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"Have we lived a full life? We should do something," her words floated in the air as if they had magically appeared. There was no precursor to them and her partner, used to these bolts from the blue, was left confused as never before. He had no reference point and no idea of what had been bouncing around in her skull before such a question was laid at his feet. The safest course, as always, was to say nothing but just nod. Without some form of acknowledgement, he would be accused of not paying her any attention, turning a deaf ear to her thoughts, and so involved in his own little world, that she felt she was just a minion. He ruefully thought that he'd rather answer a question about whether her bum looked big in what she was wearing. And that was a verbal agreement to a death sentence.

He really wanted to say yes and that they had a full life, but that implied a judgement on his behalf about something that was her unspoken opinion. It was hard because she was so much smarter than him and could tie him up in words that had more than one syllable. It was safer to nod and to wait expectantly and show interest for her next utterance. Sadly, none came. She went back to her book and he looked at her as if she had deliberately disturbed his equilibrium, which she had indeed done, because that question of hers was now being analysed by him. He wondered if she did it deliberately just to annoy him. If she did, she was succeeding. He thought retirement would equal contentment and days of relaxation. On reflection, as her question had prompted him, he realised that it brought boredom and tedium interspersed with severe stress when they would go on holiday. Like a fine cab sav, he didn't travel well.

He'd worked all his life, either at home, school and at work. Long hard hours were something that he was used to, but now there was precious little to do and his active mind and sadly less active body were degenerating at a rate of knots.

His partner of many years was content. She could bury her nose in a book for hours and occasionally resurface for a meal. How could she query whether she had a full life, and want to do something. This state of mind she had been striving for all her life, whereas to some extent, he had been dreading it. He had never seen himself fitting into a Darby and Joan lifestyle and to find himself suddenly thrust into it rankled. There was no malevolence behind what his partner had said. Indeed, there was probably no logical reason why those words tumbled out of her mouth at that point. To ask her to explain herself would end up in a very high brow philosophical diatribe that he wouldn't understand. He consoled himself that he'd played it smart with just a nod. If, later on, he raised what she meant by what she said, she may well have no idea why she said it or even remember saying it at all. Sometimes, he thought, she should wear a gag across that mouth on her pretty face, the face of a person that he'd been in love with from the first day they met all those years ago.

Try as he might, he couldn't get back into the book he was reading. The words on the page seemed to be as jumbled as his own thoughts. Moments before, he had been totally absorbed in what he was reading. Now every sound or flickering movement to the shadows of leaves cast by the sun through the trees over the slatted area of the veranda took his attention. Was it indeed a veranda if it was not completely protected from the elements. Didn’t it make it a pergola, or was that a patio? It had something to do with a roof and whether it was attached to the house, but he couldn’t remember and he cursed himself for his focusing on the inconsequential. He looked across again at his partner and tried to work out if she had a smug grin on her face or not. She’d often mess with his mind, especially when she too was bored. That was her form of entertainment.

The sirens screamed in the distance. Their eardrum piercing noise was unmistakable and the couple on their back patio looked at each other briefly and then one of them went back to reading. The wail of sirens wasn't unremarkable and they fully expected it to fade into the distance along the busy main road. It would be soon blocked by vegetation as the road swept around a bend in a wide arc.

It was just another ordinary day and the retired couple sat in their comfortable chairs, minds trying to refocus on where they were up to in their separate books. Life was now pretty much low key. It was filled with reading, long walks, pursuing their individual hobbies and planning their next holidays. Inevitably they would catch up with their children from time to time, but they had flown the nest many years before and were building their own lives in much the same way as their parents had done.

The sirens didn't fade into the distance, but instead became louder and more insistent. All of a sudden there was a screeching of brakes and the sound of gravel being unceremoniously disturbed as the cars slewed to a halt.

The man was startled and rose from his seat, his book dropping onto the decking. His first thought was that something had happened to his children and that the police were rushing to bring potentially catastrophic news.

The woman wasn't thinking along those lines. She looked across at her partner and rolled her eyes wondering what trouble had he got himself into this time. She cursed the internet and his growing interest in what he found on it, more often by accident than anything. Perhaps he had triggered, by accident, a police probe. He certainly was ignorant enough to be able to do that.

Then there was a loud thumping on the wooden front door. It indicated some sort of urgency. The doorbell would have meant just a low-key visit. She too became a little bit perturbed and followed him to the front door.

The big burly officer wearing sergeant stripes flashed his id, not that he needed to confirm that he was a member of the local constabulary. It was self-evident from the three late model police vehicles with their lights still flashing.

"Sorry to disturb you, but we were told that the Police Commissioner had an urgent need to speak to you. We've come directly from the airport."

The two occupants of the house looked at each other as if to ask each other what the Police Commissioner would want to speak to them at all, and what this was all about. Had the police got the address wrong?

"Our commander wanted us to put on a bit of a show, hence the speed, lights and sirens," the sergeant said in a stage whisper.

This didn't do anything to help clarify the situation.

"I mean, if it was our police commissioner, then we probably wouldn't have had to make such a fuss," the sergeant continued, "But this here one's from South Australia, so we were told by the boss to jazz it up a bit."

Stepping out from behind the sergeant was a smaller bearded man, wearing a different uniform and smiling. The man looked at him and thought there was something familiar about him, but he couldn't put his finger on it.

The police commissioner introduced himself, "Commissioner George Williams...."

He didn't get much further as the penny had dropped with the homeowner, who reached across and squeezed his South Australian guest, "I'll be buggered," he said as he nearly squeezed the life out of the man trapped in his arms, "Willow! By God, you have come a long way from being a Senior Constable in Coober Pedy all those years ago."

Retired former Chief Detective Inspector, Sarge Downs, let his arms relax and his victim recover. He politely told the Cairns officers to piss off back to the Cairns police station and get on with some real police work instead of trying to put taxi drivers out of business.

The sergeant grinned and a ripple of laughter went through the other officers. Sarge Downs, though having retired a number of years ago, was still fondly regarded by police in Cairns, in fact all of Northern Queensland. His reputation was above reproach, and he had achieved legendary status within the police and wider community.

Sarah, his long-suffering partner, had heard tales of this ‘Willow from Coober Pedy’ and sensed that there would be lots of drinking, tall tale telling and possibly some intrigue involved. She was the more practical of the two and asked if Willow would rather stay with them rather than be left to fend for himself in some hotel. Smiling, Willow thanked her for her kind offer and soon his suitcase was placed on the front veranda and the three of them watched as the three police cars drove back up the long gravel driveway, far more sedately than they arrived.

Sarge turned and put his arm on his friend's shoulder and escorted him inside, leaving a somewhat miffed Sarah to act as a hotel porter and lug the suitcase inside.
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The two men were in earnest conversation when Sarah re-entered the main living area. Sarge had not done the grand tour as he usually did with visitors when they first arrived. And it was really a grand vision that lay before surprised guests. Years before, she had met Sarge, he had owned five acres of beach front property south of Cairns. He had lived in an old shack on it and through an act of fate, fate that involved Coober Pedy and Willow, he was able to purchase the rest of the neighbouring properties. This gave him what was now an exclusive beach bordering a lagoon which had a single opening out into the Pacific Ocean. She had met Sarge around the same time and had loved the idyllic retreat that she moved into, allowing her to escape from the stresses and strains of being a professor at the James Cook university just north of Cairns. Her speciality was marine science and she found that she had her own laboratory at home, the lagoon.

She shook those past thoughts away for that was a totally different life. The house was now expansive and modern, built after an explosion had decimated the old shack. It was also two grown up kids ago. Katie and Eloise had long flown the nest and were living and studying in Brisbane.

Sarah refocused on the two men seated at the large table out on the deck. They seemed to be total opposites. The shorter bearded one was slimmer and not as follically challenged as her partner whose paunch was steadily growing due to his habit of visiting bakeries. He was a huge man, well over six foot in the old money and two axe-handles across the shoulders and tanned as only an outback Queensland country boy and sun loving Cairns man could be. Willow on the other hand was lithe, but pasty in skin tone. She wondered about that as Coober Pedy where he had been stationed for a while was also in the outback, although as she remembered Sarge telling her, it was a place so hot that many people lived underground. She knew that Willow had advanced quickly in his forties up through the ranks and that meant working in offices which probably faded any tan that he did have. That and the grey flecked beard gave him a big contrast with her partner.

The conversation was animated she could tell. Both men spoke, it seemed as much with their hands as with their words. Sarah didn't want to interfere with the reunion. The two men were quaffing cans of beer she noticed, but then she saw the small ice bucket with a mini bottle of bubbly in it and an empty glass on the table. This was a sign that she was welcome to, and expected to, join them. Sarge, if nothing else, was the consummate host.

"So, what brings you here?" Sarah asked as she sat down.

"Excuse my lovely partner's crassness, but she does make a point," Sarge interrupted, "What does bring you here? We have kept in touch over the years by mail and whenever I can get Zoom to behave on my computer, but this is the first time you've been up here, and you're in your uniform.”

Sarge's ability to handle any technology that came into play from the 1980s onwards was well known and Willow had suffered because of it. They hadn't kept in touch as frequently as he would have liked.

"Well, I am here on business and at the invite of your Police Commissioner. One of the issues that we have is that we have a number of outlying police stations as you well know. I want to improve the communication between these, pool their resources and better share information. As a police force, we are basically Adelaide-centric. At a recent State and Territory Police Commissioners' Meeting, it was drawn to my attention that Queensland, particularly north Queensland, did that very well. Cairns handles all the way north to Cape York and stretches west to Mt Isa and links southwards to Townsville. That's a huge chunk of land and is as sparsely settled in places similar to South Australia. So, I'm here to find out how you do it. I just thought that I'd call in and say hello in person after all these years."

There was a long pause as much for emphasis on Sarge’s part as to give him time to marshal his thoughts.

"Well, I'm calling bullshit on all of that, aren't you too Sarah," Sarge glanced across at her before leaning forwards towards his friend and saying, "That may be the PR version that you've sold to your cohorts in Adelaide and the gullible folk in Brissie, but we're not buying it. Willow, why are you really here?"

“What gives the idea that I am here for any other purpose than just what I’ve said and using the opportunity to visit my friend,” the reply came quickly as if it had been rehearsed.

“Let me see. The first clue came in the fact that you came directly here from the airport, not to a hotel, but here which as you know is on the other side of Cairns where the central police station is. If I was interested in making enquiries as to how a modern police network functions, I would be stopping at the police station and chatting to the Chief Superintendent, at least as a courtesy. I wouldn’t come and visit a retired police officer as a friend and be wearing my uniform. Friend visits usually don’t include uniforms, so I assume that you are here on business. What does concern me is that three police cars escorted you down here. The officers aren’t completely stupid up here. They wouldn’t have done that without orders from above and so I am guessing, and I could be wrong, is that you and your Brissie counterpart are in cahoots, or a favour is owed. How am I going so far?” Sarge queried.

There was no answer forthcoming from Willow, nor would he meet Sarge’s penetrative questioning stare. Sarah jumped in, not to ease the tension, but to show that she thought this was all a bit suspicious. “I know that you came from the airport here and that is why you had your suitcase with you and possibly why you are still in uniform, but you seemed to immediately jump at the opportunity to stay here when I suggested it. There was no think time required, nor any polite refusing. I am thinking that you haven’t even booked into a hotel yet. You certainly haven’t contacted one cancelling your booking, so I think it is safe to assume that you were counting on staying here. You, of course, are most welcome to do so, but we have a rule here that honesty is paramount. We are not about to kick you out, because as far as I can tell, you haven’t told any lies. You have just avoided telling us the full truth. That kind of matters here.”

Sarge picked up on something that Sarah said and the probing continued. “You staying here gives me two trains of thought. Firstly, that you need assistance with something that needs to be off the record. I’ll come back to that. The second thing is that you have been in contact with someone who gave you the belief that you would be welcomed with open arms and asked to stay. That’s unlikely to have come through official channels. There are only a few other people who know us that well. Our two girls would have told us if you’d been in contact with them, as would our close friends in Brisbane, Liz and Michelle. I am thinking that Nat Johns is the culprit and that is pretty strange as he, his wife and two boys are desecrating all that is joyful and sacred in Europe at the moment and won’t be back for another six weeks at least, unless one of the countries over there gets wise to him and they get deported. Would I be right about that too?”

Willow had confirmed to himself by Sarge’s words, that his choice was a good one. Sarge had lost none of his detective skills, his insight into other people and his wry sense of humour.

“I understand that you are still working and I do need your assistance so I contacted your boss to see if he could spare you..........”

“My boss!” Sarge exclaimed, apoplectic at the mere thought that Nat, who had been his underling in the police force was being regarded as his boss now. “I am his partner, perhaps you could say his senior partner in a consulting firm. I am not his employee.”

“Oh, my apologies,” Willow quickly said as Sarah tried to smother her giggles. “I was led to believe.... look never mind. I contacted him and said that the company wasn’t very busy at the moment.”

“No, it certainly isn’t busy because one member of the team is able to take months off to gallivant across Europe. How long has he known about this? He’s been gone for weeks and hasn’t said a word,” Sarge asked.

Sarah interrupted, “You’ll have to excuse Sarge, Willow. He still believes that it is impossible to talk to someone overseas because two tin cans joined by string won’t stretch that far.”

The police commissioner smiled at the banter that his hosts had. “I looked you up on the web and saw that you were listed as an employee for the consulting firm. As a courtesy, I contacted the proprietor, and we chatted for a while. He has his suspicions I think about what it is all about, but he gave his blessings and a few hints when it came to approaching you.

“I don’t need his blessings! Who the hell does he think he is? Just wait till he gets back. I’ll bounce him off the company’s office walls,” Sarge fumed.

“Given your physique, I’m not sure that you’d catch him,” Sarah quipped, then turned to Willow, “Truth time, what is this all about?”

“It will mean travelling and staying in Adelaide for a while. You will of course be paid and properly accommodated,” Willow began.

“I am sure that Sarah will give her blessing and allow me to go,” Sarge assured Willow.

“Bugger that!” Sarah said, “I’m going too. All those restaurants and there’s wineries in the Barossa. Sarge will need someone to hold his hand, especially on the plane. You do know that he’s scared of flying, don’t you.”

“Still?” Willow grinned. He thought Sarah coming would be a huge bonus. He had done his research on her as well. She was a gun researcher and he’d just witnessed first hand how astute she was.

Sarge just grumbled something about personal secrets and not being allowed off the leash. He then desperately wanted to block his ears so he wouldn’t hear the laughter as he went off to get some more beer from the fridge.
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The sand had been soft underfoot as they stepped down off the deck. It was much firmer down near the waterline. It was an odd grouping walking up the beach. Sarah had strategically placed herself at the water's edge next to Willow who had changed into shorts and a more appropriate shirt. Sarge was closer to the palms and trudging through the sand. His size thirteen feet able to compress it comfortably. For purposes of conversation, it would have been better had Sarah and Sarge swapped and there would have been less stooping by Sarge and neck tilting by the others. Sarge's phobias extended not only to flying but also to the sea. He didn't cope well on boats and feared anything that moved on it. He was out of his depth in ten centimetres of water. That may seem strange as he chose to live on the beach, but few things about Sarge could be classified as normal. He was ribbed constantly by friends and families about his fears which also included horse-riding, and snow and of course water skiing. However, those same people would go out of their way to help him avoid situations that triggered those fears.

Being in civvies seemed Willow to have more freedom to talk about what he was asking them to do. He began by trying to put it into some context.

“Have you ever played seen someone fire a shotgun from a distance at a water tank? There isn't enough force to put a great gaping hole in it, but what you end up creating is a whole lot of weak points. Someone has taken aim at the South Australian police force. Like every other state, we are having trouble attracting recruits to replace those retiring or moving on to other vocations? It used to be a stable profession. In my day and even earlier in your day, you joined to the force and you basically were a cop for life. Nowadays there are people who barely make the ten years. Many are out as soon as possible. What was once a solid structure is having certain small holes becoming larger, linking with each other and the consequences are very real. For the life of me, I don't know whether it is deliberate or not.

“At every turn there seems to be someone saying we can't afford this or that. I know there are budget concerns, but offering below CPI wage rises constantly is undermining our attempts to recruit and maintain staffing levels. Then you throw in the complaints about the annual leave we give our officers and the maximum hours in a shift; well, it goes to show that the bean counters have no idea what officers do. If we are forced to cut back on those important stress reducing incentives, we might as well open the stop cock on the tank and let the water drain away. Less police mean more hours that those who remain have to work. Less police and the crime rate goes up. What we are seeing is that some of the minor crime perpetrators move from petty to serious crime. That too adds more strain on the force. The government opts out and says we are not doing our job and we are not managing our money well.

“I'm not far off retiring and I'm not about to hand over what was once a solid tank that is now more like a sieve to my successor. I can't investigate what's going on myself. I may not be subjective and be seen to be that. However, someone on the outside may be able to find out if there is a link between decisions that the government and bureaucrats make and the steady increase in crime and what I believe is organised crime. I'm not talking about bikie and crime lord style crime, but something far more subtle and sophisticated.”

"You didn't come all this way, set up such an elaborate smokescreen, and put your career at risk on a whim, I gather," Sarge said after Willow had stopped talking. "There's a lot you aren't telling us. The fact that you are seeking someone outside of your own state to assist you means that you don't have a lot of faith in the capacity of people to investigate there, or perhaps that you don't know who you can trust. I'm guessing the latter. Let's call it what it is and say corruption out loud on this beach where nobody can hear us.” 

Willow nodded and explained, “This is no penny ante game that is afoot. Major decision makers are likely to have been suborned, had the wool pulled over their eyes or even are at the centre of the corruption, if what I think is true, is true. When you think about it, there's a lot to be made if crime is coordinated and allowed to run rampant. However, that means that there is a massive organisation behind all this. Not massive in terms of number of people but in the key players and their strategic roles.” 

Sarah was possibly miles ahead of Sarge and could see where this was going and jumped in. “There is a tendency for the public to see that the legislative body is separate to the judiciary and both are separate from the law enforcement. That is a myth. Sarge had to deal with a similar problem in the past here in Queensland. He stumbled across it by accident though. And was seen as a country bumpkin who got lucky."

"That case was the reason that you Sarge was my first choice," Willow admitted.

"Hang on, all those files and even the names and punishment of the perpetrators are sealed and few people know anything about it!" Sarge looked concerned and a bit angry as he spoke. There were people out there with a grudge who would give their eye teeth to get information to settle the score.

"In the circles I move, if you want to know things, then they can be found out. Favours are called in, but I can guarantee that what I learned has gone no further. I have no-one at the moment that I would dare to trust back in South Australia. My state's situation is very much different than what you had to investigate here," Willow did his best to assure Sarge.

Sarah sensed the annoyance building in Sarge and refocussed the conversation, "Are we going into this blind? You obviously have some names and possibly how the set-up works. You won't be telling us that I gather. Is that to protect yourself or to protect us?"

Willow hadn't expected a question like that and was a little flummoxed, but also saw what value Sarah would be. "It isn't to protect myself, that's for sure. As for you, I don't really know. I have circumstantial evidence and some names, but they could be entirely wrong and probably lead you on a wild goose chase. It would also decimate careers of individuals and of the police force itself if I was completely wrong and it got out. Not to say about driving the real people underground. We'd also hardly be able to attract new recruits if I stuffed it up by accidentally nobbling what you are doing. And that's what it is all about. Our recruitment numbers are at an all-time low. Actions are being taken by people to ensure they remain low. I want that turned around. I want people to join for the same reasons that I did. 

“All I am asking you is to have a look from an outsider’s perspective. If you find that I am chasing shadows, then you have a free holiday paid for by the South Australian government.”

Sarah and Sarge looked across at each other and both had the same thought. Every holiday Sarge had been on had seen him in deep water and having to get himself out of it. There had been Vietnam and the secrets of the war he’d uncovered. He’d been kidnapped in Hong Kong after accidentally getting involved in a diamond smuggling triad syndicate. They had thought New Zealand was just going to be a leisurely tour helping Sarge’s late uncle get over the loss of his wife. That turned out to be discovering and breaking up a drug dealer’s enterprise. His journey to Scotland wasn’t a holiday though, that was police business as was his case that took him to Morocco which had done nothing to alleviate his fears, because he had spent time on a small fishing trawler out in the Mediterranean. 

For years they had been asking themselves why. Why did it always happen to Sarge? They both knew that there was no real answer, so they agreed to participate. The way that Sarge was mooching around at home was going to end up with Sarge venting his frustration about being bored and in all likelihood seeking solace in one of Cairns’ wonderful bakeries. The afternoon sun was soon to be slipping behind the palms to the west. Shadows were lengthening. All they did for Sarge was to make his paunch stand out even more. Sarah would have a word later with Willow about making sure that their accommodation would have a gym. It didn’t need a pool. Sarge was even suspicious about those too.
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Over dinner the plan was outlined and finer detail added by all of them. The SA chief commissioner had already created the smoke screen. It was actually legitimate and something he had wanted to achieve in his tenure, having even promoted it in his application for the top job. In budget terms, money had been set aside for the past three years. He had a pool of money at his disposal, more than enough to map out a plan to integrate better rural police settings into mainstream operations. Ostensibly that was what Sarge's role was to be, an outside consultant with a broad range of police experience. This would allow him to dig deep into the operational side of South Australian policing.

As this was Willow's baby, he had final say on who would be running the investigation. Other people had suggested a retired judge or senior bureaucrat, but Willow had argued forcefully that judges didn't really have an inherent understanding of the structures and procedures of a police force. Bureaucrats, he was totally against for the same reason and they would not be able to see the benefits that could be gained in anything but monetary value. As for a South Australian police official​, retired or not, Willow pointed out that what they would get is nothing new. Hence, he told the police executive and the minister that he was looking for someone from interstate who would not be burdened by existing structures and protocols, and would bring a fresh set of eyes.

Sarge then asked if anyone knew of the existing links between himself and Willow.

"It's been over twenty-five years since we first met at Coober Pedy. There were only four officers there at the time. The one who thought he ran the place retired many years ago. When his thirty years was up, it was made known that he was no longer required. I may have worked my way up to the top, but he worked his way down from senior sergeant to out the door. As for Thommo and Rick, we have kept in touch. They’re both out of the force but still in Coober Pedy. For the last twenty years they’ve been trying their luck trying to find​, as Rick calls it, the rainbow serpent's eyes of opal. Some older people up there may remember the brash banana bender who got lucky, but, as you know, it's another world up there. All is pretty secure as far as that goes," answered Willow.

"What about me?" Sarah asked.

"That's up to you. You could be a research assistant for Sarge, or you could either take a six-month sabbatical doing research in your field or become a visiting professor in marine science at Adelaide University. They would welcome you with open arms, based on what you have achieved in your career. However, you'd have to approach them, not me. If I was you, I'd merely say that your partner is here for six months doing consultancy work for the police, and you were at a loose end. It's important that everything up to a certain point is transparent, so no secret passwords, false moustaches and clandestine meetings.

“So you think that it will take six months?” Sarge asked.

"If nothing turns up within six months nothing will. That’s my retirement date and after that I may want to dig further, but I won’t be in a position to do it. I'll arrange accommodation and flights, business class of course, although it's only a three and a bit hour flight."

"If it's only three and a bit hours, we could drive down," suggested Sarge.

"Yes, we could drive there. It's only three thousand kilometres and only takes thirty-two hours," said Sarah, checking on her phone, " I'm happy to do that with you but we're taking my old MG if we do."

Sarge had enough trouble trying to squeeze into the tiny cockpit of the old English sports car. His knees were forced up under his chin and he couldn't manage to drive it. He looked at Sarah and the very set look on her face. By car, it would be the MG or nothing. Thirty-two hours with only her able to drive it, would blossom out to around a week. She would make him suffer all the way. The thought of being terrified for three hours on a plane seemed infinitely better.

Willow still wouldn't delve too deeply into what he wanted them to find in the less public investigation. He said he would explain more when they arrived in Adelaide.

He had his eyes firmly fixed on tomorrow when he would meet the Cairns Chief Superintendent and they would discuss the operations in the area. Some of which in the arrangements of the CID, Sarge had introduced many years ago. As Willow explained that to Sarge and Sarah, he asked if perhaps Sarge wanted to join him. However, when he said that they were going to visit a few remote police stations in the police chopper, Sarge quickly found a not very convincing excuse.

The talk went on late into the evening but it was all about the stories of people's lives rather than what lay ahead for Sarah and Sarge. As much as a quick firm unshakeable friendship had been formed all those years ago in Coober Pedy, people do change and both Sarge and Willow sought reassurance that the initial bonds were soundly based and still intact.

Sarah has a patient observer and marvelled at the gentle chiacking. that went back and forth between the two men. She and Sarge had something like that, but even though they had been together for so long, it wasn't as free flowing and free and easy as it was between these two. She was a bit envious, but put it down also to a gender thing. Even with her best friend Jess, such ribbing rarely happened and certainly with other female friends, there was a wariness that precluded any such thing occurring.

Later that evening in bed, she asked Sarge whether they had said yes too quickly. He didn't demur with his response, "When a friend seeks you out to ask for help and you know that you have the capacity to help, the only answer to their request is yes. My only concern was what you thought and what role you would play in it. There's been so many times you have been dragged into my cases in the past without the opportunity to say no. Once you said you wanted to be involved, then I couldn't see the point of delaying a decision. Six months is a long time away from home though.”

“There’s practicalities to consider,” suggested Sarah, “It means that we up sticks for a while. We have to find someone to house-sit. We need to be not living out of a suitcase for six months. That will drive you and I spare if we have to live with each other underfoot. We need to dictate some terms. I am sure that a Chief Commissioner has pull and some money at his disposal. Let’s not sell ourselves short. You are doing him a favour. The reality is that you are doing two jobs, because for appearances sake you will need to be seen to be producing something of value about coordinating small and large operations in the state and rural and metropolitan ones. If what Willow wants you to really check out goes belly up, then for his reputation and your own, you will need to deliver a report of some significance on what everyone else thinks you have been investigating. I can help with that. I have written up many reports in my time. However, I suggest that you find out from Willow what staffing will be allocated to you. They can do a lot of the legwork, leaving me to help with the other investigation. I know you well enough to understand that you think that you can do all this on your own, but you are doing two things, and in the past, you’ve had Nat and other team members to help you. This time you are going into a strange place and not knowing who you can and cannot trust and what their capabilities are. It will be a long six months if you don’t get all this settled with Willow before you fully commit to the task he is setting. And don’t forget, he is holding some​ things back.” 

“If I was in his shoes, I’d be doing the same. Telling me too much might skew the investigation, and, from both of his and my perspectives, we don’t know each other all that well,” Sarge said, “If he survives the chopper flight tomorrow, can you go through the finer working details with him. You’ve got a head for these things. If you’re not happy, we say no. I’m not getting on a plane, just to get back on it a few days later because these things aren’t sorted out properly yet.”

Sarah nodded her agreement. She wondered if six months was going to be too short a time for Sarge to have regained some courage to climb back on board a plane again. She had her own issues of timing to deal with too. There was news she had to deliver to Sarge that she was dreading. Their daughter Katie had given her the task to break the news to Sarge that she and her partner were going to get married. Sarge would have been glad to give his blessing and to walk his eldest daughter down the aisle in nine months’ time. The only fly in the ointment was that aisle was to be on a beach, but that beach was on the Maldives way out in the middle of the Indian Ocean.
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Chapter 5
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The red carpet was being laid out by the Cairns Chief Superintendent no doubt at the direction of Roma St. The big wigs in Brisbane would seize upon the advantage to appear better than their country cousins in sleepy old Adelaide. The South Australian police would be portrayed as seeking help from a more advanced operation. George Williams would see through that and be more tactful than Sarge would ever be, and probably point out some of the Australian leading practices in South Australia. It was of course all a game, but one which Sarge despised. He was a say what you mean and mean what you say sort of person. Luckily for the Cairns boss, he sent a car for Willow the following morning. Had Sarge driven him into Cairns, Sarge was not beyond saying something pertinent but embarrassing particularly if the media were present. The Cairns chief super would have the local media there. He was interested in an upcoming vacancy in Roma St.

Sarge and Sarah spent the day making tentative plans to temporarily relocate to Adelaide. Sarge contacted some close friends who would look after the place, one didn't mind house sitting and that made everything so much easier. Given the house and location, it was more a resort than a modest home. Of course, they said that they were just making pre-emptive plans for a long holiday down south in the cold. At this point, they didn't contact their girls because nothing was definite and
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