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The face was a lot older. The eyes deep set and the sense of sadness, despair and grief still lingered. Twenty years is a long time. Fourteen of it spent behind bars had changed the man that "Sarge" Downs saw shuffling along the Esplanade in Cairns. Former Chief Superintendent (CIB) Downs was a lot older too. Retired, he and his partner still lived in Cairns, actually just south of Cairns, but his photographic memory hadn't diminished. He knew there had been a travesty of justice at the time. There wasn't the evidence to prove that. He had collected all the evidence and despite his gut feeling, he had to turn what he had to the DPP. The man who was only twenty-four at the time had not helped his own cause at all. He had agreed with the questions posed to him at the trial, thus confirming what was essentially circumstantial. In doing so, he had merely spoken the truth. He couldn't deny things as they were put. It was just that at the time, no-one, not even his defence barrister, assigned to him by the court, had asked him the right questions.

The directions from the judge to the jury couldn't be faulted. The media had already publicly tried the young man and found him guilty. The jury did likewise. Sarge had shaken his head at the time. He knew it was wrong. He shook his head again twenty years later. He had helped convict an innocent man. The law had found him to be guilty, but Sarge had not. It was one of a few cases in his lifetime on the force, where he had got his man, but was unable to assuage his own guilt that somehow, he had got the wrong man.

He had time on his hands now to rectify the situation. It was something he could have and should have done before now. He couldn't give back the man his lost years, his lost partner and child whose bodies were never recovered, but maybe he could prove to the world that Bradley Whitacker was not the person that the world had painted him as.

Regret could be a big motivator. It was also a heavy burden. Sarge had not thought of Whittaker for a long time. He had consoled himself at the time that maybe he was wrong and that the jury and even the media were right. He had given himself the excuse that it was out of his hands, that it wasn't his place to judge people. He was just a copper who followed procedures and those procedures had all pointed in one direction. 

Sarge was no longer bound by any rules of evidence these days. He still had contacts within the force who could find the files that had helped convict the man. The court records were available, and his work colleague at the time, Nat Johns, was free. They had set up a business offering to consult people on aspects of law and help track down evidence. It wasn't blossoming, but as his partner, Sarah, and Nat's wife, Jess, said, it kept them off the streets.

Sarge had a penchant for food, as his once trim physique now showed. Too much time spent at bakeries taking in sustenance for his brain was the reason why his Portland's had grown over the years. Standing just shy of two metres, there was, he believed, a reason why he had to eat more than most. To power a body of his height, more intake was necessary than for shorter people. It was pointed out to him by Sarah, that the quality of the intake was more important than the amount. He bowed to her superior intellect, after all she was a university professor still working part-time at the local Jane's Cook University. However, he still visited the bakery more frequently than he should. Scepticism about everything, especially about Sarah's food advice, was part of his DNA. It was such a shame that Sarah had insisted that he and Nat's office was the distance it was from the bakery. Too close to get in a car and drive and nearly too far to walk. He took of his cap, ruffled his very thin and steely grey hair and reflected on the deviousness of his partner and then took another look at Whittaker who was disappearing up the street. Completely out of character, Sarge left his bag of goodies he'd just paid for on the counter and left so that he could follow Whittaker and find out where he lived.

The sun cast very little shadow among the palms. It was overhead, but a little lower than full summer. During that time of the year, it beat down unmercifully on all those foolish enough to be not under shade in the middle of the day. Only real locals could handle it, but most of them were smart enough to avoid it. But Cairns in winter was glorious. The threat of monsoonal type rain was long gone as were the days of high humidity which forced people to drink more, sweat more and increase the humidity. For those forced to work outside, winter was the perfect time of the year. Unfortunately, it was also peak tourist season and the streets were awash with Hawaiian style shirts and people from down complaining about the heat, the price, the distance they had to travel, how long it took to get out to the Reef which they had expected was within walking distance of their plush hotels.

Most of the locals had learned to shut out ninety percent of what was being said about their home town. They just smiled politely knowing tourism was a big part of the local economy. Weather wise, Cairns may have had a dry season and a wet season rather than the four seasons of down south, but these equated to an economic boom and an economic bust period in economic terms. Money had to be made during the dry because there was bugger all around in the wet. The only tourists who came from December through to the end of March were the people who were tight with their money. Airfares and accommodation were much cheaper and so it was good value for money for tourists, except they couldn't go and do a lot of the outdoors stuff Cairns was known for because the heat and humidity would see them move from one sort of accommodation to another. Cairns’ hospital numbers didn't decline much even though the transient population did during the wet season.

You could tell a local by the leathery skin on their faces. They never burnt, but the visitors from sown south did even during the dry when the average highest temperature was around twenty-six. Locals also rugged up during the dry. To them it was cold and jumpers and jeans were taken out of mothballs. Visitors took to short sleeve tops and shorts.

The man walking aimlessly up the Esplanade past the huge swimming pool, water play area was a local. No designer labels for him unless by accident he found one in the local op-shop. The "winter" clothes he wore were pretty threadbare and he looked as if a strong gust of wind would blow him away. Any shadow cast by his frame later in the day would be pencil thin.

He wasn't homeless, but people, locals and tourists alike, avoided him. He was no threat to anyone. Eyes downcast, and weak as a kitten, he avoided contact with them as much as they with him. He wasn't a beggar asking for money, but just part of the jetsam, that society had discarded and abandoned. He drifted along various streets on certain days because there was nothing better to do, and because like all of us, he too had to fill in his days.

Overhead jets ferried in hordes of new tourists and took away those who had paid a lot for a Cairns experience. The man didn't even look up at these flying buses. He was living a different type of Cairns experience, one that few tourists would ever know about or would have survived.
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He heard the phone ring while he was in the bath. Rising, he wrapped a towel around himself, only to find that his mother had answered it and was now just listening as the voice on speaker phone came through clearly. His mother's partial deafness meant that the volume was loud and also meant that she didn't hear him enter the room.

"We have them both. Your baby daughter has her mother's eyes. Deliver the goods or both sets of eyes will never open again."

He watched in anguish as his mother rushed from the room through the kitchen and threw the portable handset into the toilet bowl and tried to flush it down. The unreality of her actions was only matched by the reality of the threat.

He had only just moved back home, having fled it years before to live in an old house with his partner. No-one in his immediate family knew where he was and he preferred it that way. The wayward son had disappeared and was no longer going to bring down the family name. After all, the name was everything. Being wealthy and of a certain social standing needed to be protected whatever the costs.

Bradley Whittaker had never fitted that mould. He had fallen in love with a girl who was beneath his social standing and had chosen her over his mother's wishes. She'd cut him off from everything and taken away his job and any further possibilities of employment. She was sure that would bring him back into the fold. It had driven him further away instead. Unable to find money to support himself and his now pregnant partner, he turned to petty crime and mixed with the wrong crowd. They exploited him, slightly differently to the way his mother had as she paraded her only son in public as head of the family as a replacement for her husband who had died too early. She flaunted him as being the future of the family and all it stood for. Those who controlled young Bradley after he had left home had no qualms about using him as an accomplice for increasingly more dangerous crimes. He had no illusions about what his mother had been doing, nor his so-called friends were either. His sole motivation in life was his beautiful partner and his adorable baby.

The farmer who rented the dilapidated house was using him too. Rent was steeper than it should have been, but Bradley was desperate and anonymity was important. His family didn't know where he was and he did his best to ensure that the criminal element didn't know either. But where there is a will there is a way. His secret hideaway was no secret after the birth of his child.

Whittaker has quickly changed and left the house, never to return. He didn't hear his mother say, "Good God, what have I done?" He never saw her again. She never came to his trial, never gave evidence. Her slender grip on reality had been lost when she took the phone call. Her private physician saw to it that she was voluntarily committed and news of this was kept secret to preserve the honour of the family. It was bad enough to have a member arrested on suspicion of a double murder. Both the defence and the prosecution agreed that calling her as a witness was out of the question. Nothing would be gained as she was no longer a credible witness fir either of them and if she had been forced to testify under duress, the outcome was not predictable, and lawyers like predictability. Besides, there was a chance of a mistrial being granted had she spoken. Given that even the defence knew that it was an open and shut case, and the judge was someone not to be trifled with, no barrister was about to put their career on the line to challenge the known predilection of the judge to savagely deal with barristers who pushed boundaries. 

Whittaker had been found after an anonymous tip off about an incident at the old farm house. There was evidence of a scuffle in the kitchen. Small amounts of blood from two different people were found at the scene. DNA testing would link the two as mother and child. Later testing would reveal the child to be Whittaker's. A large knife had traces of both people's blood on it, and of course Whittaker's fingerprints. He never explained that he was the cook in the family and the kitchen was his domain.

He sat in the car, his mother's car outside the house when the police arrived. He was not in a fit state to talk and they got nothing out of him. Once the blood was found and the knife, the crime was passed on to CIB and Chief Superintendent (CIB) Sarge Downs took over.

There was never any discussion or thought given as to why he was in his mother's car at the time. Whittaker never mentioned that he'd been at his mother's place. In fact, he had gone there seeking help in the form of money. She had refused to speak to him until he had and put on some decent clothes. The police and the jury never knew any of that. They never knew that Whittaker was clinging on to the hope that his kidnapped partner and child were still alive. He hoped that by saying nothing, he might save them. He needed the money because a shipment of drugs had gone missing. His role in the trafficking was minor. He just did the paperwork, but he was the least experienced and the most vulnerable. His "friends" played for keeps. Whittaker was well aware of that. He would do anything for his new family, even go to prison if there was a remote chance that their lives would be spared.

This is what he carried around on his shoulders as he headed up the Esplanade. The warm Cairns sunshine didn't penetrative his body. He was thin, frail and unemployed. No-one would give a convicted felon a job. They knew that at the employment agency that he had to attend fortnightly and they spared him a lot of potentially wasteful time and hope in applying for jobs he'd be the first person to be culled from the list of applicants. 

Whittaker had done time and now had time on his hands. Prison had cowed him, but he was not going back. Somehow, he would find a way to discover what had happened twenty years ago. If he went back to his old ways, he'd be arrested and be locked away again. His search was proving futile since bring released. It would be even worse back in prison. With time on his hands, he walked up the Esplanade. Soon he would turn west and head across town and then down near the showgrounds where his room in the boarding house was. The landlord their took most of his welfare money. There's no compassion nor scruples if there is money to be made. Whittaker's mind was still active. He saw flaws in the case mounted against him. There were inconsistencies that baffled him. He focused on those more these days. As such he was in a world of his own. He didn't notice the man walking on the opposite side of the street. Even if he had looked, the person tailing him wouldn't have been recognised. He was not in uniform or a suit and aged a lot since their first meeting back when the investigation began. The last time Whittaker had seen him was as he was taken out of the courtroom. He had held no grudge against any of the police who testified or had been part of the investigation. They could only go on the facts, and he had refused to give them any, and there were still many he didn't know himself.

He still remained oblivious of what was happening around him. His life was so locked in the past. Somehow through it all, he had hope for the future. Meanwhile as these thoughts were running through Whittaker’s mind as he did his fortnightly walk taking the long way home, Sarge's attempts at going unnoticed would have seen people laughing hysterically if they watched him as he trailed his quarry from the other side of the street. Standing over 190 centimetres and well over 100 kg, he could hardly be discreet. He had thought of going back and getting his car, but he may have lost Whittaker in the process. Besides his car, as his best mate put it once stood out like dog's balls. A series one yellow long-wheel based Land Rover was well known by Cairns' locals. Sarge had had it nearly thirty years and had driven it in preference to the police car he was entitled to when he was in the force. He even had had it fitted with lights and sirens and claimed it was an unmarked police car, even though everyone knew who was driving it. Meeting the previous owner of the Land Rover had been a major turning point in his life. He'd met Sarah, started a family, became financially independent because of that man who had seemed down and out at the time and in need of help. Sarge wasn't sure that Whittaker was in the same boat, but there was something about him and his case that had troubled Sarge for over twenty years.

His thoughts were interrupted by his phone vibrating. Very much old school and a devout technophobe, he hated the device and barely used it as more than a phone. He didn't even use it as a watch, preferring the watch his late aunt and uncle had given him on his twenty-first.

Sarge thought about letting the message go through to voicemail, but as he never checked it, and the call was from his best mate and business associate, a term that Sarge used to introduce Nat to people which embarrassed Nat no end, Sarge knew Nat would continue to call unless Sarge turned the phone off, and he didn't know how to do that.

"The bakery rang and were concerned about you. You left what you bought at the counter. Lucky fir you Sarah didn't answer their calls or I'd be attending your funeral and have trouble finding kind words for your eulogy. I'm not good with fiction."

Nat's voice was loud. Sarge had his phone set on speaker phone because his hearing was going. Sarah had suggested that he get a hearing aid instead, but he had said that only old people wore those. Sarge still viewed himself as a young athlete and believed that mirrors lied.

"Do remember the Whittaker case we worked years back?" Sarge replied, not rising to Nat's good-hearted chiacking.

"The one where you made a complete arse of yourself on national TV because you mispronounced sub-judice?"

Sarge winced at the reminder. As the person in charge of the investigation, he had addressed the media as the arrest was made. He had given a brief outline of what had taken place. When pressed for his opinion, he had said that the matter would be before the court and therefore any comment by him would be sub judice. His mangling of the term however gave cause for comments about the lack of education of country cops. "Hick from the sticks," someone had quipped on national morning television. The press secretary at Brisbane's Roma St police headquarters, and the police minister himself were less than impressed with Sarge at the time and tried their best to fend off enquiries.

Sarge was a country boy, raised on a cattle, then a sheep farm in outback Queensland near Croydon by his aunt and uncle after his parents died in a car crash when he was only four, but that didn't make him illiterate or poorly educated. In fact, aided by his photographic memory and determination to solve issues and problems, he had a reputation for excellence that saw him asked to leave Cairns and work in Brisbane. Those requests he stubbornly refused.

"Yes, that Whittaker. He has resurfaced. Well, it is the first time I have seen him in the flesh since he went away to prison. I'm following him at the moment. I don't really know why."

Nat smiled to himself, he knew exactly why. "You always had your suspicions that something was wrong with the conviction.  You still believe that don't you? What can I do to help? I take it this will be another freebie thing we do."

Sarge knew that Nat wasn't concerned about the freebies their business did. Neither of them was short of money. Those that sought their help and could afford to pay, paid handsomely for their services. They in effect subsidised those who couldn't afford to pay. As far as Nat and Sarge were concerned, as long as office costs were covered, things were okay.

"Can you dig up court transcripts and also see if you can get hold of our past notes. Your contacts are probably better than mine at Sheridan St."

Nat had taken over from Sarge as Chief Superintendent (CIB) when Sarge retired. There was eight years in age difference, but from day one, when as a young constable based in Port Douglas, Nat had met the new acting Detective Sergeant from Cairns, rank and age differences had not even been mentioned. He knew Sarge was getting him to do the legwork because all previous handwritten notes had been digitised and that court transcripts could easily be downloaded. To say Nat was better at that was akin to saying that eight-year-olds were more adept at playing computer games than he was. It was an absolute truth. There was nothing scheduled for the rest of the week so Nat told Sarge that he would get on it right away, and hung up. Nat made a call to the bakery next and arranged for them to deliver what Sarge had ordered and paid for. Whether any of it would be left when Sarge returned was debatable.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3

[image: ]


Sarah felt a little guilty when she turned down the long palm bordered drive towards their house, a house of her dreams right on the edge of the lagoon that stretched beyond the light-yellow sand and out to the rocky outcrop that protected the paradise that the Pacific wanted to despoil. The house wasn't the original Sarge's shack that she'd first seen on the site. It was much grander than the old paint faded weatherboard beach cottage that had only one saving grace, a magnificent bath. Sarge may have had the whole lagoon to wash in, but he much preferred his once slim body to wallow in a huge bath. To him, then living on his own, the rest of the house didn't matter.

In their relationship it was she who was the hunter. They had first caught sight of each other when he had accidentally walked onto her lab at the Cairns hospital. She was a research assistant; he was a clumsy police sergeant who apologised after knocking some test tubes over. He had been trying to escape from a boring press conference where he was only there for decoration. She was busy finalising tests for her theory on how venom from sea creatures could help people recover from illness and injury. Her results were exciting and she didn't need the interruption. At the time she didn't realise that her professor was stealing her theory and passing it and her research off as his own. She had found Sarge, who was in his kid thirties at the time, very intriguing however and forgave him for his interruption. He was all flustered. She hoped it was because he liked what he saw.

Eventually she hunted him down a month or so later after leaving messages for him. Brazenly she walked into the police station and demanded of him, in front of fellow officers, why he was such a coward and hadn't asked her out on a date. She virtually dragged him out of the office reception area and straight to a restaurant at the casino where she had reserved a table. Now decades and two grown up kids later, she was late. Her tute sessions at the university had spiralled out of control and it was her turn to cook tonight. The smell of the pizzas on the seat beside her only added to her annoyance.

That rose exponentially as she spotted, her best friend Jess and her husband, Nat getting out of their car and heading to the front door. Had she forgotten something she should have added to her calendar? Sarge still hadn't completely forgiven her for trapping him into flying all the way to the Maldives for their daughter Katie's wedding last year. Sarge held grudges a long time, and getting him on a plane was a miracle in itself, but to then land on a very small island in the middle of nowhere had traumatised him mightily. Although she had to admit that he was at his magnificent best at the wedding.

Sarah's thoughts were all over the place. She had stuffed up dinner, obviously forgotten something and she knew that there wouldn't be even enough pizza to go around. It was too late now. Jess had spotted her and was waving. Perhaps, Sarah thought, she could get a restaurant to deliver. She'd had to do that before.

By the time Sarah had parked her early 1960s English sports car that Sarge had never been able to squeeze into, Jess and Nat were already inside. Sarah thought they'd already be out on the huge deck that overlooked the lagoon. Sarge, the perfect host would already made sure they had drinks on hand no doubt. Slightly miffed but also relieved that he was not waiting at the door for her. Managing to open the huge door carrying pizza boxes would be a challenge but not as big as the one she would face inside. Attack was the best form of defence. She hoped Jess would play along.

She stormed into the kitchen, carelessly tossing the pizza boxes on the island counter. Six eyes turned to stare at her. Her eyes focused straight at Jess's. Sarge may have his raised eyebrow as a tell, but Jess knew hers. She flared her nostrils subtly. Jess did likewise. The game was on.

"Thought I'd catch you here," Sarah yelled at Jess, "Dressed to the nines, here to seduce my partner under the blissfully ignorant husband of yours. You trollop."

Jess quickly responded, "He may be thick as two planks but he fills a space until I can get my hands on what I want. Trollop is a very old-fashioned word. Suits being a person of your vintage who is nothing more than mutton dressed up as lamb. And what do you offer Sarge anyway? Nothing more than lukewarm pizza when he needs pizzazz."

Sarge and Nat sat with mouths agape, not sure what was going on. They may have been great detectives but they detected nothing that had brought this on.

Jess continued, "We've talked about partner swapping before. You and I don't half fancy each other, but I don’t think the boys think the same way about each other. Come here and give us a kiss, you tart."

"You will always be my favourite harlots," Sarah blew Jess an air kiss and then they could hold it in no longer and burst out laughing.

Jess explained that this was a last-minute dinner arrangement and Sarge already had dinner on the go. Sarah looked across at Sarge who was still bewildered what he had just witnessed. He simply nodded and then finally found his voice, "Yes, sorry. I should have called you. We needed to talk shop and need yours and Jess's insight too. Sorry about the pizza too. Maybe I can warm it for an entree, although Nat is probably too full at the moment."

He didn't explain his last comment but the two women saw a guilty look on Nat's face.

Sarah walked back into the kitchen and noticed that Sarge had everything prepared. Cold seafood enhanced salad was on every plate. There were fresh crabs ready to be boiled and a little side serve of antipasto for each of them. Sarge was a whizz with seafood. Perhaps by removing as much of realise as possible he may actually lose his fear of the ocean, Sarah then silently laughed at the mere thought of it. The Maldives had forever entrenched that fear. Still, it meant that she could escape for some of her own personal time out on The Reef under the guise of research. They both had found that when Sarge retired and she had semi-retired they were under each other's feet too much even in this sprawling architectural edifice that was even way too big for a family of four when it was first built.

The dining table was set with white and red wineglasses and cutlery laid out perfectly. When it came to formal meals, Sarge was very particular. Eating on the run, he was a real slob. Sarah didn't look in the fridge. Dessert, she knew would be brilliant. She hoped it involved his special chocolate mousse. Sarah took out a plate, but the paused and decided to leave the pizzas in the box. Why spoil a wonderful meal with a second-rate entree? She knew that after dinner the table would be cleared and as they had in the past when Sarge had needed help with difficult cases, they'd be gathered around it until the early hours. That was the time for reheated pizza. She wondered what her partner was involved in now. They did talk shop a lot but it was his shop. He was interested in what she did, but both of them knew that it was way above his head. She saw a folder on the coffee table, but decided not to examine it. Instead, she mixed herself a G&T and joined the others on the deck.

Nat had a bemused look on his face. He was a little unsure if Jess and Sarah did indeed fancy each other. He certainly fancied Jess and had from the moment they had met in Port Douglas. After giving birth to their twin boys, she had easily regained her trim figure and although there were the occasional grey streaks she missed covering up, her raven hair framed her beautiful olive-skinned face which had a few wrinkles of experience now forming. His own once-dyed blond locks that had given him the surfer look, had reverted to black and were now a steely grey but all intact unlike his former boss's.

Nat had struck it lucky with Jess. His luck continued when he met Sarge and Sarah. Life had treated him well after a bad period that only Jess knew about. Jess's Italian father had taken that same secret to his grave. He was buried in the town his family came from in Italy. They had flown over for the funeral taking their young twins with them to say goodbye to the grandfather they'd never met.

Nat was woken up from his reverie of the past by a request by Sarge to pour the wine while he gave two large sadly dead crays their final bath.
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When the dinner table is cleared for a group of older people, often that is seen as a time when a game of cards ensues. Younger people have different, often more bawdy ideas. There were no cards on the table at Sarge and Sarah's that night. If any sort of game was to be played it was more like Cluedo than anything. Everyone knew the reason for the hastily called dinner lay in the folder that Nat had produced. Before he explained the content, Sarge mentioned his long-held misgivings about Bradley Whittaker's imprisonment. He had no finite ideas why Whittaker had fallen on his sword. His suspicion was that he was protecting someone.

Nat opened the folder and took out four copies of everything he'd found. Because it was Sarge's case so to speak, Sarge had been instructed on how to make copies. Sarge had pretended ignorance on the use of a photocopier, but Nat had worked with him for years and Sarge's sudden inability didn't wash. He bluntly told Sarge that he could either push a couple buttons or handwrite copies for everyone. Sarge's lapse in memory didn't last very long. Because he and Sarge had gone through the documents host afternoon, they gave Sarah and Jess time to do likewise. Jess read hers faster but that was just her. She could skim read and rarely miss anything important. Both she and Sarah used highlighter pens to mark items they felt important, needed more detail on, or didn't understand. Between the two of them, Sarge and Nat knew that nothing would be missed. Sarge headed to the kitchen to make coffees. He also brought out a plate of biscuits which looked extremely similar to the ones that Nat had partaken of earlier in the day. It seemed that Sarge had taken a wrong turn on the way home and happened to call into his favourite bakery seeking directions. Sarge carefully handed out the cups of coffee and the biscuits. There were only three of the latter and it seemed that someone had to miss out, and the person who drew the short straw was Nat. Jess wondered what was going on, and offered to share hers with Nat, but Nat quickly replied after glancing at Sarge, that he had eaten too much already and any space left. He had reserved for pizza. Jess eyed him suspiciously but sending an unknown undercurrent, didn't pursue things further. She was more interested in what she was reading. Nat was relieved. Sarge would have no hesitation in revealing the fact that four biscuits were scoffed by her husband already, the same husband who was supposed to be on a diet.

The questions came thick and fast from Jess and Sarah who remembered the trial years back, but knew little of the details behind it. They too were puzzled. Jess wanted to know more about the relationship between Whittaker and his mother. Sarah, on the other hand asked how a jury could convict a person on such flimsy evidence. Whittaker had been charged and found guilty of two murders, but there were no bodies, no signs of death or injury, just a small amount of blood. As Sarah put it indelicately as far as Sarge was concerned, the amount of blood where the murders were supposed to have taken place wouldn't have captured the attention of a white pointer swimming nearby. She did suggest that asphyxiation might have been the cause of death, but why the knife and why did Whittaker say that he had stabbed them both there. It didn't make sense. She wanted to know how intelligent the jurors were because, as she put it, 'Blind Freddy would have seen it couldn't have happened that way.

Sarge then tried to explain how the court system worked. Basically, if the defendant guilt in an open court, that contained more weight than other evidence. Sarah looked at him incredulously. In her world, facts were facts. You don't ignore them just because someone says something different. 

Both Sarah and Jess couldn't believe that anyone who chose their partner and child over family and money, would then suddenly stoop to kill them. If it was his mother causing the issues, then she should have been Whittaker's target. Sarah was sceptical about the sudden disappearance from public life of Whittaker's mother. Her son's partner and child had just been murdered by her son, and her response was to drop from sight. That to Sarah made her a heartless pitch. She should have been grieving for her grandchild and perhaps even for her son and the circumstance that he found himself in. No mother, according to Sarah, would just turn her back at a time like this.

Jess had remained quiet during Sarah's outburst. When she saw that it ended, she reminded Sarge of something he had mentioned on other occasions like this. "You always said, 'follow the money.' I can't tell you how I know, but the Whittaker's aren't squeaky clean. They have legitimate business interests, true, but dig a little deeper."

Jess glanced across at Nat and he got the message. He was sworn to secrecy about Jess's past, particularly her late father's. He would say nothing. They both had histories that needed to be kept secret. There was an implicit and unbreakable trust between the two of them.

Sarge missed the interaction entirely, although Sarah didn't. She knew something was going on, but as a good friend, she would never ask. If Jess wanted her to know, then she would have been told.

"I suggested to Nat today that we should look into the mother and her business. Great minds think alike Jess," Sarge beamed, missing the eye roll of Sarah. Sarge was intelligent enough, but nowhere in Jess's league. Blind Freddy had better eyesight than Sarge at times.

The evening rolled on into the early morning with only coffee and pizza to sustain them. The delicious biscuits hadn't lasted long. By the end, there were more questions than answers, but that was a good thing, because it gave direction for Sarge and Nat, which was what Sarge in particular was seeking.

It was Sarah who raised the most valid point especially after Sarge repeated the words Whittaker had said off the cuff in private. "What if there were no murders at all, just disappearances? What if Whittaker's partner and child had been kidnapped and his only option was prison to save them? They could still get alive even now and being used to endure Whittaker kept his mouth shut. There's an avenue to look up. What could Whittaker know that others don't want known?"

She then gave an almighty yawn and said she was off to bed, apologising after thanking Jess and Nat for breaking up the monotony once again. "You two are welcome to stay. You've done that plenty of times before. The beds are already made up in your room. Sorry, I can barely keep my eyes open."

When she had disappeared down corridor to the master suite, Sarge whispered, "People of her age need their beauty sleep."

A shout echoed down from the corridor, "I heard that! The beds are also made up in the spare room. You are a lot older than me, and in more need of sleep than anyone here."

"And here I was thinking she was going deaf," Sarge muttered.

Nat seized on the opportunity, "Perhaps she's like all of us and choose to not listen to everything you say."

Jess didn't say anything. She was still angry with herself about giving a hint about her past.

The spare bedroom hadn't been used that night, nor had it been by either Sarge or Sarah unless one of them had something contagious. Sarge was up early and the smell of slowly crisping bacon, and the sounds of eggs being added to a frying pan, brought the other three out into the daylight. Nat and Jess always brought clothes with them when sessions like last night's were in the offing. Nat looked like something the dig dragged in, but Jess looked stunning even though she had just tumbled out of bed. That had always been a bugbear in Sarah's mind. How could someone so intelligent and likeable be so attractive no matter what situation she was in. It didn't seem fair. Sarah had given up trying to compete because Jess's disposition was such that she downplayed her looks and was quick to go for the jugular of anyone who thought that all she was, was a pretty airhead. Nevertheless, Sarah, in her rumpled pyjamas looked and felt like death warmed up and she knew it.

Sarge didn't say anything. He knew his partner well. As for cooking breakfast. It wasn't to make up for past deeds or to earn Brownie points. He had done that a lot over the years and even more so since he had retired from the force and could work his own hours. He was aware that Sarah didn't have that flexibility and since her aborted retirement seemed to have worked harder. Besides, he loved to cook. Sarah often said that was the only reason she was keeping him on. It wasn't of course but for those who heard it for the first time, Sarge played up to the part with "Yes mistress. Is the food to your liking?"

Whittaker wasn't discussed at the breakfast table. Nat and Sarge would begin their research when they hit the office. Both knew that Jess and Sarah needed time to fully absorb what had happened, but would ask questions or provide opinions and possible directions when they time to think about it more. 

Sarah had one lecture, two individual student conferences and a full afternoon of research ahead of her, so she was the first to shower, change and then leave after breakfast. Nat was taking Jess home to prepare for three client sessions in her psychology practice in the afternoon. He would meet Sarge at the office once he'd dropped Jess at home. Then, just as in the old days, it was heads down and bums up as they sifted through what they had and fossicked for new information, particularly on Whittaker's mother.
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Chapter 5
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Both of them being in charge of the CIB in Cairns for such a long period had allowed them to build up not just a large network of contacts, but also an enormous amount of trust and respect. They had touched many people's lives over the years, directly and indirectly. Sarge played the large buffoon, but nearly everyone saw through that. Nat, people saw as someone who stayed within formal guidelines, but almost always got the job done.

Now they were digging back in the past, over twenty years ago, and they weren't doing it officially. Queensland has no statute of limitations when it comes to indictable offences, so in Whittaker's case, his documentation would live on forever. It was just a case of getting access to it. The biggest issue was finding details about the records of Whittaker's mother's financial records. If she had disappeared, then these would have to be kept as they would have remained as evidence. She had indeed disappeared from public view but that wasn't a crime. Sarge knew where she was. She now resided in Martyn Street, in the lawn part of the cemetery. Whittaker had been in gaol two years when his mother died. He was given the opportunity for a supervised attendance at the burial, an opportunity he refused to take.

Business records for companies need to be kept for only seven years for taxation purposes, although many companies keep them longer. Twenty years is relatively unheard of. Initial investigation by Nat
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