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Prologue
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Winter in Melbourne

Terri returned home to her apartment late in the afternoon. She unlocked the door and pushed it inwards, glad to finally end the weary day she had endured. Her job as a forensic psychiatrist kept her busy in court as well as in the office and gave her little time to dwell on how exhausted she had become in the last few months. Still, it had been worth all that study and the long hours to finally make the grade and be able to establish her own clientele in Melbourne. It was a very cliquey town and interlopers from the West weren’t always welcome. However, most people regarded her as a Melburnian now, making her business run smoother, but hectic, as in most big cities.

Terri kicked off her high heel shoes and let out a sigh as she battled with the ancient heating system in her apartment. It was winter here in Melbourne and the wind whistled under the ill-fitting doors and around the wooden window sills. The building was of Victorian era, and although it had been restored to meet modern building requirements, in winter it still let in the cold air. The sooner she could coax the heater to warm up the room the better. Leaving her thick woollen overcoat on, Terri picked up her shoes and took them through to her tiny bedroom situated off the living area. The apartment had character which had attracted Terri in the first place, but it had been summer when she had viewed it and all its little faults had been hidden until winter arrived. Sure she could have moved to somewhere else, but the place was convenient to her work and the tram and even the local shop. Come the warmer weather once more and Terri would have pushed the chills behind her again and been content to stay put for another year.

Slipping a pair of flatties on her feet, Terri crossed over to the kitchenette and raided the fridge for her evening meal. She threw a few vegetables into the steamer and turned the flame on under the saucepan. Two lamb chops went under the grill while she sliced freshly baked bread. The bakery always enticed her in with its inviting warm aroma making her mouth water. Today had been no exception, so with a loaf tucked under her arm and battling against the squally wind she had finally made it to her safe haven.

The room had finally started to warm up from the old heating system and with the aid of the gas hot plate she used for cooking. Terri slid out of her coat and hung it up in the area she had designated her hanging space. Pulling the material curtain across to hide the untidiness she glanced at her reflection and tidied up the strands of shiny auburn hair that had been teased free by the wind and the day’s activities. Critical green eyes stared back at her, appraising what she saw in the mirror. Green eyes flecked with gold, auburn hair; a straight, but passable nose; lips that could have been a little fuller and skin that whenever given the chance, might take on a mediocre tan. Ha, that was a joke, a tan in this cold miserable place. Suddenly Terri felt homesick for the West, for Perth her home town. She had left what seemed like a lifetime ago and now for the first time she pined for her family and the old familiar places.

Giving herself a mental shake, Terri went to check on her meal cooking, turned the chops and stuck a potato in the microwave to complete her dinner.

After her solitary meal, Terri took a quick shower and changed into warm trousers and a thick jumper. Craig would be here soon, she wondered idly what excuse he would think of tonight to keep them indoors. Probably the weather, too wet to take her somewhere. Terri let out a deep sigh and stifled a yawn. To be honest with herself she was too tired to make the effort to go anywhere at all, that would suit Craig. Was she getting jaded with him, or was it just the fact that she seemed continually bone weary? There was a knock on the door and Terri stood to open it.

“Hi,” greeted Craig, “I thought we might stay in tonight, it’s god-damn awful weather out there, much cosier in here.”

Terri smiled to herself and gave a gentle snort, “Sure, why not? I’m pooped anyway.”

Craig slipped his arms around her and kissed her neck, muttering, “Not too tired I hope.” 

When he eventually left that evening, Terri felt disgruntled and a little used. More often than not lately, Craig would turn up, take her to bed, and leave, making some excuse for his almost immediate departure. She was niggled and frustrated. In the beginning he had wooed her with flowers and chocolates and late night intimate dinners, but all that had now gone by the board. His love-making had become a little rough at times too, and when she had chastised Craig about it he had immediately apologised, giving her a boyish grin and begging her forgiveness. But now Terri thought about it, she wouldn’t still call it making love on his behalf, it was just sex. Yeah, that is all it is you idiot, he doesn’t care about your feelings, you’re just a convenient quick.....

Terri grew cold. Had she been too tired to see it, or just blinded by his early charm and good looks? Too exhausted to figure it out, Terri opted for bed, she would do something about Craig when she had time.

Fortunately for her the next day, fate stepped in, and by sheer accident she came across a friend whose wife she had graduated from university with, and hadn’t seen in a long time.

“Hey sister, look where you’re going,” grumbled a well-dressed young man, as she raced down the steps of the courthouse, umbrella spread as she tried to avoid getting drenched in the downpour.

“Sorry,” replied Terri automatically, then looked at the victim of her wayward umbrella. “David!” she exclaimed, immediately recognising him.

David peeked under the edge of the umbrella, still wary of the prongs. “Well hello stranger, I was hoping I’d eventually bump into you in this miserable excuse for a city, and I did, literally.”

Terri’s smiled widened, “What are you doing in town? Are you here on your own? Where’s Colette?”

“I’d love to answer all your questions, but I’m in danger of drowning,” he complained, turning up the collar on his coat. “I know of a place where we can go and be a little drier and get something to eat, if you have time.”

Sat comfortably in a booth inside a little restaurant, Terri smiled across at her friend from Sydney. “It is so good to see you again, now tell me all the news. First, what are you doing in Melbourne?”

“I’m down here on a case for the firm of lawyers I work for. It was only going to be for a few days, but it may drag on for some time and now my boss is talking of setting up an office here in Melbourne. He asked me to check things out and if all goes well, we are looking at staying on here permanently.” David shrugged, “And so far it looks good, so goodbye Sydney and hello Melbourne.” 

Terri nodded and kept smiling, “Wow, David, that’s really great. What does Colette think about it?”

“She likes the idea. She’s not really happy where she’s working and if we move it will give her a chance to try somewhere new. She couldn’t even get a few days off to come with me, but that’s just the latest of a long line of minor disputes she has had with her company. Apart from that she is fighting fit and will be extremely pleased to see you. When I phone her tonight I’ll let her know I’ve caught up with you at last. Every night when I phone she quizzes me. Have you phoned Terri yet? When are you going to see her?” David grinned lazily at her, “I’ll be in the good books now.”

The waiter appeared to take their order and Terri looked up as she heard familiar laughter. Looking across to her right, Terri spotted Craig sat at a table with a beautiful, elegantly dressed woman. He was holding her hand and whispering something in her ear, making her pout. Just as Craig made eye contact with Terri, David lifted his hand in greeting,

“That’s Craig Scott and his wife,” he commented, “I had dinner with them last night. Craig works for an associate of one of the firm’s partners. It was him who recommended this restaurant.”

Terri’s stomach lurched. Wife? Craig was married? She felt sick and tried to concentrate on David’s face, her unsteady hand clutching at the glass of water in front of her. She swallowed hard and let out an unsteady breath. “So who is Colette going to work for down here? Has she got any ideas? I know of most of the openings going in her field, I could ask around for her.”

“That would be appreciated, thanks Terri.” 

Terri hadn’t let her gaze stray from David again, she felt shocked and hurt, but not altogether surprised. A sudden idea came to her, “Of course, you know David, Colette could always set up her own practice.”

“What, here in Melbourne? She isn’t established, it would be pretty tough going. New town, an outsider, no clientele. You trying to scare her off?” David frowned at her.

“No,” she said slowly. “I’m thinking of leaving Melbourne, going home.”

The more the idea took hold, the more it appealed to her. The discovery of Craig having a wife was the final item to push Terri into the decision to high tail it out of this town.

“You’re leaving now that Colette and I are coming to live here?” David still looked puzzled.

“Yes. Yeah I kinda decided all of a sudden. I need to get away, rejuvenate, a bit of rest and recreation on the West coast. It’s been a while since I’ve been home. But not because of you and Colette of course, but it is the perfect solution. Colette is looking for a job, I’m looking to relocate my own clients with someone who both they and I’m comfortable with. The choice couldn’t be more suitable for everyone all round.” Terri clung to the hope that David could see the advantages and be enthused.

In typical lawyer fashion, David thought it through completely before replying, “It would be a fantastic opportunity for Col. Of course it would be entirely up to her, but I can’t see her knocking it back.” He warmed to the subject. “It really would be ideal. I know Colette would be happy to take on your cases, maybe having her own business is the challenge she’s looking for. So what would you have done if I hadn’t tangled with your umbrella? Try to sell the practice? Or shut up shop and shot through?”

Terri shrugged, “I don’t know. It must have just meant to be. I’m sorry that we’ll be so far apart again, but I can’t think of anyone I’d rather hand my patients over to.” Terri didn’t divulge the real reason behind the ‘on the spot’ resolution. If David hadn’t brought her here, she wouldn’t have found out about Craig. Maybe there would have been a time when all of them crossed paths, making Terri embarrassed and uncomfortable in front of her friends. Craig would have glossed the whole thing over, Terri could just imagine it now. All in all she was eternally grateful to David, unbeknown to him of course. 

The waiter cleared their dishes and brought coffee. Terri couldn’t even remember what she had eaten, it had just been automatic to eat, willing David to embrace her offer, put an end to her misery.

“David, thanks for lunch, I’m so glad we caught up. Talk to Colette about my proposal, let me know as soon as possible because I want to get out as quickly as yesterday. This is my office number, phone me tomorrow.” She handed him her business card and they stood together and walked towards the cash register. David stopped briefly at Craig’s table and said something. Terri ignored them completely and kept moving, only looking up at David as he returned to her side.

“I was going to introduce you, but you’d disappeared,” he said apologetically. 

Terri gave him a tight little smile, “I’ve got an appointment in ten minutes, maybe some other time.”

David nodded, as he paid the bill and pocketed his wallet. “Sure, sorry to hold you up. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.” He bent forward and kissed her cheek. 

Terri responded by giving him an extra hard hug, he would never know what for. “Yes, do that. Give Colette my love, she can even call if she wants any more info. Bye.” 

Terri escaped without a backward glance. She hoped Craig had seen the exchange between herself and David and then felt petty for thinking it. He was the scum of the earth. If David had eaten with them last night, Craig had probably called in at her place after dropping David off at his hotel. She shivered, a combination of the cold wind and the disgust she felt. Terri prayed that Colette would take up her business offer. Even if she didn’t there was no way on this earth that she would be sticking around. The only problem was her clients; she didn’t want to let them down. But ever hopeful, Terri returned to her office and ushered her next appointment into her consulting room, there was still a full five hours work ahead of her.

Finally sending the last patient and her secretary home, Terri packed her papers away for the night, turned on the answering machine and checked her mobile phone for messages. There was one on there from Craig which she deleted without any qualms. There will be snowballs in Hell before I ever return your calls, buddy, she promised silently. He had better not turn up at her door or she would call the police. How could I have been such a fool? There was no point in berating herself, it had happened, now it was over. Locking the door behind her, Terri left the building, caught the tram to the corner of her street and called into the bakery just as it was about to close.

“You’re a bit late tonight, love,” greeted the cheery woman behind the counter. 

Terri smiled at her, “Yes, a legacy from an extended lunch I’m afraid.”

“Ooh, was he worth it?” The woman gave a chuckle.

“Yes,” whispered Terri conspiringly, evoking an even louder chuckle.

“Good for you, you young ‘uns should make the most of it while you’re still able, life’s too short to be taken seriously. Now darlin’, what can I get you before I close up?”

Terri selected a crusty French bread stick and a sticky iced bun for her after dinner treat and paid for them, calling goodnight to the shopkeeper as she left. Young ‘un. She didn’t feel that young. Oh well maybe in comparison to the shop owner.

It was almost ten o’clock the next morning before Terri heard from David. He had discussed everything with Colette and she had jumped at the chance. Her greatest disappointment was not to have Terri in the same city once more, but she was handing in her resignation as they spoke. 

“David, you don’t know how grateful I am. How soon can Colette get here?”

“It will be two weeks, but she wants to talk to you tonight and see if she can pop down on the weekend and get a few things sorted, so she is ready to take over as soon as she arrives.”

“Great, I’ll talk to her tonight. Many thanks again, David, you and Colette have lightened the load considerably, I do appreciate it.”

Terri said goodbye and severed the connection. She called her secretary into the office and explained the situation completely, and asked her to stay on and assist Colette. The girl nodded, obviously dumbfounded at the sudden decision, but more concerned with keeping her job.

Terri telephoned the airlines and made a reservation and then phoned her Mum, relaying the good news. She was going home!
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Bryan took the grey concrete steps two at a time up to the front entrance of the Police Headquarters. The sun was warm on the back of his neck, reminding him that Winter had disappeared for the year and Spring was on the way. As he passed through the automatic doors into the air conditioned coolness, several fellow officers greeted him by name and he reciprocated. At the main desk Jack Richardson’s sturdy uniformed frame stood, completing the endless paperwork that was part of being the desk sergeant. As Bryan walked by, Jack looked up.

“’Morning Bryan.”

“’Morning Jack. Busy night?”

Jack beckoned him to the desk. “No, not really,” he said. “But there is something here that may be of interest to you.”

Bryan glanced at Jack's face, it had a set look that said this could be serious and his eyes held the same conviction. Damn!

“There's a young girl been reported missing.”

“Surely that's for Missing Persons,” Bryan stated, surprised at Jack mentioning it. “Did the parents file the report?” A lot of young girls left home without telling their parents.

“Yeah, but I got a feeling about this one,” confided Jack. It sounded ominous.

Bryan's stomach tightened. Jack's prediction was not to be taken lightly. He'd said similar things in the past and had been proven right in every case. Jack had spent over thirty years on The Force, he had been involved with the hostage crisis within this very station. He was a very reliable, stalwart, dedicated police officer with a sixth sense and his advice was heeded by peers and underlings alike.

“How long has she been missing?” asked Bryan, his attention now sharply focused.

“She didn't arrive at work this morning at 8:30, she is never late for work, always very punctual and left home at her usual time of 7:30. Her boss got in touch with the parents because she was concerned about the girl when she didn’t arrive for work. She’s not the type to be late or skip work without letting her boss know about it.”

Bryan checked his watch. It was just after 9:30 am.

“Don’t you think we’re jumping the gun a bit Jack? It's a beautiful day outside, she might have decided to have a sickie and take off to the beach for the day, worry about the boss later.”

“Maybe.” He looked doubtful and Bryan wasn't all that convinced himself.

“But, I'll take the report with me upstairs, let me know if you hear anything further.” He groaned inwardly, missing girls were always a worry.

Jack nodded. “Sure, I’m off duty in an hour but I'll bring you up to date before I leave.”

Bryan felt deflated, what had started out as a pleasant Spring day was quickly going downhill. He trudged up the stairs to his office where he shrugged out of his navy suit jacket, hung it up on the coat rack then slowly walked along the corridor to his boss' office. 

The name on the closed door said Greg Turner, Detective Inspector. Bryan rapped lightly and was answered immediately with a brisk, “Come in.”

Pushing the door open, Bryan greeted Greg by name. They had worked together for the past five years and although Greg was like a father figure to Bryan, they were on first name basis. Greg commanded respect in the squad and they were a close knit team that included the boss. He insisted on keeping that feeling as to make them rely on one another, working on the assumption that if there was trouble each one would back the other up automatically without thinking twice.

“I've just seen Jack Richardson downstairs, he’s got a missing person’s report he’s worried about.”

Bryan slid the report over to Greg. After reading through the brief report Greg sat and looked at Bryan over the top of his glasses. He cleared his throat, and commented, “It looks pretty routine to me.”

“Yeah, me too,” agreed Bryan, sighing. 

Greg waited for him to continue.

“Jack was concerned. I tend to take notice when he voices his opinion.” 

Greg removed his glasses and rubbed his eyes. “Hmm, well, I hope he’s wrong. What do you want to do?”

“I can’t do anything officially for the next twenty-four hours, but I thought you could do with some prior warning that I will be following it up, mainly due to Jack’s concern.”

“I’ll back whatever you do, you know that Bryan.”

“Thanks Boss, I appreciate it.”

“If that’s all,” Greg stated, picking up his pen, “I’ve got to get these reports finished,” effectively dismissing Bryan. 

The younger man stood, pushing back the chair. “I’ll keep you posted,” he said, leaving the room.

Greg’s seemingly lack of concern didn’t fool Bryan, he knew that Greg would be keeping a close eye on all developments.

Back in the main office, Bryan got down to some of the paperwork in his tray. This was the worst part of the job, the endless paper pushing and reports, but then maybe it was better to spend time in the office than have a crime spree to contend with. 

Bryan loved his job. He had wanted to be a policeman for as long as he could remember. His focused ambition had been the driving force behind the top marks he had achieved at the academy. He had started out in uniform and had climbed his way up the ladder into plainclothes. He had the respect of his peers as well as those in uniform.

Bryan looked up as James and Kerry, two of his underlings, busy arguing, pushed their way through the door.

“Hi Bryan,” greeted Kerry, her voice friendly and laughing.

She was the newest member of the squad and the prettiest. Kerry wore a dark tan two-piece suit which set off her smoky grey eyes and red flaming hair. With a temper to match her hair she was boisterous and didn’t mind stating her opinion about anything and everything. The latest was a continuing battle with James about politicians.

Grinning back at her, Bryan greeted both Kerry and James.

“’Morning girls and boys! It was peaceful ’til you two turned up squabbling like a pair of magpies over a stale crust of bread!”

“James is so one-eyed about his favourite pollie,” Kerry protested, “that he can’t see the forest for the trees.”

“I’m surprised to hear you were able to get your opinion across at all, James!” joked Bryan. “Did Kerry actually stop to take a breath?”

“Ha ha!” Kerry spat back at Bryan. 

James grinned from ear to ear. “She’s cute when she gets mad,” he said, his dark eyes sparkling with mischief.

As Kerry started protesting, both men began laughing. She had fallen for the bait again, antagonised so easily into an argument. Shaking her head, Kerry plonked herself down on a chair at her desk. “I’ll get you guys back,” she threatened darkly.

“Where’s the rest of the crew this morning?” James asked Bryan, shrugging out of his suit jacket and straightening his tie.

“Tony’s in court this morning and Vanessa should be here.”

As he said this, Vanessa walked through the door in a rush.

“’Morning all, sorry I’m late, any calls for me? I’m waiting to hear back from pathology about those samples I sent off two days ago.”

Everyone responded at once with a greeting.

“No phone calls this morning,” Bryan declared. “I was the first one here.”

“Okay, thanks, I’ll give ’em a hurry up,” she acknowledged, picking up the handset of the phone on her desk and dialing a number.

Next to Bryan, Vanessa was the longest serving member of the squad. She was a conservative dresser and in her late twenties, with brown hair and hazel eyes. She had a great way with people, always trying to understand how others felt in a given situation. Nearly always dressed in blue, she projected a cool, calm image. She was an invaluable asset to the crew, and shrewd at that.

James was the larrikin, the joker who was never serious, but Bryan knew the other side of him; reliable in any situation, always unflappable. With his dark boyish good looks ‘Mr Smooth’ could charm the birds out of the trees. He had a way with the ladies as well that kept him busy when off duty, something that never escaped his peers’ or his boss’ notice.

The office quietened down as everyone got on with their seemingly never ending tasks for the day, the only noise emanating from the rustle of paper and the tap of keys from the computer keyboards. Bryan, looking up briefly from his position behind his desk, felt grateful to these people he considered not just his workmates but part of his family. He could rely on each and every one of them in any situation. His perceptive blue eyes flicked over to the missing person report on his desk and he checked his watch. Ten thirty. He reached for the phone just as it rang.

“Bryan Taylor,” he said into the mouthpiece.

“Bryan, it’s Jack. I’m just off home, I have no further news on that missing girl. Will you follow this up for me?”

“Sure Jack, the boss is leaving it in my hands, thanks, see you.”

He replaced the phone, letting out a heartfelt sigh. Damn! His gut instinct told him this case was not going to go away. “I’m going to pick Tony up from court, you guys, I shouldn’t be too long.”

Vanessa looked up from her computer monitor. “Anything wrong, Bryan?” she asked.

“Maybe,” he responded, trying to shrug off the feeling of impending doom. “I’ll fill you all in when I get back, but I want Tony to be here when I do, so don’t anyone disappear while I’m gone.”

The short trip to the courthouse kept Bryan’s mind away from police work and on the traffic, it was busy this morning. Arriving outside the court Bryan strolled into the cool corridors of justice. He remembered coming here when he was a school boy. Nothing had changed over the years from when he was eleven to now, twenty years later. He’d spent time during his career in the different courts giving evidence as a witness or as part of
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