. You never got married. You never had more kids. You love your job and you’re good at it.”
Anna glanced over at him. He was looking at her intently, with those green eyes so like her own. She swallowed and turned her focus back to the road. The silence lengthened. Riley turned and looked back out the window.
“When I found out I was pregnant,” Anna started in a low tone, several minutes later, keeping her eyes fixed on the road, “it was a shock, I admit. Your dad and I had been going out for a couple of months but we both knew it was just casual. We were too different and probably that’s why we were together for that short time. He was irresponsible, outgoing, carefree—everything I wasn’t—everything I’m not. On the day that I found out I was pregnant—I found out at the doctor, by the way—I thought I was sick, so the news came as a complete bolt from the blue. Afterwards, I walked around for hours in the park.”
She stopped and glanced over at him again; he was staring at her, his face pale. It seemed to have that strange combination of hope and fear etched on it that children get sometimes when they want something very badly but are equally sure it won’t happen.
She swallowed. “All my thoughts were of how I was going to manage. Being a single mum. I knew your dad wouldn’t stick around. And quite frankly, I didn’t want him to. It was really frightening, Riles. I was daunted by the prospect of going it alone. I knew your Aunty Dee would do what she could, but she was a five-hour drive away. Your grandparents were already gone by then. But … I never once … contemplated … getting rid of you. Not once! Ever!”
“Really?” Riley’s voice was high with emotion. The sound tore at her heart.
“Really. It’s hard to explain … but as soon as I found out … it was like you were real. A person already. Someone I was waiting for.”
Riley wiped his nose on his sleeve, something she would normally chide him about, but this time she let it slide. She might have to do it too shortly!
“The day you were born was the best day of my life, Riles. Never, ever doubt that.” She sniffed. Damn it, she was crying!
She put her hand out and Riley grabbed it and held on. 
“Hungry?” she asked a few minutes later when she had her composure back.
“Always!” 
“Okay, let’s stop for lunch. I need to pee.”
They renewed the drive after lunch. Riley seemed more himself than he had in some time, and Anna wondered how long that question had been burning inside of him.
“I’m not sure how long we’ll stay with your Aunty Dee before we start to look for a place of our own,” Anna said conversationally.
“I don’t mind. We can stay forever; Aunty Dee’s a great cook!”
“Oww!” Anna grabbed her chest as if shot through. "That’s a low blow. C’mon! I’m not that bad of a cook. Look at you—fourteen and already taller than me—how the hell did you think you got so big? On food I made, buster!”
Riley grinned.
She was pleased they were joking around. There hadn’t been much laughter between them in the last few months. She knew he was worried about her, and of course, now she had uprooted him from his home and friends, and at fourteen that was a big deal. But she had metastatic breast cancer, she wasn’t going to get better. With treatment she may, with luck, have several more good years, but would never be cured. It was all about keeping it at bay now. And if luck wasn’t on her side … well then, she needed to make sure Riley was with someone who would love and care for him, and that was Dee. God knows it wouldn’t be his dad, she thought bitterly. Even if the Chief thought she was making a mistake by moving to Jindy, she wasn’t. That decision had been easy. Dee was her safety net.






  
  Chapter 3


Anna slowly pulled off onto Milo’s Flat Road and they bumped their way down the rough dirt track the last half kilometre to Five Gates Farm. 
Five Gates Farm. Where she had grown up. Snuggled into the side of Barker’s Ridge on the south-western edge of the Kosciuszko National Park. It was a place of remarkable beauty and sometimes vicious weather … but it was home.
As they pulled up in a swirl of dust in front of the house, Anna felt the tension drain away. She’d made it. She hadn’t realised how much she was counting on Dee until that moment. She felt slightly guilty for disrupting Dee’s life, but the relief was just too overwhelming to dwell on for long.
Dee’s dogs, Spook and Longey, rounded the corner of the house barking like the hounds of hell and then stood whining impatiently at Riley’s door. Tails wagging furiously. 
“C’mon Mum.” Riley stepped out eagerly. The dogs went wild, jumping and licking his face. He dropped to one knee and lapped it up. 
Anna sat, soaking in the view. The house looked the same. It was an old weatherboard, circa 1950s, that her parents had bought in the late seventies. They had died in a car accident when Anna was twenty-four and Dee, twenty-two. Anna, already launched on her career in the police force, was happy for Dee to stay and make it her own. The house and farm were Dee’s idea of heaven, she was truly their parent’s daughter. Anna, on the other hand, was the cuckoo in the nest.
Her mum and dad had been hippies through and through, though ten years too late to really be called that. They preferred the term alternate life-stylers. They grew their own food, wove their own cloth, and had a very relaxed attitude toward parenthood. It had been a mostly idyllic, if rather chaotic, childhood. While most of their ilk had followed the sun north to Byron Bay and Mullumbimby, her parents had escaped south to the alpine region of Australia, loving the clean, crisp air and wide-open spaces. She had loved them both and missed them sorely but still harboured a good amount of resentment for the names they had bestowed on their children: Annabelina and Daisy-belle!
Anna looked up to see her sister hurrying around the side of the house; her hair pulled back into a ponytail that hung down her back, her long flowing skirt fluttering around her ankles, and a huge grin on her face.
“You’re here at last!” Pushing the dogs aside, she reached up to enfold Riley in a big bear hug. Anna saw him flush with embarrassment, but he looked pleased as he hugged her back. She swallowed the lump in her throat. Everything would be alright now.
Anna got out of the car and stood looking at her sister.
Dee pulled out of her embrace with Riley and stood holding him at arm’s length. “Good grief! You’re all skin and bones! We need to feed you up. You’re in the same room as always. Grab your gear and get settled, and we’ll have some afternoon tea.”
Riley grinned, always keen for food. He picked up two bags from the back seat and, dogs in tow, loped off towards the house.
Dee watched him walk away and then turned to Anna. She gave her a wry smile and they walked together into a long hug.
Dee pulled away, tears in her eyes, and sniffed. “Now you’ve done it … made me cry!” She pulled a hanky from her pocket.
“It’s so good to be here, Dee. Thank you!” Anna whispered back.
“For what?” Dee said, taking a big breath and wiping the tears away. “I haven’t done anything yet. And remember, this is your house too. About time you got to use it.” She lifted a bag from the back seat. 
Anna got the last bag, and they walked inside together. As Dee opened the front door, the waft of freshly baked scones had Anna’s mouth watering. With a final one-armed hug, Dee headed off to the kitchen.
Anna sat down on the bed in what had been her childhood bedroom. She had shared it with Dee back then, but now it was just the guest room. Her room. Dee had painted it, but otherwise, it was just the same. Old, scuffed hardwood floors covered in handwoven rugs: care of her mum’s nibble fingers. A big multi-paned window looked out on the drive and the fields that bordered it. A mob of kangaroos hopped into view and after a brief look around settled in to feed. Anna’s eyes closed, and with a deep sigh, she flopped back on the bed, arms wide. 
Though she and Riley had been here many times over the years, this time felt different. Those other visits had been holidays. And whatever the Chief wanted to delude himself with, she knew this move was for good. There would be no going back.
She had thought she might feel like she was retreating—running from her life in Sydney—but lying there, fingering the familiar crocheted bedspread, all she felt was relief and a strong sense of home.

      [image: image-placeholder]Later that night, with Riley settled in front of the television—Dee’s own small rebellion against their technology-free upbringing—Anna and her sister wandered outside, ostensibly to check on the goats.
The air was crisp and still. They were both bundled up against the chill, Anna with a thick, woollen beanie over her bare head. A cacophony of bleats and ‘mehs’ erupted as the tribe rushed over. Dee pulled stalks of spinach and carrots from her coat pockets and pushed them through the high steel fencing of their enclosure. There was a bustle of activity as the goats jockeyed for the treats.
“No more,” Dee said loudly, showing empty hands. Used to this as the signal for the end of feeding, they wandered away after a few more hopeful bleats.
Dee stood with her back to the fence, watching Anna who had her hand pushed through the wire, scratching the head of a small kid. Dee choked up suddenly and turned away. She was so pale and thin! Dee had felt every vertebra when she hugged her earlier.
Taking a deep breath, she said, “What haven’t you told me, Annabelina?”
Anna turned and gave her a glacial stare. “Don’t you Annabelina me, Daisy-belle Farrow!” Her face softened to a half-smile, and she shook her head. "God, I loved them … but Mum and Dad had shit taste in baby-names!”
Dee laughed. “Yeah, right up there with Mum’s mung bean soup and homemade tofu!”
Anna shuddered theatrically and groaned. “Pah-lease don’t remind me; that bloody stuff scarred me for life!”
They both laughed.
Dee waited. A puff of wind blew a wisp of hair across her face.
“You know I have breast cancer,” Anna started softly.
“Mmm, I sort of figured that when they removed your boobs,” Dee muttered.
Anna hmpf’d. “Well, I’ve got a bad type,” she said eventually. 
“There’s a good type?”
“No … but there are better ones to have than others. I’ve got the rare aggressive one.”
Dee looked at her anxiously, her heart pounding. “What are you telling me?”
“It’s metastatic, Dee. That means it’s gone beyond my boobs. I had several other lesions in my chest cavity.”
Dee stepped back in horror and tears started in her eyes. Slapping a hand over her mouth to stop the scream she felt rising from coming out, she looked up. The sky was brilliant with a million stars. How could it look like that? How is it the world hasn’t slipped on its axis? How, the hell, is my bullet-proof sister telling me this? She swallowed thickly.
“But … you didn’t even have a lump! You told me. You only found out because that crazy bastard attacked you!”
“Yeah, that’s true,” Anna said, remembering the doctor explaining that her cancer was the exception to the rule. No lumps! Just sheets of cancer cells. She would have preferred a lump.
“This type doesn’t form a lump, or it does sometimes under your arms in your lymph nodes. But it causes your boobs to get red and hot and heavy. When the guy punched me in the breast, the pain and swelling didn’t go away after a week or so as it should have. That’s why I had to have more tests and then the biopsy.”
“So did the punch cause it?” Dee whispered.
“No. The doctor told me I probably already had it when the guy hit me. He told me I was ‘fortunate that I was assaulted because it meant that my diagnosis came earlier than it would have otherwise’ … pompous so-and-so!” she added under her breath.
“Well … if they found it early, that’s a good thing, isn’t it?” Dee said, scrabbling for some good news.
“Like I said, Dee, it’s an aggressive form of cancer. It spreads quickly.”
“So—?” 
“So, it means I’m not going to get better. The prognosis … the outcome,” she added, seeing Dee’s frown, “is poor. Less than one in five people make it to five years.”
Dee uttered a small, anguished sound, turned on her heel, and walked away into the darkness.
Anna put her fingers through the fence and patted one of the kids. God, I hate this!
Ten minutes later, Dee walked back from the dark shadows and gathered Anna into her arms.

      [image: image-placeholder]Later, as they sat sipping a glass of red wine together in the kitchen, Riley safely asleep, Anna looked at Dee carefully. Her eyes were still a little red, and her natural ebullience much subdued after their earlier conversation.
“Dee, I’m so sorry to lay this all on you,” Anna murmured softly.
Dee looked up and gave Anna a half-smile. “What are sisters for?”
“Yeah, well … on that, ah, I have one more favour to ask of you.” 
“Yes,” Dee answered abruptly.
Anna looked at her sideways. “I haven’t asked it yet.”
Dee shrugged. “I know. It doesn’t matter. Whatever it is, the answer is yes. But maybe you should tell me what it is, so I know what I’ve just agreed to.” She grinned, trying to lighten the mood.
Anna smiled too. Then her smile faded. “If something happens to me, I … I need you to look after Riley. I mean, have him live with you permanently.” The tension made her throat hurt.
Dee’s eyes filled with tears, and she started to speak, stopped, shook her head, and tried again. “You don’t have to ask me that, Lina,” she whispered, using her childhood nickname for her sister. “I love Riley. Of course he will live with me, and I’ll look after him.”
Anna nodded and breathed out. Though she knew in her heart Dee would say yes, it made all the difference to hear her say it out loud.
After a few seconds, Dee took a deep breath and wiped a hand under her nose. “But we should make it official Lina, just to make sure there isn’t any problem, you know … afterwards.”
“That’s a good idea. Do you know someone in town who does family law?”
“Well … it just so happens that I do.” Dee’s tone implying a lot more than her words. “I just happen to be seeing a very nice lawyer—”
“You didn’t tell me!” Anna cried.
Dee laughed. “Haven’t had the chance yet. His name is Brian. I think you’ll like him. He’s new in town. Just starting up his legal practice. He owns a couple of acres about five kilometres up the road.”
“Oh, that’s great. I’m so happy for you. I can’t wait to meet him!” A thought suddenly popped into Anna’s head.
“I’m sure he’ll get it all sorted out,” Dee continued. 
Anna smiled at her confidence. “Good. And once I get settled in at work, I’ll start to look around for somewhere for Riley and me,” she added, voicing her thought.
Dee sat back and frowned. “No. You won’t!”
“Dee, we can’t stay here indefinitely—”
“Yes. You can!” Dee interrupted emphatically. “This is half your house! Mum and Dad left it to both of us. About time you used it, don’t you think?”
Anna smiled and shook her head. “No! This is your house—”
“And I said no! You and Riley will stay here with me. It’ll give me a chance to look after you finally and besides”—she took a steadying breath—“if something happens to you … just think, Riley will already be here with me. He won’t have to relocate again. It will make it a lot easier if this is already his home, won’t it?”
Anna frowned. She agreed but was loath to invade Dee’s space. “But what about Brian? We’ll cramp your style, won’t we?”
“We’re not going to be running around having sex in every room, you know! Or at least not while you’re here.” She grinned, but then her smile fell away. “And besides, if Brian can’t handle having you guys here—my family!—then he’s not the man for me!”

      [image: image-placeholder]The next morning, over breakfast on the back deck, Dee and Anna watched Riley head off to the creek with his fishing rod, the dogs bounding alongside.
“He really loves it here,” Anna said, a soft smile pulling up the corners of her mouth. 
Dee watched the emotion play across her sister’s face and slowly shook her head. “Why are you bothering to go to work, Anna? Stay, rest, and spend the time you have enjoying your life with me and Riley.”
Anna shifted uncomfortably. “I can’t, Dee. I need to keep busy. You know I’ve always been this way. I can’t change now. I’d go crazy sitting around twiddling my thumbs. Being a detective is who I am.”
Dee’s lips compressed and she sighed heavily, but she knew it was an argument she wouldn’t win. “Does Riley know what you told me last night?”
Anna shook her head. “Not all of it. He knows I have breast cancer, of course, but he doesn’t know the rest.”
“You have to tell him—”
“No! He’s been through enough. He has a lot to deal with at the moment: new school, new friends. Let him get through all of that. Then, when the time’s right, and I feel he needs to know”—she glared at Dee pointedly—“I’ll tell him!”
“Oh-kay,” Dee conceded with a roll of her eyes. “On another note,” she added, tactfully changing the subject, “I’ve invited the neighbours over for drinks this afternoon.”
“Dee-ee!” Anna moaned.
“Hold on! It’s not for you … it’s for Riley. Bob and Belinda have a girl his age, Madison, and they’ll be in the same year at school. I thought it would help him to know someone on his first day.”
Anna smiled.






  
  Chapter 4


“Hope you have a good day, Riles.” Anna gave him a quick peck on the cheek as the school bus came into view along Milo’s Flat Road the next morning. She had driven him to the gate. 
“It’ll be okay, Mum, don’t worry. Madison said she’d introduce me around,” he said, an eager smile on his face. 
Anna smothered a grin. It had been very clear the previous afternoon that Riley had taken quite a shine to their next-door neighbour. She shook her head in wonderment. Her sister was a genius. The instant the vivacious Madison had emerged from the back seat of her parent’s car and flicked her long, curly chestnut hair over a shoulder, Riley was entranced. Fortunately, Madison seemed equally impressed with Riley so, at least in the short-term, Anna didn’t have to deal with issues of adolescent unrequited love.
He boarded the bus and sat next to Madison, who waved at Anna through the window. She waved back as the bus moved off, continuing its circuitous route along country roads before heading into town and the high school.
After a quick check of her watch, she pulled out after the bus.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Can I help you?” the sergeant on the front desk asked.
“DI Farrow. I’m meeting with Chief Inspector Harden; has he arrived yet?”
The sergeant’s eyebrows rose sharply. He knew they were expecting a new inspector, but she was nothing like what he had in mind.
Anna’s gaze turned icy at the prolonged scrutiny, the sergeant coughed and turned away.
“Ah, not yet. I’ll buzz you in and get one of the team to give you the tour while you wait,” he muttered, picking up the phone handset. A loud tone sounded, and Anna pushed open the heavy door to the sergeant’s left. She stepped inside and stood breathing in the aroma of police station: dust, printer ink, body odour, and coffee. She smiled to herself, feeling right at home.
A young woman rushed up. Anna put her age as late twenties, early thirties. She was small and compact with a shoulder-length helmet of glossy, dark hair, brown eyes, and clear olive skin.
“Inspector! Hi, I’m Sergeant Lissoni, Margot Lissoni. We weren’t expecting you until later.”
“Really?” Anna checked her watch. “It’s eight. I thought the Chief was meeting me at eight thirty?”
“Yeah, that’s right,” Lissoni answered brightly.
“Okay.” Anna frowned, slightly confused. “Well, perhaps you can show me around in the meantime.”
Lissoni gave her the tour. The station was small by Anna’s standards, but no more than she had expected. Lissoni kept up a running commentary and then showed Anna to her office.
“And this is you.” Lissoni indicated with a wave of her hand.
Anna stood in the doorway, silent, contemplative.
“Something wrong with it?” Lissoni added anxiously, catching Anna’s look.
“It’s fine. But I don’t like the idea of being in an office apart from the team.” Anna tucked that thought away, determined to resolve it at the earliest opportunity. 
Lissoni looked surprised. She hadn’t expected that. In fact, she had assumed the opposite, that the DI would prefer her own space.
“I might just visit the bathroom and grab a coffee before the Chief arrives,” Anna said and walked off. 
Lissoni watched her for a few seconds, then slowly walked back to her desk.
“So, what’s the goss? What’s she like? She looks like a dyke,” Sergeant Hausser whispered eagerly, his head popped out around a partition a few metres from Margot’s desk.
“Oh, for God’s sake, Hausser, keep your prejudices to yourself! You keep it up and I’ll dob you into HR myself!”
“Don’t get huffy, just making an observation.”
“How the hell you ever became a cop, I’ll never know. You have the observation skills of a mole! It’s bloody obvious she’s been sick!” Without having given it any thought, Lissoni knew she was right. The DI did not look well. She looked, in fact, like a strong breeze would blow her over.
“Oh! Right!” Hausser murmured, abruptly disappearing behind his partition as he spotted the new DI emerged from the tea-room with a mug in hand.
Lissoni shook her head. She didn’t know what to expect from the new boss. She had a good track record—at least that’s what they’d heard on the grapevine; a real highflier—so why the hell was she transferring here?

      [image: image-placeholder]A short while later, Lissoni escorted the Chief to Anna’s office. He closed the door and sat down opposite her. She guessed he was in his late fifties, with the red face of a dedicated drinker. His salt-and-pepper hair was short and neat, and in stark contrast to his thick, wiry eyebrows with hairs pointing every which way, set above sharp blue eyes.
“Farrow”—he nodded with a brief smile—“Jimmy has been singing your praises. You have a lot to live up to.”
“Jimmy?” Anna repeated, looking confused. “That’s DCI Durant, I presume … Ah, got it! Jimmy Durante, right? The nose certainly fits!” She grinned.
“He said you were quick! He also said you were sick,” Harden added bluntly, looking at her speculatively. He was more than a little shocked, despite Durant’s warnings. She was painfully thin, and her skin had a slight blueish tinge where the veins ran just underneath. Her hair was no more than a haze of dark red across her skull. She was very striking looking though, especially her bright green eyes, which were now regarding him keenly.
“Did he?” 
“Wanna tell me?”
Anna looked away briefly and then turned back. She wondered how he would take it. She knew she had to be honest. It was one thing to hang back on the full extent of her illness to Durant—she had needed him to approve her transfer—but it wouldn’t be right not to disclose it to her new boss. He needed to be prepared if her health deteriorated suddenly … and then there might be ongoing treatment.
“I have breast cancer … a particularly aggressive form of breast cancer. It progresses rapidly and had already spread before I was diagnosed. It’s not curable. I’ve had extensive treatment over the last ten, eleven months. Chemo”—she flicked a hand to her head—"surgery, and radiation. I’m okay for now. But I will need constant check-ups and possibly further treatment.”
She looked at him steadily through this recital, and she could see the dismay growing on his face. But to give him credit, he hadn’t looked at her chest when she’d said ‘surgery’. 
“Well … shit!” he said after a long pause, sitting back in his chair. 
“I’m fine to work. In fact, I’m looking forward to it.” 
Harden swallowed. “Are you cleared to work?”
Anna nodded. “Yep. HR have already been on to me. I have my doctor’s okay to work.” So long as I can, she added silently.
He nodded slowly, processing it.
“Okay, then.” He sat forward and leant on her desk. “We’ll proceed as planned, but only if you keep me up to date on how you’re coping.” He held up a hand as she went to speak. “I mean it. You and I will keep in close communication. I’m not going to lie to you … I’m more than a bit shocked and concerned at what you’ve told me, but I’m also keen to start this detective unit here and we need someone with your level of experience.”
Anna let out the breath she had been holding, it was going to be okay.
“I have your word, you’ll keep me informed, right?”
She nodded firmly. “Yes, Chief. I will.”
“Right. Let’s move on then. As mentioned, this is a new unit. All cases in the region have been handled by the Cooma office up until now, but Jindabyne is growing rapidly, and I think having a team here locally will be more efficient.”
“Who have I got on the team?”
“Two very junior sergeants. You met one, Lissoni. The other is Jakob Donaldson. They’ve been working for the last few years in the Cooma office and both have passed their sergeants’ exams in the last few months. I’m sorry they’re so green, but I can’t spare more senior officers. They both live locally, so they were keen for the move. So, a big part of your role here—and Jimmy tells me you’re the perfect person for this—is to mentor them. Train ‘em up. They need it. To be frank, the DI they’ve been under at Cooma hasn’t pushed them, so you’re going to have your work cut out for you.”
Anna frowned. That didn’t sound promising. “I’m happy to work with them, but I’d like to know what my options are if they aren’t coming up to scratch. If there are only the three of us … I really can’t afford to have dead weight.”
Harden nodded. “Yes, true. Just see how you go. If you really think they won’t pan out, then we’ll talk about it. You will have access to other officers already posted here in the Jindy office. You can request them off Krejci. He’s the other inspector here. I’ll introduce you.”
They ran through all the open cases in the area, and then the Chief walked her over and they sat and had a discussion with Krejci. He didn’t seem very friendly, and Anna wondered if she may have taken the position over one of his friends. She hoped he wasn’t going to be one of those petty bastards who’d make her beg any time she needed assistance just to make a point. She gave a mental shrug. She’d handle it.

      [image: image-placeholder]“How was it?” Dee asked, sliding a cup of tea in front of Anna that afternoon.
“Chief was okay. I think he was a bit worried he’d been handed a lemon at first, but he seemed happy enough by the time he left. I just need to keep him updated on how I am.”
“Did you tell him?”
Anna nodded. “Yeah, it’s best that he knows, then if … well … he’ll be prepared.”
Dee got up abruptly and crossed to the handrail that ran along the back of the wooden deck where they sat, soaking in the last of the afternoon sunshine. She looked up at the dark mass of Barker’s Ridge, tipped in gold with the setting sun.
Anna sensed her anguish. “Not too sure about the two sergeants he’s lumbered me with, though,” she added loudly.
“Why’s that?” Dee turned, ready to accept the blatant attempt to divert her.
“Green doesn’t come close.” Anna sighed. “The first one—Jakob Donaldson, early thirties, rugby player build—I don’t know what to make of him yet. Very close-mouthed. Wary of me, I think. Not sure whether he’s always like that or maybe he just doesn’t like reporting to a woman.”
Dee’s eyebrows rose. “Wouldn’t think that would be such an issue in this day and age. Maybe just nervous to find himself working for the sooper-detective,” she said with a laugh and a poor American accent. “What about the other one?”
“Lissoni—” 
“Patricia?” 
“No, Margot, you know her?” Anna asked.
Dee shook her head. “I know her parents, Neal and Linda. Nice people.”
“Well, she seems really … young.” Anna frowned, trying to pin down her thoughts. “Bright enough I think, but … I don’t know”—she shrugged—“maybe she’s intimidated by me.”
Dee laughed. “Sounds about right, one blast of ‘The Look’ and they’ll all be intimidated.”
“What are you talking about?”
“The Look—you know—the one that causes frostbite in the unwary and shrivels other transgressors into dust.”
Anna looked shocked and amused in equal parts. “You’re kidding right?”
Dee turned and yelled inside, “Hey, Riles! Come out here for a sec.”
Riley ambled out, scanned the table for food, and looked briefly disappointed.
“Riles, you know the look your mum gets when she’s not pleased … you know … The Look?”
“Oh, yeah.” he nodded.
Anna scoffed loudly. “I do not have a look.”
“Yeah, you do, Mum,” Riley responded matter-of-factly. “Death ray eyes, but I’m used to it … We gonna eat soon?”
“In about fifteen minutes,” Dee said with a smile, and Riley walked back inside.
Anna looked gobsmacked.
“Told ya!” Dee grinned.






  
  Chapter 5


The kayaks moved steadily along in tandem, swirling the mist that rose in wisps off the surface of the lake; far enough apart to manoeuvre but close enough to hail the other should the need arise. In the early morning light, the two men looked slightly bear-like in their life vests over heavy jackets. 
The sun burst over the horizon, bathing the lake in golden light. The kayaks trolled slowly. It was more than an hour after sunrise before the zing of fishing line abruptly broke the silence. Stan turned, keen to see the fight.
Al pulled and wound, pulled and wound; the line whizzed and stopped each time the fish ran and changed direction. His boat dragged and spun freely as the battle ensued. The fish suddenly broke the surface in a violent leap, jerking and writhing, trying to shuck the lure. Al let out a whoop. It was a rainbow trout, and a good-sized one to boot.
Several minutes later, Al scooped the exhausted trout into the net, and Stan, still trolling, started to paddle over to admire the catch. He was ten metres away when his own line let out a zing. He turned on the spot and the line went silent.
“You on?” Al called.
Stan pulled up on his rod and yelled, “Nope. Hooked up on something.” He shook his head disgustedly. He hoped he wasn’t going to lose all his gear, it was his favourite lure!
He pulled hard and the rod bent over with the strain, but the line didn’t move. Stan wedged the rod into the rod holder and paddled in the opposite direction, hoping to release the snag. He grabbed the rod again and pulled. It gave slightly and then stopped, still snagged. He paddled further around and pulled again. The line gave suddenly. Stan started to wind, but it was weighty and sluggish; he had something on. He wound steadily. God, whatever it is it’s bloody heavy, he thought, hoping his line would hold up under the strain. 
He peered over the side as the object slowly emerged from the depths, but he couldn’t make it out. Grabbing the net, he scooped it underneath. Then, he quickly stuck the rod in the holder, needing both hands to drag it aboard. With a final heave, the net and its contents hit the floor of the kayak at Stan’s feet, sending water everywhere. He looked down, then jerked back, yelping in surprise.
“Al! Get over here,” he called nervously.
“What is it?” Al paddled alongside. He peered over the edge of Stan’s kayak and swore loudly. There, in a puddle of water, next to a black diving boot, were the remains of a human foot.
They looked at each other anxiously. “We need to call the police,” Al whispered.






  
  Chapter 6


Anna stood on the rocky shore. The lake was deep blue and just starting to shiver as the rising wind scudded across the surface. McEvoy Island—a small, bare outcrop poking its face above the surface of the lake, with just a few hardy, stunted pines breaking its rocky outline—sat a few hundred metres in front of her. She turned slowly. Old Kosciuszko Road ended abruptly behind her. Years before it had continued on to a crossing of the meandering Snowy River. Now, that had disappeared beneath the lake when the new dam flooded the valley more than fifty years ago. The shore on which she stood was denuded of vegetation where the falling waters of recent drought had exposed the rock. Clumps of golden tussock grass started ten metres further up the shore. This jut of bare land was still largely undeveloped. Anna imagined that the huge, million dollar plus homes that dotted the next point around would start to encroach here soon. The expansive lake views and snow-capped mountains in the distance were too much of a draw card for it to remain untouched for long. 
With a last look across the lake, Anna turned from the damp smell of the shore and picked her way carefully over the uneven ground to where Lissoni was interviewing one of their fishermen.
Anna smiled at the sight of their witness. She guessed him to be in his late seventies or even early eighties. His face had the drooping jowls
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