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For Peter Ryan OAM, the gentle giant of journalism, you are missed

and

For you, the reader, thank you for picking up this book and for turning its pages


This above all: to thine own self be true,
And it must follow, as the night the day,
Thou canst not then be false to any man.

Hamlet, Act l, Scene 3
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CHAPTER
1

AS THE FLOOD RECEDED, THE town emerged. But Birradurra wasn’t the same. It would never be the same.

It had been one week since the second ‘once in 100 years flood’ had pummelled the northern New South Wales town. Signs of recovery were sparse and shock was still abundant. Stories were told in a whisper. Dead pets. Dead crops. Dead people.

Like so many others, Birradurra had been swallowed by the rising and was now flailing. Trying to find its balance through the stench, the grime, the rubble and the cloying sadness that hung heavy, permeating the air.

Etched against the sky, All Saints church sat in the centre of town, perched on a small hill. It was a portal from the past to the future, signalling that, despite the devastation, it was standing then and still standing now, refusing to be knocked from its foundation. During the highs of the floods it had served as a guide to both locals and rescue crews. A beacon above the water. A sort of reference point as to what lay shifting beneath the great gulf.

As Bec Carter stood at the top of Main Street she could see The Birradurra Tribune’s office on the other side of the road to her left, three doors down from the middle intersection. Standing with the sun on her face surveying the scene, she felt a rare sense of optimism. Trying to stay positive in the wake of what had happened had been chipping away at her, little by little, piece by piece, day by day. She knew she could always move back to Sydney, pack up like so many others had. She could, but she also couldn’t leave and forget the place she now considered home, even though some of the locals still considered her an outsider.

Bec had moved to Birradurra almost five years ago, just after she turned thirty, and although it wasn’t easy it had been the right choice. There were times she missed aspects of living in a city, but she certainly didn’t miss the pressure of being part of a family that owned one of Australia’s largest media companies. And, while devastating, Bec found dealing with the floods strangely easier than the stress of Foster Media Group politics. She put it down to Birradurra’s community supporting each other through hard times. Something that never happened at FMG.

But she knew going back to the Tribune’s office and facing the fresh devastation was going to be difficult. They had only just got the office up and running again after the first flood when the recent one hit, and Bec was dreading dealing with the damage.

The paper’s office had always served as a sort of meeting place for the town, a space to feel heard and keep connected. People would come in and share their news; some of it worth printing, most of it just gossip. Birradurra needed the Tribune and so did Mal White, its editor-in-chief. Mal had lost his wife, Ruth, to ovarian cancer just over a year ago and he still couldn’t really talk about it. Bec would try to get him to open up, but he always changed the subject. Even though they’d been colleagues since she’d moved to Birradurra and had a good working relationship, Mal kept his personal stuff very private, never revealing much. And that worried Bec because with Ruth gone, the paper was the only thing that tethered Mal to reality.

Before heading to work, Bec decided to take up the offer from the parish priest, Father Miles, to borrow some cleaning products from the shack next to the church. As she walked down Main Street and started to cut across Wirriga Road, she could see Jeremy Collins on the other side, limping towards the church, his right leg dragging slightly behind him, swinging out to the side in a half circle with each step. His arm on the same side was bent at the elbow, pulled in tight, his hand and fingers curled inwards.

Jeremy’s unusual gait and slight brain damage were the results of a serious bout of meningitis as a baby. From just watching him move about town, Bec sensed it must take a lot of effort for him to even walk. But he never complained. Despite his ailments, Jeremy had an innocent way of seeing the world. He was ever happy. And he was an excellent paperboy.

The town didn’t really need a paperboy, most of it was online these days, but Jeremy, as Mal would say, was ‘a good kid’ and Mal believed everyone needed a reason to get up in the morning, including Jeremy. When the paper’s budget was tight Mal would pay Jeremy out of his own pocket. There was never any fuss made of it; Bec just knew. Mal’s commitment to the town and to Jeremy in turn increased her loyalty to him. She couldn’t imagine working for anyone else.

Jeremy stopped, looked at Bec and waved as she crossed the street, his blond hair backlit by the sun and glowing like a halo. Bec lightened as she saw his big wide smile.

‘Hello Miss Bec, you’re beautiful, Miss,’ said Jeremy.

It wasn’t that Jeremy really thought Bec was beautiful; he greeted everyone that way. Still, it made her smile.

‘How’s the day, Jeremy?’ Bec asked.

‘Good, Miss Bec.’

‘Father Miles said I could get some cleaning stuff from the shack. You wanna help me?’

‘Yes, Miss Bec.’

They walked up the cement stairs leading to the church grounds and veered right onto the grass heading up to the shack’s door. Its once-white weatherboard exterior was a little worse for wear, now more of a dirty-brown colour and badly in need of some love and attention. It was a small single-room dwelling, a place where tools were stored and where the help who kept the parish grounds tidy could bunk down when needed. Prior to the floods it had been a home to transient and itinerant workers who came and went with the seasons.

Bec knocked on the door. Silence. She slowly pushed the door open and stepped inside, with Jeremy following closely behind.

The room was dimly lit; the sun struggling through the dirty windows. Under her feet Bec could feel the floor was sticky, laden with mud. The three walls facing them were grimy, the boards peeling apart, and a smell of mould filled the damp air. The gardening tools that were usually leaning against one of the walls in a neat row had all been piled onto a large table in the centre of the room. Next to this a was a side table that was stacked with six new boxes marked ‘cleaning products’. The brand on the label was from a pyramid scheme that had become known in the area. Bec raised her eyebrows. She knew Father Miles couldn’t resist a good deal, even when the deal didn’t make good sense. Bec smiled as she remembered the time he bought discounted hymn books in bulk on eBay only to find out they were the right edition, but the text was in Mandarin, which rendered them virtually useless in Birradurra.

Jeremy was standing just behind her to the left. She could hear his laboured breathing. She took a few steps forward and picked up one of the boxes off the side table. As she did, a scratching sound started from the wall behind them. They turned as a large rat emerged from the rotting right corner of the wall.

‘Oh my God!’ Bec recoiled and bumped into Jeremy. ‘Sorry, Jeremy,’ she said, trying to steady herself.

Jeremy put a hand on her arm in an attempt to calm her down. ‘You OK, Miss Bec?’

Bec looked at him and nodded slightly. ‘Yeah, I just really don’t like rats.’

The floods had been good for the local vermin, serving them up piles of rubbish to forage through. They were comfortable and content. Bec and Jeremy watched the rat waddle across the floor in front of them. In its mouth was what looked to be a small rib bone, probably from one of the many decaying animal carcasses still littered around the town.

Bec narrowed her eyes and studied the rat, trying to guess what kind of animal bone it was. ‘Must be a possum … maybe?’

Jeremy picked a stick off the floor and limped to the corner where the rat and the bone had come from. ‘Not a possum, Miss Bec,’ he said, turning around.

On the end of the stick hung something strange, something unexpected.

While it made sense to Bec, it also didn’t. The world shifted slightly and everything she knew came into question.

It was a skull. But it wasn’t an animal skull. It was human. A small human skull. These were the bones of a baby.


CHAPTER
2

ONE WEEK LATER, FRIDAY 8.30 PM

HARRY’S BODY TENSED AS HE walked down a darkened Wirriga Road. Despite trying to stay calm, he could feel his pulse thump in his temples with each step. His heart was on a hair-trigger as it echoed in his chest, ready to race at any sign of danger.

Scanning each side of the road, he could feel a tingle of anticipation. Alert and unsettled, his eyes strained to focus as they adjusted to the night. The streetlights across the town still hadn’t been fully restored after the floods and it made for a stark contrast to the bright lights of Birradurra’s only pub, the Southern Cross Hotel up ahead on Main Street. From the long distance he could see muted shapes dance across the windows of the front bar. Full of people, no doubt.

Friday night in Birradurra was always a good time. Most people used the end of the working week to have some fun ahead of weekend sports responsibilities and as a reset before the grind started again. But since the floods had cascaded through, it had felt as if all the fun had been washed away from the town. A memory flashed in Harry’s mind of navigating his small tinny through the flood waters, rescuing anyone he could. For a moment the fear he’d felt while doing so rippled through him as if he was right back there.

The pub had completely disappeared under the deluge during that time. But as the town’s watering hole was central to morale, getting it back up and running had been a priority. Everyone pitched in to make it happen.

Harry quickened his pace, being careful not to slip on the slick sidewalk still covered with mud mixed with fresh rain. His nostrils flared as the occasional stench of rotting rubbish wafted past. He tried not to retch.

Pausing and looking above, Harry took in the vast sky that had done so much damage to the town. It was full of dark thick clouds; no light from any stars. A fine mist hovered in the air, signalling the rains weren’t over. A flash of worry crossed his mind. Jesus, I hope it doesn’t flood again. Despite the cold, a thin film of warm nervous sweat made him feel clammy against his clothes. Pulling up the zip on his jacket so it was snug under his chin, Harry braced against the dampness and focused on the pub. He could relax once he was inside.

There was a loud crack behind him that sounded like wood splitting. Harry stopped, spun around and froze. Was he being followed? More noise came from the same direction. There was a rustling deep in the weeds and bush that ran along part of the road. Harry’s heart rapidly beat against his ribs. His hands balled into fists, ready to confront whatever was about to emerge. Seconds passed. The squeeze of tension across his chest made him feel as if it might split open.

There was a hiss and a low animalistic growl. Cats. From the sound of it there were at least two.

Just then a streak of white fur shot out of the bush and ran across the street towards the church. Harry whipped around following the movement. Taking a slow deep breath he allowed his pulse to equalise. The tension faded and turned to irritation.

The white streak belonged to Father Miles. His cat, Snowball. She’d obviously gotten on the wrong side of one of the ferals still in the area.

‘Arsehole,’ Harry said in the direction of the attacker in the bush. He liked cats, particularly Snowball. Everyone in Birradurra loved her. It was a regular feature at weekly mass to see Snowball strolling casually around the aisles of the church, stealing cuddles from the congregation. But the ferals, they were another story. Good thing was most of them didn’t make it through the floods.

Harry turned and thought about Snowball. Maybe he should go after her, make sure she was OK. He looked at his watch – already running late, he thought better of it. Pushing his hands deep into his jeans pockets for warmth, he kept walking towards the pub. He needed to get to Bec.

Across the street, the dark shadow of All Saints church sitting up on the hill cut an ominous shape against the blanket of black covering the town. The sky felt claustrophobic, as if it was closing in on him. Uncertainty crept down his spine. It had been a week since Bec had found the bones. Everything had changed since then; he could tell she was different. Distant and obsessed with finding out what had happened.

Harry shuddered – not from the cold, but from fear. It was a risky game he was playing – that was clear – but Bec was worth that risk. Besides, telling her what he knew and helping her find out what happened to the baby might just prove to her that they were right for each other.

A spark of longing rippled through him, turning his anxiety into something else. For a moment Harry let his mind wander and consider how good he and Bec could be together. She was always just that little bit out of reach. It made him ache for what could be.

Harry could feel the damp edge in the air climb under his clothes and across his skin. Shit, it’s cold. He should have worn something heavier, but he’d been too distracted when he left his house. His brother Pete had texted to say that he’d be out of rehab tomorrow and would be over to stay with him. Harry tried to hold on to the tentacles of hope that this time his little brother would remain sober. The program was a good one. By reputation alone it was one of the best in the country – the fees that sat heavy on Harry’s credit card attested to that. But it didn’t matter, he would do anything to help Pete. And soon money wouldn’t be a problem. The job with Sy and Bingo – although dangerous – would give him a big payday and then he’d be set. Harry imagined how sweet life would be when he had the cash and maybe even the girl. He let the idea sink in and smiled.

Tiny clouds of breath puffed from his mouth as he continued to the pub. Almost there. He could hear the din of voices coming from inside. The meat raffle was in full swing; another popular drawcard. He heard the ticket E-57 called. A cheer erupted, and like a wave swept through the building. Someone had got lucky.

Harry reached the front door of the pub and paused before pushing his way inside. He could see Bec seated at a table chatting to their mate Rollo. Schooner of beer in one hand and laughing. Her face full of life. Radiant. Piercing blue eyes with a smile all of their own. Black hair styled in a recent – What was it Bec had called it? A ‘low maintenance pixie cut’ – and cheeks rosy from the beer and warmth of the pub. Harry felt his stomach flip. God, she’s beautiful. It was good to see her like that. Bec had obviously set aside her worries over the baby’s bones she’d found. For the moment. Tomorrow would be a different story and she’d be back on the case. He so wanted her to be happy and not for just one night.

It was then Harry knew, regardless of the risk and despite the unease deep in his stomach, Bec needed to know what he’d found. He had to help her get closure so she could move on.

Decision made. Harry resigned himself to risking his safety to tell her the truth, no matter how deadly it may be.


CHAPTER
3

SATURDAY 3.30 AM

IT WAS THE HEAVY KNOCKING from a distance that broke the silence of a peaceful night. Then it was the slam of the door against the wall at the front of the house that snapped Bec from a deep slumber, dragging her away from dreams of her brother Robbie, when they were younger and happier.

Two sets of footsteps quickly made their way up the short entry hall. Adrenaline coursed through her as she readied herself to fight or run. Everything was black except for the bright light of a torch bouncing across the floor as the steps came closer. Bec felt like an animal caught in headlights as the beam shone straight into her eyes. Her pupils retreated to pinpricks, hiding from the glare.

Squinting then sitting up in the rickety cot where she slept in the middle of what was left of the lounge room, Bec raised her right hand to shield her eyes. There was silence across the musty space and then a familiar calming voice.

‘Don’t move. Don’t talk. Don’t budge.’

It was Eli Chen, one of Birradurra’s police constables and her friend.

She heard a flipped switch and the main light blared over her like a judgement, revealing her too-big track pants and flannelette shirt. Makeshift pyjamas. When you’d lost most of what you had in the floods you were grateful for anything that kept you warm.

Bec sat still. She was good at doing what she was told … most of the time. Eli and Senior Constable Janet Lacey stood looking down at her. It was clear Lacey, who was usually unflappable, was shaken by the appearance of the room. Bec had tried to clean up the place since the floods, but it was an overwhelming task and she’d preferred to focus on finding out what had happened to the baby whose bones she and Jeremy had discovered, rather than sort out the squalor she’d found herself living in.

Although relieved to see Eli, her nerves were still frayed at the shock of being woken so abruptly.

What on earth are he and Lacey doing here? What’s happened?

Eli knelt slowly in front of her. His warm brown eyes were tempered with something other than concern. Something she hadn’t seen in them before. What was it? Fear? Yes, it was fear.

He dipped his head. ‘Bec.’ Eli never called her Bec, it was always Snoop because – as he teased – journalists like her were nothing but no good snoops.

‘Bec, you OK?’

Shaking her head in confusion she said, ‘Why wouldn’t I be? What’s wrong?’

The look on Eli’s face was difficult to understand. He moved slightly away from her and shifted his gaze downwards. Bec’s eyes followed his and she suddenly saw why he was so hesitant and concerned. As she started to comprehend her circumstance, she could feel a rising wave of anxiety begin to consume her, different to the adrenaline that had flooded her chest moments ago.

Her feet looked the colour of rust. She stretched out her arms and considered her hands. They were the same.

But it wasn’t rust. It was blood. Dried blood.


CHAPTER
4

AS BINGO BROUGHT THE TRUCK to a stop, its headlights lit up the closed gate. A heavy chain held in place by a large padlock kept the two sides of metal together. Keeping the engine idling, he put the truck in park and jumped out of the driver’s side door. Pulling a key from his pocket he quickly undid the padlock. Letting gravity do the work, the gate furthest from him opened downhill and bounced with a loud bang off a rock on the side of the driveway, eventually coming to a rippled stop against the offending object. At the same time, Bingo pushed the other side of the gate uphill, away from the front of the truck, trying to create a gap large enough to drive through. The gate scraped against the uneven dirt trail hardened over time by the alternate floods and intense heat of the area. Set and reset. A cloud of dust from a rare dry patch of earth caught the headlights as it billowed up from the ground in protest as the metal dragged across the surface. Bingo gave a final push and stuck the gate in place.

Up on the hill two dark figures backlit by the lights from a barn faced him. They had been waiting. Hopefully not for long. Despite the distance, he could tell each by their outlines. The taller was Sy Richards, his mate and fellow State Emergency Services member. His brother from another mother, as they say. The shorter stocky outline was Steve Hanna. Steve had been sent down by management from Queensland to keep tabs on them and check in on the operation. Sy and Bingo had given Steve the secret nickname of Manscape as a perfect reference to his sculpted eyebrows and beard, whiter-than-white teeth, and impeccable manicure. He had more tattoos than David Beckham, if that was possible, and was all bling and new money, or drug money. Take your pick.

Manscape was to report and return, that’s all. A recent near miss by another local chapter had prompted tighter scrutiny and more details to be across. It was exasperating for Bingo and Sy. What was once a side hustle that had provided some financial buffer during tough times had become a lucrative business, but one that put them under immense pressure. When their success had caught the attention of serious criminals, Sy and Bingo had been given a choice, either stop their cottage industry crime racket or join the big boys and go national. Both had heard of the Widow Makers, and understood the danger of refusing their offer. The Widow Makers were a merciless bunch of thugs with ties to a network of organised-crime gangs. The leaders brutal, but not stupid.

It was a ruthless and unforgiving world Sy and Bingo had found themselves in, but the lure of more money had been too much to walk away from. Now they were faced with their first test. As Sy had told Bingo, ‘This is the big one, we can’t fuck it up.’ Both men felt they had to prove themselves to their bosses. It was that or face a penalty neither wanted to think about.

The tension in the air mixed strangely with the fresh smell of nearby musky cattle, and the promise of a new day. Bingo could hear magpie chatter far off in the distance. He knew he should feel hopeful about the potential reward of such a big job, but the enormity of it made his stomach tighten. He wanted to turn around, but it was too late. For him, or any of them. The only way was forward.

Bingo quickly got in the truck and drove through the gate, before putting it in park. Jumping out again he brought the gate together, setting the chain and padlock in place. There was a lot to do and not much time to do it in. And recent news of another impending storm had put everyone across the town on a hair-trigger. Back in the truck heading up the drive, he caught glimpses of those waiting for him. Just as Bingo came to a stop, Sy met his eyes through the windscreen. There was an intensity in his face that was hard to read. As Bingo cut the engine, Sy continued to stare, boring into him, jaw set, radiating anger. Manscape stood next to him with a smirk on his face. The difference in the two men’s expressions set Bingo on edge. Something had definitely gone wrong. And being so close to the big payoff, that was not good at all.


CHAPTER
5

BEC’S HEAD POUNDED UNDER THE fluorescent lights of the police interrogation room. The air felt gritty and still. She stood with her hands and feet encapsulated in forensic plastic, which were just large evidence bags sealed with police tape to catch any material that was embedded in the blood on her hands and feet or under her nails.

It was a temporary solution due to a lack of supplies, which meant even the police had to come up with creative ways to do their work. She wondered how peculiar the ‘do not cross’ police tape looked wound around her wrists and ankles, as if her body was a fortress of secrets and only those who held the key would be let in. Shame she didn’t have the key or know what the hell had happened, nor why her hands and feet were covered in dried blood.

She hadn’t cut herself, she knew that much. Aside from the headache and feeling a bit groggy she was fine physically. But the adrenaline had given way to exhaustion and a sense of deep confusion. Whose blood is it? How did it get there? Panic rippled over Bec’s skin, her throat constricted. Darkness crowded her mind as she tried to remember, but there was nothing. She took a deep breath, closed her eyes, trying to recall the previous night and piece together what she had been doing. She remembered chatting to Rollo at the pub and then Harry arriving. Everyone seemed to be in a good mood despite the threat of more rain.

Bec’s thoughts were interrupted as the door to the small room swung open and the officer in charge, Sergeant Shane Evers, walked in. He was large, confident and self-assured. Originally from the area, Evers lived in Sydney, but had returned to lead the ‘mystery baby’ investigation. Allegedly. Bec didn’t buy it. She’d heard from some contacts in the city that the sergeant had been pushed back to the country over rumours of bad conduct. Bec hadn’t been able to verify any of it, but she could tell there was something about his presence that wasn’t quite right.

Evers’s bulk seemed to fill the room in an uncomfortable way, as if he didn’t fit, but it didn’t stop him acting as if he owned the joint. An edge sliced through the air as he took a seat at the table.

She knew the sergeant didn’t like her, that he was tired of her pestering him over the baby’s bones she and Jeremy had found. It was meddling, he said. But there were so many unanswered questions. Who was this child? How could this have happened in such a close community where people cared about and looked after each other? Where was this baby’s mother? What happened to her? And why wasn’t there a missing persons alert for her? Or if there was had she been found? If the mother wasn’t missing why was she living with such a terrible secret?

This was all information Bec thought Evers should be wanting to get to the bottom of, but instead she got the distinct impression he’d rather put in as little work as possible and take the glory if the case was solved. Even when Bec and Jeremy had been interviewed after they found the abandoned baby Evers’s questions were baffling, almost as if he didn’t want to find out what happened. He kept saying, ‘Ah well, it was a long time ago, not sure there’s much we can do now.’ But to Bec, as a journalist, she didn’t care how long ago it happened. She believed getting justice for the victim, a forgotten child, to be her professional duty.

Despite Evers’s lack of enthusiasm, so far the authorities had established the bones belonged to a baby boy who had died approximately twenty years ago. Most of the remains were intact except for a couple of bones investigators said had probably been taken by vermin – as Bec and Jeremy had seen on the day they found the skeleton. They’d also discovered the bones were in ‘good shape considering’ and there had been ‘no evidence of injury or abuse accidental or intended’. Apparently the baby had been buried in the wall with a great deal of care. The police had found disintegrated remains of a generic baby blanket with the bones.

Bec knew all of this courtesy of Eli, who had made her promise to keep quiet about it. But having this knowledge only fuelled her drive to find out what happened. She didn’t care that some, even Mal who had tasked her with the story, were concerned she was becoming obsessed with it. All she wanted was to find out the truth. If along the way the answers assuaged her guilt over what happened to Robbie all those years ago then that was a bonus.

‘Have a seat, Bec,’ Evers said, breaking her train of thought.

Eli had followed Evers into the room and they were seated next to each other facing her. The old good cop, bad cop routine. Bec remained standing – not out of spite, but because she couldn’t move very easily with the bags on her hands and feet.

‘Bec?’ Evers motioned towards the chair.

She felt herself dip and slide into it. Avoiding eye contact, she stared at the table in front of her. Its brown fake-wood laminate had seen better days. It was a little sad and broken, like she felt.

Evers shifted in his chair. ‘Bec, can you tell me what happened?’ His shape loomed over her as he leant forward.

‘No,’ Bec said a little too quickly. She paused. ‘I mean, sorry, I don’t know.’ Her voice sounded scratchy and far away.

Evers released an impatient sigh and rested his large hands on the table. His fingers, red and puffy, resembled overstuffed chipolata sausages. ‘You don’t know? How can you not know?’

‘I’m sorry, I can’t remember anything since I left the pub.’ Bec searched for a shred of compassion from the lump of a man sitting in front of her.

A moment ticked past.

‘Do you think it’s human?’ she whispered. ‘The blood. I mean, that’s what you think, right? That it’s human?’ She could feel her skin tingle under the stress of trying to guess what had happened. Her eyes started to sting. Tears blurred the sight of her hands covered in crusted blood.

‘I don’t know, Bec. What do you think? Is it human?’ Evers glowered at her.

Bec looked down and didn’t answer.

Evers turned to Eli, his impatience growing. ‘Constable Chen, what do you think? Any guesses?’ He slammed his pudgy hand on the table, which startled Bec. ‘Is it human blood or something else?’

Eli leant forward in his chair, his compassionate eyes on hers. ‘Snoop, please. I get that you’re in shock, but you’re our best bet on solving this.’

Bec sensed honest concern in her friend’s voice. She raised her eyes to meet his. ‘Solving what?’

‘Harry … Harry Adams. I saw you two leave the pub together last night.’

‘But you were on shift. I don’t—’

‘Yeah that’s right, I was getting some takeaway and I beeped and waved at you as I drove by.’

Bec looked at Eli blankly.

‘Do you not remember? I looked right at you.’

‘I …’ Bec struggled to grab a hold of the memory, but she couldn’t find it.

Eli was about to speak when Evers exhaled impatiently.

‘Bec, what Constable Chen is trying to say is that you were the last person to see Harry Adams and now he’s missing.’

Bec felt herself freeze, almost as if she was afraid to breathe. ‘Missing … how?’

Eli glanced sideways at Evers, who gestured for him to continue.

‘There was a lot of blood at his house,’ Eli said. ‘We think it’s his. And there were foot and handprints in that blood. We think they’re yours.’

[image: ]

Bec felt unsteady on her feet. Her stomach churned at the thought of Harry missing, and being told about the blood all over his house. Where could he be? This couldn’t be happening. Bec knew she had a razor-sharp memory, so the inability to recall details made her feel as if she was off her axis. Her insides wobbled – the world had gone sideways.

Janet Lacey unwrapped Bec’s hands and gently began to swab through the blood on her skin and nails. Lacey was smart, professional. No nonsense. Bec shivered as the swab ran across her fingers. It was the effects of the shock, a lack of food, no real sleep and the room was damn cold too. But she was grateful to be out of the direct line of fire from Evers, even if it was only temporary.

She just couldn’t believe Harry was missing, maybe even dead. The realisation that he may no longer be in her life was overwhelming. Inconceivable. The cracked blood on her hands and feet told a story, she just wished she could recall it in detail. It had been a big night, but she didn’t think it had been that big.

Despite the situation she found herself in Bec tried to relax and let her memory float back. But her synapses were shot. Shredded. Shards and shadows flashed through her mind like strobe lighting, but nothing stuck. The memories were just out of reach; ephemeral.

A loud noise brought her back into the room. She could hear Eli and Evers shouting at each other somewhere further back in the station. Despite the ruckus, Lacey stayed quiet and focused, concentrating on the job at hand.

‘Jesus, Shane, she’s clearly not right. We need to let her go.’

‘You honestly think she’s innocent? You do realise she was the last person to see Harry,’ Evers shot back. ‘And, by the way, how about a little respect.’

‘Alright, Sergeant,’ Eli said, a note of disrespect hanging in the air. ‘I know she was the last person to see Harry. But I’m certain she didn’t hurt him.’

‘Really? And based on your entire two years of working on the force, what gives you that idea?’

Eli said something neither woman could hear. And then.

‘Christ, Eli, stop thinking with your dick. Mate, you’re a smart guy, you got good instincts … this is not one of them.’

Lacey’s eyes met Bec’s and quickly flicked away. Both were embarrassed and uncomfortable. Bec could tell the senior constable didn’t have much time for her boss, but Lacey was smart enough to keep it to herself.

Bec knew many locals were sceptical of Evers, and during her investigation around the discovery of the mystery baby a lot of them had told her they thought Lacey should be running the town’s cop shop. But being a single mother to a difficult teenager made it hard for Lacey to put in the time needed to be considered for a promotion. It was a shame, Bec thought. Lacey was what Birradurra needed, a trustworthy, sensible woman in charge.

The senior constable pulled out a small box with the contents of a rape kit inside. ‘Doc’s out of town, so I’m going to have to do this.’

‘I don’t need that,’ Bec said.

Lacey leant back on the counter across the examination table from Bec and looked at her with a note of sympathy, that turned to scepticism. ‘You may or you may not. The point is you only have one chance, and I’d take it if I were you.’

Bec stared at Lacey and held her breath, wishing she was somewhere else or that she could simply disappear. She could feel the older woman’s eyes boring into her, trying to make sense of the situation. Harry and Lacey were close friends and Bec suspected Lacey knew Harry had a crush on her. She probably also knew Bec didn’t feel the same way about Harry.

‘You hate me, don’t you?’ Bec blurted out.

Lacey recoiled and shook her head. ‘Why do you say that?’

‘Because of Harry. I can tell you know.’

There was a pause and Lacey’s eyes narrowed, but she stayed silent.

‘You know Harry has a crush on me and I just don’t …’ Bec’s voice trailed off. She tried to reach for something else to say to fill the gap, but she felt stupid for bringing it up.

Lacey gave an impatient sigh. ‘Bec, seriously, I’m just trying to do my job.’ She held up the rape kit. ‘I mean, you say you can’t remember anything, right? Well then, who knows what happened? We need all the evidence we can get and, quite frankly, so do you.’

Bec knew the officer was right. Reluctantly, she also realised that as unpleasant as this was going to be, it wasn’t the worst of what was happening to her.


CHAPTER
6

‘SY, WHAT THE HELL’S GOING ON?’ Bingo asked.

Manscape smirked and scoffed. Sy quickly shot him a look that seemed to say ‘knock it off’. The three men were sitting inside the brightly lit barn on worn recliner chairs dotted around an old Persian rug, which created a strange homey feeling in the cavernous industrial space. The atmosphere was thick with tension and anticipation. In the air hung the smell of dust and hay.

Sy rose from the chair he had been sitting in and started to pace around the perimeter of the room.

‘Sy …?’

Bingo was silenced by Sy’s upright hand.

Sy continued pacing, only stopping when he reached a window. Pausing there, he angled his head to one side, as if listening for anything out of the ordinary. When he seemed satisfied there was nothing, he began pacing again. The tension in the room continued to grow.

Finally Sy stopped and spoke, looking at Bingo. ‘You followed?’

‘Me? What, do I look green?’

Sy continued to stare at Bingo. ‘You sure?’

‘Sy, c’mon.’ There was a beat as the knot of tension tightened. ‘No, I wasn’t followed.’

The two men continued to watch each other, as Manscape casually leant back on his chair, clearly enjoying the show.

‘What’s going on?’ Bingo finally asked.

Sy sat back down and rubbed his hand over his forehead. ‘We can’t afford for anything to go wrong now. You know that right, Bingo? We’re too close.’

There was an intensity to Sy that Bingo hadn’t seen in his friend for a long time.

‘Of course, I know that,’ Bingo said, trying to adopt a calming tone. ‘Mate, what on earth do you think I’ve done?’

Bingo looked sideways across the space at Manscape, their eyes meeting. He could see a twisted delight at the unfolding drama reflected deep in Manscape’s eyes. Bingo felt sick. Clearly something had happened that would jeopardise the entire operation. He had no idea what that could be, but – obviously – they both thought he had done it and, despite his friendship with Sy, this was a dangerous position for him to be in.

Sy finally spoke again. ‘I know you threatened Harry last night.’

‘Harry … what?’ said Bingo, confused.

‘Yeah, Harry at the pub.’

Bingo smiled, trying to brush off the situation. ‘Mate, that was nothing. We shook hands in the end. It was fine.’

‘That’s not what I heard,’ Sy shot back.

‘We’re good, Sy. Harry and me. Seriously, we’re mates.’

Sy stayed silent and continued to stare. Then he shook his head and pressed his lips together, forming a line of frustration. ‘Not only do I know that you and Harry had words, but so does everyone else who was in the pub at the time.’

There was a beat as Sy collected his thoughts. An old wall clock on the far side of the space ticked away, the seconds echoing through the
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