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This is a work of
fiction.

Names, characters, places,
and incidents

are either the product of
the author's imagination or are used fictitiously,

and any resemblance to any
actual persons, living or dead,

business establishments,
events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Tully is a real town in the
area known as the Wet Tropics, in the north of Queensland,
Australia. Streets and directional indications are as accurate as
my imagination will allow.







 


Life and love in the Wet Tropics

can be a very prickly affair.

You either love it or hate it.

You can allow the heat and humidity

to really get under your skin

and end up with a rash that can really irritate

and you can’t help but scratch at the wounds

and make it fester.

Or you can learn to keep your cool.

Kate has learned to cope and keep her cool,

now she has to pass that knowledge

on to the people she loves.

 


 



 


 


Prologue.

 


“Come on Ox. The Boss wants
to know who this pig is. Who is he? What's he look
like?”

“Hey! I'm thinkin'. I'm
thinkin'.”

“Yeah. Yeah. Come on, I
ain't got all day.”

“I think... yeah, he was
about my height. Maybe a little taller, 'cos I looked him in the
eye.”

“So real tall. Okay, what
else?”

“Yeah, blue eyes, deep blue
eyes... and black hair.”

“Good Ox. Real good. What
else? What's his name?”

“Umm, he was a Sergeant,
'cos they all called him Sarge.... umm... It started with a P, I
think...yeah P... P... Power, no, no..ah... Powell. Yeah, that's
it, Sergeant Powell.”

“Okay, good one, Ox. Now
what was the town? What was it called?”

“Ummm, I think it started
with a T,... T...Tully, that's it. That place on the highway, right
next to some big mountains. Tully, just south of
Innisfail.”

“And the judge, who was
he?”

“She,... the judge was a
broad... I don't remember her name... but a broad... with
glasses... and dark hair. That's all I remember.”

“Okay thanks, Ox. The Boss
will be very grateful for the info.”

“Hey, what's gonna happen
to them?”

“Don't you worry about
that. The Boss has plans for them. You just do your time. Keep your
mouth shut, and you'll be looked after. Okay?”

“Okay. Like last time...
Hey man, what happened to me bike?”

“Sorry mate, they took
it.”

“Wha...”

“Proceeds of crime or some
such shit.”

“What? Oh crap, Man. That
really sucks.”

“Yeah, what can you do
about it?”

“Hey the boss will fix it
right?”

“Yeah sure Ox,
sure.”

“Okay, thanks man. Hey, you
come visit me right?”

“Sure Ox, sure.”

#

 


Sunday 7th June
2009

The mist slowly meandered
its way through fields of tall cane, before drifting lazily across
the road in the dark of the early morning. It idled along the main
north-south highway of the east coast shrouding everything in its
soft embrace. The south-bound bus ploughed its way through the
mist, forcing it to part and change direction, leaving its damp
moisture on anything that it passed. The bus driver automatically
swiped the wiper to clear the windscreen of the water droplets. He
sighed and allowed his mind to drift to the sound of the passengers
muttering and soft snoring behind him. The driver's mind wandered
to the thought of his family at home in their warm, comfy beds. He
smiled as he thought of his children asleep in their beds... The
feel of his wife's soft skin and the warmth of her body as she lay
sleeping beside him... Her soft skin, all cosy and warm. He didn't
see the glare of the lights of the semi-trailer as he rounded the
bend until it was right in front of him...

#

“Daa-ddy.”

Gary sat up in his bed to
the sound of metal confronting metal at high speed, and the sound
of his young daughter calling for him. He quickly grabbed his
coveralls and pulled them on over his sleep shorts before going to
his daughters room. He lifted her into his arms.

“I'm here Princess. Daddy
will take care of it. Back to sleep now.” He placed her into the
warm bed he had just vacated beside his sleeping wife.

“What..?” his wife said
sleepily, as her daughter cuddled into her warm body.

“Accident, on the highway
outside. I've got to go.” He kissed her briefly.

A babies cry from the
bassinet near by told him someone else was also awake. He picked up
the baby, kissed his chubby cheek saying, “Here you go little man.”
He placed his son into the arms of his mother for a
feed.

#

“Honey.” Kate shook Ray on
the shoulder. “Ray, wake up.”

“Huh! What's up?” he
murmured sleepily, rolling over towards his wife and taking her
into his arms.

“Phone, honey. There's been
a bus accident.”

“Huh! What? Where?” he
asked, still confused and fuzzy from sleep.

“I'm not sure, near Mum and
Dad's I think. The phone call will tell you. Honey, be careful. I
love you.”

“Okay, honey. I love you.”
Ray kissed her before he forced himself to get out of bed and go to
the ensuite quickly to use the bathroom. He splashed cold water on
his face to wake up, then dressed to be ready for the phone call he
knew would be coming soon.

#

Gary raced outside to see
that a light was showing in the house across the yard. Movement
could be seen through the kitchen window, that told him his parents
were up. He quietly closed his back door and sat down on the back
step. He shook out each of his boots in case something had decided
to make it their home for the night, before pulling them on. His
mother appeared at the back door of the house opposite, saw him and
spoke quietly,

“Oh Gary, you're up, good.
I think it's bad. Should I call Triple 0.”

“Yes please, Mum. And I'll
get the guys on the radio. Can you ask Dad for some tarps, and
maybe some blankets? And some lights too.”

“Okay.” Lillie returned
indoors.

Gary walked quickly over
to the large shed across the driveway from the two houses, then
jumped into the police car. He drove down the driveway that
separated his and his parents house from the highway where that
awful screeching noise had come from. Reaching the highway, he
looked to the right. The carnage on the bend in the road was just
100metres from his driveway, totally blocking the main highway.
Switching on his cars blue lights, he took a deep breath and braced
himself. He picked up his radio mike as he drove out on to the
road, to turn his headlights on the field of debris that confronted
him.

“Base, this is Tango Four
Six Three... Base... Mike... Anyone?”

“Is that you Gary? What you
doing up?” Mike answered wearily, after a long night
shift.

“Yeah mate. Listen up.
There's been a serious accident on the bend of Highway One, just
near my place. Better send everyone you can, it looks like a bus
and maybe a semi or something.”

“Okay. Will do. Fatalities,
you think?”

“Looks quite possible, and
lots of injuries too.”

“Okay mate. I'll call in
the team.”

“Thanks mate. I'll call
Sarge.”

“Righto. Out.”

Gary then used his mobile
phone to call his Sergeant. “Sarge, just thought... Right, should
have known... Yeah, its just on the bend of the highway near my
place... Yep, done.... Okay. Yeah, Mum's already called Triple 0
for more help... Right, see you soon.”

#

Ray arrived at the site to
find that Gary had secured the crash scene. His police car with
it's blue lights flashing was parked in the middle of the highway,
his headlights directed at the bus lying on its side in the
drainage ditch on the edge of the road. The side of the bus facing
towards the sky, was torn apart as if ripped open by a giant can
opener. Further down the road lay the offending can opener. The
trailer of the semi-trailer was also on its side in the middle of
the road, strewing its contents all over the road. The semi's cabin
was upright, but wedged face first into the drainage ditch on the
wrong side of the road. Both sides of the road were totally
blocked. No traffic would be getting through here for most of the
day.

Ray parked his
4-wheel-drive police vehicle beside Gary's car, adding his flashing
blue lights and headlights, to cast its beams over the debris on
the road in front of him. He climbed from his vehicle, pulled on a
reflective vest and a headlamp. From the back of his vehicle he
unloaded and set up the emergency barricades on both ends of the
crash scene, before he headed towards the bus. A tarpaulin was hung
over the front of the bus, letting Ray know that the driver was
deceased. As he neared the bus, he could see two more blue tarps
had been placed on the road, ready for injured people to be placed
on them. Inside the bus he could see lights moving around and he
could hear people crying and calling out in pain and
fear.

From the back of the bus
emerged two lights bobbing on the heads of his Constable and his
Constable’s father. They carried a passenger out of the shattered
rear emergency exit window and placed him gently on the first
tarpaulin. Ray picked up a blanket from a small pile on a corner of
the tarp and draped it over the passenger. Even though it wasn't a
cold night, Ray knew that cold and shock could be a major killer
for anyone in an emergency situation. He then took Gary aside so
they could speak privately.

“Sarge.” Gary paused for a
moment taking a calming breath.

“Gary, you were quick on
the mark.”

“Well, we all heard it. Mum
immediately called 000.”

“Okay, so what have we got
so far?”

Taking another deep breath
Gary explained. “We have one fatality, the bus driver, that I can
tell so far. And I think about 20 plus passengers with a range of
injuries. This guy was at the rear of the bus on the back seat,
right by the emergency exit and with the least injuries as far as
we can tell so far. I haven't gotten through to get a full
passenger list yet.” He took a deep breath before continuing, “The
semi driver is trapped in his rig, and will need to be cut out
and... Mum's with him.”

“Oh Jeez, Gary. What's she
doing here?”

“Well, you try to stop
her?” Gary said apologetically with a shrug. “He's pretty bad...
I... I think she's keeping him alive.”

“Right. At least Kate knows
better than to interfere in a police incident.”

“You'd think so, wouldn’t
you?” Gary ran his fingers through his short cropped red hair. He
knew full well that his sister would be doing exactly the same
thing as her mother, given half the chance.

As they spoke lights and
sirens could be heard approaching from both the north and south
directions, signaling the imminent arrival of more emergency teams.
Ray went to check on the semi driver and to direct his team to
where they were most needed. He made sure that the crash scene was
secured at both ends, and the ambulance and rescue teams were
deployed to help extract the semi driver and the rest of the bus
passengers.

When he was done, Ray got
on his radio to Innisfail Station to inform them, there was at
least one fatality and the highway would need to be closed for
several hours at least. He was asked to secure the scene as much as
was possible, and that a Crash Investigation Unit would be with him
directly.

The rescue and ambulance
teams worked together to remove the bus passengers and to assess
their injuries. The specialist rescue team worked with the Jaws of
Life, cutting its way through layers of steal, to release the
semi-trailer driver from his rig.

It was some time later
with another passenger placed on the tarp to be assessed that Ray
was able to stand back for a moment to take a breath. Looking out
over the scene he removed the headlamp from his head as the sun
finally began to rise. The sun cast an eerie misty light over the
scene, and revealed the true extent of the carnage that a bus and
semi-trailer colliding could make. The semi's load of farm
equipment would be difficult to shift and would cause the clean up
crew a major headache. He saw that the semi driver was finally
being removed from his rig and that Lillie Thomas was still by his
side. She was holding the driver's hand as he was carefully placed
on a trolley by the ambulance crew. Ray joined them to see how the
driver was.

“How's he doing?” he
asked.

“Surprisingly, he's still
with us. Anyone else with his injuries would not be alive.” The
ambulance officer turned to Lillie still holding the driver's hand,
“You can let go now, Love. We'll take good care of him.”

“Where are you taking him?”
Lillie asked wearily. Her red hair a crown of fire in the early
morning light.

“To Tully airstrip. We'll
meet the Rescue chopper there and they will take him to Cairns for
treatment.”

Seeing her reluctance to
release the drivers' hand and noticing how tired she looked, Ray
thought he'd try. He looked into his mother-in-law's emerald green
eyes and said, “Lillie, you've done everything you can. You have to
let him go now.”

Ray took her hand,
released it from the driver's and walked her away. Together they
stood and watched as the ambulance crew walked through the crash
site with their patient on the trolley, heading for the ambulance.
The crew could then load him up and take him to the small local air
strip. They pulled away with their lights and sirens shrieking out
across the stillness of the early morning. At the sound of the
siren, police, fire and rescue, ambulance officers, and stranded
motorists, all paused and said a silent prayer for the survival of
the semi driver. Ray walked Lillie through the detritus of the
crash scene, past the overturned trailer of the semi. They walked
through the farm equipment strewn all over the road and the torn
metal and shattered glass of unknown damaged equipment and rubble
from the vehicles. Ray found who he was looking for and handed
Lillie over to her husband.

“Take her home Jim, she's
done enough.”

“Okay. Will do, Son.” Jim
wrapped his arm around his wife and led her down the road, past the
road block with its lineup of waiting vehicles and their drivers.
He walked her up their driveway and home, away from the sight of
wrecked and broken vehicles and people.

Ray saw the line-up of
traffic standing behind the barricade waiting for the road to open.
The drivers were standing around talking to Constable Wolff, trying
to find out what had happened and how long it would be before they
could continue on their journey up the highway. Ray walked over to
Constable Wolff.

“Paul, I think we might be
able to get most of these people on their way. Take your car and
lead these people back down the highway to Mission Beach Road and
direct them around via Mission Beach. Then you can set up down
there directing any others who need to get through to Innisfail and
further north.”

“Yes Sarge. Will do.” Paul
then left the barricade to go to his vehicle parked on the edge of
the road while Ray spoke to the drivers.

“'Morning folks...” He
paused until they stopped chatting amongst themselves. “Sorry, but
no one is getting through here for a few hours at least. We have to
wait for the Crash Investigation Unit to do their job and a crane
to right the vehicles and remove the farm equipment before that can
happen. So, in the mean time, if you all get back in your vehicles,
Constable Wolff here, will show you back to the scenic route around
via Mission Beach. And please, drive carefully.” Ray blinked as a
camera flash went off in front of him.

“Sergeant, Sergeant Powell,
do you know who's at fault here?” asked Tim Morabito. He let the
camera hang around his neck and shoved a voice recorder at Ray for
him to speak into.

“Morning Tim.” Ray, rubbed
his dirt smeared unshaven face. “No, that will have to be
determined by the Crash Investigation Unit.”

“That ambulance that just
went screaming off, where was that heading and who was in
it?”

“That was the driver of the
semi-trailer. He is critical and had to be cut from his rig. He's
now on his way to Tully airport to meet the rescue chopper and be
flown to Cairns.”

“How many dead and injured
Sergeant?”

“One fatality, I believe
there are 23 passengers from the bus with varying degrees of
injuries and the semi driver of course.”

“The fatality, is that the
bus driver?” Tim asked, indicating with the recorder in the
direction of the overturned bus with the tarp draped over the front
of it.

“Yes it is.” Ray answered
reluctantly.

“What time was the
accident?”

“About 4am I
believe.”

“Who was first on scene?”
Tim continued on his quest for information for the Tully Times, the
small local newspaper.

“Now Tim, you know full
well whose farm this is.” Ray indicated the tall cane fields on the
eastern side of the highway.

“So what... they heard it?
And Constable Thomas was here first?”

“Yes, he was. And Tim, you
leave his family alone. No phone calls to clarify anything. Nothing
at all. You hear me.” Ray was determined to stress his
point.

“Yes, Sergeant.” Thinking
to himself, Tim said,“Damn, so damn picky
about his family. Maybe I can get a shot of the rescue chopper if I
hurry. With a bit of luck this should get
picked up by the big newspapers and other media.
Woo-hoo!”Tim was excited at the prospect
of having his article featured in one of the national
newspapers.

“Thank
god.” Ray watched as Tim raced off. He then
smiled as he saw a friendly face hop out of a little red Rav4, her
auburn hair glowing in the early morning light. She carried a small
blue esky and a travel mug over to him. “Hi honey. What you got
there?”

She kissed him and handed
him the mug, “Coffee and breakfast.”

“You are a life saver.” He
gratefully accepted the coffee and took a big mouthful. He sighed
and added, “Just what I needed.”

“You look tired. How long
is this going to take?” Kate noticed how tired and worried Ray
looked with his unshaven face, dirty coveralls and that little
crease between the eyebrows that showed he was worried.

“Probably most of the day.
Sorry to spoil your plans.”

“Hey, we can have a picnic
anytime. You have enough to worry about.” She smiled up at him and
squeezed his hand.

“Where's Mitch? Still in
bed?”

“Gone for a ride with Sam.
Don't worry I told him not to come this way, but to ride out
towards the river. He doesn't need to see this.”

“Great thinking, thanks
sweetheart. What are you doing next?”

“Why do you
ask?”

“Um, you might want to
check on your mother, and father. They were both out here helping.
Your mother especially.” Ray raised an eye brow to stress his
point.

“Oh! Okay. What was she
doing? Not trying to heal people?” Kate asked biting her bottom
lip. She was suddenly concerned about what her mother had been up
to, in front of all these people.

He spoke quietly so no-one
could overhear them.“I believe, she was keeping the semi driver
alive. She looked worn out when I sent her home with your
father.”

“Okay, I'll check on them
both. What was Dad doing?”

“He was helping with the
bus passengers.”

“Right. So he saw all of
that.” She nodded towards the tarp covered front of the bus. A
sight she didn't particularly want to look at herself, or get too
close to the people whose energy was screaming out for help. Not
with all these people around. Instead, she silently send them all a
beam of comforting healing energy.

“Yeah, I believe
so.”

“Okay sweetheart, I'll go
and talk to them. And I presume you will want to debrief your team
when you're done here?”

“A debrief. Right, of
course.” He took a thoughtful mouthful of coffee before adding,
“How do I do that again?”

“Just get everybody
together back at the station, praise and thanks for a job well done
and any follow up that needs to be done, that sort of thing. Then
let them talk about what they saw, and what they experienced. You
just need to let them vent, and express how they feel without any
judgment. Lead by example if you have to. Then you and I can talk
later, okay?”

“Okay, thank you
sweetheart.” He kissed her, before she returned to her car and
drove off to check on her parents.

Ray took a couple of quick
bites of his egg sandwich and drank some more coffee before he
rejoined his men at the bus, helping with the extraction of the
rest of the passengers. A short time later he was relieved to see
the arrival of the Crash Investigation Unit, which was ready to
assess the accident scene. The bus driver's body was finally freed
from the battered front end of the bus and sent off to the coroners
office.

It took a few more hours
for all the passengers to be extracted from the bus, assessed and
sent off to the various hospitals for treatment, and for the CIU to
take their photo's and measurements of the scene to complete their
assessment. Ray and the rest of the team were fortified with food
and drink provided by Kate and her parents as they stood by and
watched the large crane right the semi-trailer. They watched as the
tow trucks pulled the rig of the semi and bus out of the ditch and
take them away to be checked for faults. Then all the farm
equipment had to be cleaned up and removed, including a large
plough, with traces of metal debris hanging from its sharp outer
blades. By 3pm the highway was finally opened for traffic, with Ray
and his team the last to leave the scene and return to the
station.

Reminded of what Kate had
said about a debrief, Ray asked everyone involved to join him in
the station's large eat-in kitchen. When they entered the kitchen
they saw that the large dining table that dominated the room was
covered in a variety of tempting hot and cold food and drink,
including a large Chocolate Mud Cake.

They spent over an hour
talking and eating, clearing their heads and venting their anger
and frustration at anybody and nobody in particular. Most of the
food was eaten and the Mud Cake was completely demolished, then
those who were supposed to be on their day off were sent home to
their families.

Ray and Constable Sorbello
stayed till the last, cleaning up the kitchen and storing away any
leftovers that could be kept.

“Thanks for arranging this
Steve. Good idea.”

“Not me Sarge. Mrs Rodgers
and a few others turned up with it all.”

“Really... and the
cake?”

“Apparently your wife
ordered it to be delivered, Sarge.”

“Oh she did, did
she?”

#

Ray arrived home to find
Kate singing loudly and ironing one of his light blue, uniform
shirts, and Mitch had gone out again with his girlfriend
Sandy.

“Hi honey.” Kate put down
the iron and reached for the remote to turn down the volume of the
CD she was playing loudly as she ironed.

Ray moved slowly as he
entered the house and went over to Kate. He took her in to his arms
and kissed her deeply. Then with a big sigh said, “Thank you. I
think we all needed that debrief.” He continued to hold her for a
time before taking a deep breath. “I needed that.” He kissed her deeply
again then added, “Now, what do you think you are doing? I thought
we were outsourcing the ironing now.”

“It's just a couple of
things that needed repairs. I think you need to order some new
uniforms, I don't think that button will hold for very long and
...” She put her hand in the hole torn at the top of his thigh in
the coveralls he was wearing, “I think these will need replacing as
well.”

“Hey, mind what your
grabbing there.” He took a sharp intake of breath as her hand
checked his thigh for damage.

“Just checking you haven't
damaged anything.” She grinned up at him.

“Nothing is damaged, as you
can tell.” He groaned at her touch and kissed her in reply. “And
besides, I was... under instructions to be careful.”

“You are
always under instructions
to 'be careful'. Now, you look exhausted. Why don't you have a
shower and I'll give you a back rub.”

“Yes dear.” He conceded
defeat as he rubbed the stubble on his face. He left Kate to finish
ironing his shirt and went to have a shower.

After a good, long hot
shower and a thorough scrub he emerged with a towel wrapped around
his slim hips. He looked at the dark circles around his deep set,
blue eyes and the dark stubble on his chin and decided he was too
tired to shave. Running his tongue over his teeth he decided he
should clean his teeth, then see what Kate had planned for
him.

Ray draped his damp towel
over the towel rail, walked into the bedroom and dropped on to the
bed. He lay on his stomach, adjusted the pillow under his head and
closed his eyes. He felt Kate sit on the bed beside him and rub
some warm oil onto his back. Her hands caressed his shoulders and
down his sides to his hips, then slid firmly up his spine to his
neck. He exhaled slowly as her hands slid across his shoulders and
down his ribs again. He inhaled as her fingers pressed firmly on
the muscles of his back as they slid up either side of his spine.
Again he slowly exhaled, and inhaled, to the smooth slow rhythm of
her hands, as they caressed and soothed the muscles of his back. He
felt her fingers soothe his neck, and shoulder muscles, encouraging
the muscle fibers to yield to the pressure of her fingers, to relax
and give up all resistance...

#

The air felt heavy,
slowing down his ability to move in the thick darkness. Ahead of
him he could see small beams of light bobbing around. He slowly
approached the lights in the deep blackness of the night and when
he finally reached them, they shone their beams on the figure of a
man lying amongst a pile of debris. As he looked closer at the
figure he could see the twisted limbs and the gashes of exposed
flesh oozing their redness. The light showed him the other bodies
lying entangled around him and their cries of pain pierced the
night....

Ray woke with a start and
saw only darkness around him, blinking his eyes and looking around
he saw the green light of the clock and breathed easier. He rolled
on to his side and found Kate lying beside him, the warmth of her
body reaching out to him. He curled in behind her, wrapping his
arms around her waist, feeling her body against his skin and the
smell of her hair that reminded him of plants and flowers... and
felt safe...

#

 


Tuesday
9th June 2009

“WHAT'S TAKING SO LONG? WHY
HAVEN'T YOU CALLED, HUH?” the angry voice could be heard bellowing
from the mobile phone.

“Sorry Boss. Me mobile
don't work out where he lives, and some other places round
here.”

“SO! WHAT'S TAKING SO
LONG?”

“It's hard to pin him down,
Boss. He seems to work all sorts of hours. An' I have to be
careful, Boss. This is only a small town an' he'd notice me
followin' him, an' they got builders at the house all the time. I
thought I might grab him on Sunday, so I drives out there and he's
already gone. So I went searchin' for him and he's out on the
highway at this big bus and semi crash. You shoulda seen it Boss,
it was huge...”

“I DON'T GIVE A FLYIN' FIG
ABOUT NO FLAMIN' BUS CRASH. JUST GET ON WITH IT.” The voice roared
down the phone.

“Yes Boss. I took his
photo, so's we can check it's him. I can send it to you
Boss.”

A huge sigh could be heard
before Boss conceded a temporary defeat, “Okay, you do that. But
don't take forever. If you can't pin him down, come back and we'll
think of somethin' else.”

“Okay Boss. I'll keep an
eye on him for a bit. Maybe I get lucky.”

“Yeah, you
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