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Kate Farrer struggled to open the car door. The
muscles in her chest had tightened like a vise. If only she
could get more air. Her cramped fingers clawed at the contents
of the glove-box, spilling a map and interstate guidebook
onto the floor.

Pulse erratic, and struggling to stay focused, she located
the bag. Burying her mouth and nose in the open end, she
breathed in, then out, counting two, three, four. The paper
crackled with each deflation. The flow was slow but reassur-
ing. The light-headedness began to recede as Kate’s chest
muscles loosened their grip on her rib cage.

Pull it together! Her body now coursed with anger, and
her fist paid the price with a jarring thump on the steering
wheel. Despite three months off work, the trauma remained
raw. She had two choices—one was to stay a victim, the
other, to become a survivor. Until today she had worked
hard—damned hard—to be a survivor.

A fireman passing the passenger window startled her. She
shoved the bag into the glove-box and closed the lid, rub-
bing the heel of her hand. For twelve weeks she had tried
to come to terms with her emotions. At this moment, her
stomach felt like a spin dryer with a cat trapped inside. The
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worst part was feeling out of control, not knowing when the
panic symptoms would take over—again.

She knew it was now or never. Taking two deep breaths,
Detective Sergeant Kate Farrer yanked on the door handle
and stepped out of the sedan. Residual smoke stung her nos-
trils, and the smell of wet burned wood was heavy in the air.
The fibro cottage at the end of the tree-lined Moat Place
bore little resemblance to other dwellings in the street. The
left section of the house had been decimated and only a shell
of the rooms remained. Black soot stained the outside walls,
having escaped through shattered windows. The sound of
glass smashing caused a flurry of firefighters to rush to the
side of the house. Flames poured through the window in a
plume and ignited the external overhang and the roof.

Kate stayed well back, talking into a hand-held recorder
as teams hosed water from inside and out to extinguish the
fire. Despite being at least fifty feet from the flames, her face
tingled with the intensity of the heat.

She thought of her psychologist. He had made her scoff
the first time he described linking thoughts and feelings as
“detective thinking.” The irony of his analogy was com-
pletely lost on him; so much for professionals having insight.

“Think of a stressful situation and ask yourself, ‘What’s
the worst that can happen?’ Then ask yourself, ‘How likely
isit?””

The trouble was, Kate knew exactly what could happen
on the job and how probable it was. She had seen hell,
locked away by a psychopath for days, and she continued to
suffer nightmares and flashbacks. A phrase, smell or noise
that reminded her of her captor could reduce her to a sob-
bing mess in seconds. Now, her leave was almost up and she
had been asked to return early because of a staff shortage.
Police work was what she had always done best, until the
abduction.
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She imagined how a firefighter would deal with the psy-
chologist’s questions, designed to trivialize the causes of
anxiety. The worst that could happen to any of them was that
one day they’d go to work, attend a fire and get cremated on
the spot. So much for police shrinks. Some neuroses were
justifiable, particularly in the emergency services. The diffi-
culty, she knew too well, was in controlling them.

Stay calm, you can do this. Back to basics. Work the
scene, from the outside in.

Despite the beginnings of fine drizzle, portions of the
garden continued to smolder. Police tape cordoned off most
of the Castle Hill road, restricting the number of curious
onlookers. Ambulance officers waited, backs to their vehi-
cles. Two other white sedans were parked in the area, along
with a fire-truck and investigator’s station wagon.

The arrival of a television van at the blue and white tape
caught her attention. Damn reporters were like tow trucks
and blowflies. The uglier the carnage, the faster they ap-
peared and multiplied. More used to feeling irritated than
vulnerable, she looked around for her new partner while
continuing to dictate: “At eight thirty a.m., four local consta-
bles maintain crime scene. Fire investigators present. Press
pack beginning to push their luck.”

“Detective Sergeant Farrer?”

A slim, tall man in a gray suit adjusted his lilac tie. His
fair hair was cropped close to his head, without looking too
military. “Oliver Parke,” he said, with an outstretched hand.
In the other, he held two takeaway coffee cups in a card-
board tray. “Hello, and good to meet you.”

Kate had been briefed about her partner the previous week
when she was asked to cut short her leave. The unit’s long-term
issues with chronic understaffing and old-style attitudes had
led to the recruitment of new blood, mostly academic types.
The last thing she wanted was an inexperienced partner with
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no common sense and a university degree that had nothing to
do with the real world. She had no say in the matter, though,
and at that moment just wanted to re-establish a healthy work
routine.

She shook the newly-promoted detective constable’s hand
and noticed the strength of his grip. He was obviously trying
to make a good first impression.

“I took the liberty, seeing as though I went right past the
coffee house. One’s black, the other’s white.”

Mouth dry, Kate had to admit he had good timing. She
accepted the black.

“Thanks, but don’t make it a habit.” She resented the
buddy-buddy, your turn, my turn, routine. Partners didn’t
have toilet breaks together, so why should they always drink
at the same time?

“How many cases have you worked?” she asked.

“If you mean homicide, two so far. This could be three.”
His chest deflated, just perceptibly.

She felt hers do the same.

“How was your break?”” His voice was hesitant.

The female detective had no patience for small talk. Banal
conversation was something she tried hard to avoid, even
more so lately.

“What do you know about the scene so far?” Kate said,
unsure whether she saw a smirk flash across her partner’s
face. He had probably heard stories about her. If they came
from the chief inspector, they should have been positive, but
anything from the male detectives would be less flattering.

“Fire’s just about out. An engineer is checking the place
for structural damage. Local boys have sealed off the street,
as you can see.”

The neighbors in pajamas tut-tutted and spoke eagerly to
a camera crew leaning into the barrier at the cross-street
three houses down. Their witness statements would proba-
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bly be broadcast before the police had a chance to interview
them.

“Make sure we get all that footage,” Kate said, a little too
briskly. She needed to be calmer; she was supposed to be in
charge and that meant being in control. The only advantage
of the media was that they often recorded vital information.
“And we need to check all witnesses. Anyone with amateur
videos, digital photos. Make sure you check the mobile
phones for images.” The familiar patter was beginning to
feel comfortable. “Any survivors?”

Oliver shook his head. “Apparently there’s one body on a
bed. The firemen left it in situ.”

Kate nodded and sipped her coffee. If there’d been any
chance of saving a life, the fire crew would have pulled the
victim out. That meant the body had to be in pretty bad
condition. She used to think that dying in a fire would be
one of the worst ways to go, before discovering what it was
like to be tortured. The only reassuring thing about a
house-fire was that the poisonous gases were more likely to
kill than the heat or flames. At least dead bodies couldn’t
feel pain.

“So we’re waiting to get the all-clear from the engineer?”

Oliver nodded. “He’s still assessing whether it’s safe for
us to go inside.” He cleared his throat before launching in to
the facts he had uncovered so far. “The house is owned by a
Doctor Gorman and his wife, from Mosman. It’s an invest-
ment property but apparently they’ve never had long-term
tenants. One of the neighbors reckons they planned to knock
it down and rebuild. And before you ask, Doctor Gorman’s
receptionist says that he and his wife are away in Nepal and
can’t be contacted for a couple of weeks. Seems he does
charity work in hospitals there.”

A blue Monaro growled up behind Kate’s car. Dr. Peter
Latham, forensic pathologist, climbed out.
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“Welcome back,” he smiled through his salt and pepper
beard. “You’ve been missed.”

“Thanks,” was all Kate could muster. She respected Peter
Latham and did not want to offend him. But if he offered
some meaningless platitude about her time away, she might
just snap, or worse, burst into tears.

“This is Oliver Parke. He’s pretty new to homicide,” she
added, hoping to draw the attention away from herself.

“We’ve already met,” Peter said, removing items from his
car boot. He stepped into a white plastic body suit. “How’s
the family?”

“Growing by the minute, only four weeks to go.” Oliver
beamed.

A forensic services vehicle swung into the remaining
space at the crowded end of the street. Crime scene officer
John Zimmer peeled himself from the driver’s seat and
shoved a police baseball cap on his head. “Looks like the
gang’s all here.” He became serious as he took in the house.
“Something caused some fast, impressive heat in there.”

Kate assumed he was referring to the fact that big, intense
fires always destroyed the most evidence. What the fire did
not obliterate, the thousands of liters of water poured on it
by the fire crews did. Investigating fires was, in many ways,
more art than science.

An hour later, the fire investigator and a younger man
who Kate guessed was the engineer appeared from around
the side of the house, accompanied by a black labrador.

“You're clear to go in,” the investigator assured the group.
“We're looking at an accelerant spread through the house.
Fire boys smelt it when they arrived. And Bella here agrees.”
He bent down and patted the dog’s shiny black coat. “Don’t
know how we managed before the old girl joined us. Have
you all met our number one expert witness?”

“How do you swear her in for court?” Oliver smiled.
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“Detective, you are in the presence of the first four-legged
creature whose evidence is totally acceptable in a court-
room. She’s more trusted than any other witness.”

Oliver bent down to give the dog a scratch. Her handler
was like a doting parent.

“She’s highly trained, and with that sense of smell, she
can detect accelerants up to days later, even if surfaces or
clothing have been washed. She’s what we call a passive
identifier. Instead of barking or becoming agitated she just
sits when she detects an accelerant. We couldn’t budge her
once we got to the back door of this place,” he said, looking
around.

“So we’re looking at arson?” Kate asked. Any suspicion
of a deliberate fire meant the body inside would be a homi-
cide case until proven otherwise. Local detectives were off
the hook.

“In most cases that’s extremely difficult to prove, but this
stuff was spread all over the house and finished, or should
I say started, in the bedroom,” the investigator said. “My
guess is our guy used petrol.”

“Kate, it’s been far too long.” John Zimmer had re-
appeared. He sidled up to her with his camera hanging
around his neck. The CSO fancied himself and assumed
every woman shared the same view. Kate felt her skin
prickle at his proximity. This was going to be a very long
morning, she thought, as he handed her a flashlight.

Returning to work was supposed to be like getting back
on a bike, or so everyone had said. By the look of the gutted
house, and knowing there was a homicide victim inside, it
would be more like getting on two wheels without brakes,
gears or handlebars. Kate braced herself for what would
come next.

“Let’s get this over with,” she managed, and put her
half-empty coffee cup on the hood of the car.
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Fire crews packed up their hoses and equipment as a
small gust of wind spread some ash across the lawn. Kate
pulled her suit jacket around herself and protected her eyes
with one hand.

The group stopped at the front window. Glass shards lay
on the outside, either blown out by the heat of the fire or
smashed out by someone in a hurry to escape. Kate bent
down looking for traces of blood on the fragments. John
Zimmer clicked away, placing small yellow tags on the
ground for scale and location in his photos. Kate looked
closely at the windowsill. No sign of blood there either.

The CSO photographed that too. “We sometimes find
fingerprints in the window putty,” he said.

For Oliver’s benefit, Kate added, “Anything the fire soft-
ens can show up prints.”

The new detective seemed to be paying attention—in fact
a little too closely. She felt his breath on her neck and told
him not to crowd her. Like a scolded schoolboy, he blushed
and apologized. Zimmer seemed to find something about
that amusing.

Working the house from outside in, they followed the
CSO down the driveway and around to the back door. Peter
Latham trailed behind.

“There’s no sign of a break-in so far. This was closed and
unlocked,” the fire investigator announced before opening
the white wooden door. “Stay,” he instructed Bella, and she
obeyed.

“He could at least have left the door open,” Kate mut-
tered.

“Is that because soot would have got onto the outside sur-
face if it had been open during the fire, highlighting any
fingerprints?” Oliver inquired.

John Zimmer turned and grinned. “There’s that, but if
our guy poured a trail of petrol, he would have been sur-
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rounded by a cloud of vapor. When he lit the match . . .” He
made his large hands into a ball then opened them quickly.
“Kaboomza! He’d be easier to find, flash-burns and all. It’s
the most common mistake arsonists make.”

“He poured petrol over the threshold, shut the door, then
lit it under the door.” Oliver seemed impressed by the plan-
ning. “So he knows something about fires.”

“Exactly,” the CSO said. “Which means?”

“He’s probably done it before.” Oliver nodded and took
notes in a small pad pulled from inside his suit jacket.

Kate ignored the obvious deduction, preferring to concen-
trate on what she saw, smelled and heard. The stench of death
was always stale and heavy, but burned flesh had a distinct,
noxious odor, like nothing she could describe. Bile rose in
her throat and she gagged, quickly coughing to keep face,
hoping no one noticed.

Stepping across the threshold into the hallway, she saw
that the burned wooden floorboards had two distinct
markings—dark and lighter wood. The darker shade was in
an almost straight line, in the center of the hallway, the dis-
coloration strongly suggesting where the accelerant had
been poured. They followed it into the kitchen, relatively
unscathed apart from paint hanging in tabloid-sized sheets
from the blackened ceiling. The soot began at hip-height on
the walls of the hallway and around the room, and continued
across the open kitchen door, as if someone had drawn a
line on the walls with a marker and colored everything
above that line black.

Kate rubbed the linoleum floor near the skirting board
with the sole of her shoe and revealed a red and white
checked pattern. Soot, not burned lino, covered most of
the floor—again, a sign that the arsonist had traveled in a
line with the accelerant.

On the table a plastic tablecloth had shriveled into a ball,
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but the table legs were remarkably untouched. Heat, flames
and gas must have stayed in the upper section of the room,
she thought, given the state of the floor.

Near the open door, Zimmer snapped more pictures, then
moved to an overnight bag sitting on the soiled kitchen floor.
He recorded it from various angles then bent down and with
gloved hands removed something protruding from a side
pocket. It looked like a credit card.

“Name here says Audrey Lambert.” He checked the other
side pockets. “No driver’s license, keycards or even receipts.
And no cash.”

“Which means no photo ID,” Kate observed. “If someone
broke in, robbed her and took money and everything else,
you’d think they would take the credit card as well.”

“Unless,” Zimmer said, “she’s been robbed before and
keeps one card separate for emergencies. That’s what I did
after my wallet disappeared last year.”

“Don’t mean to rush you, but I’ve got court in just over an
hour,” Peter Latham said from the back of the group. “Which
way now?”

The group moved along the accelerant trail to the end
bedroom. Kate checked her mobile phone to buy a moment
and steel herself. She took a couple of deep breaths and en-
tered.

In the middle of the bed was a blackened adult-sized
figure lying on its back with arms and legs bent toward the
ceiling. The face was bloated and the lips were swollen. The
tongue protruded in an almost defiant gesture.

Oliver excused himself and left the room.

Zimmer took photos and Peter Latham studied the re-
mains.

“The hair is dark,” he said, pressing on the pillow.
“There’s a clump at the back, untouched by the heat. We can
get samples from here.” With plastic tweezers, he extracted
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some hairs and placed them in an evidence bag opened
by Zimmer. He then leaned sideways, allowing the CSO in
for close-up photographs. They had obviously worked a lot
of cases together, which helped speed up the laborious pro-
cess.

The pathologist plucked tiny pieces of clothing from the
creases at the deceased’s bent elbows and bagged them too.
At least they might be able to identify the color and type of
clothing he or she was wearing.

Kate had seen all she needed for the moment and re-
treated to the kitchen. The postmortem, which she would be
present for, would be tomorrow or the next day.

Relieved to be out of the bedroom, it occurred to Kate
that the firefighters had been careful not to soak the house.
At previous fire scenes she had worked, they had blasted
their way through the blaze at high pressure, kind of like the
way most men solved problems—the bigger the equipment,
the greater the force, the quicker the solution. On this occa-
sion, they appeared to have taken a more strategic approach
and used smaller hoses with a wide-angle spray that deliv-
ered spurts of mist. It was enough to take the heat out of the
fire with minimal water damage, and it made a homicide
investigation that little bit easier.

Putting on the fresh pair of latex gloves she kept in her
jacket pocket, Kate bent down and unzipped the overnight
bag. It contained nappies, wipes, baby bottles with patterns
partly scratched off, formula and two squeaky toys. Un-
screwing the lid of one of the bottles, she gently sniffed. As
far as she could tell, it was either unused or had been well
cleaned. Replacing the lid, she returned it to the bag and got
up to check out the rest of the house.

With a pocket flashlight, she navigated through fallen
beams and debris, staying as close as possible to the middle
of the hallway to avoid getting soot on her clothes. She
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checked inside two more bedrooms, both with double beds,
the next room with what had to have been a circular bed.
There were no other human remains. There was also noth-
ing in the bedrooms that resembled a cot or bassinette; just a
pile of melted DVDs and videos in a burned-out cabinet
against one of the walls.

She opened a door and found herself in the garage. Fluid
had been poured on the cement floor but igniting it hadn’t
done much damage. The sparse contents included relatively
undamaged rakes, a hoe and lawn mower. Against a wall sat
the scorched remains of a large, top-opening freezer, the
sort used by people who buy food in bulk. Crime scene had
already cordoned off the area with police tape.

Back at the main bedroom, she addressed the group. “We
could have a problem. The bag Audrey Lambert kept her
purse in wasn’t an ordinary overnight bag. It was a nappy
bag, full of baby stuff.”

“Shit,” the fire investigator said, almost under his breath.
“I’ll go check the outside bins.”

“I’ll take the cupboards,” Zimmer said, matter of fact.

“I'm thinking the victim is a woman, but I won’t be able
to tell for sure until we’re back at the morgue and can exam-
ine the pelvic remains.” Peter sighed. “At least we can use
the good bit of hair for DNA sampling, and hopefully we’ll
get some dental records.”

Kate felt her temples throb and her breathing quicken.
There was no easing back into work. In less than an hour
they had a body, possibly female, with a credit card but no
other identification. The only other evidence so far was a
nappy bag. If the unrecognizable body was that of a mother,
then where the hell was her baby?



2

Outside the house, Kate found Oliver squatting
by the back fence, his face pale.

“I remember the first time I saw a burns victim,” she said,
scraping the bottoms of her shoes on the grass. “Teenager
had a fight with his girlfriend. After a few drinks, he took
off in his father’s car.”

The male detective stared at the ground.

“Only trouble was, he misjudged a bend and hit a tree.
The car went up in flames.”

Oliver turned his head toward his partner.

“I was on general duties when they took him in to casualty.
I still remember the shock of seeing burned flesh and the
disgusting smell. You never get used to it.” She removed the
latex gloves and shoved her hands into her trouser pockets.
“Look, some things just get to you—I mean, to everyone.”

Peter Latham came out the back door, doctors’ bag in
hand. “The body is pretty fragile. It has to be moved care-
fully or we’ll have bits falling off and getting lost. Must run.
See you both at the PM?”

Kate gestured with her hand. They would be there. Mo-
ments later, the sound of his V8 engine broke the tension.

“We’ve got to ID the body and find out whether or not
there is a missing baby.”
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“What baby?” He stood, smoothing the creases in his suit
pants.

“The bag in the kitchen had nappies and bottles in it.
What do you think we should do first?”

“Canvass the neighbors. See if they know who was here,
whether they saw or heard anything . . .”

“Well, what are you waiting for?”

Oliver nodded and seemed almost enthusiastic about the
grunt work ahead. Maybe he disliked the gory side of the job,
or was still too sensitive. That would have to change if he was
going to last in homicide.

In contrast, Kate disliked the monotony of soliciting in-
formation by doorknocking. Busybodies outnumbered reli-
able witnesses and asked more questions than they answered,
eager for any gossip they could extract. She followed the
side path toward the road and watched the black labrador
wandering slowly among the gathered crowd. She could
imagine the dog making a monkey out of a defense lawyer
on cross-examination. The idea made her smirk. She was
beginning to think that coming back to work had been the
right thing to do after all.

Bella weaved her way around the pairs of legs but this time
failed to stop and sit. She remained on passive alert, sniffing
for the arsonist who may have stayed to watch the aftermath of
his handiwork. If she detected accelerants on any of the by-
standers she would simply and silently sit. After a few min-
utes, she returned to the fire investigator by the station wagon.

“Nothing so far in the crowd,” he said to Kate, and handed
Bella a biscuit. “Sorry we couldn’t give you a slam dunk.”

Kate had a feeling that nothing about this case would be
easy.

In the foyer of police headquarters, Oliver pressed the but-
ton at the lifts.
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“See you up there,” Kate said and headed for the stairwell
door.

“But that’s more than three floors,” Oliver mumbled.

Six flights of stairs later, at the entrance to the crime lab,
the male detective puffed, hands on his belt.

“That was . . . refreshing.”

Kate gave him a sly look but concentrated on her breath-
ing. She did not want to let on how much her leg muscles
burned, and even less that she wasn’t ready to go into a con-
fined space like a lift.

John Zimmer greeted them inside, dressed in fresh blue
crime-scene overalls. “Hope you know something about
babies,” he smiled.

Kate felt her heart sink. It was one of the topics she knew
least about.

“What do you need to know?” Oliver offered.

“We need to get some kind of idea how old this kid is, or
was.”

Oliver glanced at the paraphernalia Zimmer had laid out
on the bench. Two white cloth nappies, two empty bottles, a
bright yellow bib and a sachet of formula.

“Any disposables?”

Zimmer reached his gloved hand into the overnight bag
and extracted two nappies, holding them as though they had
already been used.

“Well, one’s meant for a newborn, probably in the first
eight weeks or so, depending on the child’s size.”

Zimmer shot Kate a glance and raised his eyebrows. “And
the other?”

Oliver laid out the second one. “Next size up. I think
these go up to about six months.”

“So we still don’t know how old this baby is.”

“It’s possible the newborn one was left over. It’s been un-
folded, so maybe the mother tried it on and realized it was
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too small. In the packaging they come in, they are always
squashed flat. Or, the bigger one could have been a sample.”

“Aren’t you either for cloth or against it?” Zimmer leaned
against the benchtop and gestured at the cloth nappies. “My
sister carried on about having to choose cloth for the sake
of the environment when she was pregnant. I had no idea
babies caused that many carbon emissions.”

“Cloths are one size fits all, so they won’t help us work
out the baby’s age. They can also be used for wiping up re-
gurgitated milk and vomit.”

Zimmer looked repulsed. The man thought nothing of wad-
ing through rivers with decomposed bodies, or extracting mag-
gots from a deceased’s nose, but the idea of baby vomit made
him sick. It was something he and Kate had in common.

“If you look carefully, there’s an old milk stain in the cor-
ner of that one. The baby might be a refluxer. Some types of
formula are thickened, to try and prevent it all coming back
up.” Oliver looked inside the bag and in the side pockets.
“No pins or nappy clasps. The mother used disposables, at
least while they were out. And no clothes either, worse luck.
That would have given us size and probably gender.”

“Don’t the bibs mean the child is eating?”” Zimmer asked,
confirming that he knew even less about kids than Kate.

“It’s a lot easier to pull off a bib than change a baby’s clothes.
If it throws up or regurgitates milk, bibs are an essential.”

Kate slumped against the bench. “Great. We don’t know
if the child is missing, alive or dead, or how old it is.”

“Not necessarily,” Oliver said as he grabbed a pair of
gloves from a dispenser on the nearest wall. “Can I look at
the teats on the bottles?”

Zimmer reluctantly handed them over. “They were both
empty.”

Kate watched her partner study the tip of the teat, with no
idea what he was looking for.
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“The size of the hole in the teat varies depending on the age
of the child. A pinprick size is for newborns, whereas older
babies can handle a faster flow, so you find teats that are punc-
tured with an ‘X’ shape. There aren’t any teeth marks on ei-
ther of these, and the openings are tiny. My guess is, these are
for a pretty small baby, one who hasn’t developed teeth yet.”

Kate hated to reveal her ignorance but asked the question
anyway. “How old are they when they start getting teeth?”

Zimmer raised both hands, surrendering to the new de-
tective.

“It varies, but usually around four to six months. Is there
anything else in the bag, like a tiny comb, or hair gel?”

Zimmer shook his head.

“That’s a shame. If the mum did its hair, there might have
been hairs left behind. At least we’d know the color, whether
it’s straight or curly.”

Kate had to concede that her partner was a logical thinker.
She was beginning to respect him. In a few minutes, he had
provided information that would have taken her hours of
research to discover, not to mention embarrassment at hav-
ing to ask experts such basic questions.

Outside the lab, Oliver went to press the lift button, and
hesitated.

“Stairs, it is.”

Inside the stairwell, their footsteps echoed. “How do you
know so much about kids’ stuff? Didn’t you say your part-
ner was expecting?”’

“Haven’t you heard?”

Kate paused and turned around. “I suppose you only hear
things if you're listening.”

“Or if people choose to tell you.” Oliver came down to Kate’s
level. “My first day here, someone called me the drover’s dog.”

Kate was familiar with the expression, which referred to
the working dog—all prick and ribs. In their brief few hours
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working together, Oliver had not struck her as someone who
slept around. Then again, she never was a good judge of
male character.

“That’s your business,” she said, and continued down the
stairs. “I just have to work with you.”

“It’s because we have four kids already. This will be our
fifth. And before you pass judgment, they are all to the same
woman, my wife. It may be old-fashioned but I have a large
family and every child is wanted. No mistakes, no accidents.
They were all planned.”

Kate stopped. Four children. No wonder he knew so
much. Then again, most fathers were clueless when it came
to what was involved in looking after kids. Oliver was al-
ready very different from her previous partners. She was
almost beginning to like him.

“All right, now that’s sorted, let’s find out who Audrey
Lambert is.”

Oliver’s mobile rang. During a one-sided conversation in
which he agreed to what the caller was saying, he propped
his notebook against the stairwell wall and scribbled some-
thing before hanging up.

“Audrey Lambert has a passport. Her appearance is described
as five foot four tall, with medium-length brown hair, medium
build. Fits with the burned body. I have the parents’ address.”

“We’d better go find some dental records and confirm
the ID.”

“Before we do that,” Oliver closed his notebook, “I need
to know. What happened to the teenager in the car who hit
the tree?”

Kate sighed. She was sorry to have brought it up now.

“He never had a chance. Burns were too extensive. They
pulled the plug on the life-support once the family had had a
chance to say their goodbyes.” She continued briskly down
the stairs. “Which is more than the Lamberts will ever get.”



3

In the leafy suburb, birds sat on telephone wires
despite the ample foliage. Parked in the driveway of the cream
brick home was a hatchback. From the sloping chocolate roof
of the house, solar panels reflected the midday sun. The own-
ers were obviously conscious of the environment, and for
some reason that made Kate feel even worse. A box hedge
had been damaged, sections looking burned. She glanced
around the street. No one else had damage to the front of their
property.

This was the worst part of the job, she thought as she
pressed the doorbell. The people inside might be about to
have their lives shattered. She had double-checked the
address and Oliver opened the letterbox, confirming they
were in the right place. An energy bill had been addressed
to Mrs. T. Lambert.

Oliver stood behind Kate, deferring to his superior offi-
cer. If Kate had had any choice, she would have done the
same thing.

Before she had a chance to knock, the white door swung
open. A middle-aged woman with neat brown hair wiped
her hands on her apron.

“Can I help you?”

Chicken was roasting, with loads of rosemary and garlic,
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judging by the aroma. The place could not have been more
homely. The detectives introduced themselves and Kate
asked if they could come inside.

When they stopped in the lounge room Mrs. Lambert
looked nervous. “I bet this is about those boys down the
road.”

“I’'m afraid that’s not what we’ve come about. It’s about
Audrey.”

The woman turned an ashen color and sat on the edge of her
sofa. “No, I don’t want to hear this. I want you to go. Now.”

Oliver stepped forward. “We need to speak with you,
Mrs. Lambert. Is your husband here?”

The woman pointed to the back of the house. “In the gar-
den, weeding.”

Without another word, Oliver walked toward the back of
the house. He returned with a small, hunched man who
immediately went to his wife’s side.

“What’s this about?”” he demanded.

“We need to ask you, when was the last time you saw
Audrey?”

Mrs. Lambert ran her hands down her apron. “Why do
you want to know? Tom? Why are they here?”

“I'm afraid you’re upsetting my wife. Can we talk out-
side?”

“We apologize for the interruption, but we are investigat-
ing a—an accident.” Kate stumbled for the right words.
“There’s no easy way to tell you this, but there’s been an
accident and we need to know if Audrey was involved.”

“Is this some kind of joke?”” The man stood, clenching his
fists by his sides.

Oliver appeared as stunned as Kate felt. This was not the
reaction they had expected. She tried again.

“We are detectives investigating a fire. Believe me, we
wouldn’t bother you unless it was important.”
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Mrs. Lambert buried her face in her apron while her hus-
band spoke.

“Haven’t we been through enough? Did those idiots down
the road send you here to torment us? They set fire to our
hedge and you harass us.”

Oliver showed his badge and stepped closer. “I think we
need to take a minute to calm down. Please, sit down, Mr. Lam-
bert.” Oliver knelt on one knee by the wife’s side. “We weren’t
sent by anyone. This is our job. That’s all we’re doing.”

“There was a fire this morning at a place not all that far
from here, and a young woman died,” Kate explained.

“Oh God, no.” Mrs. Lambert’s bottom lip trembled.

“I don’t understand, we just spoke to Audrey early yester-
day morning.” The man collapsed onto the three-seater sofa.

Kate hesitated, then sat next to him. “I know this is a ter-
rible shock, but we need to ask you a few questions. Do you
know the name of your daughter’s dentist?”

“She’s been seeing someone in Knightsbridge, I think.
Charges a fortune.”

Kate had heard of it. “That’s in Castle Hill, isn’t it?”

“All T know is that it’s in the posh part of London. One of
her colleagues referred her.”

Oliver shot Kate a glance. “When was she there—in En-
gland?” he asked.

“She was at her flat when she called us, about to go to
work.”

“Hang on,” Kate interrupted. None of this felt right. “Are
you saying she was in London just yesterday?”

“That’s where she’s been living for three years. When our
son died in the accident, she needed some time away. Her
last visit home was about six weeks ago.”

The man’s expression was impassive when he spoke, al-
most as though his face could no longer show emotion. Now
their behavior made sense. They had been visited by the
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police once before, with the news of their son’s death. Tears
welled in Kate’s eyes as she felt this couple’s pain. Years
ago, she had lived through the same thing.

Turning away, she noticed framed photos on the mantel-
piece and in a cabinet beside the television: a young man in
leathers posing against a motorbike. She felt her blood chill
at the sight of the motorbike. The image was so similar to
Billy, her first boyfriend, who had died in a smash years be-
fore. She struggled to push Billy from her mind and studied
a posed portrait of the four family members, the standard
kind done at any shopping center.

She faced the Lamberts again, surprised to find that she
was only just holding back her own tears. She used to have
no trouble controlling her emotions. “I think there’s been
some kind of mistake. We found Audrey’s credit card in a
house that burned down, here in Sydney. Does she by any
chance have a baby?”

The mother lifted her face. “A baby? She only just broke
up with her boyfriend.”

“Don’t you think we would know if we were grandpar-
ents? This is absurd. Is our Audrey safe or not?” Mr. Lam-
bert wiped away a tear with the back of his hand.

Oliver patted the woman’s hand. “Can you call her,
now?”

“Her number’s over in the teledex. She might still be asleep
but we can try.” Mr. Lambert shuffled to the phone and slowly
dialed. His hands trembled as he held the handset.

“She works long hours,” Mrs. Lambert explained, “in a
big department store.”

Kate’s heart rate picked up as she hoped, for this couple’s
sake, that their daughter was alive.

Then Tom Lambert’s face broke into a smile. “Hello,
Audrey? It’s Dad.” His voice became louder, as if the dis-
tance between them warranted it. “No, we’re fine. Love,
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your mother wanted to hear your voice, that’s all. Oh, and
someone found one of your credit cards.”

There was a pause before he spoke again. “No, it’s turned
up, but I still have to notify the bank . .. Do you have any
idea where or when you lost it? Not to worry, we’ll sort it out
from this end.”

With that, Mrs. Lambert stood, took the receiver and
sobbed into it.

“Audrey didn’t even know she’d lost it. She’s always losing
things, like her keys, sunglasses. Knowing her, she would
have paid for something then left it in the shop.” The man
sounded as if he were describing a positive character trait.

“We are so sorry to have caused you unnecessary dis-
tress,” Kate said to Mr. Lambert.

“No, I'm sorry,” he said, looking down. “There’s some
other family about to go through a living hell. Believe me,
we know what that’s like.”

Kate’s hand unconsciously touched her back pocket,
where she kept her wallet, and the ragged photo of Billy.

Two and a half days after the fire, Kate Farrer led the way
into the autopsy room. Oliver Parke followed, less than
enthusiastically. They were depending on Peter Latham to
give them clues as to the identity of their victim.

Neighbors had not recalled anyone in particular coming or
going, and they needed some direction before tackling the
piles of missing persons reports. Calls to every midwife,
hospital and baby clinic failed to result in anything useful.
Without a positive ID, the next step would be to check Medi-
care records looking for babies born in the last six months,
and then locate every one of the mothers. Either way, they
had an enormous amount of information to sift through.

A technician in blue scrubs and white gumboots hosed
down a steel bed to their right. At the other end of the room,
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Dr. Peter Latham sat at a bench making notes. The charred
body lay on a steel bed behind him, still in the bent position
in which they had found her. The stench overpowered the
air-conditioned space—not that the pathologist or techni-
cian appeared to notice.

Kate readied herself for an unpleasant couple of hours,
though she would never show her distaste at what she was
about to see.

“Glad you’re here,” Peter Latham said, hunting around on
the desk for something. “Sorry about the delay. We’ve only just
cleared the backlog from the latest round of gang shootings.”

Kate silently tapped her head, and Peter Latham located
his glasses where he had last left them. Pulling them down
over his eyes, his cheeks flushed. “Before we start...” He
offered the pair a bottle of eucalyptus oil. Oliver declined.

“Your choice.” Kate dabbed some onto her finger then
rubbed it under her nostrils.

“I heard from Anya this morning in New York. Sounds
like she’s shaking up their Special Victims Unit and work-
ing on some fascinating cases.”

Kate smiled, comfortable discussing this one topic with
the pathologist. “She always makes a big impression.”

Peter had mentored fellow pathologist and forensic physi-
cian Anya Crichton, who was also Kate Farrer’s closest
and—realistically—only true friend. During the detective’s
time away, Anya had accepted a six-week stint in New York.
Kate had to admit that the sooner the pair could share a
meal and an ethical argument, the more settled she would
feel. E-mails and letters were short, and Kate not being a
phone person meant that recent contact between the two of
them had been minimal.

Peter pulled a white plastic apron over his scrubs.

“The smell,” Oliver ventured. “Why isit...”

“So vile? Like nothing else you’ve ever experienced?”
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Peter tied the apron at his back and pulled on gloves. “That’s
an excellent question. Normally, we're used to the odors
released by cooked portions of animals. Each component
has its own unique smell. For example, burning muscles
smell a bit like beef on a barbecue, whereas the aroma of
burning body fat is similar to burned pork. A big difference
is that we’re used to cooking meat with most of the blood
drained in the slaughter process.”

The technician, dressed in a lead apron, wheeled in a ma-
chine and lined it up with the head of the body.

“We’ll need whole body X-rays on this one. We're look-
ing for any projectiles that entered the body before or after
the fire.”

“Like a bullet, for example?” Oliver offered.

“Or metal fragments if an explosion occurred.” Peter mo-
tioned for the three of them to step into the corridor for a
minute, saving them exposure to the radiation. “In a fire,
you’re smelling the full body and that includes blood, which is
rich in iron. That’s why you get a metallic sort of odor mixed
in. On the other hand, burning skin is a bit like charcoal, and
hair has an almost sulfurous smell about it, which is what I
find particularly unpleasant. It lingers for days, if I remember
our university pranks correctly. It’s less common, but if the
fire penetrates the internal organs, then you get something a
bit like burned liver. Not many people cook that anymore.”

Kate tried not to listen. The smell was one thing, but
analysis of the constituents and comparisons to cooked food
might just have been worse, particularly for a meat-eater
like her. The next hamburger she had would become a salad
roll if he kept talking much longer.

“Now that makes sense.” Oliver nudged her once Peter
returned inside. “Can I ask for that oil this time?” She
showed him where the bottle was kept and collected gloves
from the dispenser on the wall.
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“There are some things I want to show you,” Peter began.

They surrounded the rigid, disfigured form. In better
light, Kate thought the body seemed more damaged but,
ironically, the sterile environment made it easier for her to
remain detached.

“She has the typical posture of someone burned in a fire.
You can see why it’s described as pugilistic, or the boxer’s
position.”

Kate thought it looked more like someone sitting up and
begging. Either way, it was a totally undignified way to die.
For a moment, she wondered how the relatives would deal
with identifying, then burying, their loved one. Would the
smell still be present in a coffin? How would the funeral
director get her into one in the first place? She shuddered at
the thought of putting the remains into a wooden casket and
incinerating it again. Taking a breath, she tried to stop her
mind racing around unnecessary distractions.

The pathologist pointed to the upper limbs. “The arms
are bent at the elbow joint, and the legs are bent at both the
hip and knee joints. As you can see, the hands are clenched
into fists.”

Oliver fiddled with his tie. “Is that because the fire and
heat cause the muscles to shrivel as the water inside them
evaporates?”’

“That’s exactly why,” Peter answered, sounding pleased
that someone understood. “The specific posturing occurs
because of the strength of the muscles that cause the arms
and legs to flex, or bend. They’re stronger than the opposing
muscles. Biceps are stronger than triceps, as you can see.”

He collected a scalpel from a silver tray next to the table
and Kate stepped back.

The first incision was through the chest in a Y-shape. She
tried to focus on the blackened countenance and protruding
tongue, which today gave the face a pained expression. The
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features looked more like a caricature than a person. She
wondered about the last thing this woman had seen and
whether this expression was one of true agony.

As a child she had been afraid of fire, but had later rev-
eled in evenings spent around a campfire. Her father had al-
ways said fire should be treated like a weapon—with respect
and appreciation of its power. It was still difficult to believe
how something that aided survival and provided so much
comfort and warmth in the cold could cause such devastation
to life. Even harder to accept was how someone could delib-
erately cause that kind of devastation. Pyromania was a
whacko psychopathology she would never understand.

“The good news is that this young woman wasn’t killed
by the fire.”

Peter clipped through the chest bones and removed the
breastplate, exposing the chest cavity and internal organs.

“Sorry,” Oliver interrupted. “How is that good news?
She’s still dead.”

Peter smiled. “We have a pragmatist in our midst. I think
we’ll get on very well. The level of carboxyhemoglobin, or
carbon monoxide, bound to the red blood cells was less than
two percent. That suggests this woman had died before the
fire started.”

Kate tapped her right foot, slightly agitated. Arson was
definitely one of the most frustrating crimes and almost im-
possible to get a conviction on. “So what was the cause of
death?”

Peter moved around to the head of the distorted figure.
“This is where it gets interesting.” He moved some of the
hair and instructed each detective to feel part of the scalp.

Kate put her gloved hand beneath his and felt a craggy
indentation. Oliver put down his notebook and did the same,
keeping as much distance between him and the head as he
could manage.
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“That’s a depressed fracture,” Peter informed them. “You
can feel where the skin is split and the bone was pushed
inward, so we need to see what’s underneath.”

He moved to the top of the bed and pulled out the stryker
saw to cut through the skull. The whining noise prevented
conversation, which did not resume until he had peeled the
scalp forward over the victim’s face. Kate moved to the
other side of the room and looked away during the process,
which was one of the most grotesque things she had ever
witnessed. The sound of the saw still rang in her ears.

Removing the top section of the skull exposed the remains
of the cooked brain. A long section of brown hair, like a
foot-long rat’s tail, was still attached to the back of the scalp,
without the singed appearance of the rest of the hair. Oliver
looked away and cleared his throat while Kate stepped for-
ward. The brain looked to her like one very large blood clot.

The technician silently wheeled over a stool and Peter sat
to study the mess. “Heat can cause bony fractures along
with sub and extradural hematomas. How long did you cal-
culate the fire burned?”

Oliver pulled the notebook from his pocket and flicked
through it. “Between the neighbors first hearing a noise and
the bulk of the flames being extinguished, ten minutes tops.
A separate flare-up occurred but at the other end of the
house, away from the bedroom where we found the body.”

“Timing is very important. Hematomas,” Peter said,
pointing to the area of blood on the brain, “occur within that
period whereas skull bone requires at least twenty minutes
of intense heat before it fractures.”

“What exactly are we looking at?” Kate asked, keen to
get to the precise cause of death.

“The skull was fractured and there’s been bleeding on the
brain directly beneath, as you can see. The scalp was split in
one section, which might have been due to heat exposure,
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but if the fire burned for less than twenty minutes, the frac-
ture had to be caused by something else.”

“Like a head injury,” Kate deduced.

“Exactly. The split in the scalp is most likely the result of
blunt force trauma, and the severity of subdural bleeding
was enough to be fatal. It makes sense if the body wasn’t in
the fire for that long.”

Someone had murdered the victim, and attempted to de-
stroy the evidence by setting the place on fire.

“Any identifying features you can help us out with?”” Kate
needed to know who the victim was before they had any
chance of catching her killer.

Peter frowned. “Nothing as helpful as tattoos or joint
replacements, I'm afraid. Growth plates have fused so she’s
beyond adolescence. And in terms of teeth, they are in ex-
cellent condition. No cavities or fillings. She hasn’t got any
wisdom teeth yet. I'd put her age at late teens to early
twenties. Measuring the length of the bones, she’s about a
hundred and sixty centimeters and had brown hair.”

Oliver, who had hurriedly removed and binned his gloves,
scribbled notes as though he would be examined at the end
of it.

“So in terms of time of death?” he asked, still writing.

“That’s a more nebulous question. The internal organs are
in remarkable condition considering the external state. Inci-
dentally, John Zimmer was here earlier and tried to lift
some fingerprints, but I'm not sure how successful he was.
The skin is pretty badly damaged.”

Fingerprints would only be helpful if the victim had hers
on file, anyway. Kate could not get the image of the nappy
bag out of her mind. “Is there any way you can tell if she had
a baby?”

Peter rubbed his hands together, as if about to announce a
major advance. “Let’s find out.”
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Again, Kate stayed back, hoping to avoid all the visual
aspects of the procedure. Peter opened the abdominal cavity
and pulled out large sections of bowel before reaching down
into the lower section and pulling out an organ not much
bigger than a fist.

“This is quite remarkable, given the exposure to the fire.
The organs, including the uterus here, are intact, which is
not what you would expect to see.”

Oliver glanced up. “What were you expecting?”

“Organs contain water and are prone to dehydrate and
shrivel in fires, down to what we call ‘puppet organs.” Most
of these appear normal size.”

After running his fingers over the surface of the uterus,
Peter placed it in a steel bowl that the technician held and
then transferred onto a set of scales. The weight was re-
corded on a whiteboard mounted on the wall.

Peter Latham moved over to the bowl with a scalpel and
sliced the organ open.

“No fibroids, no obvious abnormality, but it is a little
larger than I'd expect to see in someone this age. I'll have to
check the histology but you may just be right about this
woman being a mother. The womb expands dramatically
before birth, for obvious reasons, then takes around six
weeks to involute, or go back to normal. It’s entirely possible
that she gave birth, but it has to have been within the last six
weeks. I can’t help you out with whether or not the baby ever
took a breath.”

The nappy bag now made sense. The child had to have
been born alive. The milk stains on the cloth nappy con-
firmed it.

Kate swallowed hard. They were no longer just looking at
a homicide. They were on the hunt for a missing newborn
who was probably in the hands of the murderer.
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When Kate arrived at the homicide office the
following morning, her partner’s desk was already strewn
with notes and papers. A clear-desk policy each evening
meant Oliver must have been there for a while, but he was
nowhere in sight. For a moment, she felt nervous about
greeting the other detectives.

Liz Gould stood at the printer, more curvy in shape than
before. She had been on maternity leave and returned during
Kate’s absence. The detective had worked right up until she
had gone into labor, keen to finish off her caseload. Unfortu-
nately, her waters had broken in the middle of a house search
and was caught on a video recording of the scene.

Kate watched Liz walking toward her. Even with the ex-
tra kilograms, the thirty-something’s face looked thin and
her skin was mottled with acne.

“Welcome back,” Liz said warmly. “I was sorry to hear
what happened, but it’s great to have you back.”

“How did you go?”

“We had a boy, Max. He’s gorgeous, but being a
twenty-four hour milking cow isn’t my idea of a good deal.”
She pointed to her cumbersome breasts and readjusted a
bra strap beneath her collar. “To be honest, the hardest part
is losing control. I can’t organize when to eat or sleep and
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these hormones have a life of their own. If it wasn’t for
work, I'd have gone totally insane by now.”

Kate wasn’t sure how to respond. Although she had suf-
fered sleep deprivation during her kidnapping, their experi-
ences couldn’t have been more different. Kate didn’t envy
Liz at all right now. Managing her life was challenging
enough without a child to look after.

“Better get back to it.”

The new mother returned to the printer, readjusting the
other bra strap on the way.

Sitting quietly at his desk was Detective Sergeant Laurie
Sheehan. He had no desire or chance of further promotion—
middle-aged and bordering on obese, he had refused to sit
further exams or apply for other jobs. Homicide was where
he had always wanted to be, and he was good at his job
and obsessed with documenting everything “by the book.”
Laurie was also unusual in that he was a consummate gen-
tleman. He was old school—or at least seemed to have gone
to a different school from his peers. As a species, the older
detectives were deemed dinosaurs and were rapidly being
made extinct. Laurie Sheehan was more of an inoffensive
herbivore than certain others in the office. He noticed Kate,
stood and pretended to doff a hat in respect.

“How’s the house?” she asked over ringing phones.

“Kitchen a chef would die for,” he grinned.

One of the few things Kate knew about Laurie was that he
loved to spend his days off working on renovations to his
house. He never seemed to run out of projects.

Kate glanced at some of the missing persons files open on
Oliver’s desk.

“Good morning,” he announced as he came up behind
her.

His enthusiasm had to be because he was still new, she
thought.
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“What have you got so far?”

“Not a lot. I’ve narrowed it down to a hundred and fifty
women who might fit our criteria for age, height, weight and
hair color. Not one of the missing persons cases I’ve gone
over was pregnant or had a baby when she disappeared. Any
number still could have gotten pregnant after going miss-
ing.”

Kate hung her gray jacket over the back of her swivel
chair and rolled up the sleeves of her white shirt. “What
about those who could have gained or lost weight since they
disappeared? Cut or grown their hair, changed the color.”

She combed the back of her hair with her fingers, a habit
she had developed since having it cut short, as if pulling on
it made it feel longer. After escaping her kidnapper, she had
been determined to change her appearance, anything to sep-
arate herself from the victim she had been. That meant a
physical overhaul: more gruelling physical training, more
weights and endurance running, and a new hairstyle.

Gone was her dark bob, replaced with a more modern,
fresh look, or so the hairdresser justified with a cut, copper
color and a bill for two hundred dollars. Her first thought
when she saw it was that Billy would have hated it. Over a
decade since his accident, and she still considered what his
opinions would have been.

Oliver sank in his chair. “Did you know there are over
thirty thousand people reported missing every year, and half
of those are kids younger than eighteen?”

“I had heard that,” she said curtly, unlocking her drawer
and removing a wad of papers.

“Sorry.” Oliver stumbled. “I wasn’t suggesting—"

“Being reported missing doesn’t mean there’s been a
crime.”

“But don’t you think what it does to the family is criminal?”

Kate turned to him. “I don’t know what your background
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is, but it doesn’t take long in this job to know that disappear-
ing is the best thing for some people. A lot of the women on
your list probably had to get out for their own safety, or had
mental illnesses and weren’t receiving treatment. Nothing’s
ever what it seems. There are always three sides to every
story: his, hers and the truth. We’re supposed to find out the
truth, usually after being fed all the lies.”

Two other detectives arrived and greeted the pair. Bert
Fiskars had been in the force since he left school. From his
point of view, police culture was changing too fast and for
the worse.

“Early start, Drover.”

Kate cringed at the insulting nickname. “Grow up,” she
said under her breath but loud enough for Oliver to hear.

“Ah, Detective Farrer, glad to see you back,” Adam Rench
chimed.

He and Bert made a good pair, each threatened by
younger, better educated and more intelligent officers work-
ing their way up the ranks.

“Love what you’ve done with your hair,” Fiskars declared.
“It’s so . . . feminine.”

Absolute jerks.

Rench, the elder of the two, sported what looked like a
new suit and a trendy light blue shirt with white collar and
cuffs. He thought the open-necked shirt and gold chain
made him look younger. But no matter how hard he tried,
his face still resembled the evil Chancellor in Star Wars.
Today’s effort only made him look sleazier than usual, Kate
thought. No wonder his three wives—all richer and smarter
than him—had left and his kids had opted to live with their
mothers.

“Nice outfit,” Kate replied. “Did a pimp die and leave it to
you?”
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Fiskars laughed, and received a silencing stare from
Rench for his trouble.

“Oh, I forget you’ve never been part of our social club,”
Rench goaded. “As it turns out, last month we had our
annual weekend at the races. My lucky two hundred bucks
just couldn’t lose. Farrer,” he tapped the side of his sizable
head, “it’s all about smart investments and marrying wisely.
A cop’s wage won’t keep you in retirement.”

Rench had a knack for being painful, and judging by the
shape of his cranium, it began the moment he entered the
world. Gloating about money and investments was just another
weapon in his arsenal, one that Kate was sick of hearing.

“Pity you didn’t invest enough time in your marriages, or
you could have saved yourself a fortune in spousal support,”
Kate sniped. “The way I figure it, with my humble salary
and lack of investments, I'm still better off than you.”

Oliver looked up from his list, interested in the banter.

Too slow to think up a comeback, Rench slunk off, his
sycophant in tow.

“No one told me about a social club,” Oliver said quietly.

“They’d love to welcome you into their fold, if you don’t
mind being called Drover and treated like dog shit.”

“How many times did you say Rench has been married?”
he asked. “I mean, once is more than enough for me.”

“Not sure. At least three, I think. You’d reckon women
who have money would have more bloody sense.”

Oliver returned to his paperwork. Kate felt irritable; the
day was going to be busy enough without the Evil One and
his apprentice, as she had dubbed them, taking up their
valuable time.

The chief inspector had phoned her early that morning for
a favor. He wanted Kate and Oliver to personally handle a
sensitive case. In police-speak, that meant some wealthy or
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powerful figure had a “little problem” that they didn’t want
the media to find out about. The errant daughter of a friend
of the inspector’s had run away again but this time had failed
to make contact. It should have been shunted to the missing
persons unit, except for some “sensitive” issue the inspector
alluded to but failed to elaborate on.

Kate’s immediate priority, however, was to find the mur-
der victim’s missing baby.

“Have you got the statements for the credit card we
found?” she asked Oliver.

“Went over them this morning. Audrey Lambert really
had no idea she had lost it. When she’s away she uses a UK
credit card to save paying conversion fees. She pays it off in
advance, so doesn’t really check the bills. My guess is that
when she accidentally left it somewhere on her last trip
home, our victim found it.”

Phones continued ringing as the office filled up with staff.

“What was bought on the card?”

“Small amounts, so as not to arouse suspicion, I assume.
Thirty dollars’ worth of groceries, each at different major
supermarkets miles apart in Castle Hill and Macquarie.
Twenty dollars’ worth of petrol, last one two weeks ago.”

Kate leaned back, hands clasped behind her head.
“Doesn’t sound like a card-stealing syndicate. There are no
extravagances, just basics on that list. My guess is, our vic-
tim ran out of money, or financial support, and was desper-
ate. She could have lifted the card, or found it somewhere,
as you say.”

That did not help their case. Kate knew that no one at a
supermarket would remember a mother and baby buying
a small amount of groceries. The number of shoppers each
day meant the assistants didn’t even make eye contact most
of the time, despite robotically uttering “Have a nice day.”

“Video surveillance footage from the shops is bound to
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be wiped by now unless they caught a shoplifter the same
day and kept the footage for court.”

Oliver looked thoughtful. “It’s a long shot, but what about
another aspect of shopping centers—some have mothers’
groups.”

Kate’s mobile phone rang. “Go on, keep talking,” she said
and checked the caller ID. “Shit. Hang on a sec.”

Oliver tapped his pencil on the desk as Kate took the
call.

“Yes, sir,” she said finally. “We’re leaving right now.” She
hung up and grabbed her coat. “We’ve got a ‘little problem’
job I haven’t told you about yet. I’ll explain on the way.”

Oliver dutifully followed her down the stairs to the base-
ment and climbed into the unmarked white Commodore.
Kate drove, screeching out of the car park. She only spoke
once they were in traffic. “The mothers’ group thing?”

“The centers are huge with lots of public transport ac-
cess. What if she had no support and hated being home all
day with just her and the baby? The shops are a way to get
out of the house. If she drives, parking is free, and for the
cost of a coffee she can sit for a few hours, watch, talk to
other mothers, and not feel so alone. I know plenty of wives
who do that when they have kids.”

Kate realized how little she knew about motherhood,
despite being godmother to Ben, Anya’s four-year-old.
When anyone started talking or whinging about parent-
hood, she automatically switched off, especially when the
parent described every tedious detail of the “wonder”
child’s development. It always amazed her that so few peo-
ple understood: parenting was not an enthralling spectator
sport. So far, she was grateful that her new partner had
refrained from babbling away about his brood. She hoped it
stayed that way.

She pulled up at an amber light and removed a road map
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from the glove-box and dropped it on her passenger’s lap.
“We need Irwin Street, Kenthurst. What do you think we
should do about the baby?”

Oliver fumbled to find the street name and compose his
thoughts. “Go via the bridge, then take the M2. A public ap-
peal, maybe?”

Once over the bridge, she maneuvered the car across three
lanes. “What if the father killed the mother and took the
baby? He’s not going to come forward if there’s been some
kind of custody dispute.”

Oliver went quiet, and Kate tried to think of the best way
to approach it. On the freeway, she put her foot down and set
the cruise control. They could check the number of children
born in the city in the last six weeks, then try to narrow it
down to mothers fitting the victim’s physical description.

She exited the motorway left to turn right on to Pennant
Hills Road and smirked when her partner’s right foot shot
forward, as though he was applying the brakes from the pas-
senger side. At the intersection, they waited.

“I don’t think it was a custody fight,” Oliver said, “be-
cause if it was, wouldn’t the father have taken the nappy
bag? Unless . . .” he hesitated.

“Unless what?” Kate said, accelerating faster than neces-
sary when the lights changed.

“What if it was just a spare? Remember it didn’t have
clothes or anything else in it? There wasn’t a wallet or purse
either.”

“In other words, the baby might never have been at the
house at all. She could have gone there to meet the killer,
alone. We know she wasn’t living there because there weren’t
any clothes or basic toiletries in the house.”

Kate knew that publicity about the “mystery mother
murder” was probably the fastest way to find out who the
victim was, but it was risky. They would get thousands of
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false leads, and would be tied up for weeks going through
them all.

Oliver directed her down a few more major roads, then
what turned into a semi-rural drive. Kenthurst seemed to
have more trees than houses—or manors, more accurately.
Eventually they arrived at number 36, which had the name
“Jerilderie” on the letterbox. Unable to see the house from
the road, Kate followed the tree-lined drive and parked in
front of an ornate Spanish-style home. A red Lamborghini
was parked outside a quadruple garage.

Oliver whistled. “Not bad.”

“Don’t get settled. This shouldn’t take long. We're inter-
viewing the parents of a runaway as a favor to the commis-
sioner.”

What Kate didn’t understand was why she had been cho-
sen, and after only one day back on duty. She knew the
sorts of people who could pull favors from the top brass
and, judging by the house and property, these people were
extremely wealthy. There had to be something to the teen-
ager’s story that the family wanted kept quiet.
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Kate rang the intercom and noticed a camera in
the apex of the arched brickwork framing the entrance. After
they’d introduced themselves, the front door buzzed and
Kate gently pushed it open. Inside the foyer, a curved stair-
case showcased a six-foot-tall chandelier suspended from
the ceiling. It would need a specialized ladder just to change
one of the hundreds of bulbs. Marble floors diverged into
three large rooms. An attractive woman in her mid-forties
appeared from the room to the left, clutching a lace hankie.

“Thank you so much for coming,” she said, shaking hands
with the detectives. “We appreciate how busy you must be.”
She gestured toward a small cabinet near the door. “I hope
you don’t mind taking off your shoes.”

“Pardon?” Kate felt as though they should have come by
the servants’ entrance. Oliver looked surprised.

“The white carpets are impossible to keep clean.”

Kate rubbed the toes of her ankle boots on the backs of
her trousers, suddenly conscious of how unpolished they
were. She unzipped them and moved to place them next to a
small cabinet but the owner slipped beside her and opened
up the door. Two shelves inside held shoes. Kate placed hers
at the front, feeling odd about the ritual. Her home was the
complete opposite to this. Filled with clutter and all the
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paraphernalia of life which, in her view, made it exactly
that—a home.

Oliver was slower removing his shiny leather lace-ups
and Kate noticed the heel was worn through on one of his
socks.

They were shown into a formal lounge room where white
leather sofas and a white marble fireplace complemented the
pristine carpet. Kate wondered whether it was new, or just
cleaned constantly.

“Why didn’t you tell me they were here?” A striking
figure in a navy suit strode into the room and extended his
hand to the visitors. On his feet were socks and gray slip-
pers. It seemed only Mrs. Penfold had the privilege of
wearing shoes in the house, although judging by their
appearance, her patent-leather courts had never been worn
outside.

“Robert Penfold. I see you’ve met Janine. Can we get you
anything?”

“No thanks,” Kate said, not wanting to waste any more
time. “I gather your daughter is missing.”

“Stepdaughter, actually,” Mr. Penfold said, ushering them
all to sit. Kate glanced at his wife, who seemed to approve
of the gesture. “Both the girls are Janine’s from a former
marriage but I have always treated them as my own.”

A grand piano took a prominent position near a bay win-
dow. The piano was covered with a lace cloth and silver
photo frames. Mrs. Penfold chose one and handed it to Kate.
In it were two young women who couldn’t have looked less
similar.

“The one on the left is Lesley. She’s twenty-one and has
been studying in New York for the last year. Candice is two
years younger.”

Kate studied the faces of the girls, who were sitting next
to each other. Lesley smiled through perfect teeth and shiny
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platinum blonde hair, a younger version of her mother. Can-
dice stared at the camera with a sullen expression, her mousy
hair pulled back into a ponytail, fringe hiding her eyes.

“Candy is the shy one and isn’t what you could call a high
achiever,” Mrs. Penfold added. “She has never had many
friends. She wanted to work in child care, or did until about
a year ago.”

Oliver crossed his ankles, presumably to hide his worn
sock while the attention was on him. “Did something hap-
pen?”

“She disappeared overnight and refused to tell us where
she had been.” Robert Penfold stared at the carpet. “There
had been some words . . .”

“I had a fight with Candy. It was over a crush she had on a
man we don’t approve of.” Janine squeezed her husband’s
hand. “He’s the reason we’re concerned now.”

Candice Penfold wasn’t the first girl to run off with a boy-
friend her mother didn’t like, Kate thought. She began to
jiggle her right foot. This could be investigated by the miss-
ing persons unit. There was no reason to involve homicide at
this stage. Kate’s time would be better spent finding out the
identity of the burned corpse. If the woman had been killed
at another location, the baby might have been abandoned, or
worse. At a few weeks of age, the child would need constant
warmth, food and stimulation. Kate’s foot jiggled faster.

Oliver seemed calm and interested. “What bothers you
about this man?”

Kate tried to check her watch without being obvious. A
few minutes would turn into an hour if her partner decided
to show too much empathy and asked open-ended questions
that gave the parents room to waffle. She could not get the
murdered mother or the baby out of her mind.

Robert Penfold walked to a bureau drawer and pulled out
a pile of letters bound by a rubber band. “These bother us.”
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He reached across and handed them to Kate, who removed
the elastic then flicked through the letters. They were all
written to Lesley and signed with love and kisses. The things
that struck her were the immaturity of the handwriting and
childishness of the number of kisses.

“His name is Mark Dobbie,” the father continued. “For a
short time he was a water polo coach at the girls” school and
had a brief relationship with our elder daughter. He denied it
began while Lesley was still at school, but he pursued her
for months before they started seeing each other publicly.
Just before Candy stayed out all night, the first time, we said
we’d take out a restraining order if he ever came near the
family, and Candy became distraught. I think she had an
adolescent crush on him.”

“You see . ..” Mrs. Penfold sniffled and dabbed her nose
with her handkerchief. “He wouldn’t leave Lesley alone,
even after she broke it off. He said they were soul mates and
were meant to be together. That’s why she went away to
study, to get away from him.” Her eyes welled with tears.
“We think he may have been using Candy to get to Lesley,
trying to talk her into coming home from New York.”

“So she could have run off with him then?”” Being imma-
ture and love-struck was not a crime. So far the Penfolds
hadn’t given her anything to suggest Mark Dobbie was a
stalker or had crossed the legal line. An intimate relation-
ship between an ex-student and coach might be inappropri-
ate, but it didn’t constitute rape of a minor if Lesley was over
sixteen at the time. Kate needed to hurry this up.

“When did you last see Candice?”

“It was twelve days ago, on her nineteenth birthday,” Rob-
ert Penfold said, his voice wavering for the first time. “We
had dinner here. After she spent that night God knows where
and wouldn’t talk about it, she became pretty antisocial and
lost touch with the few friends she had. She just wanted to
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stay home where she felt most comfortable. We understood
her, I guess, better than anyone.”

Janine Penfold shot her husband an angry look and clicked
two of her manicured fingernails together. “I believe she has
been depressed, but Robert disagrees. He thought it was just
a phase, until she went missing.”

“We’ve always been close,” the girl’s stepfather inter-
rupted.

Kate wondered why he sounded defensive.

“Candy enjoys the same sorts of things as me. Her learning
disabilities meant nothing when we watched sport together or
went sailing. She’s wonderful company but not very worldly
at times.”

“A real Daddy’s girl,” his wife added. “We’re worried be-
cause she hasn’t touched her bank account or used the credit
card we gave her. She doesn’t answer her phone either.”

If she was living with this Mark Dobbie character, he
could be supporting her, Kate knew. That did not mean she
had met with foul play.

Oliver sat forward. “Is this the most recent photo you
have?”

“No,” Janine Penfold answered, extracting a photo from
an art book on the coffee table. “This was taken the night of
her birthday dinner.”

Kate found it difficult to believe that she was looking at
the same girl as the one in the photo with her sister. In the
recent shot Candice seemed twenty to thirty kilograms
heavier. “She looks so different in this one,” Kate managed.

“Yes, you could say she’s had food issues at times,” Mrs.
Penfold said, a note of disapproval in her voice.

“There are no issues,” Robert interjected. “The child’s
got a hearty appetite. She looks better with some meat on
her bones, not like the anorexic teenagers you see every-
where.”
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Oliver stood at the same time as his partner, seeming to
sense the tension in the room.

“May we borrow this?”

“Of course. And here is her latest bank statement, which
confirms what we’ve said about the account being un-
touched.” Mr. Penfold shook the detectives’ hands. “Please,
bring my little girl home.”

His mouth looked grim. Kate knew what losing a person
close to you meant, and how difficult it was to cope with.

Janine Penfold led them back to the cabinet where they
had left their shoes. She twisted a handkerchief in her fin-
gers.

“Candy changed after the first time she disappeared over-
night. She began to eat, out of boredom, loneliness, frustra-
tion with us, who knows? Some children get tattoos, use
drugs and run wild. She didn’t do any of that. Candy’s way
of rebelling was through food.”

As she zipped up her boots, Kate felt sympathy for the
couple but wondered how much of this was a family prob-
lem. It could not be easy living with a fastidious mother who
saw her daughter’s weight as a problem, and a stepfather
who openly praised her curves. Either way, the girl’s photo
suggested she was more than just shapely. And behind the
immaculate surface of this family, there was likely to be
some serious dysfunction.

Kate was about to say good-bye when Oliver spoke: “Mrs.
Penfold, your garden is incredible. Would you mind show-
ing us around?”

Kate clenched her hands tightly. What the hell was he do-
ing? They had done all they came to do, and all they could
for the moment. She had the letters and bank statement. They
would run a check on Mark Dobbie back at homicide and
decide how to proceed from there. But before she could stop
her partner, he was escorting Mrs. Penfold out the door.
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Oliver chatted away about types of trees, bushes and
flowering plants, and the importance of native vegetation.
Janine Penfold had a fixed, polite smile on her face. Kate
suspected she wasn’t the gardener of the family. The sooner
they left, the less chance they had of offending or upsetting
the Penfolds. The chief inspector had requested a visit, not
an interrogation. Parke was an unknown quantity and she
could not control what he might say. Mrs. Penfold was al-
ready looking drained.

Before Kate could signal to him, Oliver moved close to
Mrs. Penfold and leaned down to her eye level. Kate could
just make out what he said: “I know how hard this is for you,
but we need to know. What exactly makes you so concerned
that Mark Dobbie has hurt Candy?”

“He’s an evil man, a real manipulator who preys on young
girls. He made it clear he wants Lesley back but she told him
the only reason she would come home was if someone in the
family was seriously ill, or for a funeral.”



6

Oliver wound up the passenger-side window
and shivered. “Is the heater working in this thing?”

“It’s on,” Kate said curtly, as her partner noticed her open
window. No matter how cold the weather, she could not
bring herself to completely close herself in. She needed the
fresh air.

Oliver took a sip from his personal travel mug.

Kate screwed up her nose. “What’s that smell?”

“A carrot and watermelon smoothie. Great way to start
the day.”

When she thought about it, Oliver seemed preternatu-
rally chirpy in the morning. For a man with four kids and a
pregnant wife, he looked clean, ironed and lacked the req-
uisite black bags under his eyes. Kate wondered how he had
escaped the house without one of his children wiping dirty
hands on his suit, or jumping all over him and creasing his
shirt.

Running late this morning, Kate silently thanked all those
clothes designers who had discovered iron-free, pre-wrinkled
fabrics, and hoped they never went out of fashion. With a
drycleaner for her suits, she hadn’t used an iron in months.
Just pull things out of the washing machine, twist them in a
ball and leave them out to dry. Today’s white shirt was only
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unraveled minutes before she left for work. Time efficiency
at its peak, she thought.

Oliver removed the contents of a brown paper bag sitting
on his lap. He munched on one of two salad sandwiches cut
into halves.

“Where do you get the time to be so organized?” she
asked.

“My wife, actually,” he answered with a full mouth.

Kate deliberately exited the corner faster than she should
have. The remains of Oliver’s meal slid around his lap. He
caught the paper bag just before it hit the middle console.

“Do you get some sort of vicarious thrill out of being
childish?” he admonished.

Kate smiled and revved the engine. His reflexes were fast
and maybe that’s how his clothes stayed so clean.

Oliver clutched what was left of his sandwich. “If you
wanted some, you only had to ask.”

Kate slowed to a stop at a pedestrian crossing. A group of
disabled children were being escorted across the road by
two caregivers. “Any mayonnaise on it?”

“Homemade.” He handed her a half.

After her breakfast of a takeaway egg and bacon roll,
which was still repeating on her, this tasted moreish. The
mayonnaise made it.

“I don’t have a wife, so Mr. No-Name Brand makes most
of my sauces.” She licked her fingers to collect every drop of
the creamy dressing. It reminded her that she would have to
do something about her fridge sooner rather than later. The
only things left in it were a rotting banana, some expired
yogurt and a bottle of tomato sauce.

“Do you realize how many artificial additives are in that
stuff? It’s full of thickeners, vegetable gum. The list is end-
less.”

Kate waited until the last caregiver had left the crossing
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before accelerating. All she needed was a health food freak
earbashing her all day. And with traffic grinding to a standstill
thanks to roadworks ahead, the day was about to get longer.

Oliver continued to speak. “My wife makes me some-
thing every morning. And before you think I force her do it,
she says she enjoys it.”

With four kids and another on the way, Kate doubted that
any woman would be happy creating extra work for herself.
More likely, Oliver’s wife would swap places with him in a
snap.

“Did you see the papers?” She reached into the back
while keeping her eyes on the brakelights in front of them,
and handed him a copy of the tabloid Daily Mail. The
headline they had run with was “Young Mother Burned in
Horror Blaze.” If that didn’t grab attention and heartstrings,
nothing would.

Oliver scanned the article. “Your quotes don’t say any-
thing about cause of death or murder. Just concern about
where the baby is.”

“There’s a reason for that.” She tapped the horn to alert
the car in front that the lights had turned green. “Murders
are mostly committed by someone close to the victim. If
the killer knows her, he might not come forward if I called
it murder. The way that reads, it’s not obvious how she died.
If he set the fire to destroy evidence and he thinks it worked,
he may be cocky enough now to make contact.”

“That’s clever.” Oliver finished off his sandwich. “But if
someone killed for the baby, we would have needed to ap-
peal to a wider demographic, to see if someone has just
turned up with a child somewhere.”

“You’d be surprised how little attention most people pay
to others, and how many keep to themselves. A wife disap-
pears and the husband tells friends she left him and most
people don’t think twice.”
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More than once Kate had been hindered by the time lag
between people going missing and someone reporting the
disappearance. The first twenty-four hours following a mur-
der were the most critical and had already passed, which was
why they needed to identify their mystery woman as quickly
as possible. With each day, they were less likely to get a re-
sult.

Oliver finished his smoothie. “Maybe someone will com-
plain if they have a problem like the sound of a crying child
waking them. Mind you, it’s sometimes hard to pick ages in
the first few weeks. A small baby could easily be mistaken
for a newborn who has just come home from hospital.”

“Let’s hope someone out there is more observant than the
average punter,” Kate said. Someone had to know the dead
woman. Later today she would chase up the DNA database
and see if they got lucky with that.

A few minutes later they entered the fire investigators’
office. John Zimmer was helping himself from a plate of
muffins.

“You should try the chocolate chip,” he enthused through
full cheeks.

Kate glanced over to see only savory muffins left. Typi-
cal, she thought. Crime scene beat homicide to the good
stuff every time.

“Thanks for coming, detectives. I'm Inspector William
Maloney. We met at the fire. Can I get you anything before
we start?”

“No thanks.” Kate followed him into a meeting room and
wedged the door into a fully open position. She swung her
jacket over a chair and sat. Oliver chose a seat at the round
table directly opposite her. Zimmer grabbed a china mug
from a cupboard and made himself a cup of tea.

Inspector Maloney was an experienced arson investigator.
Independent of the police, members of his unit were used to
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working with insurance companies and were invaluable in
cases of fire involving homicide. Maloney had a reputation
for being like an auditor when it came to details. He had
begun as a fireman and worked his way up. Age and years of
more sedentary work did not disguise the man’s massive
frame. He would have been formidable at his physical peak,
Kate thought.

From the way John Zimmer seemed to know his way
around the office, it was clear the fire investigation unit had
liaised with crime scene more frequently than she had real-
ized. With better informed criminals, the result of shorter
prison sentences and tricks gleaned from crime shows, an
increasing number attempted to destroy evidence of their
handiwork with fire.

Maloney sat toying with a laptop while the others waited.
“Anyone know how to work these things? It’s just flashing at
me,” he appealed, and Oliver went to his aid. After a quick
check of the laptop, the junior detective plugged it into a
power point.

“Battery’s low, that’s all.” Oliver switched off the light
and returned to his seat.

Maloney apologized. Technology was obviously advanc-
ing faster than he could keep pace with, but no one minded.
He began his presentation.

Slides of the outside of the house appeared first. “We’ll go
over the scene from the outside in.”

Kate watched the images projected onto the wall. The fe-
rocity of the fire seemed more evident now than when she
was at the site. Without the distraction of smoke, sirens and
camera crews, the scene was more chilling. She could not
help but wonder what the dead woman’s last thoughts were,
or whether she had seen her killer.

“There was no sign of breaking or entering. No glass in-
side. The windows have blown out from the intense heat,
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shattering onto the ground. It doesn’t appear that anyone
smashed one to escape.”

Zimmer nodded. “No blood or fingerprints found on the
sills, glass or putty.”

The next few photos focused on the back door. “As we all
saw, the outside of the door was not burned and was soot-
free, which means it was closed during the fire.”

They viewed sections of the floorboards in progression.
“We removed samples of the different types of flooring
where we believe accelerant was used, and then compared
this to samples taken from other areas, where there was less
or no fire damage.”

Oliver sat forward in his seat. “Why don’t you simply test
any suspect piece of flooring for accelerants?”

“The problem with that is when some materials break
down in a fire they release hydrocarbons and can be mis-
taken for accelerants like methylated spirits, turpentine and
lawn mower fuel. It’s also why we took samples from vari-
ous spots on the bed. We need these other pieces as controls,
to confirm that a separate accelerant was used.” He shrugged
his broad shoulders. “Arson is more difficult to prove than
people think.”

He continued the slide show. “Now, the trail of the accel-
erant is closer to the right-hand walls in most cases. If you
look carefully, when it crosses rooms, like from the bed-
room to the corridor and then into the living area, it curves a
little to the left.”

Kate had always been fascinated by evidence and how the
smallest things could mean the biggest breaks. In this case
the pattern minimized the risk of the arsonist splashing pet-
rol on himself.

“It’s not a fixed rule, but my guess is it’s unlikely to be a
left-handed person,” Maloney said.

The scene progressed to the bedroom. The body of the
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unknown mother lay in her peculiar position, arms ready to
fight. After enduring a head injury, maybe the victim was
trying to tell them something about her killer. But what?
When Kate was close to being killed, she made sure to leave
behind bits of herself—torn fingernails, bits of skin she dug
out, anything that could help the police learn of her fate.
Maybe this woman did the same. Once the body had been
removed, they examined the bed.

“The body was fully clothed, which explains why some of
the mattress appears less damaged—the parts she was lying
on suffered less direct heat.”

“Which is why her back was not burned as much as her
front.” Oliver seemed to be thinking out loud while he stared
at the image on the wall through squinting eyes.

Kate realized they had been staring at the scene for more
than an hour now, and needed to stretch.

Zimmer unpeeled himself from his chair and stood up. “I
don’t know about everyone else, but I need a coffee.”

Oliver raised both eyebrows at his partner, as if asking
permission. She nodded.

“I’ll get them.” He stood and flicked the light back on.

Maloney showed Oliver where to find the coffee and John
Zimmer followed Kate out the door.

“How’s the new partner working out? Looks like you’ve
already got Drover well-trained.”

“That’s because he’s intelligent,” she retorted. “Let’s just
say that he is a pedigree, whereas someone like youis ...’

Zimmer grinned. “A junk yard dog?”

“Ah ...” Kate forced a smile. She pulled out her mobile
and flipped it open. “Insight as well—admirable.”

As the crime scene officer laughed, she dialed Peter
Latham. His secretary said he was unavailable. There was a
mechanical problem in the mortuary he had to sort out but
she would definitely pass on the message.
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“Oh, wise homicide detective,” Zimmer bowed. “Any
luck with the canvass?” His tone had become serious, which
Kate much preferred.

The pair returned to the meeting room, where Oliver had
coffees ready. Normally, she didn’t like being waited on, but
today she would not show it.

They resumed their seats as she began. “Neighbors didn’t
see or hear anything unusual. No screaming, yelling, no
visitors. You'd think they all had blinkers on.”

“Mrs. Gorman, the owner’s wife, drives a yellow Porsche
but none of the residents of Moat Place could remember
when they last saw it,” Oliver added. “One man I spoke to
thinks it might have been there a week or two before the
fire.”

“Are you sure she’s not missing?” Zimmer had a spark in
his eye, like a child who was awestruck by anything to do
with a crime.

“Not exactly, the Gormans are still overseas and out of
contact.”

Maloney finished off the last of a muffin. “That would
explain why no one has contacted the insurance company
yet,” he said.

“What does Mrs. Gorman look like?”” Zimmer asked.

“Unless the killer somehow took six inches off her height
and removed two large breast implants, she doesn’t fit the
victim’s description.”

Everyone stared at Oliver. “What? I asked a neighbor
what she looked like.”

“Don’t suppose the petrol was unique in any way?” Kate
asked.

Maloney checked his watch. “What we have is unleaded
petrol, nothing unusual, that was poured in a trail which
started at the bed and led out toward the back door. The ga-
rage was largely untouched. We assume our person then
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closed the back door and lit the petrol, which caught fire and
traveled under the door. My guess is this wasn’t his first
fire.”

“Or whoever killed her then did some research before
coming back,” Kate added.

“All we know is that there is a remote possibility that our
arsonist could have burns to his arms, face and hands. That
is, if we’ve overestimated his abilities.”

Kate had already alerted doctors and hospitals in the area
to be on the lookout for anyone with burns.

Zimmer coughed, as though wanting attention. “We went
right over the place. There’s no sign of a child’s body in or
under the house. No blood underneath floorboards either, as
far as we could tell. And no sign of a murder weapon in the
debris.”

Kate knew that made it almost certain the woman had
been killed somewhere else. Head injuries were notorious
for causing significant blood loss. If the victim had been hit
inside the house, she would have bled on the floor. A large
volume of blood would have seeped through the wooden
boards. Kate also remembered that the body did not smell of
petrol. It had been poured on the mattress, but not on the
body. She wondered why someone would go to that much
trouble to incinerate the woman as quickly as possible, but
not pour petrol on her.

“Can you estimate how much petrol we're talking about?”
she asked Maloney.

He scratched his bulbous chin. “About five liters would
have done the lot. You would find that kind of quantity in a
garage normally, but we couldn’t find a tin. And as I said,
the garage was pretty much untouched by the fire.”

“How about checking the local petrol stations to see who
filled up into a tin?” Oliver asked.

Zimmer frowned. “Petrol’s so common. Often people fill
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up the tank then the can for the mower. No one ever looks
twice at them. Do you know how many people go through a
petrol station in an hour, let alone a day? Trying to get the
solo attendant to remember any of them is pretty pointless,
especially if they paid with cash. That’s why arsonists like
this are so hard to catch.”

Unless you had a specific time frame, Kate thought. Sur-
veillance tapes at stations caught numberplates. It was a very
long shot, but might be worth requesting from the stations in
the area of the fire. Images of hire or stolen cars might just
give them more than they already had if the fire was pre-
meditated and the killer well prepared.

She felt the buzz of her mobile in her pocket and excused
herself from the room.

“Peter Latham here. Can you talk?”

“Have you got good news about an ID?”

“No, dental records will take weeks. But there’s more in-
formation about the body.”

Kate started to pace. Maybe the woman had left them
something after all.

“I checked the histology for our unknown victim. There
was notable cell rupture and crystals present in the liver.”

“Peter, can you make this simpler?” she said. Pathologists
might have understood the implications, but she had no idea
where this was headed.

“Sorry, I'm getting to that. At first I thought it was an
error in the slide preparation so I checked the other organs.
Each specimen showed the same thing. It was even in the
vitreous humor, the fluid behind the eye. It means that the
organs reached freezing point at some stage.”

“Before or after they got to you?” she asked. The secre-
tary had mentioned a mechanical problem in the morgue.

“I checked the fridges. We have to record them every
shift to prevent any problems. I’ve been through all the tem-
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peratures for the last week, for every one. None of them had
any aberrant recordings. I spoke to the others and no one has
had organ specimens with cell rupture or crystals.”

Kate felt her pulse quicken. She had a bad feeling about
what was coming next.

“It makes sense now,” Peter continued. “The organs were
in such good condition. Normally they shrink in a fire that
severe.”

Kate stopped pacing. “Are you saying the body was
frozen?”

“Completely. It must have been totally frozen to have sus-
tained that degree of cellular damage in the organs.”

“So when did she die?”

“We have no way of knowing how long she was frozen
for. All we know is that she died from a head injury, not
from the fire.”

Kate thought about the baby. Please don’t let it have been
killed, too. “What about the uterus? Does freezing affect
that?”

Peter sighed. “No, it just means the body was frozen
within weeks of giving birth. It’s confirmed by the presence
of fetal squames and lanugo in the lungs.”

Kate had no idea what that meant. “In English?”

“Lanugo is that down-type hair that covers a fetus and
squamous cells come from fetal skin. I found them and
vernix fat globules in the lungs. They’re the hallmarks of
what’s called an amniotic fluid embolus. It’s where a bolus
of the fluid in which the baby grows gets into the venous
circulation and gets trapped in the lungs. It usually hap-
pens during labor. The effects are similar to a blood clot, if
you like.”

Kate paused, confused by what she was hearing. “I'm not
clear. Are you saying she died while giving birth?”

“No. An embolus of amniotic fluid can be fatal, but this
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one wasn’t big enough to obstruct blood flow to the heart or
cause significant lung damage.”

“Did she know she had this? Would she have had to see a
doctor for it?” A medical record might be their only chance
of identifying her.

“Possibly not,” Peter explained. “She may simply have
experienced shortness of breath, which she could have put
down to being at the end stage of pregnancy. It would have
been reabsorbed over time so wouldn’t necessarily have
caused any long-term problems.”

Kate tugged on the back of her hair. So the unknown
woman had a baby then, after surviving a clot during labor,
she was murdered and her body frozen for God knows how
long before being set on fire. She could barely believe the
scenario herself.

“Is there any way of determining how old the baby is
now? I mean, meat goes an odd color in the freezer after a
few months. Do humans do the same?”” She was grasping for
means to narrow the time frame. “Can’t you tell anything
more about when the woman died?”

Peter sighed again. “Unfortunately, it’s impossible to tell.
I couldn’t even begin to guess with any certainty.”

Kate rubbed her eyes and thought of the media articles
seeking a motherless baby. The case had just become far
more complicated. They still had no idea who the victim
was, where she was killed or what damn month it hap-
pened. They didn’t even know how old the missing child
was. Unless they found answers soon, the murderer was
likely to get away with it.



/

Back at Goulburn Street police headquarters,
Kate and Oliver stood outside Inspector Gareth Russo’s
office.

“You wanted to see us, sir,” Kate said from the entrance.

“Come in, close the door,” he said without looking up.
“And take a seat.”

“Sir, I'd prefer to stand if you don’t mind.” She remained
in the doorway, half closing the door for privacy while leav-
ing it open enough for air. Oliver assumed an at-ease stance.
Kate wondered if he had some kind of military background.
Then again, he was “nice” enough to have been a boy scout
leader in his youth.

The triathlon-obsessed head of homicide sat with white
sleeves perfectly and symmetrically rolled. To describe him
as fastidious would have been an understatement.

“There’s been a development in the Penfold case.” He
looked up over half-moon reading glasses. “The girl’s car
has been found, abandoned, with her mobile phone in it.”

Kate closed her eyes. That didn’t bode well. No nineteen-
year-old would voluntarily leave behind her means of com-
munication with the world. Teenagers seemed unable to
function without texting friends every few minutes. But
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then, from what her parents had said, Candice may not have
had many friends.

“Crime scene is going over the car,” her boss continued.
“Preliminary testing with luminol has found something pos-
itive on the driver’s and back seats. The car’s been cleaned,
but they’re swabbing to confirm whether it’s blood.”

Kate felt her pulse gallop. The chances of finding the Pen-
fold girl alive had just got a lot slimmer.

“Do you have any real leads yet?” Russo asked, putting
his glasses into an open case by his paperwork.

Oliver cleared his throat. “The mother suggested look-
ing into a former boyfriend of the sister who lives overseas.
Apparently this guy was obsessed with Lesley and would
do anything to get her to come back. She told him that
she’d only come home for a funeral or family crisis.”

“I’d say this constitutes a crisis, wouldn’t you, Detec-
tive?”

Oliver nodded, like a boy in front of the headmaster.

“I’'m taking you off the burned homicide victim.”

Kate held one foot against the door and jammed both
hands into her pockets. “But the woman gave birth. There is
a baby we have a duty of care to find.”

“I’ve got people manning the phones, collecting leads. I'll
reassign the case. With the abandoned car, I need you two
on the Penfold job. You’ve met the parents and already have
the background info. And they’ve personally requested you
stay on the case.”

Kate felt her anger rise. They had attended the fire scene
and canvassed the neighbors, and been through the autopsy.
The murder case should have been theirs, with maximum
effort put into finding the child.

“You can write up your reports later but give Fiskars and
Rench a handover as soon as possible. Where are you with it
so far?”
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Kate clenched her fists out of sight and tried to sound
calm. No doubt Russo would be looking for any signs of
stress or inability to cope with the job. The police psycholo-
gist would have made sure the chief inspector complied with
occupational health and safety criteria.

“There’s a complication with the body.” She felt her face
color, but tried to ignore it. “The pathologist says it’s been
frozen.”

“What do you mean exactly by ‘frozen’?”” Russo sounded
impatient. He must have been under more pressure than
usual, presumably with the Penfold case. The media frenzy
over the incinerated mother and missing baby would not
have helped.

“As in frozen solid. The organs were still intact, which
was surprising given the degree of heat the fire generated.
Dr. Latham said they had formed crystals in their cells,
which means that whoever killed her put her in some kind of
freezer.”

The veins in Russo’s neck began to bulge. “Killers who
do that usually dismember the bodies first, at least so they’ll
fit.”

“Well,” Kate continued, “she was completely intact.
We’ve no way of knowing how long she’d been dead, or—"

“So there’s no time of death, no ID and no idea how old
the child is, or was? If you ever find the killer, you’ll never
pin him down to a window of opportunity. We’d better pray
someone turns up with a tape of the killer caught in the
bloody act.”

Kate hoped Russo was finished with them, but their boss
sat forward and tapped his index finger on the veneer desk.
“And I suppose you don’t know where she was killed, either.
The papers are going to crucify us, and the radio shock
jocks will be scaring every parent in the state.”

“About the media,” Kate said tentatively, “have you had
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much of a response from people claiming to know the vic-
tim?”

Russo’s face deepened in color.

Oliver looked like he wanted to melt into the carpet.

“Ancillary staff have been running around like blue-arsed
flies chasing all the false leads. People are ringing up about
missing neighbors. A woman who allegedly disappeared
with her baby was in hospital with her kid. Another helpful
citizen claimed the pregnant woman down the street came
back with twins, and she must have stolen a baby because
she didn’t look that big when she was pregnant. So I had
some uniforms check out the ultrasound photos—of two
waving sets of hands.” One vein in his neck looked like it
might burst. “And did you know this was a terrorist attack?
Oh yeah, and a psychic reckons the woman and the kid
spontaneously combusted.”

As annoying as crank calls were, Kate thought, at least
people had noticed the stories. Amid the calls might just be
the one that would identify the mother and child.

Russo leaned back in his chair. “Forget about the burned
victim for now. Fiskars and Rench have wrapped up two of
their cases and can carry the extra load for a few days. You
just deal with the Penfold disappearance. It doesn’t look
good, but there may be a chance she’s still alive. You can
start by letting the parents know about the car and gauge
their reaction. If you think you’ll need phone taps approved,
let me know.”

“Excuse me, sir. Is there reason to suspect the parents?”
Oliver asked.

Kate felt the heat in her face rise again. If there was
something relevant to the case, why hadn’t she been in-
formed? Her fingers dug into her palms inside her suit
pockets. Calming down wasn’t as easy as the police thera-
pist kept telling her.
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“Remember the first rule of homicide, detectives. Start
with those closest to the family and work your way out.
Don’t always assume the obvious.” He sat back and placed
both palms on the desk. “And, Farrer, try to be diplomatic.
I don’t want complaints about harassment from the family.”
He put his glasses back on and resumed his paperwork.

Kate didn’t move. She was not some kind of beginner, she
was an experienced investigator, and a bloody good one.
Three months off hadn’t affected her mind. So why was she
being treated like an incompetent fool?

“Farrer, do you have a problem? If you’re not up to the
task, I can assign you desk duties.”

What the hell was he doing? Did he want her to fail? She
wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction.

Oliver almost pushed Kate out of the room. She headed
straight for the women’s toilets. Inside, she paced, counting to
ten to control her temper. On the count of nine she gave up
and swung her boot into a cubicle door. Pain shot through her
foot. She took the weight off it and tried to decipher what was
happening. She had felt paranoid about returning to work and
should have been flattered when Russo asked her to help out
on the Penfold case. Now she wondered if she were being set
up to fail, and whether Russo was somehow involved. Maybe
they wanted her to resign because they thought someone like
her was a liability. Was she being blamed for her abduction?
It made sense if Oliver was the only one willing to partner
her. She wasn’t popular before, but now she was like dam-
aged goods, and bad luck as well. If she was being lured into
a tainted investigation, Oliver and his career would be af-
fected in the process, unless he was part of the plan.

God, she thought. Now she really did sound paranoid.

I choose not to be a victim. I am a survivor.

She took her boot and sock off and the cool floor soothed
the pain.
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I choose to be a survivor.

She splashed some cold water on her face and wiped it
with a paper towel. Her foot was red where she had con-
nected with the door and the top portion was swelling, but
she could still bear weight on it. Nothing was broken.

Kate had worked under Russo for a couple of years and,
up until today, had nothing but respect for the man. He was
friendly without being overly involved or intrusive, and gave
his detectives a long rope, but not long enough for them to
do damage with. Occasionally known to drink with the boys
after work, he had never once made Kate feel intimidated or
unaccepted. He’d approved her application to join homicide,
ahead of numerous applicants who had already acted in the
job. He had also asked her to come back, specifically, to his
unit . . . Her conspiracy theory was ridiculous. No one had it
in for her. They were all preoccupied with their own jobs.

Back in control of her temper, Kate quietly returned to
her desk, trying to hide a grimace when she stepped on her
self-inflicted injury. Oliver had an instant coffee waiting for
her that had gone tepid. This time she didn’t complain about
the gesture, but thanked him and drank it.

Oliver wheeled his chair across to her. “What was that all
about? Do you two have some kind of coded language?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I assumed that warning about the family was for my
benefit. For some reason he couldn’t come out and say what
he knew in front of me.”

“It wasn’t just you,” Kate said. “He’s withholding some-
thing, but expects us to solve the case ASAP.”

“Is that what you thought? I got the impression he was
trying to warn us about the family without specifically say-
ing why. My guess is that he found out something illegally,
or off the record.”

Oliver sounded like a journalist, but he might just be
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right. Today’s behavior was definitely bizarre for Russo.
He’d mentioned the possibility of phone taps on the family.
Perhaps Russo’s office was being monitored, and that was
his way of letting Kate know. Internal investigations went
on, and the Commission Against Corruption was not above
bugging colleagues, at any level. Anyone in the department
could be the target and might have been for the last few
months. With her three-month absence, it was no wonder she
was excluded from rumors about surveillance, but it still
helped to know if their conversations were being monitored.

“Either way, he wants us to investigate the parents first, so
that’s what we’ll do. Let’s break the news to the father.”

“You mean stepfather,” Oliver said, as though it made a
significant difference.

“His office is in town, and it saves us a trip out to Kenthurst
and back. We can ‘gauge’ him from there.”

Kate paced the white-tiled floor, trying to minimize the
pressure on the ball of her foot, while the receptionist
phoned Robert Penfold. Oliver stood calmly taking in the
view of Darling Harbor through a glass wall. Boats and
water taxis carried people across to shops and restaurants
from the redeveloped wharf area. A commuter catamaran
from Circular Quay headed west toward the Parramatta
River, the afternoon sun reflecting off the water.

Up fifty-three floors in the Market Street suites, Kate had
no intention of wandering closer to the glass. No window
was thick enough to make her feel secure when she was up
that high.

“At least they haven’t asked us to take our shoes off,” Kate
said, trying to lighten the moment.

“If you had one of these, you would never need to go any-
where,” Oliver said, mesmerized by a massive plasma screen
showing collages of technological advances.
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What was it with men and televisions, Kate wondered.
Oliver was more interested in that than the attractive recep-
tionist. So far, he was completely different from all of her
previous partners. Each of them would have been dribbling
at the sight of the pretty brunette.

Kate continued to pace the office foyer. With its vast
space and expensive views, it resembled a media company
more than an IT business. Robert Penfold was obviously
successful, or at least that was what he wanted people to
think. She made a mental note to look into his business
dealings, whether he was being audited, or investigated by
the Securities and Investment Commission. Did he owe
money? Had someone kidnapped his daughter as payback,
or was someone trying to extort money from him? Did he
have any shady business dealings? Something had aroused
Russo’s suspicion, but what?

Kate wondered whether the Penfolds were hiding some-
thing when they requested homicide investigate their daugh-
ter’s disappearance. They had to have excellent contacts
either in politics, the police force, or both. But some secrets
could not be buried by power. Most could, but murder could
not. Secrets that big destroyed lives and eventually one of
the stakeholders cracked. Kate wondered again whether she
and Oliver were being set up to botch the investigation. A
traumatized detective and an inexperienced sidekick might
just help a murderer get away with it, if that’s what the Pen-
folds wanted. Her temples began to pound.

“You can go in now.”

The receptionist flashed a smile at Oliver, but he barely
acknowledged her, despite her long legs and very short skirt.
Either he was not normally flirtatious, or he had a lot on his
mind as well. For some reason she didn’t fully understand,
that impressed Kate.

Robert Penfold appeared from a corridor and shook their
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hands. This time he wore black leather shoes and an
open-necked shirt. But instead of looking more relaxed than
he had at their first meeting, he seemed nervous and a little
unsure of himself.

Inside his office, he stood by the door, waiting to close
it, until Kate used her shoe to wedge the doorstop into
place.

“Can my assistant get you anything? Tea, coffee, water?”

“No thanks. We need to discuss something with you.”
Kate took the lead.

“Have a seat.” He directed them to leather lounges config-
ured in a square around a glass coffee table, not unlike the
one in the Penfolds’ home. At one end of the penthouse-sized
room, a treadmill faced another large plasma screen. There
appeared to be a bathroom off a nook behind the desk, and
two more doors. One could have been a wardrobe, or even a
bedroom. This office was bigger than Kate’s place, and per-
fectly set up for someone who worked long hours—or
wanted privacy away from home.

“Do you have any news?” Penfold pressed his hands to-
gether. “My wife is a mess. She needed sedation overnight.
Actually, we're all pretty distressed by this and just want
Candice home.”

He was stalling, probably not wanting to hear what they
had to say, not that Kate could blame him for postponing
bad news. If they had found his daughter alive, he would
already have heard by phone.

She cleared her throat. “We’ve found Candice’s car. It was
abandoned and her phone was inside it.”

Kate paused and studied his face. His eyes darted be-
tween the detectives, as if waiting—pleading—for more.

“Where’s Candy? Is she hurt?”

“I'm afraid we don’t know any more at the moment.”

There was a knock on the door. The receptionist entered
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with a tray of glasses and a bottle of water. Without a word,
she filled three glasses before leaving.

“Was the car in some kind of accident? Or did it break
down?” Penfold sat forward, his face in his hands. “It was
always overheating, or Candy just ran out of petrol. She
doesn’t appreciate that cars don’t fill themselves or that they
need to be maintained.” He looked up, his eyes misting
over.

Oliver edged forward in his seat.

Penfold could barely control the tremble in his hands.
“You're here because you think something terrible has hap-
pened, aren’t you?”

“We don’t know,” Oliver said. “It is unusual to leave a
phone behind, but it may have dropped out of her bag. She
may be intending to come back for it.”

“The phone battery was flat and your daughter may not
have needed it anymore, especially if she ran away and
isn’t ready to make contact.” Kate decided to stick with the
concept of Candice having run away rather than disclosing
the possibility that her blood had been found in the car.
That could wait until formal lab confirmation.

The last thing the family needed was misinformation and
added anxiety, particularly when blood wasn’t the only thing
luminol reacted with: it also picked up numerous other sub-
stances, like plant matter, some paints, metals and cleaning
products. Given that Mrs. Penfold was obsessed with a clean
house, there was a chance the luminol results would turn out
to be “false-positives.” Waiting for confirmation was the
only sensible option. Or so Kate reassured herself.

Oliver took out his notebook and asked Mr. Penfold if he
minded being asked some questions. Kate listened as she
wandered over to the desk, looking carefully at the number
of photos displayed there. Images of Penfold hugging his
two girls at various ages filled the frames. Candid portraits
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of the three laughing, in black and white and color, adorned
the walnut desk. Oddly, there was only one small photo of
his wife. In one shot, a small square picture of the kind
printed in the seventies, Penfold squatted down with three
children, two boys and a girl. The girl didn’t resemble Can-
dice or Lesley. Kate felt curiously uncomfortable looking at
the photos.

“How would you describe your relationship with Candice
and Lesley?” she asked. “Judging by these snapshots, you
three are, or were, very close.”

Robert Penfold joined her at his desk. “We always have
been,” he said, picking up a picture taken when his daugh-
ters were aged around eight and ten. “This one’s my favor-
ite,” he said. “It was taken on holiday in Hawaii. Candy
had been through a tough time, not doing well at school,
and she had just been diagnosed with a learning disorder.
She had trouble losing weight and got teased a lot by the
other kids.” He wiped a smudge off the glass. “This was
the first time I saw her really enjoy herself. We all shared a
room and had a ball. She was eight and a half when this
was taken.”

“Do you think it’s possible that she has a boyfriend you
don’t know about?”

The father’s tone turned somber. “No way. She was a ter-
rible liar and would get a rash on her neck every time she
tried to distort the truth. She told me everything and prom-
ised me that she had never been sexually active.”

Oliver flicked Kate a look of surprise. “I'm close to my
daughters,” he began, “but I hope that they’ll confide in their
mother about that sort of thing. Having been there herself,
I guess she’ll be a bit more understanding.”

“Well, Candy and Lesley’s mother is a perfectionist,
Detective. She expects a lot from her children. Sometimes
that’s hard on them. I tend to be the fun parent, the one they
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can relax and make a mess with, wear shoes in the house if
they want, the stuff their mother doesn’t allow.”

Kate noticed the way he neglected to mention his wife’s
name, referring to her only in the possessive form. Perhaps
the marriage wasn’t as united as the couple had made out at
their home.

“Don’t get me wrong,” Penfold added. “She is a wonder-
ful mother and would do anything for her family. That’s one
of the reasons I married her.”

Kate tried to sound casual, but wasn’t sure how to pull it
off. “Has your wife ever been jealous of your closeness to
the girls?”

Thankfully, he didn’t seem to infer anything from the
question. “The girls were close to their mother when they
were little, but as they grew, they loved coming into the of-
fice, and even going away on business trips with me. Janine
preferred to stay at home and she thinks sometimes I spoilt
them, Candy more than Lesley.” He put down the picture,
eyes welling again. “I tried to protect them from the world,
but I’ve let them down. First Lesley, with that Dobbie char-
acter, and now Candy.” He turned his face away and began
to cry. “I never knew that the children you love could hurt
you so much.”
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Kate and Oliver left Robert Penfold’s office in
silence. At a nearby café, Kate ordered lasagne and a black
coffee, while Oliver succumbed to a bran muffin and soy
milk decaffeinated latte. Kate wondered why he didn’t just
order fiber and brown water if he wanted all the good stuff
taken out.

They had long missed the lunchtime rush and managed to
secure a corner table with no other customers nearby. You
never knew who could be listening, Kate thought, especially
if they mentioned Penfold by name.

“Checking his background is our first priority.” She
poured two glasses of water from the bottle on the table.
“See if he has a history of pedophilia.”

“Pardon?” Oliver pulled his wooden chair closer. “Did I
miss something in there?”

“You heard him, the way he talked about his ‘stepdaugh-
ters.” And all the photos of them hugging. There was only
one of his wife, whose name he only mentioned once, by the
way.”

Oliver put both elbows on the table and glanced around.
“So that automatically makes him a pedophile? I can’t be-
lieve you’d jump to that conclusion. Didn’t it occur to you
that those photos had to be taken by someone, and most
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likely Mrs. Penfold? One parent usually takes on the role and
actually misses out on a lot of the fun by filming it.” He
looked down and shook his head. “And how often have you
heard me talk about my wife? I see that as a form of courtesy,
like not bringing your kids’ names into every conversation.”

Kate could barely believe her partner’s naivety. Maybe
she had completely misjudged him. How could he possi-
bly have thought Penfold’s reactions and comments were
normal?

“Maybe you just haven’t been in the game long enough,
but what we saw in there was perverse. How many teenage
daughters do you know who spend more time with their
father on business trips than their mother? Or who confide
in their father about their sex life or lack thereof?”

Oliver took a sip of water and looked directly at her. “You
should listen to yourself. When you were a child, who was
the fun parent?”

“This isn’t about me,” she snapped. “My mother died
when I was four years old. I only had one parent.”

Oliver let a breath out. “I’'m sorry. I was just trying to make
the point that most fathers work, and the mother is left with the
responsibility of raising the kids, even if she works full-time as
well. That means she becomes the disciplinarian, and is the
one who has to be the bad guy most of the time.”

He waited a moment while the waiter delivered the food
and coffees. When he was out of earshot, Oliver continued:
“A man like Penfold has to invest a lot of time to make a
business that successful. My guess is that he wasn’t at home
much and so could afford to be the fun, generous, less strict
parent. By attempting to compensate for his emotional and
physical absence, he ends up spoiling them and puts a wedge
between the girls and their mother. It happens even more
with divorced fathers.”

Kate had to admit there was some merit in what he said.
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His habit of making sense was becoming annoying. She had
seen children from broken families used as emotional pawns
by game-playing parents. But she still felt that Penfold’s
manner and the way he spoke was different from a normal
parent. She took a bite of the lasagne and swallowed it
quickly so she could make her next point.

“Even if that is all he did, he certainly screwed things up
for his wife by putting a wedge between her and the kids.
Mind you, Mrs. Penfold gets to decorate the house with her
white carpets and live off his money.”

Oliver picked at his muffin with a fork. It looked even less
appetizing than his imitation coffee. “Life is never that sim-
ple,” he said. “Parents do what they can for their families.
I’ve seen it from both sides. Being a stay-at-home parent is
bloody hard. It’s unrelenting, and if your partner is always at
work or away, it’s a lonely job.”

Kate shoveled another bite of cheesy meat into her mouth.
“Are you saying you were a house-husband?”

“Idid it for a while, after we had the twins. My wife—Lucy,
if you really want to know—was a litigation lawyer and she
was earning more than me. For us it was partly financial, but
she didn’t think she could be a stay-at-home mum, and didn’t
want to farm the kids out to daycare.”

With Oliver’s wife going to the trouble of making home-
made mayonnaise, she had pictured them as a traditional
1950s couple, totally alien to anything she had known in her
family or personal relationships. Her cheeks flushed with
shame at having made the assumption so readily.

“So that’s how you know so much about nappies?”

“You learn fast on that job. Anyway, Lucy hated being
back at work. Instead of going for big payouts, she spent
most of her time negotiating compromises. And she really
missed being with the kids. She’s a high achiever and a fan-
tastic mother.”
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It had never occurred to Kate that Oliver’s wife was a
professional with her own career. She looked down at her
plate.

“Even as a dad, I'm very aware of how people perceive
me and how I am with the kids. If T take one of the girls out
and hold her hand, you’d be amazed how many people in the
supermarket give me second looks. You can’t even show
normal affection to your kids now without someone think-
ing you’re a pedophile, and that harms girls.”

“How? Surely it protects them.” Kate thought of her own
father’s difficulty showing affection. She learned to be inde-
pendent very early, and in some ways was grateful for that.

“Did you know studies show that girls who have a healthy,
loving relationship with their father hit puberty at a later age
and, as a result, are less likely to be promiscuous or have
teenage pregnancies? On the other hand, girls who don’t
have a good paternal influence go through the physical
changes of puberty at an earlier age and are much more at
risk of pregnancy in their teens. Father-daughter relation-
ships are obviously complex, but a good one is critical to a
teenager’s development and future.”

Kate was shocked to think that loving a father could alter
physical aspects of growth. The idea of a daughter’s hor-
mones being influenced by a father’s affection seemed al-
most obscene.

Oliver slurped the last of his brown water.

“Penfold didn’t do or say anything disturbing to me.”

“I still disagree. First thing we do is look into his back-
ground. I'm betting there’s more than one skeleton hiding in
there. And my gut tells me he had something to do with his
daughter’s disappearance. That loving father routine is any-
thing but normal.”



9

That evening, Kate just made it to her kickboxing
class, her sore foot tightly bound with strapping tape, the
magic panacea. Strenuous exercise had been a stress reliever
over the last few months, but tonight she felt every muscle in
her neck and back tighten, despite the workout. It wasn’t the
run-in with Russo, or being taken off the homicide-arson
case. She could not shake the feeling that Robert Penfold
might be a pedophile who was masquerading as a loving
father. With only reruns on television and nothing at the
local cinema apart from a period drama and a science fiction
marathon, she decided to make better use of her time and
drive back to the city office after the class.

Though it was nine-thirty, the security officer didn’t seem
surprised to see her, barely looking up as she buzzed in. He
knew her by surname, but she couldn’t remember his. She
had never been good with names and now no one expected
her to be. The advantages of being standoffish, she thought.
No small talk or having to remember people’s birthdays or
anniversaries, and no insincere “hi, how are you, have a nice
day” bullshit. Why waste time saying something no one
cared about or meant?

The air-conditioner hummed in the empty office, point-
lessly pumping carbon dioxide into the atmosphere. The
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bloody thing ran at about 95 degrees Fahrenheit in winter,
and 50 degrees in summer, so being inside was never com-
fortable. She checked her desk drawers, a habit she developed
on her first job. They were still locked. Detectives were some
of the biggest thieves out. Any loose change, pens or paper
vanished if an officer left their desk unattended for even a
minute. She switched on her computer and waited while it
booted up. Her swollen foot throbbed faintly.

She thought about Oliver defending Robert Penfold. It
was easy to jump to the wrong conclusions about men and
children. She thought of the difficult time she had given her
own father during adolescence. He would threaten that if
she didn’t show him more respect, she would end up
drug-addicted, pregnant and alcoholic by the time she was
fifteen. Out of her high-school class, only four girls escaped
that fate, so he did have a point. Not that she conceded that
until years later.

Once she had logged on she typed in “Robert Penfold” for
a search of recent news articles. A number of titles described
the titan of the local computing industry basking in unparal-
leled success. She supposed that business journalists had to
make boring topics sound fascinating somehow, but the lan-
guage was ridiculous. There was nothing titanic about Rob-
ert Penfold, in her opinion. He had probably been in the right
place at the right time, or had great financial backers and
advisers. Nothing she could see suggested dodgy dealings or
falling share prices, and a check of the annual report showed
the company had a good credit rating and its business loans
were with reputable local banks. The Penfolds were photo-
graphed in the social pages alongside other prominent busi-
ness people and, in one photo, the deputy commissioner of
police, who appeared to be looking down Janine Penfold’s
exposed cleavage. Perhaps the powerful political connections
were with Mrs. Penfold rather than her husband.
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Her search on Janine Penfold revealed she was a former
model, the de rigeur label for anyone married to money. She
might have been a shoe or foot model in her day, but why
spoil a glamorous description with the truth? Her first hus-
band and the girls’ biological father was “wealthy horseracing
identity, Elliott Archer.” His name didn’t trigger any alarms
for Kate, but there might easily be shady dealings in his past
or present. The divorce barely made the newspapers at the
time.

Switching to the police database, Kate checked whether
Janine Penfold or her former husband had been charged
with or convicted of any crimes. There was nothing. Not
even an outstanding parking ticket.

Kate heard movement behind her and swung around, ex-
pecting to see the cleaner. Instead, she saw Oliver striding
into the office dressed in a black AC/DC T-shirt and faded
jeans.

“What the hell are you doing here?” For a moment she
wondered if he’d followed her. Or had he been here all
along?

“I could ask you exactly the same question. My excuse is [
couldn’t sleep. What you said about Penfold got me thinking.
According to my wife, who shall be nameless just for you to-
night, women’s instincts are supposed to be right about these
things.”

Kate smiled. She had wondered if her partner’s instincts
about Penfold were more in tune with the truth than her
own. “So we both had the same thought. You’ll never make
the squad’s social club if you keep that up.”

He pulled out his chair and sat at his own computer. “I don’t
gamble, so it’s no great loss.”

“Neither do I. Not even a lottery ticket. Anyway, I'm just
checking on the wife, so you might as well start on Penfold,”
Kate said.
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She didn’t feel comfortable being at work with Oliver this
late. Surely he would want to be with his family, and there
was no authorized overtime for basic computer checks like
this. Or maybe, she thought, he was as angry as she was
about being kicked off the homicide case and wanted to
clear the Penfold disappearance as fast as possible.

The pair sat in silence, apart from the hum of the
air-conditioner and the tapping of fingers on keyboards. For
the first time in her working life, Kate was actually starting
to enjoy being with her partner. They shared the same work
ethic and in just a few days he had shown more common
sense that all her previous partners put together.

Turning her attention back to the archive of news articles,
she found a feature that included a photograph of Lesley and
Candice, back when they were cute kids with ponytails,
with their stepfather. Robert Penfold had a fuller face and
more hair, but he was still unmistakable as the quintessen-
tial family man, offering opportunities to the “mum and dad
investors.” It wasn’t enough to sell shares in a successful
business, Penfold had to sell his wife’s children as well. He
could have been a politician.

“Kate, you need to see this.” Oliver rubbed his eyes and
pushed himself away from his screen. “You were right all
along.”

Kate wheeled over and felt the surge of cold air from the
duct above the desk. She zipped up her tracksuit top and
squinted at the screen. The fine hairs on her arms stood up-
right.

Robert Penfold had been charged with sexually assault-
ing his son and daughter from his first marriage, though no
conviction was ever recorded.
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After a night’s sleep, Kate's foot was no longer
swollen or sore. Despite the early hour, the fresh breeze
made her feel free. As she ran along the vacant footpaths,
lights flicked on inside the inner-city terraces, and she picked
up the pace. Both legs ached with lactic acid, so with each
long stride her elbows pumped down and back, improving
strength and blood flow. Every step brought her closer to be-
ing in more control of her life. Only two kilometers and she
would be home, in time to shower and change for work.

She thought of how little progress she had made on the
homicide case and wondered if she had lost her ability to
think broadly enough to make a difference. Three months
off work had given her so much time to contemplate life.
During the time away she had rediscovered some of the joys
of isolation. Not confinement, but the freedom to be alone.
Other people feared it. But when it was your choice, seclu-
sion was empowering and the ultimate liberation. No one to
worry about, no expectations to meet, just you and your
dreams.

For a while, she had forgotten how to dream. When you
constantly faced the consequences of criminal ambitions—
the murder of loved ones for money, revenge, power, control
or, worst of all, so no one else could have them—it was easy
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to become hardened and cynical about your own hopes and
aspirations.

Perspiration dripping from her hair and chin, Kate cut
through the park and slowed to watch a group of mothers
with three-wheeler prams power-walking their offspring. She
could never imagine being tied to a child every minute. Per-
haps she was too selfish. Billy’s death changed everything.
People often assumed being single at twenty-nine meant
loneliness, but not since Billy had Kate met anyone she
wanted to be with—or more importantly, anyone who could
put up with her.

Stopping to stretch her hamstrings on a bench, she won-
dered what might have been different had he lived. They’d
had dreams and plans all those years ago, wiped away in a
split second by his motorbike accident. He was her first and
only love. If they hadn’t had a stupid argument about which
team would win the football premiership, she would have
been on the bike too. Instead of one funeral, the town would
have mourned two twenty-year-olds.

The hatred in Billy’s parents’ eyes when Kate moved for-
ward to place a flower on the casket showed everyone how
little they thought of her. If it hadn’t been for her, their son
might still be alive and they would not let her forget it.

She tried hard to push Billy from her mind, only to be
vividly reminded of the photos of the dead Lambert boy and
his bike. She thought about how dismissive she had been of
the Penfolds. Oliver was right to ask more questions. The
former boyfriend did need to be investigated, but the father
remained the prime suspect.

Kate changed legs and felt the full stretch of her muscles
before heading home, determined to find out why the old
sexual abuse charges against Penfold had been dropped.
Then she would work out how to deal with Mark Dobbie.
From what Janine Penfold had disclosed, there could be
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a reason to fear him, and Kate could not afford to ignore
anyone who might have been involved in Candice’s disap-
pearance.

After a steaming hot shower, Kate put on another
pre-creased shirt and headed for the office. Again, Oliver’s
desk was littered with notes, but he was nowhere to be seen.
He had obviously come in even earlier, despite the late night
spent searching the databases.

On her desk sat a cling-wrapped bagel with a note. Oli-
ver’s wife had made extra this morning in case his partner
was hungry. Kate sat down, suddenly uncomfortable about
being included in his wife’s production line of meals. She
wondered what Oliver’s wife thought of making breakfast
for the single woman who spent all day with him.

It was too early to pay a call to the Penfold home, so she
tried to locate the arresting officer, despite the alleged
offense occurring years earlier. There was no listing for the
officer in the current police phonebook, and there were over
a hundred people with the same initial and surname in the
metropolitan white pages.

Kate pushed the bagel aside and switched on her com-
puter. After logging on to the Internet, she googled “Mark
Dobbie” and about fifty hits came up. She clicked on the
local sites and located one to do with personal training. A
muscle-bound man with folded arms stared out at her from a
photograph. Mark Dobbie’s website was simple, without
fancy graphics. Essentially it was an ad for his business spe-
cializing in personal training for women.

She studied the man in the photo. His tan seemed too or-
ange to be natural, the chest hairless enough to have been
waxed. The half-smile, small dark eyes and slicked black
hair made him a virtual caricature of the many men who
frequented gyms to pick up women. Apparently Dobbie was
single, passionate about bodies, health and being the best.
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At what, the website did not say. It briefly alluded to coach-
ing young women’s water polo but gave no reason why he
had left that “truly worthwhile task.” The testimonials from
satisfied customers sounded suspiciously the same, all citing
Dobbie as the inspiration for their makeover.

The site included some before and after photos of clients.
The first was an overweight woman with brown hair who had
supposedly transformed into a miniscule blonde bikini-babe.
Kate studied the two faces, which did not seem to bear any
resemblance to each other. Two more case studies looked
equally dubious, and each finished “product” seemed to have
attended the same fake-tanning salon as the trainer.

Notably absent from the site was any information about
how much this transformation would cost.

Kate clicked on a link which took her to a page where
Dobbie answered simple questions about weight loss and
body shape. He even sold his own “guaranteed” weight-loss
powders to personally selected customers. Who knew what
criteria he used? She suspected it meant these customers
weren’t considered to be undercover police. If Dobbie failed
to cooperate with any questions Kate had, the fraud and
drug squads could always look into the contents of the mir-
acle powder.

Ten minutes later, after a couple of blogs and video post-
ings of his weight-lifting skills on YouTube, Kate had a
wealth of information on Dobbie and his character. She ran
a check on him through the police database. Bingo! The guy
had a charge sheet. Just over a year ago, he was caught for
indecent exposure following a drunken incident on an island
holiday. Security staff reprimanded him and he agreed not
to drink alcohol for the rest of his time at the resort.

Kate googled the name of the island and quickly found a
travelers’ website listing incidents that tourists claimed had
occurred on their holidays. They ranged from sexual assault
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to disappearances—presumed to be suicides or accidental
drownings. She wondered who the target market was, so
clicked on some of the site’s ads. Partially-clad women ca-
vorted on pristine beaches, and each advertisement closed
with a group of giggling women holding cocktails, begging
real men to “come on over.” It was exactly the sort of thing
that would attract a man deluded about his looks and sexual
prowess. More than that, it would seem like a smorgasbord
for sexual predators.

Dobbie had also escaped a conviction for assault two
years earlier, when the victim dropped all charges before the
matter went to court. The photos showed a man with an al-
most unrecognizable face, swollen and bruised. The alleged
victim recanted his statement and claimed to have acquired
his injuries by walking into a wall.

Bullshit, Kate thought. More likely, Dobbie or one of his
friends intimidated the witness into changing his story.

Suddenly they had two suspects. Kate’s head began to
pound.



11

“Wore my best socks today.” Oliver grinned as
they waited at the Penfolds’ door. Kate pressed the intercom
again and stepped back. Eventually, Janine Penfold came to
the door, tugging at her washing-up gloves.

“Sorry, is this a bad time?” Kate asked.

“Oh no, it’s fine. We have a cleaner, but I like to go over
the floors again once she’s gone, to make sure.”

Kate thought that was bizarre but tried not to show it.

Janine Penfold peeled off one of the rubber gloves and
patted her hair, checking everything was in place. “Do you
have good news? Have you found Candy?”

“No news yet. We're still making inquiries.”

“Whatever that means,” she snapped. “Our little girl is
missing while that thug Dobbie is still out there seducing
innocent girls. Have you spoken to him yet?”

Kate knew Janine Penfold was about to get a lot angrier
when they raised the real reason for their visit.

“May we come in?” She was already unzipping her ankle
boots.

Mrs. Penfold fiddled with the gloves. “Of course. Where
are my manners? You’ll have to excuse my outburst. This
has been such a stressful time—for us all.”

She led them into a kitchen-cum-family area and ushered
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them onto wicker bar stools facing a raised portion of the
granite kitchen bench.

“I just have one more tile, it’ll only take a second. Please,
make yourselves comfortable.”

She disappeared down the hallway and Kate realized
there was no mop, only a bucket and a cloth the woman
used to clean by hand. She really was fanatical about clean-
ing, beyond anything Kate considered normal. Cleaning a
floor after a cleaner had just done it suggested a significant
obsessive-compulsive disorder.

Kate swiveled round and took in the room with its rustic
ten-seater table. The feature wall had a tropical fish-tank
mounted within it, and glass doors leading onto the deck
revealed a landscaped garden and an abundance of native
trees. The place would have cost a fortune, but although the
décor was tasteful, the absence of pens, notepads, newspa-
pers, letters or magazines made it seem like a display home
awaiting inspection at any moment.

Mrs. Penfold returned a minute later and poured the con-
tents of the bucket into the sink, then washed her hands thor-
oughly under the tap. A waft of ammonia hit Kate’s nostrils
and the strength of it took her breath away.

“Coffee?” Unaffected by the smell, their host had already
begun pulling demitasse cups from a cupboard. Kate as-
sumed Janine Penfold needed to keep busy to cope with
Candice’s disappearance.

“That would be nice,” Oliver answered then cleared his
throat. “Mrs. Penfold, this is difficult to tell you, but some
information has come to light and we’d be negligent not to
check it out. Your husband’s secretary said he would be
here.”

The machine clicked in and began to crunch coffee beans.

“Secretaries don’t know everything. He left a while ago.
What is it, Detective?”
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Kate braced herself for a change in attitude. “We need to
find out why someone filed a complaint about your husband
supposedly abusing his children from his first marriage.”

“Is that all?”” She waved her hands in the air as if pushing
away a cloud. “That was his vindictive ex-wife, trying to get
a bigger settlement.”

“It’s still a very serious complaint, Mrs. Penfold.” Kate
had known women to fabricate assault claims to retain cus-
tody, but in other cases, the accusations were justified.

Mrs. Penfold activated the machine again. “Short blacks?”

Kate wondered if the subject had just been closed. The
coffee gurgled away then stopped. Mrs. Penfold placed two
coasters on the bar followed by two saucers and small cups.
Kate thought that the whole point of granite was that it
didn’t stain or mark.

“I met Robert when the marriage was over, but his wife
kept clinging to the hope he’d come back. In the end she said
that if he left her, she’d make sure he never saw his children
again. There were two boys and a girl just a bit older than
mine at the time.” She picked up a cloth and began wiping
the bench. “Of course, he couldn’t live with her anymore
and moved in with me. That’s when she screamed child
abuse.”

Oliver sipped his coffee.

“Did your husband fight the claims and contest custody?”
Kate asked.

“We talked about it, but at the time his business was tak-
ing off and the bad publicity would have ruined him. And
for the sake of the children as well, he made the ultimate
sacrifice and gave up custody and access. Robert couldn’t
bear to drag his kids into court and so, true to her word, his
wife withdrew the charges.”

“Didn’t the police or child protection unit investigate?”

“Of course, but the children had obviously been told
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what to say by their mother and their stories fell apart under
questioning. The police knew as well as I did that nothing
improper happened. Robert is an incredible father. That’s
why our girls took his name.”

Oliver put his cup back on its saucer. “That must have
been horrific, giving up access. The kids would be adults
now—so does he see them?”

Janine Penfold placed her cup and saucer in the sink.
“He tried a couple of years ago but they don’t want any-
thing to do with him. Their mother poisoned them, playing
the deserted victim all those years, and they feel he aban-
doned them for us. She never remarried and died of alco-
holism late last year. The kids don’t seem to consider the
child support he’s paid, or the fact that he paid for their
mother’s funeral.”

Kate stood and flattened the front of her trousers. The
story sounded plausible, but she was surprised that a father
would relinquish visiting rights to his own children, yet hap-
pily adopt two stepchildren. “Thanks for your time, you’ve
cleared that up for us.”

Back inside the car, Kate wanted to know what Oliver
thought of the explanation.

“It makes sense. Wouldn’t be the first time a scorned
woman has threatened to cry abuse to secure a better settle-
ment. She knew that was the one thing likely to ruin him,
not to mention damage the kids. In some ways, it’s the de-
serted woman’s most effective weapon.”

Kate had to agree, but if Robert Penfold had been guilty
of abuse, he was smart enough to give in to all of his wife’s
demands, to make the problem go away. After all, he had a
new wife and two stepchildren. And the fact that the chil-
dren seemed coached didn’t exclude abuse. Plenty of so-
cial workers and concerned parents emphasized what kids
should say when interviewed by police. She would make
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sure any children of hers were prepared for the brutality of
cross-examination if necessary.

Kate put the key in the ignition. “He’s either a loving fa-
ther, or a sick and twisted abuser.”

“Maybe that’s a much finer line than we realized.” Oliver
buckled his seat belt. “Maybe it is possible to love your chil-
dren too much.”
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Leo Penfold looked a lot like a younger version
of his father. Tall and thin, the only heavy thing about him
was his eyelids, which drooped slightly over large brown
eyes. The effect made him appear sad.

“Can I help you?” he asked as they entered the shop.

Kate had never been inside a scrapbooking shop and until
Janine Penfold told them that’s where they’d find Leo, she
had no idea such a thing existed. As far as she was con-
cerned, scrapbooking meant sticking newspaper clippings
into an oversized book of plain paper. This was a whole new
world. Photos attached to large, patterned papers embellished
with ribbons and writing, were displayed in transparent
sleeves pinned to the walls. Kate had to admit the effect was
impressive, and that a lot of work was involved. A customer
with two baskets already full of items headed down another
aisle.

“We’re looking for Leo Penfold,” Oliver said, showing his
badge.

“That’s me.” The man behind the counter rubbed his
hands on a dark green apron of the kind hardware shop as-
sistants often wear. “What can I do for you?”

“I’'m Detective Sergeant Kate Farrer and this is Detective
Constable Oliver Parke. We’d like to ask you some questions
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about your father, if you don’t mind.” Kate leafed through a
book with a wooden cover containing embellished pictures.
It seemed a lot of trouble to go to for something no bigger
than a notebook.

“They’re one of our newest lines and that’s all we’ve got
left. The small albums are great presents and stocking fillers.”

That made sense, Kate thought, and closed the tiny scrap-
book. “About your father.”

“I barely know him. Haven’t seen him for years,” he said,
stacking square sheets of colored cardboard on the counter.

“Can we ask why?”

“It’s no secret. He left us for that rich bitch and her kids.
End of story.” He lowered his voice and gestured for the
customer who had finished shopping to come to the register.
“Why? Has something happened to him?”

“No, but his stepdaughter Candice is missing.”

“Hardly a surprise, having that witch for a mother,” he
said, scanning the customer’s purchases. “That’ll be $86.50,
thanks.”

From what Kate could tell, for a few colored textas, sticky
tape and pieces of paper, the amount was exorbitant.

Oliver muttered, “This a multi-billion dollar industry in
the U.S. alone. Most of the businesses are run by women—
housewives and mothers with a passion for scrapbooking.
They even have these enormous conventions. Impressive,
don’t you think?”

Kate stared at her partner, stunned by his admiration for
something she would never understand. They waited as the
customer signed the sales receipt then disappeared further
inside the shop to browse again.

“Not a cheap hobby.” Oliver flipped through a magazine
on a stand.

“Scrapbooking’s addictive, and all our materials are guar-
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anteed acid and lignin free. They're the best money can
buy,” Leo said.

Kate failed to see the significance and raised her eye-
brows.

“That means they’re archival quality and won’t damage
the photos or fade.” He rolled his eyes. “Thankfully, our
regulars keep us in business.”

Oliver shifted from foot to foot. He suddenly seemed
more uncomfortable than Kate felt. “Did your father ever
treat you inappropriately?”” He almost blurted out the words
once the customer was well out of earshot.

“You mean like walking out on us? Sure, he paid for
things, but he broke Mum’s heart.” Leo pointed to a display
on the wall that featured a gray-haired woman looking
wistfully to the side of the camera. “That’s Mum, not long
before she passed on. She wanted us to know how much she
loved us. That’s how she got involved in scrapbooking, so
we decided to honor her memory with this place.”

Oliver lowered his voice. “Did your father ever physically
abuse you?”

The son leaned forward. “I don’t know what this has to do
with his spoiled brats, but he wouldn’t have dirtied his hands
by touching us. When he walked out, he didn’t ever want to
see us again.” He glanced back at the image of his late
mother. “Now tell me that’s treating your children appropri-
ately.”

A young woman came out from a back room with a box of
papers she deposited on a work table in the middle of the
store. She smiled and wiped her hands on a green apron,
identical to Leo’s. “Everything okay?”

Kate nodded and said they just needed to ask Leo a
couple more questions.

“I’m the co-owner, Madeleine Penfold. Is there a problem?”
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“One of the ugly stepsisters is in hiding and these police
officers are asking about the sperm donor they call our fa-
ther.”

Madeleine Penfold’s smile faded quickly. “Leo, could you
please grab the other two boxes so we can set up the new
display?”

Her brother seemed more than happy to oblige.

“Sorry, Leo’s the oldest so he bore the brunt of Mum’s
bitterness. Some of it rubbed off.”

Kate walked toward the shop entrance, out of Leo’s ear
shot, and Madeleine followed. Oliver studied items hanging
from a stand.

“You've never heard your father’s version of what hap-
pened or why he gave up custody?”

“I assume there are two sides, but out of respect for Mum,
we never initiated contact. Our other brother lives up north
and, as far as we know, feels the same. Please understand,
this is painful for all of us. I'm sorry if one of the girls ran
away, but I have nothing more to say about our father. None
of us does. He made his choice a long time ago when he
left.”

Kate thanked her and opened the door, which jingled and
made Oliver look up. Based on one brief meeting with two
of Penfold’s biological children, they had not done or said
anything to suggest they had been abused. It was possible
that the mother really had lied about the sexual abuse and
Penfold may have spent all his energies on his adopted fam-
ily to compensate for the loss of his own.
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“What makes you so sure he’ll be home?2” Oliver
asked as the detectives drove to the outer suburbs address on
Dobbie’s driver’s license.

“Let’s say he is expecting a new female client,” Kate said
with a grin.

Oliver had not returned to the office until late morning. He
had unofficially been at the shopping centers nearest Moat
Place canvassing mothers and children. Without a name, face
or age of the baby, questions about the murdered woman and
her child had proven futile.

They pulled up in front of a gymnasium situated above a
homemakers shopping center, the kind that had furniture,
light fittings, bedding and carpets in the one location. Dob-
bie lived opposite in 22A, part of a red brick federation-style
semidetached house. Outside the adjacent property, an el-
derly man pruned rose bushes.

“You have a lovely garden.” Oliver stopped and admired
grass, cut in half by a tiled pathway that led to a covered
veranda. Lining the periphery were rose bushes with leaves
that looked a little scorched at the tip.

“Did have, before all these water restrictions,” the man
responded, removing a dead bud with a gloved hand. He
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paused and squinted from beneath a straw hat. “I’'m guess-
ing you’re here for next door?”

Kate nodded. “Do you know the resident well?”

“Does anyone?” The man pushed his hat back onto the
crown of his head.

“What do you mean?” she asked, revealing her badge.
The man leaned forward to take a good look at it.

“We reckon he’s one of them drug pimps. You should see
the number of cars that park outside my place, day and
night. The council won’t do nothing about it.”

“That’s got to be pretty annoying.” Living in the inner
city where car-parking was at a premium, no one would dare
complain if someone’s car was outside their home. It was
expected. Kate sensed this man believed the space outside
his home should be free for him or his friends to use.

“Why do you think it might be drugs?”

“I wasn’t born yesterday, and I've got the wrinkles to
prove it. I know what young people get up to today, with
things like marijeewaana.”

Kate didn’t dare correct his pronunciation. Nosy neighbors
had their advantages at times. The man stepped forward.
“These muscle men go inside and are out in minutes. Except
if there’s a woman inside, that is. Then they all stay. Wouldn’t
have happened in my day,” he said.

“Thanks so much for your help, sir.” Kate led the way
around to 22A and knocked on the door, sure that the old
man would keep watching for as long as he could.

Mark Dobbie greeted her in bare feet and shorts. His
smile vanished when she showed her badge and introduced
herself: “Detective Sergeant Farrer, and this is Detective
Constable Parke. We’d like to ask you some questions.” She
didn’t wait for an answer and pushed past him.

“About what? Unless you have some kind of warrant, you
can leave.” He leaned out the door and scanned the driveway.
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“We won’t take too much of your time,” Kate said, fully
aware that she could take as long as necessary. “If you want
to change, we can wait.” She wandered into the living area
and Oliver moved toward the kitchen. It looked like the
place had one bedroom and bathroom—four rooms in all.
Dobbie seemed to be alone.

“Listen, I'm expecting a new client any minute now.” He
folded his arms and flexed both biceps.

Bare-chested was obviously how he intended to greet his
new ‘“client.” Kate shook her head and glanced around the
place. Mirrors were visible from almost every angle. And
people thought women were vain.

“You must take pretty good care of yourself.” She noticed
a set of shiny, barbells. “You work out a lot?”

“I do what I can. The way I see it, the skin is nature’s own
shrink-wrap, and it shows everything that’s going on under-
neath.”

Oliver crossed his eyes, out of Dobbie’s line of sight, and
continued to scan papers on the kitchen bench.

Kate tried to get him to relax and talk about his favorite
topic—himself. She squatted down and touched one of the
weights, noticing the acne on his shoulders and back, one of
the signs of steroid abuse.

“How much can you 1ift?”

“Bench press, over one hundred seventy pounds. Leg
press, two hundred twenty pounds.”

Oliver whistled then commented, “Impressive.”

Dobbie turned toward the male detective and looked him
up and down. “I could help you get in shape in six weeks.
You’d never know yourself.”

Kate suppressed a grin. “I’d love a set of these, but they’re
way too expensive. Personal training must pay better than
police work.”

“You should try eBay. I never pay full price for anything.”



96 KATHRYN FOX

Kate doubted that Dobbie’s place had been furnished
through Internet auction sites. Even if the plasma screen
mounted on the wall was a bargain, the surround sound and
installation would have cost a packet. His job must have
more perks than he declared on his tax return.

“What’s going on? What do you want?”” He sounded irri-
tated now.

“We’re investigating the disappearance of a young woman,
Candice Penfold,” Kate responded, looking hard at his face.
Even in the low light, she noticed his pupils contract—a sign
of the fight or flight response. He crossed his arms tighter. As
her father always said, people were just like animals when
cornered.

“Don’t look at me. If she ran away from those sicko, con-
trolling parents, who could blame her?”

Kate had obviously hit a nerve. “When was the last time
you saw her?”

“Dunno. Maybe a year ago. She was hooked on me but
I wasn’t interested.”

He broke eye contact. He had to be one of the worst liars
Kate had seen.

Oliver stepped forward from behind the bench and whis-
tled through his teeth. “A young girl throwing herself at
you? Must have been tough to resist. No one would blame a
man for giving in. Know what [ mean?”

“Mate, even you wouldn’t go there.” He moved away. “I
make it a rule never to sleep with anything that weighs
more than my old greyhound. She was one fat, ugly, dumb
bitch. Wouldn’t get a root in a brothel full of blind sail-
ors.” He glanced at Kate and winked. “You’re more my
type.”

If flesh could crawl, hers would have been interstate by
now. This guy was just stupid enough to get himself in
deeper. A year ago, Candice was svelte. If she had not gained
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weight until the last few months, he had to have seen her
recently.

“I hear her sister, Lesley, is more your type.”

“What if she is?” He glanced at himself in the living
room mirror before sitting at the round dining table. “And
she’d still be here if her father hadn’t bundled her off, to
break us up.”

Kate joined him, helping herself to a chair. Oliver stood
leaning against the kitchen bench. She noticed a yellow and
white photograph envelope on it.

“Why do you think he would do that?” she asked.

Dobbie clasped both hands on the glass tabletop. “The
Penfolds think they’re better than me, that I'm not good
enough for their golden girl.” He grinned through whiter
than white teeth. “Well, my rich women clients don’t think
the same way. I’ve fucked nearly every one of them.”

Kate assumed she was meant to be either shocked or awe-
struck. She was neither.

“Did you have a sexual relationship with Lesley?”

He looked at the female detective as if she was simple.
“Daddy’s little girl was no virgin. She came on to me with
those Bambi eyes and see-through shirts. I thought she
was a tease, but she could really put it out, if you know
what [ mean.”

“Oh, I know exactly what you mean,” Oliver echoed.

That took Kate by surprise. Gone was any hint of the
meek, mild family man she had met only days before. Either
her partner was a misogynist like Dobbie, or a reasonable
sort of actor.

Dobbie responded to the bait and kept talking. “At first it
was a bit of fun. We’d go out; she’d give me blowjobs in the
car outside her parents’ place, almost as if she wanted
them to see. She was on fire. You do know the old man’s
loaded, don’t you? Got lucky with some computer gadget he



98 KATHRYN FOX

invented, now he thinks his shit doesn’t smell. You know
the type.”

Oliver nodded. “Sure do. They think they can run the
world, and make it even tougher for guys like us. Bet that
made you pretty angry, particularly if you loved Lesley and
she loved you.” He leaned back and stretched one hand to-
ward the photo envelope. “Guess you would do anything to
get her back. And if it hurts the old man, it’s a bonus. Know
what I mean?”

Dobbie’s eyes flashed toward the packet on the bench. He
stood up. “Listen, I told you what I know and now I want
you to leave. That client will be here any minute.”

Kate asked if she could use the bathroom, and did not
wait for permission. She hoped Oliver would keep him dis-
tracted for long enough to allow her to have a look around
while they were there.

She heard Dobbie raise his voice: “I can get a lawyer
who’ll do you for harassment. You can’t just stroll in here
and take over.”

“You wouldn’t want to waste money on lawyers. They
cost a fortune. Then we’d have to start asking questions
about your income, what you declare to the tax man.”

Kate grinned at Oliver’s words as she looked inside the
bedroom. A large framed photograph of a nude woman
hung above the double bed. Beside the bed was a stack of
the latest body-building magazines. They were unlikely to
be bargain-priced on eBay. So much for him buying every-
thing cheaply. She heard Oliver continue.

“And then there’s that little magic powder in the tin over
there. Could have anything in it. Is it approved by the food
and drug authorities?”

Her partner had more gumption than she had given him
credit for. Inside the bathroom, she closed the door as Dob-
bie said something about Chinese medicine. A small plastic



Skin and Bone 99

rubbish bin contained a used syringe. Inside a mirrored,
mounted cabinet, she saw a box with vials in it. DHEA, the
box read. One vial was labelled HGH. She had the ammuni-
tion she needed.

Kate flushed the toilet, turned the taps on full bore and
flicked a couple of drops of water onto the mirror before
wiping her hands on the towel. If Dobbie ever complained
that she had performed an illegal search, at least she could
honestly say that she had used the bathroom. As she emerged,
she fiddled with the top button on her trousers.

“About time,” Dobbie said and stood with the front door
open. “You can go now.”

Oliver swept the photo envelope off the bench onto the
floor.

“God, so sorry about that,” he said. “Let me get it.”

Dobbie left the door and rushed to the floor, a second
too late. Kate had already reached down and opened the
envelope. Photos tipped onto the carpet. Dobbie tried to
snatch them but again Kate was too fast. In her hand she
held photographs of a woman lying on a bed. She was na-
ked and in every shot had both eyes closed.

If Kate did not know better, she would have thought the
woman was asleep.
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With Mark Dobbie safely in an interview room at
the station, Kate joined Oliver outside. She did not want to
tip Dobbie off about the search warrant she intended to get
and execute while he was being questioned.

“Do you want me to apply for the warrant?” Oliver
checked his watch.

“We’ve only got four hours until he has to be charged or
released, which means we have to move fast. He seems to
relate to the macho act you pulled, so it’s best if you stay with
him.” Kate stepped toward the wall as two uniformed con-
stables passed. “Get what you can about the Penfold girls and
the family. When he last saw Candice and heard from Lesley.
One of the other detectives can sit in. I'll get the warrant.
With the neighbor’s comment about selling drugs, the needle
I saw in the bin at his place and his physical appearance,
which suggests steroid abuse, we can get one on suspicion of
drug dealing.”

“Aren’t the photos more incriminating? Surely we’re bet-
ter off getting evidence to confirm he raped the woman.
There’s no way she was conscious in those pictures.” He
shook his head. “That has got to be one sick bastard in there.
And what about Candice Penfold? He lied through his teeth
about not seeing her.”
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Kate sighed. Without a complaint from the woman in the
pictures, it would be impossible to convince anyone that
they had enough evidence to suggest Dobbie was a rapist.
And so far they had nothing concrete to tie him with Can-
dice’s disappearance.

“I agree, but we can use the illegal steroids as leverage.
With a search for more photos, we’d be limited in where we
can look. But with a warrant for drugs, we have license to
check out every nook and cranny, the bins, in the damn roof
if we need to. Because drugs come in powdered form as
well, we can justify searching more places, even under floor-
ing. That means we have a much better chance of finding
whatever he’s stashed away that could implicate him regard-
ing Candice or other women.”

Oliver smiled. “And by holding him here while you go
through his place, he has no chance of destroying evidence.”

“Right. You get inside and play the moron. I'll get the
warrant.”

She climbed the stairs and found Inspector Russo at his
desk. Very little happened in the unit without his knowl-
edge, and he always made himself available to staff.

Russo listened with a noncommittal expression as Kate
stood in the doorway and explained the urgency of the Dob-
bie situation.

“Your warrant will be signed,” he said when Kate had
finished. “I have a magistrate on standby with a good record
for sentencing drug dealers. You’ll have it by the time you
get back to Dobbie’s house.” Russo stacked some papers into
a neat pile and removed his reading glasses.

“And, Kate,” Russo added, “we’re relying on you for this
one. Make it your priority.”

Kate wasted no time getting back to Dobbie’s house. She
hoped there had been some positive leads in the missing
baby investigation but didn’t stop to ask.
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Two uniforms accompanied her and, as Russo promised,
the warrant was there, signed, when she reached the front
door. This time the neighbor was nowhere to be seen. She
wondered how he would appreciate police cars parked out-
side his property.

With gloves on, logbook ready and a constable video-
recording the search, they knocked, waited, then forced open
the front door. This time the place assumed an even more
grotesque feel. The weights, gym equipment and plethora of
mirrors could only be the trappings of a narcissist. Kate
headed for the bedroom and the constable with the handicam
followed. Recordings were routine to protect the police from
accusations of theft or malicious damage, but in this case, a
taped record of the costly equipment and furnishings could
support the claim that Dobbie’s expenses exceeded his in-
come.

“Make sure you get all this,” Kate said, referring to the
paraphernalia in the bedroom. Handcuffs, silk ties and a
leather mask lay on a shelf near the bed. Under the mattress,
she felt for anything out of the ordinary. Inside one of the
pillowslips she found $1,000 cash. Judging by the obvious
hiding place, he’d never been robbed or searched before, she
thought, as she bagged and recorded the find in the logbook.
Under the other side of the mattress, there were a number of
envelopes. Each contained photos of naked women—at least
four different women, as far as she could tell. Again, each
one had her eyes closed. She showed the cameraman the
find and bagged each envelope separately.

Flicking through the magazines beside his bed, a piece
of paper with a telephone number on it fell out. Kate wrote it
down in her notebook and returned the pile to its place be-
side the bed. As she stood up, something out of place caught
her eye. A cigar box stood up on the shelf, between two
sports trophies. She opened the lid and removed a pack of
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playing cards, condoms and one dangly earring. At the very
bottom was a white envelope. Inside were more photos, of
yet another naked woman. Kate couldn’t make out the face
in the first one, but the second showed her head turned to
the side, eyes closed. A man was on top of her. All she
could see of him was the back of bare shoulders and three
small marks on them.

“You bastard,” she whispered, as each picture became
more sexually graphic. These ones must have been special
to Dobbie, because they were kept separately and most were
in close-up. The young woman looked just like Candice
Penfold at her slimmest.
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“You're in deep, deep shit.” Oliver Parke sat with
his hands behind his head across the table from the suspect.
“You might as well tell us what you know.”

Mark Dobbie refused to look at the photographs in front
of him. “Never seen them before.” He shifted in his seat.
“Besides, they don’t prove anything.”

“True.” Kate leaned against the interview room wall, arms
folded and ankles crossed. “But it shows you weren’t com-
pletely honest with us about Candice Penfold this morning.”

Despite loathing Dobbie and his perverse sexual prac-
tices, Kate had no tangible evidence to use for a charge of
sexual assault. Not only might the victims refuse to come
forward, some might not remember being drugged or photo-
graphed. That’s why drug-rape cases were so difficult to
prove. Even if a victim came forward with drugs still in her
system, there was no proof that she didn’t take them volun-
tarily.

“But they sure make you look like a sexual deviant. Any
women on a jury would have to see you for exactly what you
are,” she said.

“You’ve got nothing.” Dobbie smiled. His teeth looked
even whiter under the fluorescent lights.

Oliver sat forward. “I agree. Let’s just get this sorted out
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and you can be on your way.” He clicked his pen and opened
his notebook. “Tell us the names of the women in the pic-
tures and we’ll check them out. Once they confirm that they
all consented to sex and being photographed, we’ll know
this was just a silly misunderstanding.”

Dobbie’s eyes darted between the detectives. “What about
the drug charges?”

“That will depend on how cooperative you are.” Kate
pulled up the spare chair next to Oliver and sat down. She
looked at the clock on the wall. They still had forty-five min-
utes left to question him.

“When did you last have sex with Candice Penfold?”

“Never. Told you, I don’t stoop that low.”

“Well, who is the man in the photo then?”

Dobbie laughed. “Jesus, you are struggling. You’ve got
nothing. And you’ll never be able to prove I did anything to
that bitch.”

Oliver flashed Kate a look.

“Then I guess when we find her, we can ask her what hap-
pened.” Kate tapped on a manilla folder on the table. Filled
with documents that she wanted Dobbie to think were rele-
vant to the investigation, it was a bluff technique she had
used successfully before. “Unless, of course, you know we
won’t find her alive.” She tapped again. “Did I tell you we
just found her car? There was blood on the seats—cleaned
off, but our forensic guys are pretty clever at finding stuff
like that, just like on television. A smart guy like you should
know that, with your big screen TV and all.”

Dobbie blinked several times in quick succession. He ei-
ther resented having his intelligence challenged, or she had
just hit another nerve by revealing the car had been found.

“We're thinking someone killed her, and you're our pri-
mary suspect. You had motive for a couple of reasons.
Was she blackmailing you about the photos? Did she
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threaten to come to us about them and your little drug
activities?”

“Or,” Oliver offered, “did you cook something up that
would bring her sister home? Maybe you wanted Candice
out of the way for a while, long enough to worry Lesley into
coming back and seeing you, but something went wrong.
Even the best-intentioned plans can go wrong.”

Oliver was controlled and methodical, Kate realized. He
was saving Dobbie’s not inconsiderable pride by giving him
an opening to confess. “Best-intentioned.” Hell, Dobbie could
admit to what he had done and come out seeming like a good
guy, at least to himself.

The clock ticked away. They needed to wrap this up
quickly.

“Is there anything you’d like to tell us in relation to the
whereabouts of Candice Penfold? If you tell us now, freely,
things will go much better for you,” Kate said.

Dobbie picked at a fingernail. His hands shook slightly,
despite the fagade. He looked up at Oliver and cleared his
throat.

A knock on the door interrupted them. Inspector Russo
opened the door and asked Kate and Oliver to step out-
side.

What the hell was he doing? They had Dobbie. He was
about to confess.

“Detectives. I need both of you out here, NOW!”

Dobbie exhaled quickly and stared at the closed folder in
Kate’s hand. She picked it up, slowly stood and walked to
the doorway behind Oliver.

Outside, Russo spoke with his head down. Judging by his
creased forehead, he was as angry as Kate. “There’s some-
one you need to speak to. Immediately, before you question
Dobbie any further about the Penfold matter.”

He showed them to the interview room down the corridor.
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Inside sat a blonde woman with petite features, stunning
despite puffy eyes. She had clearly been crying.

“Meet Lesley Penfold,” Russo said. “She’s just off the plane
but came straight here. She’d like to make a confession.”

Lesley buried her face in a tissue. Her words were only
just audible.

“You can’t arrest Mark for killing Candy because he
didn’t do it. We figured that if she disappeared, you'd ques-
tion Mark about it and scare the hell out of him.” She looked
up at them with wet, doe-like eyes. “I'm sorry ... we just
wanted him to leave us alone.”
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Kate could not believe what she was hearing.
The young women had fabricated Candice’s disappearance
and had the detectives looking for a nonexistent victim. All
the while, a baby was out there somewhere. She paced the
small room, clenching and unclenching her fists, trying to
calm down. The girl’s flood of tears didn’t earn her any sym-
pathy. It was too damned late for that.

Oliver stood in silence then leaned over the table. “We
should charge you two with creating a public mischief, and
make you pay for the cost of this joke of an investigation.”
He moved his face close to Lesley’s. “Do you have any idea
what you have done?”

His anger stunned Kate, who started to worry he might
actually make physical contact with the girl.

He pounded the table with his fist and Lesley flinched.

“Why the hell didn’t you tell us this? Or are we part of
your little game as well? Is that what you do? Manipulate
people, play games with them?”

Lesley Penfold shouted, “Stop it, you're scaring me!
That’s what Mark does.” She turned to Kate, pleading, “I got
on the first plane when I heard about Candy’s car. She
doesn’t go anywhere without her mobile.”

Lesley’s perfectly made-up face began to resemble a
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clown’s, with vertical mascara lines running down each
cheek and red lips puffy with the snuffling and nose-wiping.

Kate decided to play good cop until they had unraveled
the story. “So what exactly was the plan and who came up
with it?”

Russo knocked on the door and entered the room. “The
Penfolds are in the waiting room. They want to be allowed
in.”

“No chance,” Oliver said. “This girl is of legal age. We
can question her alone, without them, if she refuses legal
representation.”

“She asked for them instead,” Russo said. “I kept them in
the waiting room and now they’re demanding to be let in.”

Oliver stared at Russo for a brief moment. “Then aren’t
they supposed to be present?”

“I'm fully aware of the regulations governing interviews,
Detective Parke.” Russo spun on his heel and met the Pen-
fold parents in the hallway, escorting them into the room
without another word to Kate and Oliver.

Outside, the pair watched the family reunion through
the two-way mirror. Robert Penfold hugged Lesley while
Janine rubbed her daughter’s back and stroked her shiny
blonde hair. Judging by the relaxed body language, Kate
suspected that the parents did not know about their daugh-
ter’s set-up, and they hadn’t asked for a lawyer—yet. Neither
parent mentioned Candice or where she could be. They
were too busy enveloping the prodigal child. What Kate
was observing seemed to support the studies that suggested
parents treated their good-looking children better than
their plainer ones. For a moment, she pitied Candice Penfold,
and felt the pang of having lost her own mother so young.

Like any child, Kate had idealized her dead mother, but the
only “memories” she had of her were those constructed from
photographs and stories her father told. A family reunion was
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once her childhood fantasy, but the way the Penfolds were
fawning over Lesley, seemingly without concern for Candice,
was far from heart-warming.

Kate felt her pulse quicken again at the thought of the
days they had wasted on the investigation, time that could
have been spent solving a real murder. She would make
sure the girls were charged with misdemeanor crimes and
their identities made public to maximize their humiliation.
Penfold wouldn’t be able to keep their names out of the
papers this time.

Oliver stood with one hand on the two-way mirror, the other
in his back pocket. “I didn’t see this coming at all,” he said
quietly. “How do you want to approach this?”

“Let’s leave Dobbie inside his room to sweat for a few
more minutes. He may not have killed Candice, but he’s hid-
ing something. We have him for the drugs anyway.”

“I could have sworn he was about to confess to hurting
Candice. And I’'m not sure that what he was going to say was
about the photos.” Oliver said. “This doesn’t add up.”

“I agree. Something tells me the plan went awry in more
ways than one. How about I start off and you just jump in
when you’re ready?”

Oliver nodded and went into the adjoining room for two
more chairs. When he returned, Kate was leaning over the
table toward the young woman.

“Lesley, I understand this is all very distressing, but we
need to go over the details about what you and Candice ar-
ranged.”

Janine Penfold dabbed her daughter’s face after licking
her own hankie. Either she couldn’t bear to see her daughter
look less than perfect, or she was still controlling her
grown-up child, or both.

Lesley was more composed now and began to speak more
clearly: “Mark had been writing to me while I was away,
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and just wouldn’t accept that I didn’t want to be his girl-
friend. He would follow Candy and beg her to get messages
to me. She had a crush on him so would have done almost
anything for him—even help him win me back. That’s why
she went to his place. He said he had a present for her, to say
thanks.” She dabbed her eyes again. “Candy loves presents,
and believes anything anyone tells her. Anyway, afterward,
she said one of his friends was at his place, drinking, and she
thought there might have been drugs there, too. She fell
asleep on the floor but woke up and left while they were out
of it. There was no present. That’s what upset her so much.”

Robert Penfold sat with his arm around his daughter’s
shoulders. “Before you think Candy got drunk, Detective,
she hates the taste of alcohol and never touches the stuff.”

Kate suspected Dobbie had drugged her with something
more powerful. “Do you know how long ago that was?”

Lesley exhaled through her mouth, her nose still con-
gested from the crying. “Um, it was after spring break, so it
was a month or two after I left. But we didn’t think this up
until a few months ago.”

Kate opened her folder and handed Lesley the photos of
Candice, still inside the plastic sleeve to stop fingerprint
contamination. “These might alarm you,” she warned the
parents, “so you may not want to view them.”

Lesley stared at the image, her hands shaking.

“Do you recognize the woman in the picture?” Kate
asked.

“It’s . . . Candy.”

“Do you recognize where the picture was taken?”

“God, it looks like Mark’s lounge room. I recognize the
couch.”

Mrs. Penfold leaned over and snatched the plastic sleeve,
clutching it between her manicured, pink fingernails. “Candy
lied to us and slept with that animal as well?”
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Robert Penfold clenched his teeth and stood abruptly,
knocking his chair back. “Where is the bastard? I'll kill
him.” Oliver was quick to block the doorway.

“I can understand that you’re angry. You have every rea-
son to be, but you have to calm down. Assaulting the prick
won’t help anyone right now.”

Again, Kate was impressed that Oliver, like a chameleon,
could change character in an instant.

“Please sit down, Mr. Penfold.” Oliver held up both palms
in a calming gesture. “We all want to know where Candice
is. Let’s sort that out first.”

Robert Penfold sighed and reluctantly returned to his
daughter’s side.

“Do you know what really happened that night at Mark’s
house?”” Kate asked.

“I swear,” Lesley said, “I didn’t know she slept with him,
or took her clothes off for photos. I just don’t believe it.”

Kate suspected that Candy had not known either. If Dob-
bie had slipped her a date-rape drug, she would have no
memory of the event. Without the photos, it was possible
that no one would ever have found out. Then again, there
was still the remote possibility that Candice had lied to her
sister and actually slept with Dobbie voluntarily. No doubt,
that’s what Dobbie and his lawyer would argue. This far
down the track, there would be no trace of drugs in her sys-
tem, even when they did find her.

Kate checked her watch. They couldn’t keep Dobbie in
custody for much longer. She would have to get the exact
details of Lesley and Candice’s plan later. For now, she
wanted to know where the missing girl was so she could get
back to Dobbie.

“Where is Candy right now? We need to speak to her as
well.”

Robert Penfold knelt down and looked steadily at his
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daughter. “It’s OK, you can tell us. We just want her back
safely.”

Lesley began to cry again. “That’s why I came home,
when Daddy called me about the car being found. That
wasn’t part of the plan. She was supposed to just dump the
car and go away, like on a holiday, but ring to let me know
where she was staying. She’d been saving all her cash so she
could have a break from . . .” She glanced at her mother.

“Do you have any idea what you’ve done?” Mrs. Penfold
said, still holding the photo.

“None of that matters now. I haven’t heard from Candy
since she left.” She looked up with those doe-eyes again.
“She was supposed to call and tell me where she was. I'm
scared something really has happened to her.”



17

Kate sat on the steps outside police headquarters
with her face in her hands. She needed air, even if it was pol-
luted by petrol fumes and smoke from the nicotine junkies.
Her first week back had been more grueling than she had
expected, and her body felt as if a flu virus had moved in.
Every muscle ached and her neck felt the strain. She had a
headache from lack of sleep and clenching her teeth, some-
thing she did when she was stressed.

The Penfolds’ situation had beggared belief. The girl who
tried to protect her sister from Dobbie had been drugged and
raped, possibly without ever knowing. Had she realized and
gone to the police, there might have been fewer women in the
same situation—and the chances of finding the others in
the pictures weren’t great. She had come back to homicide
to investigate murders, not be stuffed around by wealthy
debutantes who got caught up with the wrong kind of men to
annoy their parents. What had Dobbie said? That Lesley
would flaunt their sex acts outside the family home. He
might have been exaggerating, but something told her that
on that topic, he was telling the truth. While Dobbie was
being booked and fingerprinted before applying for bail on
the drug charges, they could forward the photographs to the
sexual assault unit. He still had a lot to answer for.
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Her mobile rang and she ignored it. Three more rings
and voicemail would kick in. This was her breathing space.
The smoke you have when you don’t smoke. She thought of
the unidentified dead mother, burned to an unrecognizable
state. Fiskars and Rench should not have been given the in-
vestigation. They were likely to cut corners and that could
cost them a result.

“Mind if I join you?”

Kate shielded her eyes from the sun and looked up.

“Sure, boss, it’s a free step.”

Russo hitched up his trouser legs and sat with enough
space between them to be comfortable but remain private.

“I know these first few days back have been less than
ideal. Believe it or not, I'm trying to look after you. You’ve
been through a rough time but we need your skills and can’t
afford you to give up on the job.”

Kate could barely hide her irritation. “I don’t need shield-
ing or protecting. I was certified fit to work and that’s what
I'm here for.”

He put his hands up in defense. “That’s not what I meant.
The Penfolds have been trouble since they started pulling
political strings and, of course, we’re expected to dance like
performing monkeys. Forget the genuine cases and pander
to them. For God’s sake, look at the crime stats and police
figures for where they and their mates live.”

Russo was right. On paper the wealthier suburbs needed
the most police because of skewed crime figures. The public
didn’t realize that scratching a car was reported as a crime in
those areas, or that a stolen wallet was treated as larceny.
Police stations in those areas were overstaffed and the detec-
tives’ time was taken up investigating trivial matters that, in
other places, would never even be reported. Meanwhile, the
disadvantaged suburbs went understaffed, even though they
were rife with drug and gang crimes. As long as state and
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federal leaders lived the high life, nothing was going to
change. Russo was clearly frustrated by the system, and Kate
wondered if that had prompted the change in his behavior.
Beside her now sat a disillusioned boss who had once ener-
getically revamped homicide and its staff. Maybe Oliver was
right. Russo might not have felt able to speak freely inside
the confines of his office.

“Is something going on here that I don’t know about?”

Russo clasped his hands in front of him. “Like what?”

“With respect, sir, you're a lot more irritable than I've
seen you.”

Russo rubbed his brow. “Things changed in some ways
while you were away. Not because of you, but obviously
there was an investigation into procedures to protect offi-
cers’ safety, which has led to more, shall we say, scrutiny.”

Kate knew that words like “scrutiny” usually meant an
internal investigation by the anticorruption unit.

“Are you saying the unit and everyone in it is under inves-
tigation?”

Russo breathed out. “I'm not in a position to comment on
undertakings by other units.”

Kate could barely believe that police were wasting time
investigating them when homicide was so overworked. She
clenched her jaw hard and pain shot through her temples.
She opened her mouth and the joints clicked. Like any pub-
lic service, the police was a top-heavy bureaucracy where
decision-makers often had no idea about the realities of the
jobs of people they criticized.

“You can’t get results without manpower. Is this a politi-
cal stunt to shaft us because of the number of unsolved
cases?”

“It’s nothing like that, I'm sure. Just be careful who you
talk to and what you say. And do your job by the absolute
bloody letter of the law, especially with the Penfolds. Nothing
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else. You never know who’s listening.” Russo donned his
sunglasses before setting off down the steps and into the
street.

Kate felt a mix of anger and relief. Anger at being in a
goldfish bowl through no fault of her own, and relief that she
wasn’t being shafted by her boss. Her instincts told her
Russo was a good man but his performance this week had
rattled her. At least now she had some understanding of
why.

Be careful about the Penfolds? Why the hell should they
be tiptoed around just because they had money?

Her mobile rang again, and this time she checked the
screen. The number was Oliver’s.

“I’ll be there in a minute,” she said, standing up and wip-
ing the back of her trousers.

“I thought you’d want to know. Lab just faxed,” Oliver
said. “The substance on Candice’s car is definitely blood.
We need to get some samples of her DNA for comparison.”



18

Posters from the movie Pirates of the Caribbean
lined the walls of Candice Penfold’s bedroom. Magazine
shots of Orlando Bloom were pasted alongside images of
waif-like actress Keira Knightley. Ribs and collarbones
featured prominently on almost all of the women Candice
had chosen to honor on her walls. The exceptions were some
before and after ads for diet fads. Other torn-out pages
showed photos of Hugh Jackman, Brad Pitt and a
tousle-haired Keith Urban.

Fashion magazines were strewn beside and under the
queen-sized bed, suggesting that this room was probably off
limits to Mrs. Penfold. A corkboard displayed a number of
childish drawings of horses. A few birthday cards were also
pinned to it, including one from someone who described
herself as “Your friend, Polly.” The undated card looked as
though it had been penned by a young child. Kate wrote the
sender’s name down in her notebook.

Candice’s wardrobe resembled a shop clothes rack, with
items ordered in sizes from eight to sixteen, some with price
tags still attached. She had either bought small clothes to
give her incentive to lose weight, or just kept them for when
she was that size again, as she did with the larger garments.
Self-absorption and self-criticism may have been why
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Candice spent so much time in her room. Then again, it
could have been the large-screen TV and DVD player. Her
DVD collection included remakes of Cinderella and Beauty
and the Beast, and Shallow Hal.

For a room used exclusively by a teenage girl, the ensuite
was surprisingly bare, even for a girl with an obsessively
clean mother. Apart from a hairbrush and toothbrush, there
were few other items. Kate remembered collecting lipsticks
and gloss given away with magazines, even though she didn’t
use them. But in the ensuite there was no makeup, and no
hair products of any kind. Unlike most teenage girls, Can-
dice was obviously not obsessed with preening, pruning,
dyeing and bleaching parts of her body that nature had al-
ready made perfect.

Most striking, the bathroom mirror above the sink was
covered in magazine clippings, leaving only a small space
for its actual purpose. Kate realized there hadn’t been a
full-size mirror in the bedroom. It was almost as if Candice
deliberately avoided seeing herself. The room had a sad feel
to it. She was in no doubt that the young woman had very
low self-esteem. To have such an attractive and successful
sister, and a former model for a mother, can’t have been
easy.

Kate thought of Mark Dobbie being so quick and open
about condemning any woman larger than a greyhound.
Bastards like that had to be punished for what they did.
They treated animals better. The photos of Candice having
sex made her even more furious now that she could see
how innocent the teenager was. But while Dobbie may
have been a drug-rapist, it didn’t automatically make him a
murderer.

Kate picked up the hairbrush and studied it. Some of the
long brown hairs clinging to the bristles might still have
their roots intact. She bagged the brush and the toothbrush
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separately for DNA sampling and left the room, gently clos-
ing the door behind her.

On the conference room table, Detective Sergeant Hayden
Richards examined the photographs of the naked women.

“Your photographer’s focused on the pillow, not the face,”
he said, squinting at the images. “Could have been deliber-
ate to make the subjects more difficult to identify.”

He checked the back of each photo through its plastic
sheet protector and sighed when he noticed no markings.

“Or,” Oliver suggested, “the photographer is an idiot.”

The more experienced detective frowned. “It’s not like he
was distracted at the time by logical thought. You said they
were in an envelope? We could check with the lab that
printed them.”

Kate had already considered that. “The envelope was one
available in supermarkets alongside the photo-printer car-
tridges. These were most likely do-it-yourself jobs.” Besides,
photo kiosks and labs were obliged to report any suspicious
photographs to police. There was too big a risk taking digi-
tal images anywhere for professional printing. Dobbie’s
house didn’t have a printer, but the ones for home use were
portable and could have been with his unidentified mate—
the one with the three moles on his back, lying on top of
Candice.

Kate watched as Hayden Richards continued to study the
photographs. The senior detective headed the sexual assault
investigation unit and had formerly worked in homicide.
The once morbidly overweight man had recently slimmed
down to normal weight and even Kate had heard rumors that
he was unwell. For the first time she smelled aftershave in
his proximity, not the stale odor of tobacco.

Seeing Hayden thinner was a shock initially, but she
thought he looked healthy and round-faced, not remotely
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gaunt or ill. Not that there was any chance the pair would
enter into chitchat about health or diets. That’s what she
respected about the “moustached ferret,” as he was affec-
tionately known in the force. He was completely focused,
and his investigative skills when reviewing cases had
shamed even the most tenacious officers. Kate still had a lot
to learn from him, and Oliver seemed in awe as well.

“Where exactly were these found?”

“On the kitchen bench. We accidentally knocked them
onto the floor and some spilled from the packet.” Kate stole
a look at Oliver. “This picture of our missing woman was
hidden separately from the others, in his bedroom.”

Hayden sipped from the bottle of water he had brought
with him. “So for some reason Candice Penfold is more spe-
cial than the rest. Maybe he knew having her photo was
risky but couldn’t bear to throw it out.”

“Or he was thinking of blackmailing a member of the
family with it. Apparently he was pretty desperate to get the
sister back from overseas.”

Hayden laid the pictures out neatly. “Do you know who
these other women are?”

Kate sat down on the table and put her feet on the seat of
a chair. “We’re hoping you might be able to help with that
one. Have you had any intelligence reports? Because we
couldn’t find any formal statement alleging Mark Dobbie
was a rapist.”

“We’re working on about seventy-five unsolved rapes in
the area, but nothing related to the address you mentioned
over the phone. The name Dobbie sounds very familiar,
though. Can you wait while I check?” He pulled a mobile
phone from his pocket and stepped outside the room. “Poor
signal in here,” he muttered, and walked toward the outside
windows in the main office.

Kate and Oliver were grateful to hear anything the



122 KATHRYN FOX

detective could tell them and watched him through the glass
partition. Within minutes Hayden returned with a grin on
his face.

“Mark Dobbie, muscle man and halfwit. I do know him.
He was a person of interest on an assault I worked on a
couple of years back. It was one of those club holiday island
places about two hours off the coast by boat. A seventeen-
year-old claimed she woke up naked in a men’s room but
couldn’t identify any of her attackers. Dobbie was on the
island with some friends at the time and they were seen by
other tourists taking recreational drugs. That same week, a
twenty-something woman went missing, presumed drowned,
after being seen intoxicated and dancing with one of Dob-
bie’s friends. Her body was never found.”

“Was there any physical evidence on the seventeen-year-
old?” Kate asked. Dobbie and his mates could be far more
dangerous and perverted than she had realized.

“Problem was, the assault wasn’t reported until the girl
left the island with her family. She said some men had told
her there were whales off the coastline and she could get a
great view from their cabana balcony. Mum and Dad trusted
she’d be safe on the island so let her roam around and visit
the teenagers’ club.”

“As most people would,” Oliver said. “After all, there are
uniformed staff who act like friends and who guests would
feel safe around. Who wouldn’t feel trusting in that environ-
ment?”

“I can see what you’re saying, but island resorts, like
cruises, have a bad name in certain parts of the world. Up
until recently there’s been a problem with reporting inci-
dents and police getting access before evidence is destroyed.
It’s not unusual for staff to ignore the claims of a seventeen-
year-old girl who couldn’t actually remember what happened
and wasn’t even sure she had been raped. Besides, if she had
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been drinking, she was underage. It wasn’t in the resort’s
best interests to pursue it.”

Kate was not surprised that Dobbie could have been in-
volved in drug-raping before. A self-contained island was the
perfect place for predators like him. Women often traveled
in groups, drank to excess and were out for fun. All assumed
they were safe to roam around at night. She could see why
they might take personal risks they wouldn’t consider back at
home. Recreational drugs may have been part of their holi-
day experience, but being raped was not.

“What do you have on Dobbie?” Kate felt even more de-
termined to stop this deviant ruining women’s lives.

Hayden sat back, hands clasped behind his head. “He’s
slimy. Brags about sleeping around with his clients, who are
usually sexually frustrated women whose husbands have
moved on to younger versions. I guess it’s their way of get-
ting back at the husbands—spending as much of their money
as possible before a divorce.”

Oliver paced the room. “So on top of his other unsavory
pastimes, Dobbie is a prostitute.”

Kate suspected the equipment in his house was too ex-
pensive to have been paid for out of his earnings as a per-
sonal trainer.

“We couldn’t get him for accepting money, if I recall. The
women paid in goods—expensive ones.”

“Same difference,” Oliver said.

“Not really,” Kate countered. “There are plenty of women
sleeping their way up the social or money tree, and we can’t
arrest them for that.”

Oliver rubbed his chin. “There’s something I don’t under-
stand, though. Guys like Dobbie are never short of women
who voluntarily sleep with them. Why would they go to the
trouble of buying expensive drugs and risk getting caught?”

“That’s an excellent question, and one which has caused
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juries to acquit handsome rapists before. But it’s a patho-
logical need these men have, and it’s about ego. If a girl
knocks them back—or, more likely, seems prudish—she
becomes a challenge. They don’t have to use protection if
the woman won’t remember whether or not they had sex.
That heightens the sexual experience and reduces their
chances of being hounded by the woman. There’s no emo-
tional attachment or concern about health issues either.”

“You’d think prostitutes would be cheaper than the drugs
they’re buying and giving away,” Oliver said. “I just don’t
getit.”

“That,” Hayden replied, “is because you’re not that kind
of man. Remember, these rapists go to extraordinary lengths
to make themselves look attractive—the body-building,
hairstyles and the way they dress are all designed to attract
attention. They have enormous egos, but are incredibly inse-
cure. They don’t just want to have sex, they want great sex.
And they take the photos to prove they’ve had it, and to
relive the moment, if you get my meaning.”

Kate knew exactly what he meant. And the thought of
Dobbie masturbating to the victims’ images was as revolting
as taking the pictures in the first place.

“We found GHB in his home, along with human growth
hormone,” she said, relieved they had got that much on Dob-
bie given that he had already slipped through Hayden’s net.

“Ah, we call it ‘GBH’ because that’s what it causes—
grievous bodily harm. That and growth hormone often go
together. Testosterone is becoming passé because of its neg-
ative effects, like acne and shriveled testicles. It can even
cause man-boobs—not the image these Neanderthals want
to present.”

Hayden pulled out some pages from the black portfolio he
had brought and handed them to the detectives. One sheet
contained information on drugs used in sexual assaults.
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Kate read that Gamma-Hydroxy Butyrate (GHB) occurred
naturally in the brain. It was thought to promote the type of
sleep during which the body produces more growth hor-
mone, used for muscle development in body-builders and
movie stars wanting to “bulk up” for roles.

It usually came as a colorless, odorless liquid but could
also be in powder or capsule form. Injecting the drug didn’t
have any benefit over swallowing the stuff. The reason it
was used in sexual assaults was that the drug was rapidly
absorbed, with peak blood levels occurring around twenty
to forty minutes after being swallowed. The effects lasted
from about forty-five minutes to eight hours, depending on
the weight and metabolism of the victim and the dose ad-
ministered. The information sheet went on to explain that
the initial effects included euphoria and, some believed,
heightened sexual awareness and desire, but there was a very
fine balance between a dose that increased sexual pleasure
and one that caused extreme sedation, confusion, nausea,
vomiting and lack of bodily control. Coma, respiratory sup-
pression, seizures and death were commonly reported.

Kate looked up but Oliver was still reading. Hayden gave
them time to absorb the information.

“What some of these guys do,” he began, “is give the
woman a dose and if she doesn’t turn into a raving nympho-
maniac, they give her another, and another. Any victim who
survives does so by sheer bloody luck rather than good judg-
ment on the rapist’s part. That’s what makes this drug so
bloody scary. And when you combine it with alcohol . . .”

“With no taste or smell, no one would know if it had been
slipped into a drink or not.” Kate picked up the photo of
Candice Penfold. If she was as private and shy as she
seemed, she would have been a prized victim for Dobbie
and his mates.

“And the worst part,” Hayden added, “is that because it’s
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used recreationally, the blokes will always claim the women
took it voluntarily and turned into sexual animals. When
they have photos of the women performing oral sex and
other activities which, not coincidentally, are designed for
pleasuring the male, juries can look pretty judgmentally on
the women, in the rare cases when we have enough to go to
trial.”

He perused the photos on the table once again.

“Unless any of these women comes forward, there’s little
you can do to charge Dobbie, or whoever belongs to the
back in that shot, with having committed sexual assault.
Drug possession is about all you’ve got.”

Kate knew that as long as Candice Penfold was around,
Mark Dobbie was at risk of being caught for premeditated
rape. He had a lot to gain by her disappearance.



19

Brett Spender grunted as the caregiver trans-
ferred him to his bed. “I want the computer,” he barked, ir-
ritated that his caregiver was paid until nine o’clock but
cheated him of at least fifteen minutes every Friday night.

“Wouldn’t hurt you to use manners.” Rosalie straightened
both of his legs and tucked him in like she would a child, top
sheet up to armpit level. “One of those Scary Movies is on
tonight. You might actually get a laugh out of it and release
some endorphins for a change. Could be just what you
need.”

He knew what he needed, and it was not staying home by
himself in front of a second-rate comedy.

“If you want,” he tried to sound casual, “you could stay
and watch it here. There should be more spritzers in the
fridge and a couple of bags of chips in the cupboard.”

She fussed with the sheet some more and pulled it tighter,
despite the fact that he couldn’t have rolled out of the bed
even if he’d wanted to.

“I told my parents I’d stay home with them tonight. They
keep complaining I treat the place like a motel since I started
working evenings for you. They’ll probably make me watch
some depressing SBS documentary with them.”

“Bullshit!” Brett hated being patronized and lied to. He
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felt his blood pressure rise. “I'm not blind or stupid. I see
how you put your makeup on and you drown yourself in that
cheap perfume. You smell like toilet spray. It’s disgusting.”

He saw the muscles on her face tense, and knew he’d cut
her down. The truth was, he didn’t want to hurt her. She
looked and smelled great. Every time she bent over him he
liked to smell the strawberry shampoo in her long, soft hair.
The musk perfume she wore on special occasions was sub-
tle, not cheap at all. The only thing wrong was the cherry
red lipstick she had troweled on. When she smiled, it made
her teeth look yellow. She must have applied it when she was
supposed to be cleaning up after dinner—on his time, not
the boyfriend’s.

“OK, then, if you really want to know, we’re going to din-
ner in Chinatown then dancing. I'm staying the night with
Alfonso.” She licked her lips. “I’ll leave it to your imagina-
tion as to what we’ll be doing at his place.”

Since she’d started going out with Alfonso, Rosalie had
stopped the long discussions they used to have. She was the
first girl Brett had ever really got to know and become friends
with, rather than just wanting to have sex. Before the acci-
dent, he wouldn’t have looked twice at his caregiver, but the
chubby woman had grown on him. It was just like they say
about fat chicks—she had a good personality. Only Brett
really meant it with Rosalie. Until Alfonso had changed
her—he didn’t like what she had become or how vulgar she
had started acting.

“I pay your salary, remember, so you can afford to go
clubbing, drinking and whatever.” He couldn’t bring himself
to say what he resented most. He flicked his head to move
the fringe from his eyes by using his neck muscles—the
only ones left in his body that still worked. Paying for a hair-
cut was no longer a priority for him, especially since being
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on his back so much meant he had rubbed a bald spot on the
back of his head. “I don’t care what you do. I'm thirsty.”

Rosalie straightened and took the plastic cup from the
bedside trolley, holding it to Brett’s mouth and placing the
straw between his lips.

“How many nurses have you worn out over the last few
months? Three, or was it four?” She waited for him to finish
sipping. “Look, nobody wished this on you. It was an accident,
but you’re still young and at least you're in your own place,
not withering away in some urine-soaked nursing home.”

Just rotting in here, he thought, totally dependent on cows
like you. He jerked his head to dislodge the straw and
knocked it out of the cup, his anger welling.

“Suits you, being able to come and go and piss off early
whenever you want. I'll be docking your pay for this.”

She leaned over, giving him a view of her ample cleavage.
“This whole self-pity routine is wearing pretty bloody thin.”
She spoke softly, as though someone else might be eaves-
dropping. “If you were civil I might stay and watch a movie
with you one night. Just don’t expect me to stay and listen to
your ‘woe is me’ crap. If you feel better slagging me, go
ahead, but what goes around comes around.”

He blew the air out of his mouth in a hiss. His neck arter-
ies began to throb as his anger rose. No one spoke to him
like that.

Ignoring him, Rosalie placed the computer mouthpiece to
his left, within easy reach when he turned his head. The
screen was attached to a metal arm on the side of the bed.
Since Brett was incapable of rolling over, there was no
chance of him bumping it in the night.

She stood back and sighed. “Why do we go through this
before every weekend? Listen, if you want someone to live
in—company—you can always hire a full-time nurse.”
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He did not respond.

She left the room for the ensuite and returned with a cup
of fresh water. In silence, she moved the bedside trolley
close enough for him to turn his head and reach the straw in
the night. She took a cigarette from his packet and lit it with
his lighter. He stared at the ceiling as she held it near his
mouth.

“The local church offered to send visitors for company,
remember? If you want, I can organize it.”

He inhaled as much smoke as he could but with his respi-
ratory muscles so weak, the effect was minimal. Another of
life’s simple pleasures that would never be the same.

“I’ll be stuffed if happy clappers patronize this cripple.”

“Have it your own way.” She checked the catheter bag and
turned on the TV suspended from the ceiling to maximize
his view, then stood staring at a singing banana in a car ad.

“At least the Christians are doing something for other
people. I don’t see your old friends going out of their way to
come and visit.”” Her jeans rubbed together at the inner
thighs as she lumbered toward the bedroom door.

“I’ll see you Monday.” She paused to flick off the light,
the part-smoked cigarette still in her possession. “Try to
have a good one.”

Brett turned his eyes. He didn’t need pity. Not from
anyone. “Don’t bother coming back, you fat, ugly bitch,”
he called out. “You're fired. Fuck off. Leave the key on the
kitchen bench and get the fuck out.”

He heard her stomping around the kitchen, throwing pans
in the sink, and then the front door slammed shut. A few
seconds later, the boyfriend’s car screeched off down the
road.

Brett was alone. Like he was for most of every day. If it
wasn’t for the mouth-operated computer and phone, the out-
side world might not have existed. He breathed out and in to
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inhale any residual smoke. Instead, he got the remnants of
her perfume. The agency would send someone on Monday
to get him out of bed. He’d tell the weekend woman to ar-
range it. Even better, he could e-mail the agency tonight.

It had been ten months since the diving accident that had
shattered his world. When the compensation settlement
cleared, his mates were happy to come around and drink
more than their share of the profits. Now they all had ex-
cuses. Truth was, they were too busy working and having
fun to visit anymore. His mother—a real piece of work—had
an official stance for her absenteeism. It broke her heart to
see her youngest son like that. In other words, even she had
better things to do than nursemaid a grown child and wipe
his dirty backside.

On the TV, a repeat of My Name is Earl had begun. Brett
used his chin to hit the volume on the remote. Earl always
went on about karma. How doing bad things made bad
things happen to you. Brett thought about a Dr. Phil episode
about creating your own destiny. Oprah and Dr. Phil had
both made a fortune telling other people how to do it. Maybe
that was what good karma meant. You boss people around
and make a financial killing.

Brett wondered what he had done to deserve his fate. Six
of them dived into the water that day, but only he had ended
up in a wheelchair. He thought about his friends and the fun
they’d had on holidays, especially that last one. Girls would
line up to get laid by them, more often than not. Half the
time, they didn’t even tell you their names. That’s what
holidays were for. Good mates, lots of alcohol, drugs and
great sex.

Brett closed his eyes and wondered if that was the bad
karma bit. Activating the computer to his left with the
mouth-rod, he sent messages to everyone on his address
list—dozens of them—explaining that maybe Earl had a
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point. Bad karma had to be changed. Otherwise, life wasn’t
worth living. A few minutes later the rod hit the send button.
Then he e-mailed the agency.

Brett woke to the aroma of hot chips, his all-time favorite.
The food you could have anywhere. At the pub, the football,
or after a big night out. So long as you worked it off later at
the gym. Saliva trickled from his mouth onto the pillow.

A black and white movie was on TV but the room re-
mained dark. Rosalie must have come back to smooth things
over with a late-night snack. Maybe she and her boyfriend
had busted up. Truth was, he wanted her back, fat arse and all.
It wasn’t the first time they had argued and she showed up
hours later as though nothing had been said. That’s one of
the reasons he liked her. She was never too proud to come
back. He knew she needed the work so he would accept the
apology this time, and give her a warning about rudeness.
The first bit of good karma.

When she didn’t appear in the room, he called out to her,
“Apology accepted.”

No answer. He turned down the sound on the TV with his
chin and listened. Nothing. The cow hadn’t come back at all.
Ungrateful bitch. He wondered if she was the one bringing
bad karma. He closed his eyes. His imagination had to be
playing tricks. He drifted into that weird place where the past
and what could have been merge, still salivating at the
thought of food. He remembered when every muscle worked
and things were the way they should have been. He had been
fit, easy on the eye, and always had at least one girlfriend.
And the sex was unreal. A bit of Viagra and he could come
as often as he liked.

Women wanted him and he knew how to make the most
of it. A couple of drinks and they couldn’t wait to get their
knickers off. Sometimes it took a little more to get them in
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the sack, but it was always a cheap root. Why would you pay
a prostitute when almost every woman you met gave it away
for virtually nothing? Hell, sometimes they even paid for the
drinks. His face relaxed into a smile. The memories were
almost as good as being there. Except that now his body felt
nothing.

Somewhere there had to have been bad karma. One dive
off that jetty and his life was over. He wished he’d died in
the accident, not been saved from drowning only to slowly
wither away. Muscles were no good to him now. Atrophy,
flab and fat were all that remained.

What good was sex if you couldn’t feel anything? And
who’d want to have sex with him now? The only women
who came near him were absolute dogs. But he really did
like Rosalie.

If he was honest, he wouldn’t have looked twice at him-
self either. He thought about the times he’d made fun of the
cripples at the local special school. The spastics and the
brain damaged, wheeled along each day. The sight of them
made him sick as a kid. Truth was, he was probably a little
scared of them, the way they couldn’t control their heads or
the way their hands curled freakishly near their shoulders.
He could not understand how a parent could love them. His
mother explained: “No one else will take them or wants
them.” Karma, he thought, grimacing. How did he get to be
such a dickhead? Then again, everyone at school was like
him—at least all his mates. Or were they?

His head jerked forward with the crashing sound. The TV
flickered before he was left in complete blackness. Then he
smelt the smoke. He forced out a cough and tried to rub his
face against the pillowslip.

“Who’s there?” he shouted, then struggled to catch his
breath.

Another crash and this time blistering heat hit the side of



134 KATHRYN FOX

his face closest to the door. Within seconds, orange and
black engulfed the corridor outside his room. He realized
what was happening.

“Help me!” The air was thick and claustrophobic and
muffled his voice. “Anybody!”

He willed his legs to move but they ignored his desperate
pleas. Nothing from his arms, either. Fucking nothing.

“Help!” his voice slurred.

Sweat poured from his face and the flames disappeared
behind a sheet of blackness. He tried to reach his computer
but his chin could not find it. Each breath became more
labored.

For the first time, he was grateful that his body was com-
pletely numb.

Karma.
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Kate sat on her lounge-room floor scraping the
last of the butter chicken from the takeaway container. She
cleaned up the extra sauce with pappadams saved over from
the night before.

Going for a run had failed to relieve her frustration that
the sexual assault unit would not intervene and help out with
the Dobbie case. Not that she could blame them. They were
in a bind. Without Candice Penfold to file a complaint, they
had no right to investigate and their resources were stretched
as it was. What Hayden Richards had given her was a better
insight into Dobbie’s character, if she could call it that. It
was more like he had an absence of character if he could
plan to drug and rape women, carry it out and then take tro-
phy photographs for entertaining himself afterward.

Oliver had contacted Candice’s few friends, mostly for-
mer school colleagues, to ask when she had last been seen,
in what state of mind, and whether she had let anyone know
where she planned to go. So far he hadn’t discovered any-
thing they didn’t already know.

Kate decided to spend the evening sifting through the box
of documents that had arrived on her desk from Hayden
Richards’ unit. It contained photocopies of scores of docu-
ments from the investigation into the island resort. She
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looked at a newspaper clipping about the woman presumed
drowned. A photograph showed a young woman with a wide
smile posing for the camera, glass of wine, in hand. The
press could have used any photo of the woman—one from
school, or with a boyfriend—but they chose one that made
her look like a party girl. Public sympathy would have plum-
meted after the photo was released, which meant that inter-
estin the case was likely to wane faster than if the community
was angry about the death of a young woman with an un-
blemished past who should have had her life ahead of her.

Kate read the article, which mentioned that Lilly Stavos had
been known to take ecstasy and smoke dope. In other words,
if she drowned, it was likely due to a cocktail of drugs. More
articles read along similar lines, until an exposé of crime at
self-contained holiday destinations led to a coroner’s enquiry
and a reopening of the case six months later. That’s when
Hayden Richards had begun his part of the investigation.

Kate flicked through the large pile of papers and inter-
views with staff and guests. Lilly Stavos was reported miss-
ing at 9 a.m. one morning by her girlfriends, when she failed
to return to her cabana. The two friends denied she had been
suicidal and described her as being in good spirits, having
consumed a few cocktails in one of the bars. A note pinned
to the statements said that the bar staff were given alcohol
quotas to sell each shift, and were encouraged to serve alco-
hol to people irrespective of whether they were inebriated.
Kate wondered how their public liability had coped with
such an admission. It probably hadn’t.

One of the waitresses remembered seeing Lilly leave the
pirate-themed disco with two men, identified as Aaron—or
Elvis, as he liked to be known—Brown, and a young
plumber, Brett Spender.

Kate saw Mark Dobbie’s name circled on the hotel guest
list and flicked through the papers to see why he had been a
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person of interest. He had booked the trip with the other two
and was given an adjacent cabana. So both of the men be-
lieved to have been the last to see Lilly Stavos alive were
Dobbie’s mates.

None of the other holidaymakers had seen what hap-
pened. An elderly guest claimed he had heard that Lilly was
a spy and planned her disappearance in a submarine, infor-
mation he was keen to pass on to police. A note about the
witness described him as confused and disorientated, and
his wife confirmed the man suffered from early dementia.

The following morning, Lilly’s sequinned handbag was
found near a wooden walkway bridge, along with fibers from
the tasseled dress she was last seen wearing. Tassel threads
had adhered to part of the railing, suggesting she had brushed
hard against it. Or been dragged across it, Kate thought.

She was beginning to get the impression that Lilly could
have been given a fatal dose of drugs and then her body dumped
in the ocean during the night. Hayden Richards, it seemed,
had developed the same theory. If that were true, Mark Dob-
bie’s mates were as callous and calculating as he was. The
night Lilly disappeared, Dobbie was seen roaming naked out-
side his room. He was apparently knocking on cabana doors
trying to find his room because he had misplaced his key.

Kate studied the security report on the search the fol-
lowing morning. Neither Dobbie nor his friends’ rooms
were searched. All rooms were doorknocked by staff, and
announcements made over the PA system, but no one was
formally questioned apart from Lilly’s friends. The inves-
tigation was a total cock-up, she thought, with no forensic
evidence collected apart from the dress fibers and hand-
bag. There was no fingerprinting of the rails near where
Lilly’s belongings were found, and no search for blood.

A cleaner later reported being called to Spender’s and
Brown’s cabana at around 6 a.m. to clean up vomit. It was
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impossible to say whose vomit it was. The case was a disas-
ter from the start, but then resort security weren’t trained in
forensics and the mainland police were hours away. With
young people pursuing sexual encounters and drinking ex-
cessively, even victims would have trouble being taken seri-
ously. The island really was a sexual predator’s paradise.

Kate double-checked Brett Spender’s address. He lived in
a suburb thirty minutes away. She took a final swig from a
can of ginger beer. She never bothered with a glass; it saved
on washing up. As she gathered up the papers and placed
them back into their cardboard box, she knew it was plausi-
ble that the young woman had gone for a late-night swim
and drowned. But with Dobbie’s history of drugging women,
Kate felt sure he and his friends were involved. She won-
dered if one of them had three moles on his back, like the
man in the photo of Candice Penfold.

She got to her feet and headed for the kitchen. She threw
her fork in the sink and grabbed a glass of water. The oven
clock read eleven fifteen.

As soon as she lay down, fatigue enveloped her muscles
and feet . . . But the peaceful place she had drifted into was
suddenly shattered by the shriek of her alarm. She groped for
it and groaned. Four forty-five was her normal time for a run,
but this morning she decided to give it a miss. Once awake,
though, she was incapable of getting back to sleep so she had
a long shower and decided to pay Brett Spender a call.

She wanted to get any information she could on Mark
Dobbie and what happened on that island holiday. Though it
was still early, catching witnesses, or “persons of interest,”
at odd hours often rattled them enough for them to admit to
things they might otherwise hold back.

Kate left a message on Oliver’s phone telling him where
to meet her, grabbed her keys and headed for Brett Spender’s
place.
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Kate pulled up outside the weatherboard house,
the street still in darkness apart from the pool of light cast
by a lone street lamp. The overgrown yard suggested Spender
didn’t exert any energy in the garden. She checked the file.
He was a plumber, but there was no truck in the drive.

She had smelled the smoke as soon as she entered the street,
but couldn’t see where it was coming from. As she approached
Spender’s house the outside sensor light flicked on, then off,
before she reached the porch. As her knuckles rapped on the
front door, she felt searing heat behind it. Something was
wrong. The smell of burning oil took her breath away for a
moment and stung her eyes. She pounded on the door.

With no answer, she stepped around the front of the house
and past the lounge-room windows. As she ran toward the
back corner of the house, the force of a blast knocked her
onto the grass, her hands instinctively covering her head.
Gray and orange flames licked the outside of the house, the
window blown out.

She rolled and checked herself for injury. She had no cuts
or grazes but she must have fallen awkwardly because a
sharp pain radiated from her ankle. A neighbor from across
the street ran toward her and Kate yelled for him to call the
fire brigade and an ambulance. Not knowing if anyone was
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inside, she hobbled around to the back of the house, hoping
to find a way in. One of the windows, she saw immediately,
was missing its pane of glass. Feeling carefully for any
shards, she hoisted herself through the window frame and
onto the floor. She yelled out for anyone who could hear. No
one answered.

Peeling off her jacket, she wrapped it around her hand
and crawled along the floor. The black smoke obliterated
visibility and when she lifted her hand to feel for doorknobs,
the intense heat was intolerable. Standing, she immediately
realized, would be fatal. Almost deafened by the noise inside
and prevented from going further by the blistering inferno,
she felt for a wall to get her bearings.

Shit! Which way had she come? She felt light-headed and
sick to the stomach. She crawled backward, trying to retrace
her path to the window she had come through. Coughing and
blinded by the smoke, each small movement she made be-
came a battle against exhaustion. The next thing she felt were
large hands grabbing her from behind and dragging her along
the ground. The hands pushed her through the window into
the arms of the largest fireman she had ever seen. She could
have sworn she heard Oliver’s voice in the commotion.

Within seconds she was on an ambulance trolley, coughing
and wheezing into an oxygen mask. She grappled with the
mask, uncomfortable with anything that covered her face.

Someone washed her eyes out with sterile water and the
stinging slowly subsided. She closed her eyes and rested.

“What the hell were you thinking?” a voice said.

She blinked and gradually focused on Oliver. The first
thing she noticed was how immaculately dressed he was so
early in the morning.

“I got here just as it started. Is anyone inside?” he asked.

Her mind raced. How did he arrive so quickly? “Were you
following me?”
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Oliver said something about her being confused and that
she needed to get to hospital.

Kate shook her head and coughed up some dark phlegm.
“No hospital.” The ambulance officer offered her nasal
prongs for oxygen, which she accepted. Within minutes, her
breathing rate had slowed and the coughing abated.

“You can’t have been inside long,” Oliver said. “From
what the firemen said, it’s gone up incredibly fast.”

“Oil. I smelt burning oil when I got here. Then there was
an explosion.”

A few minutes later, John Zimmer arrived wearing his
blue overalls and black toecapped boots. “Gang’s all here, I
see. At least some of us aren’t lounging around trying to
suck up eternal youth gas.”

“Shut up, you shit-stirrer. Kate’s been through enough
without you adding to her trauma.”

Zimmer grinned. “What can I say? Some women find my
sense of humor endearing.”

“Not this one,” Kate mumbled, her mouth parched from
breathing through the nasal prongs, and no doubt from the
surge of adrenaline she experienced in the fire. Every mus-
cle in her body felt fatigued—not the usual tiredness, but
worse than she felt after running the half-marathon. She
smiled to herself.

“What’s amusing?” Oliver asked.

“I went over on my ankle before. Now I can’t feel it at all.
It’s probably cured.”

“Or you’ve burned through the skin and nerve endings.
Bit of a drastic way to treat a minor condition, I'd say,” Zim-
mer chirped. “Remind me not to ask your advice on how to
treat a stomachache.”

Uncharacteristically, Kate appreciated the attempt at hu-
mor. To be honest, she wouldn’t have minded what they
talked about. She just did not want to be alone right now.
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Being part of the team made her feel better and the pair’s
presence was surprisingly calming. She had to admit to want-
ing them both to stay.

Flames plumed from the side of the house as firefighters
hosed it from inside and out. Zimmer stood watching, hands
on his hips and legs wide apart. “That’s one hell of a blaze.
If there’s anyone left inside, they won’t have survived.”

A firefighter approached, still wearing his breathing appa-
ratus and fireproof suit. He took off his helmet and revealed
sweat-soaked hair. His face bore a silhouette of the breathing
apparatus, with soot blackening the uncovered areas.

“You the detectives in charge?”

Oliver and Kate both said yes.

“We have one deceased, in the master bedroom. Large
build, bigger than most women, so it’s probably a male. And
there’s what remains of a wheelchair by the bed.”

Wheelchair? Nothing in the police statements mentioned
Brett Spender being disabled or incapacitated. He had
danced at the disco with Lilly Stavos. Maybe it wasn’t
Spender’s address anymore, or perhaps he lived with a dis-
abled parent.

“And don’t think there’s anything you could have done to
save him.” The man spoke directly to Kate. “Even with our
equipment, we didn’t have a chance.” He held up his yellow
helmet, which had partially melted.

“The heat was intense enough to do this, so you did
bloody well just getting in and out alive, especially in syn-
thetic clothes.”

Kate felt a tightness in her chest. Someone had been in-
side when she arrived, and could still have been alive now.
She wished she could have reached the bedroom, but the
heat and smoke had been too much to fight against. She real-
ized her jacket had been little protection and, in any case,
she had dropped it somewhere inside. All she had on was a
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light shirt and trousers. If only she had kept a woollen blan-
ket in her car.

“Maloney’s here. We might get some answers.” Zimmer
moved toward him and had a quiet discussion before bring-
ing him over to Kate. By now, a neighbor had kindly pro-
vided a tray of glasses and bottles of water. She took a sip
and removed the oxygen prongs to speak with the chief fire
investigator.

“Sorry to hear what happened,” Maloney said. “But I
need to know everything about when you arrived. What you
saw, smelled, touched, heard and felt from the moment you
got here.”

“It was a horrible smell, like burning oil, coming from
inside.” Kate explained about the heat on the front door and
the shattering of the side window.

“Could there have been an explosive in there,” Oliver
asked, “to have that much force?”

“That is possible, but it may be that you arrived just be-
fore the flashover occurred. The fire could have started in
the kitchen, with cooking oil, by the sounds of it. We'll
know when we get inside.”

Kate thought of the body in the bed, next to a wheel-
chair.

“If the owner of the chair was unable to walk, who would
have been cooking in the kitchen? If the deceased had
started to cook before going to bed, why did the fire start so
close to daylight?”

“Unless he got up to cook breakfast, felt unwell and got
himself back to bed,” Oliver suggested.

Kate thought of the window with the missing pane of
glass. She had no doubt. This was arson. Somebody broke in
and set fire to the place. Someone who wanted to make sure
the occupant didn’t come out alive.
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Inside the car, Kate quickly removed her shirt and
trousers and pulled on yoga pants and a T-shirt she kept in
her gym bag in the boot. One fire unit had left and the other
was tidying up. Uniformed police kept voyeurs and TV
crews across and down the street.

Oliver had begun interviewing neighbors and witnesses,
and the ambulance crew had finally let her off the gurney. She
had hobbled with what felt like jelly legs, over to her car.

The change of clothes helped her cope with the next
step; they had to go back inside the house with the fire in-
vestigators and walk the scene. The sun now shone on the
front of the house, showing how much damage had been
done by the smoke and flames. Light glistened on the shat-
tered shards of glass on the front lawn. Looking at the size
of some of them, Kate was even more grateful to have
avoided being cut to pieces as the window blew out.

Oliver tapped on the bonnet and Kate joined him on the
footpath.

“This is Evelyn Masters, a nurse who cared for Brett
Spender on weekends.”

Damn it. Spender was the one in the wheelchair. Kate
knew she had just lost a link to Dobbie, and a possible link
to Candice Penfold.
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“The other police wouldn’t tell me what happened. Is
Brett in the ambulance or has he gone to hospital?”” The
middle-aged woman spoke with a slight English accent, and
appeared distressed, fiddling with one of the buttons on her
white polo top.

Kate and Oliver exchanged sympathetic looks. Each knew
the woman needed to be told. “Do you have the names or
numbers of any of Brett’s family?” Oliver asked gently.

“Oh, Lord no.” She covered her mouth and looked at the
remains of the house.

“Was Brett disabled?” Kate asked.

“He broke his neck in an accident. It left him a C3 quad-
riplegic.”

“What does that mean exactly, to a layperson?” Kate
rolled up the sleeves of her oversized T-shirt.

“Sorry, I'm not thinking clearly. The fracture was at the
level of the third cervical vertebra.” She pointed to the top of
her neck at the back. “It meant he couldn’t move his arms, or
really feel anything below his neck.”

Kate shuddered at how helpless Spender would have been
in a fire. He may have even been aware of it before he died.
Even so, she needed to ascertain whether he might have
been cooking that morning. “Was he was completely depen-
dent on you for everything?”

“He had some neck movement but no use of his arms or
legs. He was totally reliant on help with his ADLs.”

“AD whats?” Oliver asked.

The caregiver plucked at another button. “Activities of daily
living, we call them. Bathing, eating, cooking, toileting,
the things you normally do for yourself in the course of a
day, things we all take for granted. I only work weekends.
Caregivers come, to sponge-bathe him, get him out of bed,
prepare meals and feed him, change the sheets, that sort of
thing. And I suppose we provide a little company.”
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The woman stared at the house, seeming to have difficulty
comprehending what had taken place. “You wouldn’t wish
that kind of death on your worst enemy, not even Brett.”

Kate was taken aback by the comment. Most people were
afraid to speak ill of the dead. “I'm sorry, are you saying
that Brett Spender was difficult to work for?”

She tugged on the top button again. “He could be a real
bugger and would give you lip, he would. Never so much as
a thank you or kind word.” She continued to stare at the
house. “I can’t believe he’s gone.”

Oliver escorted the woman to a uniformed officer who
would take her details and any information about Spender’s
family contacts. Now, he and Kate were needed inside the
house. Inspector Maloney waved them over, holding up five
fingers. They had five minutes before they went inside. As
they slowly walked toward the blackened house, Kate took
in Oliver’s immaculate appearance, eager for a minor dis-
traction from the job ahead.

“How did you get here so fast after I called? When I left
the message, I thought you were still asleep.”

“I’'m organized in the mornings.”

“Don’t tell me you sleep in a suit?”

Oliver forced a smile. He was probably feeling reticent
about going inside the house as well. “No, but it’s laid out on
a chair by the bed, just in case.”

The image of him carefully laying out clothes each night
was too much. Then again, he hadn’t said that he was the
one who prepared for the next day. Kate rolled her eyes.

“Hey, it’s not like I ask my wife to do the ironing. She
says she enjoys it. At least I hang the jacket up in the car, to
stop it creasing.”

Kate couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to iron, not even if
they were being paid for it. ““You might do her a favor and
cover up with overalls. The place will be filthy inside.”
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Zimmer had already anticipated their need and pulled out
two pairs of disposable plastic overalls, complete with shoe
covers. “Don’t want dopey detectives trashing and contami-
nating our scene,” he said, handing them over with his usual
cheeky grin.

This morning, Kate could forgive him almost anything.
As they stepped into the white overalls, she wanted to know
more about what had occurred outside the house. “Did you
take note of the people who watched the fire?”

“It’s a quiet street, people seem to keep to themselves,”
Oliver replied. “Not many thrill-seekers. There was a male,
average build, in a dark T-shirt and jeans who appeared
briefly across the road. Couldn’t make out his face beneath a
dark baseball cap and no one got his details. I took a photo
with my camera, but it’s too dark to make out a face. None
of the neighbors seemed to remember seeing him.”

“Didn’t you go after him?”

Oliver stood, hands on hips. “I was a little more con-
cerned with bringing you out alive.” He collected a clip-
board from a pile of crime scene equipment and studied his
notes, putting some space between them.

Kate wasn’t sure what to say in response, so she took a
few deep breaths. The fear she had felt inside the burning
house still lingered. She tried to push it aside and prepared
herself to go back in.

Inspector Maloney informed the team that Dr. Peter
Latham was on his way to certify and assess the body. He
had set up lights attached to an outside generator to aug-
ment the natural light inside the house. The group walked
single file and carefully stepped around debris. They
stopped at the kitchen.

Their attention was immediately drawn to a pot on the
stove along the wall near the window and sink. The black
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cauldron-style pot had melted and buckled to the level of the
fat it contained. Kate remembered the intense heat she had
experienced. Now she saw the physical effects of it.

“The first team through eliminated electrical faults, so it
looks as though the pot of oil was the flashpoint, where the
fire started. Just like around fifty percent of all house fires,
which are caused by cooking left unattended.”

“Except that Spender was in no position to cook for him-
self,” Kate pointed out.

Maloney nodded. “That’s why we’re here. The flashpoint
explains the burning oil you smelled when you arrived, and
the black smoke when the window shattered.”

Oliver stepped closer to the stove. “What sort of tempera-
ture does it take to melt metal like that?”

“A typical fire reaches about 1,100 degrees Fahrenheit.
That’s 593 degrees Celsius. Aluminium melts at 660 degrees,
and brass at 940 degrees Celsius. Judging by that melted
pot, this fire got to a temperature somewhere around that, I'd
say.” Maloney spoke with no emotion in his voice.

Zimmer looked up from snapping photographs. “When
you think that a chicken cooks at only 180 degrees Celsius
and you wouldn’t think of sticking your hand into your oven,
you can begin to imagine the heat generated in this place.”

That explained the phenomenal heat Kate had felt when
she tried to raise her hand. She immediately thought of the
fireman’s melted helmet and had more respect than ever for
firemen. They withstood these conditions every time they
were needed. She was surprised that more didn’t lose their
lives in the line of duty.

Kate had never before understood how people could jump
out of burning buildings when they were multiple stories up.
She had wondered why they would opt for certain death
when they still had a chance of being rescued. Maloney’s
description of the furnace-level heat and her experience of
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the horror removed any lingering doubt about why they
would jump. Given no other option, she would do the same.

As she looked around the kitchen, Kate saw that every-
thing above about two feet from the floor had been de-
stroyed.

A plastic rubbish bin had melted down. John Zimmer
photographed it. Maloney instructed a technician to collect
the contents, which were preserved inside. “We need an in-
dication of the way this guy lived. Had he already eaten?
Were there food scraps inside the bin, like potato peelings
from someone preparing chips? Had he been drinking?
We’ll also go through the contents of the fridge.”

From the way he spoke, he might have been training the
technician. He continued: “When oil boils, it releases vapors
which rise, emitting a distinctive, acrid smell that makes your
eyes water. The smoke turns black and very sooty, which our
reliable eyewitness here so aptly described. You can actually
feel the heaviness of the oil in the air. You can still smell it,
too.” He paused for them to inhale before pointing to the ceil-
ing. “See the V-shaped pattern made by the smoke? That’s
further evidence to support the fire starting in here. There’s
nothing in the rest of the house to suggest multiple points of
origin, although we will be taking samples from the flooring,
carpet and cupboards to be sure.”

“What about the window that blew out? Wouldn’t an ex-
plosion have caused that?” Oliver remained near the stove,
hands behind his back.

“You usually find a circular pattern with explosions. What
Detective Farrer described was a classic flashover. The oil
causes tremendous heat, and the gas rises and heats the walls
and cupboards as it rolls along the ceiling to the other side of
the room. Items like the cupboards start to give off white,
wispy smoke and vapors, which ignite almost simultaneously
when they reach auto-ignition temperature. We're talking



150 KATHRYN FOX

about intense heat now, which causes thermal expansion of
the frames around the windows. The frames crack and the
pressure inside the room is so high that it blows the windows
out. Smashing glass is often the first indication the neighbors
have of a fire.”

“What about the smoke detectors?” Kate asked. “I didn’t
hear them go off.”

“You would have if they’d had batteries in them,” Zimmer
said, moving on to the next room.

A technician bagged the melted plastic smoke detector in
an airtight container. “We may be able to lift a fingerprint if
someone tampered with it.”

Kate watched the technician change into a fresh pair of
rubber gloves each time he collected new evidence. The used
gloves were discarded along with a seemingly endless supply
of plastic tweezers and trowels. The patience required to do
the task properly was more than she could have managed.

“Someone would have had to be pretty determined to
burn down the entire house if they broke in, went to the
trouble of removing batteries and boiled some oil,” she said,
examining the marks on the ceiling. It seemed a lot of trou-
ble to go to, but why? The arsonist had probably thought an
oil fire in the kitchen would look like an accident, but they
clearly had no idea how fast that kind of fire burns. Or how
quickly fire crews would arrive. That could mean the arson-
ist was inexperienced or stupid, or both. With luck, traces of
him or herself would be left behind.

“Detective, you said the lights flicked on and off when
you arrived?”

“The sensor light at the front of the house.”

Maloney pointed to the remains of a toaster plugged into
the wall. “The insulation in the cord would have been burned
and this would probably have short-circuited the electricity.
My guess is that you arrived within minutes of the fire
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starting. That’s all the time it would have taken to flashover
in here.”

“So Kate just missed the arsonist, or he was still inside
when she got here,” Oliver said.

Kate struggled to think back. She hadn’t seen a car out-
side or in the street, or any movement in the dark, though
she must have been close to catching the culprit.

They continued through the house.

“You can see here,” Maloney gestured toward the corri-
dor wall, “where the gaseous heat layer finished.”

It was the level to which Kate had been able to raise her
hand before burning it. Seeing it in daylight was less threat-
ening, but in some ways more disturbing. She realized how
close she had come to dying.

“All up, how long did the fire burn?” She needed to know
every detail.

Maloney squinted as if calculating in his mind. “It was
exactly eight minutes between receiving the emergency call
and the first unit arriving. In the first three minutes they
checked the house for survivors, pulled you out and discov-
ered the remains, and it took a total of six minutes to put out
the fire. Mopping up and putting out embers in the ceiling
took another hour. The open dining room off the kitchen
helped the heat and smoke to spread out.”

Oliver shook his head. “Most of this damage was done in
eight minutes. That’s incredibly fast.”

“When you look at how much combustible material is
in the house, it’s pretty standard. Fire needs oxygen, heat
and fuel. It had all three in here. The gas just travels
through the house raising the temperature of flammable
items to ignition point. By the time the victim smelled the
smoke, he was pretty much done for, especially if he couldn’t
get out through his bedroom window. Modern houses are
full of flammable materials like nylon, rayon, foam,
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laminex. In the old days, wooden furniture didn’t ignite
the same way.”

“This feels like déja vu.” Oliver moved next to his part-
ner. “The fire pattern is like Moat Place.”

“Except that here we have burning oil instead of petrol
poured through the place,” Kate added.

Peter Latham arrived and forged his way to the front of
the group. “Here we go again,” he said as he brushed passed
Kate and Oliver. “Most people die in their beds, but it’s sup-
posed to be by natural causes.” Instead of his usually relaxed
manner, he appeared tense and frowning.

Kate steeled herself, once again, to see the remains of an-
other victim. The intensity of the burned-flesh smell was not
as bad as she expected. The bedroom door had been open,
judging by the amount of soot covering the inside of it.

Maloney moved it slightly, revealing a thin strip of un-
damaged carpet. “This can be our control sample of carpet,”
he informed the technician. “You can get it after Dr. Latham
has finished in here.”

The group silently, almost reverently, entered the room.
Peter spoke into his hand-held recorder, noting the position
of the body and gross pathological findings. Brett Spender
lay there flat, not in the boxer-type position Kate had ex-
pected. His face was blackened, as were both arms, which
lay on top of the sheet pulled up to his chest.

Zimmer moved forward to take photos as directed by
Peter. He moved the sheet a little, exposing relatively clean
skin. “There’s a high concentration of soot around the nos-
trils and mouth.”

Kate closed her eyes and tried to remove the image of a
helpless man gasping his last breaths while she was being
rescued just meters away.
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After dropping home for a shower and change of
clothes, Kate and Oliver met back at the morgue. Outside
the double plastic doors leading into the PM room, Oliver
pulled eucalyptus ointment from his pocket and smudged
some outside both nostrils.

Peter Latham was sitting at a bench studying a file when
they entered. On a steel slab lay the corpse of Brett Spender.
Kate hoped that Peter could confirm the ID with either den-
tal records or DNA. On the wall light-box, X-rays of wide
open teeth almost glowed. In the background, a radio played
an ad for the latest in teeth whitening techniques.

“Hello again.” Peter looked up at them over his glasses.
He appeared tired and lacked his usual enthusiasm.

“First thing, it’s definitely young Mr. Spender. Lucky for
us, teeth don’t lie, and fires don’t damage them. Next thing is
the cause of death, which is pretty straightforward in this
instance.”

Peter offered the detectives plastic aprons and latex
gloves. After putting them on, they stepped closer to the re-
mains. The Y-shaped incision in the chest had been sewn up,
and the scalp had already been peeled back then replaced.
Kate was relieved that she had taken the time to shower. It
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meant they had missed the most gruesome part of the au-
topsy. A summary was going to have to suffice.

Peter Latham grabbed a probe and pointed it toward
Spender’s mouth. “The tongue is swollen from dehydration
in the fire. This body has been affected like the unidentified
woman we saw recently, who still hasn’t been claimed, by
the way. We’re running out of fridge space,” he said, as
though they were in a position to fix it.

Kate felt flooded with guilt that they still didn’t know the
woman’s name, let alone where her child was, and whether
he or she was still alive. The body would remain refriger-
ated at the morgue until someone claimed it. The last un-
known homeless person had stayed there for two years. Kate
was determined not to let that happen to the young mother’s
body.

Peter continued to probe Spender’s mouth. “The lips are
also swollen, as is the pharynx and back of the throat. I've
taken some samples and was just about to fix the slides and
examine them when you arrived.”

“If he died of smoke inhalation, how long after the fire
started would it have happened?”

“He was alive long enough to inhale a substantial amount
of the smoke. See the dark soot around his nostrils and
mouth? That’s when he was struggling for air. There’s evi-
dence of smoke inhalation in both lungs, so he was still
breathing.”

Kate looked up at the surgical light above the table. He
could still have been breathing when she arrived at the house
and tried to get into his bedroom. If she hadn’t failed, he
might be alive now. When she called out to him, he might
even have heard her but been unable to answer.

“I tried to get to him, but the smoke was too thick and the
fire too hot,” Kate offered, as if apologizing.

“I don’t believe you could have saved this man,” Peter
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said in a sympathetic tone. “The swelling and congestion to
his airways is substantial, not to mention the effects from
the heat.”

Oliver cleared his throat. “So without a doubt, whoever
started the fire intended to kill him and destroy any evi-
dence. Who would want to kill an invalid that way?”

“Motive is up to you,” Peter said. “But he might not even
have been aware of what was happening to him. The carbon
monoxide levels in his blood were around eighty percent.
When they get to twenty to thirty percent people feel un-
well, then they get confused at levels up to about forty
percent. At fifty percent they start to slur their speech, expe-
rience significant weakness, and possibly even vomiting.
Unconsciousness happens at about sixty percent. So by the
time the heat from the fire hit, he wouldn’t have known any-
thing. And that doesn’t take into consideration the damage
done to him by cyanide gas from the lounge and mattress
materials.”

Kate remembered becoming disorientated and confused
about where she had entered the house and how to find her
way out again. She hadn’t realized she was that close to un-
consciousness from the toxic gases.

Peter moved over to a set of scales on which the brain
rested. The whiteboard attached to the wall listed the weight
of every body organ recorded so far. He lifted the brain and
placed it at the head-end of the metal table. Again, he used
the probe to point to a large, reddish-looking bruise on the
brain’s surface.

“Heat can cause epidural hematomas due to a shift in
fluid when the skull comes into direct contact with flames,
which in this case happened when the headboard and pillow
caught fire. This is deep brown and has a jelly-like texture.
We normally see that in heat hematomas, caused most likely
by the blood boiling, if you like.”
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“So there was no head injury at all.” Oliver leaned closer
to look.

“There doesn’t appear to have been, although I can con-
firm it by testing the carbon monoxide level in the coagu-
lated blood.”

Kate shook her head. “And what exactly will that show?”

“If the hematoma occurred before the death and the fire,
the blood collection should have lower levels of the inhaled
carbon monoxide than in the bloodstream, because that
portion of blood was already out of circulation. If it has the
same amount as we found in the bloodstream, then it is
definitely an artifact caused by the fire.”

As usual, Peter Latham made a lot of sense out of confus-
ing facts. The pair thanked him and returned to the car.

Kate unlocked the doors. “We know Spender knew Mark
Dobbie.”

“Why is it that everywhere we turn this week that guy’s
name keeps popping up?”

“Because there must be a shit-load of people with in-
criminating stuff on him. That bastard was about to admit
something in the interview room, I'm sure of it. We need to
find out exactly what he wanted to confess.”
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Rosalie Saxton answered the door with uncombed
hair and the stale breath that comes from too much alcohol
and not enough water the night before. Although it was two
o’clock in the afternoon, she still looked hungover.

“If you want a donation, I don’t have any money. And if
you’re peddling religion, you can nick off.”” She went to
close the door, but Oliver already had his foot inside. He
held up his badge and introduced Kate first, then himself.

“We need to talk to you about your movements last night,”
Oliver said, moving inside.

Rosalie had no alternative but to let them in. “What’s this
about?” She buttoned the top of her grandpa shirt to hide the
singlet underneath. The creased pajama pants suggested the
detectives had woken her up.

“Where were you between 8 p.m. last night and 6 a.m.
this morning?”

She rubbed her eyes and clasped the side of her head. “I
was at work until . . . T don’t know, nine o’clock, then my
boyfriend and I went to dinner and met up with some friends
at a club in town. After that it gets a bit hazy because we
started with cocktails and finished with vodka shots. Do you
mind if I get a coffee and some aspirin? I've got a shocker of
a headache.”
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They followed her into the kitchen, which contrasted
starkly with her unkempt condition. Two breakfast bowls
were placed together in the draining tray, along with two
bread and butter plates and two knives and spoons.

She filled a plastic kettle, switched it on and downed two
aspirins with water sucked from the tap over the sink. When
the kettle boiled, she put four heaped teaspoons of instant
coffee into a mug and another three of sugar. After the addi-
tion of some water and a token stir, she was ready to talk
again. Kate wondered if there was enough water to actually
dissolve the contents of the mug.

Rosalie shuffled into the lounge room, where again every-
thing was neatly in its place. When she sat on the twin-seater,
Kate chose the other sofa. That left Oliver the rocking
chair.

“I slept at my boyfriend’s place and came back here at
about eleven. Mum and Dad went to the markets, so I crashed
in my room.” She tentatively sipped the coffee, clutching
it as she would a precious object. “What is this about? Did
I forget to pay a speeding fine?”

“You can relax, it’s nothing like that. How was work last
night?” Kate asked.

“You know, another day, another dollar.” She smiled to
herself.

“Did something amusing happen last night?”

“God, no. Brett, this quad I work for, isn’t exactly Charlie
Chuckles. He was his usual smartarse self. I fed him, put
him to bed, got him a cigarette—"

“What did you do with it after he smoked it?”” Kate wanted
to know if the caregiver had had the opportunity to set up the
fire and, if so, why she hadn’t just set fire to the bed with the
smoking butt, then set up the oil in the kitchen as a ruse.

Rosalie sipped some more coffee. “What are you, the
smoking police? I put it out and flushed it down the loo.
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Don’t tell me that tight arse has made another complaint
against some poor soul?”

“What did you cook for Brett Spender last night?”

“Oh jeez, is he saying I tried to poison him? Don’t tell me
he got an upset stomach and he’s blaming me? He thinks the
bloody world is out to get him.”

“Maybe someone was,” Kate said, watching for some sort
of reaction.

She seemed to think for a moment. “Let’s see, Fridays are
usually spaghetti night, but he wanted pizza. I heated up one
of the frozen low-fat ones.”

“Did you fry anything to go with that?”

She looked across at Oliver as if he was simple. “Now that
would have been pretty stupid, giving him a calorie con-
trolled meal with fried food, for heaven’s sake. The dietician
orders his meals and I just heat them up, like I'm told. The
few times I've bothered to cook for the ungrateful bastard,
he’s accused me of trying to finish him off.”

Kate and Oliver stared at her, giving her the opportunity
to expound on what she had just said, and possibly incrimi-
nate herself. Instead, she said nothing.

At that point, the front door opened and an elderly couple
came in carrying fresh flowers and groceries in a recycled
cloth bag.

“Rosie,” the woman said. “You should have told us you
were entertaining. I could have made muffins this morning.”

“Well, aren’t you going to introduce us?” The man walked
with a limp but stuck out his hand to greet Oliver, who had
stood when his wife entered the room first.

“Dad, Mum, don’t get excited, these are the police.”

The woman frowned. “Is everything all right? You didn’t
bump into anything with your car again, did you?”

Rosalie seemed embarrassed. “No, the car’s fine. I'll ex-
plain later.” She turned to the detectives. “I'm just staying
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here while I get enough money together to move out.” When
her parents excused themselves to put the groceries away,
she spoke in a lowered tone: “There’s no rush to go. I don’t
have to pay board, I get all my meals cooked, my washing
and ironing done and get treated like the prodigal daughter
every time I walk in the door. Why would I move out in a
hurry?”

Rosalie slurped more coffee and curled her legs up on the
lounge.

Kate studied the young woman. She was typical of gen-
eration Y, the selfish “me” generation, as the books and
talkback radio described it. So far, Rosalie hadn’t even
bothered to ask if Brett Spender was all right. Perhaps she
already knew he was dead. She was not flustered, or show-
ing any signs of guilt or fear in their presence.

Mrs. Saxton returned to the room wringing both hands.
“Please excuse my curiosity, but my husband and I would
like to know why you’re here. Rosalie is a good girl—though
not so good when it comes to reverse parking.” She smiled
anxiously at her child.

“Your daughter is helping us with some inquiries re-
garding her employer, Brett Spender,” Kate explained, then
decided to change tack. “How did you come to work for
Mr. Spender?”

The mother answered for her daughter. “Rosalie’s been
working for that agency for a couple of years now, caring for
old people and the disabled. It’s wonderful work but doesn’t
pay well, so we help out where we can.”

“Mum, they don’t want to know any of that. They’re
talking to me.” She raised both eyebrows as if expecting
her mother to disappear. “Maybe the police would like a
drink.”

Mrs. Saxton apologized for her rudeness and offered tea,
coffee or a soft drink.
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Kate felt as if she was an adolescent again, over at a
friend’s house, being waited on by the mother. She held up
her hand. “We're fine, thanks.”

Mrs. Saxton retreated. “Just call if you need anything.”

“What is Spender like to work for?” Kate baited the girl,
hoping she would talk about her employer in the past tense,
suggesting she already knew he was dead.

“How about a pig, woman-hater and egotistical jerk? That
guy could use a reality check. He could have been some great
stud once, but no one wants to know him now. He boasts he
wouldn’t go out with anything that weighed more than most
thirteen-year-olds. He treats me like a slave and keeps call-
ing me fat and ugly, but it doesn’t stop him staring at my tits
every chance he gets.”

“That must be incredibly upsetting for you,” Kate said,
trying to sound sympathetic. “Doesn’t that really tick you
off? Don’t you want to let him know you’re better than
that?”

“The guy is an asshole. What’s the point, when he has no
insight? If he doesn’t know by now that he’s an idiot, me
telling him isn’t going to make any difference.”

“So why do you still work for him?” Oliver asked.
“Couldn’t you sue him for sexual harassment?”

“Yeah, fat girl sues quadriplegic for harassment. How’s
that going to go? The guy can’t even lift his little finger for a
grope. Besides, sometimes he does show that he’s trying
hard not to be a total dickhead. He asked me to stay and
watch a movie last night, but I already had plans with my
boyfriend.”

Oliver rocked forward and stopped. “Was he disap-
pointed?”’

She paused for a moment. “I actually think so. But then
he turned back into a pig and yelled at me to get out, that
I was fired again. The usual Friday night routine.”
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“What did you do next?”

“What do you reckon? I left.”

Kate sat forward. “Is that the last time you saw him?”

Rosalie unfolded her legs from beneath her. “You make it
sound like the guy threw himself off a cliff after I left. What
did he do? Did he send some scary e-mails, or make threats?
I never take him that seriously when he rants and raves.”

“Brett Spender died early this morning,” Kate said, mat-
ter of fact.

The empty cup slipped onto Rosalie’s lap. “But he was
fine when I left. He wanted to use the computer. I moved it
so he could, and I put the telly on.”

“He died from smoke inhalation,” Oliver explained.

The young woman’s pleading eyes darted between the
detectives’ faces. “But I took his cigarette. He didn’t even
smoke much.”

“There was a house fire that started with boiling oil on
the stove. Brett didn’t stand a chance.”

“Oh my God. I don’t believe it,” she said, putting her face
in her hands. “What am I going to do for a job now?”
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Before going over Spender’s medical file that
evening, Kate had a soak in the bath. Epsom salts in the
warm water eased her muscles. She closed her eyes and let
the water wash over her, gently sweeping it around with her
hands.

Her mind replayed the events surrounding the fire. Over
the last few months she had been obsessive about avoiding
situations in which she felt vulnerable. But as soon as she had
felt the heat through the door of Spender’s house, she hadn’t
thought twice. All she cared about was saving the life of
anyone inside.

The past twenty-four hours had proven to her that she
could still do her job. During the fire she had come close to
blacking out after inhaling carbon monoxide and who knows
how many other poisonous gases. She had probably breathed
in cyanide gas as well, but not enough to cause damage.
Thank God she hadn’t needed to be hospitalized. As small
as her home was, it was where she wanted to be. Alone.

Even though she had come close to being killed, Kate
knew that she would climb through that window again,
without a second thought. That was the real reason she be-
came a police officer; to protect people, especially those
who were too helpless to look after themselves. As a child
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she had detested seeing anyone bullied and always inter-
vened, despite it getting her into more scraps than she could
remember. She was just like her father, always defending
the underdog. The memories made her smile, especially the
times she had come home covered in dirt, bruised from
fighting some bully-boy. Her dad would frown and repri-
mand her but she knew that he was proud of the stand she
had taken.

Kate savored the sensation of the water on her skin, how
soothing and reassuring it felt. Where she had grown up, hot
water was a luxury, and a hot bath was something had only
by people who visited fancy hotels. Slowly lowering herself
to water level, she felt the warmth envelop the back of her
head, making her feel instantly drowsy.

She thought of Brett Spender, who’d been unable to bathe
himself or enjoy such simple pleasures as heat or cold on
his skin. She wondered how many people would attend his
funeral. If he’d been as unpleasant as Rosalie Saxton had
made out, chances were there wouldn’t be many mourners.
But in death, appearances were important. People he hadn’t
seen or had contact with in years might crawl from their
comfort zones to express the sadness they’d assume was
expected. Brett’s drama could become theirs, if only for a
few hours.

Kate and Oliver would attend the funeral, and ensure ev-
eryone there was photographed and identified. There was a
chance that Spender’s killer would go to the service. For her
own and Oliver’s sakes, she hoped Spender was deeply
unpopular. It would make their work a lot easier, limiting the
number of potential suspects.

She wondered who would turn up at her own funeral.
That you had to be dead to have one was annoying. There
should be pre-death wakes, so people could celebrate their
life with others of their choosing. No hangers-on, no one
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turning up for the sake of appearances. No unwanted col-
leagues expressing insincere sympathy; just people who
really cared.

Kate sat up and turned on the hot tap, reviving the tepid
water. Her mind was drifting so she tried to focus on the
case.

So far, the first two people they had interviewed had dis-
liked Brett Spender. Each of his paid caregivers had had the
opportunity and motive to hurt him, if he’d treated them as
badly as they claimed. Rosalie Saxton certainly showed no
compassion, and was the last known person to see him alive.
She could have returned to Spender’s home and staged the
fire after her date. The neighbors didn’t hear anything until
the explosion. No one heard him calling for help.

Conveniently, Rosalie Saxton’s employer was not around
to dispute or deny her allegations of harassment. Although
she did make a valid point in that there would probably have
been little support or sympathy if she sued him or lodged a
formal complaint. She needed the job, and no jury would
convict a quadriplegic without the use of his hands, arms or
body of harassing or intimidating someone who was em-
ployed to bathe and toilet him.

Kate hadn’t anticipated Rosalie’s reaction to the news of
Spender’s death. No surprise, shock or even hint of sadness.
Just concern about herself and her job prospects. But selfish-
ness wasn’t a crime, and it didn’t mean she bore enough
malice toward her boss to commit murder. Besides, if jobs
in the industry were that difficult to come by, killing her
meal ticket wouldn’t have been too smart.

The weekend caregiver seemed to have been genuinely
shocked by the fire. Although, she too could have come
early, set the fire, then returned later in the morning as if
everything was normal. Then again, Oliver had spoken to
the agency. The woman had been on their books for over ten
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years and was a model employee. She had not known
Spender before accepting the weekend job, and there was
nothing in her past to suggest she was violent.

With wrinkled fingertips, Kate climbed out of the bath
and released the plug. She quickly covered herself in a tow-
eling gown and towel-dried her hair. Despite feeling physi-
cally exhausted, her mind remained active. She made a cup
of green tea and sat on a cushion at the coffee table in her
lounge room. Opening the case file, she began reading.

She started with the PM report that outlined Brett Spend-
er’s past medical history. Born in Brisbane, he was twenty-two
years old, previously in good health. As a child he had suf-
fered anaphylaxis due to ingestion of peanuts. She shook her
head. Typical doctor. What sort of word was anaphylaxis?
Why couldn’t doctors just use normal words like “allergy,”
words with fewer syllables and a meaning that everyone un-
derstood?

She read on. While on holiday ten months earlier, he had
dived off a jetty, sustained a neck injury and was airlifted to
hospital. The injury involved a fracture of the third vertebra
in his neck and severed the spinal cord between the third
and fourth vertebrae. Doctors said he was lucky to survive.
Then again, she thought, luck was relative. Spender spent
three months in rehabilitation, with little improvement. The
resort company settled out of court for a confidential amount.
All the medical notes said was that the company had cov-
ered medical expenses and Brett Spender would be able to
live independently for the rest of his life. That is, as far as he
could while being completely dependent on others for his
basic needs.

In today’s world, private care was expensive. Kate tried
to calculate how much money would be needed for a house,
renovations to accommodate a wheelchair, and private
caregivers. The settlement had to be significantly more
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than a couple of million dollars. If the money was sup-
posed to keep him for the rest of his expected life, there
should be a lot left over. So who stood to benefit financially
from his death?

Listed as next of kin was his mother, Nancy Spender. The
house had been paid for, so Kate wanted to check whether it
was insured for full replacement, and whether Spender had
any life insurance from before the accident. If he did, the
payout could be even more substantial. Not a bad return for
some boiling oil.

Kate waded through various medical consults, for every-
thing from constipation to mouth ulcers. She didn’t want to
know what a treatment called manual disimpaction meant.
It sounded disgusting enough. Being a doctor had to be
worse than police work. She suddenly felt better about sit-
ting on the floor late at night, working.

Stretching her legs, she decided to finish up and get some
sleep. They could interview Spender’s mother in the morn-
ing. As she turned one last page, a photo caught her attention.
It had been taken during a dermatology consult suggested
while Spender was in rehab.

Kate stared at the photo. Spender had three moles on his
back, at the level of his right shoulder blade.
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Nancy Spender was packing her suitcase when
Oliver and Kate arrived at her home. The two-bedroom flat
had a “for lease” sign in the window.

The detectives introduced themselves and Oliver took
the lead: “We are very sorry for your loss, Mrs. Spender.
This must be a difficult time, but we need to ask you some
questions.”

“I don’t have much time, I’ve got a lot to organize.”

She led them into what real estate agents would describe
as a “cozy” living area, which led into a galley kitchen. The
place smelt like a mix of cigarette smoke and bourbon.
Judging by her dark eyebrows and the white-blondeness of
her hair, she’d recently had her color done. Clothes lay
strewn across a double-seater bamboo lounge, most items
with price tags still on. It appeared that the grieving mother
had recently been on a spending spree.

“We understand completely,” Oliver said, hands clasped
in front of him like a priest. “When is the funeral service?”

“I don’t know, Monday or Tuesday. Brett suffered a lot.
Now he can rest in peace.” Nancy Spender sniffed. “You’re
a man, which one do you prefer?”

She picked up a gaudy pink floral bikini and held it up to
her rake-thin body. Then she held up a black one-piece with
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a cut-out across the stomach. For the first time, Oliver
seemed dumbstruck.

“We can see you're very busy. Are you moving house as
well?”

She frowned. “We all grieve in our own way. I’'ve decided
to go on holiday for a while, to get away from it all. There’s
not much left for me here now and too many memories. |
sail on Wednesday on the QFE2. It’s very posh so I want to
wear the right sort of things. Brett loved the water and
beaches, you know. I’'m taking his ashes to release into the
Pacific.”

Kate studied the woman’s weathered face and tobacco-
stained fingers. This was a chain-smoking woman not pre-
pared to admit her age.

“When did you last see Brett?” Kate asked.

“Oh, just the other week. He was doing fine and didn’t
want his mother around all the time.”

“According to his caregivers,” Oliver challenged, “you
hadn’t seen him for over six weeks, and then you argued.
What was the argument about?”

She waved the hand holding the bikini. “A couple of
weeks, six weeks, what’s the difference? When was the last
time either of you saw your mother?”

Kate cut in: “The argument?”’

Nancy smiled and picked up two new items to compare.
“We always fought. It was how we got on.”

“We were told that you argued about money after Brett’s
payout. That you felt you deserved your share.”

“It’s hardly a surprise, me having struggled to bring him
up by myself, that I would expect he should help me out in
my twilight years. I gave up everything for him. Boyfriends,
a career, the lot.”

The woman felt her child owed her. So she was planning
on vamping around in revealing swimsuits bought with his
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money. If she was traveling alone, the wealthy men on the
cruise were probably her targets. Having already spent some
of the inheritance, she could easily be on the prowl for an-
other man to support her.

Oliver seemed impatient. “Where were you on Friday
night and Saturday morning, Mrs. Spender?”

“With a friend, if you must know.” She sidled up to him.
“Older women have needs, t0o.” Then she cackled with a
hoarse laugh that turned into a productive cough.

“We’ll need the name of that friend.” Oliver flicked open
his notebook and clicked his pen. “Are you sure he can sub-
stantiate that?”

“I don’t like your attitude, Detective whatever-your-name-
is. If you plan on keeping that up, you might as well leave
right now.”

“Fine.” Oliver retreated toward the door, which was only
a few feet away. “We can do this down at the station if you're
not prepared to cooperate. We would have thought you'd
want to help, given that your son was murdered yesterday.”

“Get out,” she snapped. ““You have no right to judge me.”

As they left the unit, Kate turned. “One more thing,
Mrs. Spender. Are you the beneficiary of Brett’s will and
any insurance he had?”

The door slammed behind her and almost rocked on its
hinges.

Monday morning arrived too soon, after a weekend of sleep-
ing and watching sport on TV. Feeling relaxed and refreshed,
Kate watched Oliver study the photo of Candice Penfold and
the man with three moles. He used a magnifier of the kind
employed by jewellers and photographers. The crime labs
had them, but she had never before seen a detective use one.
Oliver leaned closer to the photo and squinted. He had
seemed tense all morning and had barely spoken a word. She
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thought she had him figured out, but right now she had no
idea what was going through his mind.

Then again, Kate decided, it was possible that he had
started out wanting to prove himself and had become
swamped and overwhelmed by the job. It wouldn’t have been
the first time a detective started out cocky then found him-
self out of his depth. The job was never finished, and at times
it felt like they were drowning in it, with no way to the sur-
face. At best, they were barely treading water. And some
tired sooner than others.

“The moles look very similar to the ones the dermatologist
photographed on Spender’s back. It can’t be a coincidence.”

“That’s what I thought.” Kate swiveled back to her desk.
“So we think Spender raped Candice Penfold that night?”

“Or was one of the rapists,” Oliver qualified. “We don’t
know that others weren’t there taking advantage of her as
well. Maybe Spender was the only one caught on film.”

“True. So Candice disappears then Brett Spender is mur-
dered. That’s no coincidence either. What if she staged her
disappearance so she could murder Spender, assuming she
found out it was him in the picture?”

Oliver frowned. “But how do we explain the blood in the
car? It’s plausible that whoever else was there that night
killed her and Spender. Maybe one of them was going to go
to the police.”

Kate’s phone rang and she answered. “Send him up.”

A moment later, one of the computer technicians arrived
in the office. Don Platt didn’t look like the average computer
analyst. He was suntanned and had a trim physique—he had
once been a champion ballroom dancer, before the sport had
become popular. For all the flak he got from the other males
on the force, he got as many advances from females. Platt
had a reputation for being a ladies’ man that Kate suspected
was well and truly earned.
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He shook Oliver’s hand, then hers, which he held for a
moment too long. She let go and wiped her palm on her trou-
sers.

“What have you got?”

“Brett Spender’s computer. The fire destroyed it, but I’'ve
gone through his server and pulled up his e-mails from the
last six weeks. The final one was a group mailout and it’s a
doozy.”

He inserted a disk into the laptop he had brought with
him. Kate and Oliver looked over his shoulders as he pulled
up the file.

“It seems this man had a change of heart and wanted to
clear his conscience about something before he died.”

Kate began to read the e-mail out loud.

Dear so-called friends. | type this with a sore
mouth, which at least means | can feel some-
thing. It is Friday night, late, and | am alone. Fri-
days and weekends are all the same to me now.
| am alone and there seems little bloody point.

“Come on,” Oliver interrupted. “Don’t tell me he commit-
ted suicide, or paid someone to kill him?”
“Wait a minute,” Kate said. “It goes on.”

Friendships are fickle bloody things. You think
you have lifelong mates, joined by some sort of
superglue, and then one thing changes. What
happens to the friendships? What fucking friend-
ships? | might as well have died in that bloody
accident, for all my friends care. Where are you?
Have you changed your lives, do you come to
visit¢ The answer is of course not.

You can't catch what I've got and I'm not a
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fucking freak. | am the same bloke you laughed,
drank and had fun with. The best offer I've had is
from some old church crone who feels sorry for
the cripple. The only other is from some sick bas-
tard on the internet.

I've had enough. Earl is right. It's all about
karma. And some of us created some serious
bad karma shit in our pasts. If you don’t change,
something like this could happen to you.

“Earl, who’s he?” Kate asked.

Platt answered as if it was obvious: “It’s a TV show where
a guy was a crook and he goes back to everyone he hurt or
robbed to make amends and create good karma.”

She read on.

From now on, I'm taking Earl’s advice and will try
to do good stuff, to make things right. This e-mail
is my first try. The only way to get any part of my
body to work, or get a life back, is to do right and
good things. If you're smart, you'll do the same
thing. Think about it.

Brett

The technician flicked through some other messages
while Oliver spoke.

“It sounds like he’s converted to some kind of cult or reli-
gion and is spreading the word to the only people he has
quick access to.”

“But if you read it in context with what we know about
him most likely raping Candice and who knows how many
other women with his friends, he could have made them
think he was going to the police,” Kate said. “Look at the
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timing. He sent it out late in the evening, and he was killed a
few hours after. Long enough for the recipient to receive it
and react.”

Oliver asked to re-read it. “It could be seen as threaten-
ing. Things like, ‘you could end up like me.” Maybe he did
intend to go to the police.”

“Who got the e-mail?” Kate bent forward again to check
the screen.

“In total,” Platt stated, “thirty-two people. Everyone on
his mailing list, except the nursing agency. He e-mailed them
separately after sending this message. You'll notice a lot of
the addresses in this group e-mail are workplaces, mostly
hotels and resorts. The recipients are probably concierges,
barmen and other workers. Either Brett Spender was a great
guy who everyone loved, or he didn’t realize staff get paid to
be nice.”

Oliver straightened. “Nancy Spender isn’t on the list, but
our good friend Mr. Dobbie is.”

That did not surprise Kate, given the pair had been on
holidays together, but they would need to interview Dobbie
again to find out whether he had an alibi for Friday night.

She also wanted to know why Spender had bothered
e-mailing the agency late at night. “Can I see the other one
he sent?”

“Sure. It’s not exactly subtle. He says he never wants that
bitch of a caregiver, Rosalie Saxton, to set foot in his house
again. She’s fired. Then he demands someone else comes on
Monday.”

Oliver scratched his chin. “It doesn’t sound as though he
was planning on dying that night, if he’s demanding a dif-
ferent caregiver.”

Kate agreed. “And Rosalie said he sacked her every
week.”

“It shows you what an idiot this guy was,” Platt com-
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mented. “He decided to create good karma and starts by
crapping on his nurse. I'm thinking he missed Earl’s point.”

“Or maybe,” Oliver added, “someone missed Spender’s
point. Karma is supposed to be the doctrine of inevitable
consequence. Maybe his life of drugs and rape just caught
up with him.”

“That’s supposed to be our job and the courts’. Some of
us call it justice. Only Spender didn’t get justice. Forget your
karma and fancy philosophies.” Kate tugged on the back of
her hair. “Whoever killed him needs to be caught and put
away for life. That’s what inevitable consequence is sup-
posed to mean.”
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“What the fuck do you want2” Mark Dobbie half
opened the door, revealing a bare chest. “Do I have to phone
my lawyer?”

“Whoever it is,” a raspy female voice called from inside,
“get rid of them and come back here.”

“No one. I'll be right back.”

“Is this a bad time?” Kate raised both eyebrows. “Be-
cause we’re not leaving.”

“I was lucky to make bail because of you bastards, com-
ing in here and screwing with my stuff. The place was a
fucking mess when I got back.” He opened the door further
and, despite being totally naked, stepped closer to Kate.
With a semi-closed mouth, he leered. “If this,” he grabbed
his penis, “doesn’t do it for you, maybe you liked looking at
those photos and came back for more.”

Kate didn’t flinch despite being repulsed by his stale body
odor.

Dobbie didn’t back away. “Are naked chicks your thing?
We could arrange a sitting if you want "cause I could do with
some new pics.”

“You could do with some breath-freshener.” Kate looked
beyond him into the flat. “If your friend inside there hasn’t
said anything, it’s probably because she’s lost her sense of
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smell. My guess is, she has absolutely no taste. Did you tell
her that you drug girls and rape them?”

Dobbie’s eyes flashed angrily. Oliver moved swiftly to put
himself between his partner and the man.

“Put some clothes on,” Oliver said, and pushed through
the door. “We'’re staying.”

Inside, a pair of red high-heeled shoes lay on their side,
one on the lounge, the other on the floor beneath the table. A
set of keys and a sequinned bag were on the bench. Kate
picked up the bag and extracted a driver’s license. Date of
birth read 1956.

A still-naked Dobbie stood defiantly, before grabbing his
mobile phone and speed-dialing a number, no doubt his
lawyer’s. Obviously, someone said they would take a mes-
sage because he demanded they come immediately. “The
police are harassing me! Tell him to get over here now!”

Dobbie hung up and faced the detectives. “Your arses are
fried. You're gonna be on A Current Affair tonight, and man
are your bosses going to be pissed with you.”

“You mean we might be on the telly?” Kate pretended to
be excited at the notion of being on a tabloid program known
for targeting scammers, corrupt police and men who refused
to pay child support. Then she pulled a piece of paper from
her jacket. “We have a warrant. The team will be here any
minute. Hey, maybe you can bring your mother along—the
one in the bedroom.”

“Mark, what’s taking so long?”

A middle-aged woman appeared in the hallway, naked
apart from a gaudy diamond necklace. “Oh God,” she said,
attempting to cover her breasts with one hand and her pubic
hair with the other. “Did my husband send you?”

“No, madam,” Kate said. “We’re the police. From homi-
cide.” She peeled off her jacket and covered the woman’s
back on the way to Dobbie’s bedroom. “You might want to
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get dressed before the search team arrives.” She added from
the corridor, “And just in case reporters find their way here.”

In record time the woman was dressed in a black se-
quinned cocktail number and had located her shoes. Kate
handed her the license, bag and keys, which she snatched
before rushing past Dobbie, not even bothering to say good-
bye on her way out.

“Let me guess, one of your clients?” Oliver offered, and
threw a towel from the home-gym equipment to Dobbie.
“Put this on, you're embarrassing yourself.”

Another rap on the door heralded the arrival of Maloney
and Bella, his accelerant-detecting dog.

“What’s this?” Dobbie wrapped the towel around his
waist and laughed nervously. “Rin Tin Tin or Lassie? There
aren’t any drugs here so you’re wasting your time.”

“We’re not looking for drugs. She’ll just go through the
house quietly,” Maloney said. “We can start outside with the
rubbish bins.”

Oliver put on latex gloves and located Dobbie’s laptop
computer inside a black padded bag on the floor. “We’ll be
taking this with us,” he said. ““You’ll get a receipt and it will
be logged in our book. Now, since we have a few minutes,
where were you on Friday night and Saturday morning be-
fore sun-up?”

“What the fuck are you trying to pin on me now?”” Dobbie
sat at the dining table and dialed the lawyer again, this time
less cocky in his manner. “They’ve got another warrant.
I need someone here now.”

Oliver leaned over the table. “Friday night. Where were
you?”

“God, I don’t know, out with friends, probably. How am I
supposed to remember?”’

“Try harder. Can anyone verify where exactly you were
that night?”
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Dobbie rubbed his hands over the stubble on his face.
“Friday night. Wait a minute, I ordered some laksa and
was supposed to have a friend over but she couldn’t make
it. I stayed home and watched a DVD.”

“That wouldn’t have taken all night. What else did you do?”

“Had a couple of drinks and went to bed.”

“What time would that have been?”

Kate pulled on gloves and led the way into the kitchen. A
uniformed constable accompanied them with a digital video
camera recording the search. Maloney opened the cupboards
under the sink and Bella sniffed away. There was very little
inside them—no cooking oil containers, just a canister of pow-
dered ammonia, a bag of sponges and washing up detergent.

“Probably about midnight,” Dobbie volunteered, craning
to see what the detectives were up to.

It struck Kate as odd that there were no dirty plates or even
glasses in the kitchen or lounge room. Dobbie obviously hadn’t
bothered to give his visitor a drink. Judging by how lucid she
appeared, he hadn’t drugged her either. This woman had come
to the place willingly for sex with Dobbie. There was just no
accounting for some women’s taste, she thought. Even so, she
doubted loverboy would be seeing her again in a hurry.

Maloney removed the lid of the plastic rubbish bin and
Bella seemed unimpressed by the contents, which comprised
energy bar wrappers and leftovers in takeaway containers
that looked days old.

They toured the lounge room, again without any response
from Bella. Inside Dobbie’s bedroom, Maloney started with
the laundry basket, although more clothes were on the floor
than inside it, including a pair of women’s control-support
underpants, the kind Kate referred to as “rawhide undies.”
They pushed parts of a woman’s body in, shoved other bits
out and rounded everything up. The dog obligingly sniffed
and passed all the items.
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Kate opened the sliding door on the wardrobe and sepa-
rated some of the clothes with gloved hands. At one end a
shirt and a pair of trousers dangled from the same hanger.
Bella nuzzled them then sat.

“Good girl.” Maloney patted the black labrador’s head.
“Great girl.” He handed her a biscuit from his pocket.

“We’ve got what we wanted,” Maloney said. “T’ll bag
these separately in airtight containers. They may have been
washed but they’ve definitely got accelerant on them.”

Kate returned to the lounge room where Oliver was ask-
ing Dobbie whether he knew Brett Spender.

“That poor bastard, yeah, I know him, or used to before
his accident.” Dobbie looked up at Kate. “Am I allowed to
get a drink?”

“Help yourself,” she said, and nodded at Oliver, to let him
know the search had been successful.

Dobbie made himself a coffee. He checked the fridge for
milk, opened the carton then pulled a face before tipping the
contents down the sink. He opted for black with two sugars.

“When did you last see or hear from Brett?” Oliver was
still playing the nice guy.

“Not for months. I went round to his place a couple of
times but he didn’t want to talk, just sat there like a vegetable.
It was pretty gross. He kinda blamed us for his accident.”

“What happened?” Kate leaned against the bench.

Dobbie, looking defeated, moved to the table and sat in a
chair, legs extended under the table.

“We were mucking around after a big night, diving off a
jetty at Patrician Island. We’d done it loads of times before.
That morning, Brett makes this big show and dives off like he
was Tarzan or something.” His hands were trembling as he
clutched the mug and stared into the liquid. “He didn’t come
up again and it seemed like ages. After a while, I jumped in
and the water was really shallow. He just kind of floated up on
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his face and he wasn’t breathing. Some nurse was there and
gave him mouth-to-mouth and he woke up but couldn’t move.
The helicopter came and he went to hospital for months.”

He slurped some of his drink. “At least the bastards who
own the resort paid up. They owed him and didn’t want any
bad publicity.”

“When was the last time you had contact with him?”

Dobbie sat up straight, almost spilling his coffee. “What
the hell are you asking? Let me guess. It’s persecute a crip-
ple week so you’re trying to go him for drugs as well? They
don’t do him much good now so you can piss off.”

Kate noticed a slight slump in Dobbie’s posture, as though
he was ashamed, or even guilty about something. From
where she stood, she could see perspiration seeping down his
back. He was no genius and he was worried. Being street
smart enough to take the pictures without being caught in
them wasn’t necessarily enough to escape drug and possible
homicide charges.

She thought about Candice Penfold and the other un-
known women who were drugged, molested and subjected
to God knows what indecent acts in this very house, while
Dobbie looked on and took happy snaps to show around.
She felt bile rise in her throat. Someone had to protect soci-
ety from evils like this, but some smarmy lawyer would
probably get him off, despite his guilt. She thought of how
the media had portrayed Lilly Stavos as a party girl, a eu-
phemism for loose, easy and anything but innocent. No
wonder the Penfolds wanted to keep their daughter’s name
out of the paper if the alternative meant they’d have to en-
dure the same treatment.

“Brett sent an e-mail the other night, rambling about how he
found God or something. It didn’t make much sense. I didn’t
bother answering back. I reckon he’s losing it big time.”

Kate moved forward and placed one hand on the table,



182 KATHRYN FOX

leaning into Dobbie’s personal space. “Is there something
you want to get off your chest about Brett? Something you’re
having trouble living with?”

“What do you reckon?” Dobbie locked eyes with Kate. His
anger was palpable as he clutched the mug tighter and his fin-
gertips blanched. “It could have been any one of us that day.”

Oliver sat forward and spoke slowly. “Seems Brett was
under the impression that bad things happen to bad people.
That’s why he wanted to change.”

Dobbie continued to stare at Kate and moved his face
even closer to hers. She could smell the coffee and last
night’s alcohol, seeping through his pores. The stench of his
body odor strengthened. She was smelling fear.

“Sometimes,” he snarled, “for some people, shit just hap-
pens.”

“Is that why you killed him and set fire to the place, to make
sure he couldn’t find God and drop you in it to save his soul?”

He pulled back and his eyes darted across the table. Kate
wondered if he was thinking about doing a runner, but as he
was still only wearing a towel around his waist, he wouldn’t
get far. In the end he just sat there and tried to act calm, fin-
ishing off his drink. Sweat formed rivulets on his forehead,
giving away how scared he was right now. This guy was
guilty and couldn’t hide it. After a prolonged silence, he
spoke quietly.

“I want my lawyer. I'm not saying anything else until my
lawyer’s here.”

Maloney re-entered the room holding the sealed evidence
collected from the wardrobe.

“Fine,” Kate said, refusing to back off. “But you’re wrong
about something. Shit never just happens. It’s always created
by an asshole. You better check—you might have just
crapped yourself again.”
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Kate arrived early at the office to prepare for a
meeting with Gareth Russo but, as usual, her partner had
beaten her to it. Oliver was kneeling on the floor, looking for
something in Fiskar’s desk drawer.

“What are you doing?”” she asked, swinging her coat onto
her chair.

Oliver stood up and moved to another desk. “Doesn’t any-
one have pens around here? There aren’t any in the supply
cupboard. Aha. Finally.” He held a blue pen up to the ceil-
ing, like a victory trophy. He clicked the point in and out. It
looked like a promotional pen.

“You’d think they’d buy us stationery,” he said. “It’s ri-
diculous having to scavenge for everything. No wonder so
many police have other jobs on the side.”

Kate had heard that record numbers of police were moon-
lighting, thanks to the introduction of twelve-hour shifts in
some areas. In three days, officers could clock up a week’s
worth of hours. The intention was to give them more time
with their families but, instead, many were supplementing
their incomes with second and third jobs. Private businesses,
nightclubs and pubs paid well for security and there was no
shortage of police taking up the offers. The problem was
that sometimes the line between ethical and dodgy became
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blurred. Free meals, drinks and cash payments had the anti-
corruption vigilantes going wild.

As far as Kate knew, no one in her office had a second
job, although she probably wouldn’t be the first to know if
they did. She thought about Russo implying that they were
all under scrutiny. Maybe some individual in their office was
the target of an investigation, not the whole unit. She tried to
think who had been behaving suspiciously. Then again, the
saying went that it was the greedy police scammers who got
caught. The others, the ones who took small amounts in
kickbacks, were harder to detect but over a career could
accumulate a nifty addition to their superannuation. Luck-
ily, she had never worked with anyone corrupt—or at least,
known anyone who was caught. She wondered if the investi-
gations were warranted, or whether politicians were simply
on witch-hunts to restore the public’s faith that bad seeds
were being weeded out.

Kate felt in her jacket pocket for a pen, but it wasn’t there.
Unlocking her own desk drawer, she reached in to her private
collection, bought from charity spruikers outside the nearby
supermarket. She grabbed a Children’s Hospital ballpoint
with a bandaged bear on top. At the back of the drawer,
something caught her eye. Wedged under a notepad was an
envelope. Kate glanced around the office. She always locked
the drawer and no one else had a key.

Russo had just arrived and called out, “Five minutes in
my office for the Penfold review, people.”

Other detectives filed in, absorbed in banter and chatter.
Oliver had his head down in his notes, making fast work of
the stolen pen. Kate jiggled the drawer, as if it wasn’t mov-
ing properly. She slid the envelope forward and opened it,
making sure it remained out of sight.

Oh my God! She straightened up and closed the drawer,
her heart hammering. When she was sure no one else was
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paying attention, she opened it again and this time had a
closer look at the contents. There were nineteen, no, twenty
brand new hundred dollar bills. A Post-it note read, “Your
share, as promised.”

She closed then locked the drawer and scanned the faces
of everyone in the room. One of them had to have put it
there. It could have been meant for someone else, except that
her drawer was always locked. Someone had to have set her
up to look like she was on the take. There was an internal
investigation going on and somebody was feeling threat-
ened. But who?

“Are you all right?”

Kate started.

“You look as though you’re about to face a death squad.”
Oliver had suddenly wheeled his chair beside hers.

She tried to read his face, but had no idea whether he
was being sarcastic, clever or innocent. The money in the
envelope had changed everything. “What’s that supposed
to mean?”

He laughed. “Just that I have more reason to be nervous
considering the way I seem to press Russo’s buttons about
proper procedure.”

Kate barely heard what Oliver said. She rubbed her fore-
head and felt nauseated. None of this made sense.

“Now, people!” the inspector called.

Kate made sure her drawer was firmly locked and headed
into the meeting. Any one of these people, including Oliver,
could be the corrupt one. Worse, the culprit was prepared to
set her up for the fall.

Gareth Russo sat at his desk with Kate’s report in his
hands.

“So this guy, Dobbie, is tied to your homicide victim and
had what you think is a reasonable motive for killing
Spender. He has no alibi and this accelerant-detecting dog
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positively identified some clothes from his wardrobe, even
though they’d been washed or dry-cleaned.” Russo leaned
back in his chair. “Is that going to hold up in court?”

Oliver mentioned the lab’s delay in confirming what spe-
cific accelerant was found on the clothing. Kate half listened
and glanced outside into the main office area. A data clerk
sat at a computer terminal while Fiskars and Rench chatted
on their phones. Within moments, her security in the place
and comfort in its familiarity had vanished. She considered
what she really knew about her colleagues. The answer was,
very little, despite having shared office space and cases for
years. They had probably spent more time working together
than they had with their spouses, and yet she had no idea
what they did in their spare time.

Her colleagues often chatted about what was going on in
their lives outside work, but usually she switched off, treat-
ing these conversations like white-noise in the background.
She always had something more important to focus on.
Now, looking around the office, she tried to imagine any of
these people being corrupt. Fiskars was an asshole, but had
a good arrest record. His network of informants didn’t
seem to let him down. He was lazy but still got results. She
remembered him mentioning a club once, where wealthy
singles went.

Kate thought about how something highly suspicious
could in reality be completely innocent. One of her easiest
investigations involved the “black widow,” a woman who
had married three times; each husband had died within
months of the wedding. But instead of being a killer, the
woman had married men with terminal illnesses. She had
met them at a cancer support group after the death of her
first husband from a brain tumor.

It was plausible that Fiskars could have joined an exclu-
sive club to meet wealthy socialites, which is what all his
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wives were. As for Rench, he rarely spoke outside of his
partner’s earshot. She assumed he was divorced, judging by
the derogatory comments he made about marriage.

Liz Gould had always been conscientious and efficient
and had happily helped Kate with a couple of cases. She
now preferred not to chat and rushed off as soon as possible
to collect her son from daycare. Kate couldn’t imagine Liz
having either the time or energy to be corrupt.

Laurie Sheehan saved money by doing his own renova-
tions. Then again, he seemed to take pride in the improve-
ments and treated it like a hobby. The other detectives worked
hard and seemed decent enough, though Kate’s social con-
tact with them was minimal. As far as she knew, or had as-
sumed, everyone in homicide was financially stable and
wouldn’t need to supplement their income by illegal means.
But how would she know if someone had drug, gambling or
other debts?

“Farrer, are you with us?”

Kate’s attention returned to the update. “Of course.”

“Maybe something in the debris has been overlooked. I
want you to go over the forensic findings with Fiskars. May
as well review the Moat Place evidence as well. They're
both fires, after all, and it looks like Dobbie’s got his fingers
in more than one pie.” He put his elbows on the table and
pinched the bridge of his nose. “We should have the man-
power to form a bloody task force, but that’s the best I can do
for you now.”

Kate knew she should notify someone about the money,
but wanted to think it through before deciding what to do.
She approached Fiskars, who quickly ended his phone call.

“What can I do you for?” Under the circumstances, the
innocent attempt at humor wasn’t remotely amusing.

“Russo wants us to join forces and go over the two fire
deaths.”
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Fiskars grinned. “Fine with me.” He handed her two large
files.

Kate noted that the Moat Place file was much larger.
“Have you had any luck finding the owners of the house
yet?”

“The doctor and his wife are still away and out of contact.
They paid someone to do the lawns once a month, but the
guy knew nothing about who was living in the place. We’ve
been chasing up leads from the police phone line, but so far
most of the calls have been cranks, which I'm still sifting
through. There’s one from the local newsagent which could
be something, but so far it’s been a bloody waste of time. If
you ask me, the baby didn’t survive. They don’t just disap-
pear without someone noticing.”

His phone rang and Kate took the opportunity to return
to her desk with the list of callers. Maybe they were on a
wild goose chase. The victim had endured a pregnancy and
a fluid clot in her lungs, but the baby had definitely been
born alive. The milk stains on the cloth nappy proved it.
And they still had no idea where the mother had been killed.
All they had were the remains of the house in which her
childless body had been torched.

“If you want, we’ll go see the newsagent.”

“Suits me,” Fiskars answered. “I’ll get up to speed on
Mark Dobbie and make some calls. See if one of my con-
tacts knows him.”

She grabbed her jacket and Fiskars’ file. Oliver picked up
his jacket and she saw his silver pen fall out of the top
pocket.
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Oliver drove while Kate went through the file, but
she could not stop thinking about Oliver’s silver pen. When
she had walked in on him earlier, he was searching through
desk drawers. He had lied about the pen, knowing full well
he had one in his pocket. He took it everywhere with him and
it had been the only one she’d seen him use in his notebook.

Maybe she was not alone in being set up with a wad of
money. This morning, Oliver had looked like he was hiding
something. Then he had lied to her without batting an eye-
lid. He was good at it. She had thought him honest but was
Nnow unsure.

She decided to mention the money to Oliver while no one
else was around and see how he reacted. The sinking feeling
of being let down was rapidly evolving into anger. Police
needed to know whether or not they could rely on their part-
ners, if the situation ever arose where their lives depended on
it. The question of trust wasn’t a luxury. It was a necessity.

“I have to talk to you about something. It’s private and it
can’t go any further.”

Oliver flicked her a glance then concentrated on the road
again. “OK.”

“Someone planted money in my desk.”

He didn’t react.
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“A substantial amount, two thousand dollars.”

This time he looked at her. “That’s a reasonable amount
of cash. What do you mean, planted?”

“As in, placed in an envelope with the words ‘Your share
as promised’ written on it.”

He checked the rear-vision mirror more than once, and
fiddled with the side-mirror as they drove along. He seemed
almost nervous.

“What are you going to do with it?”

“I don’t know. That’s why I'm talking to you.”

They braked behind a school bus and the children in the
backseat waved and pulled faces at them. Neither was in the
mood to respond. Kate wanted to hear what he suggested. If
he encouraged her to keep the money, he was not the honest
man she had judged him to be. On the other hand, insisting
that she turn it in immediately, as per protocol, would go a
long way to convincing her he was aboveboard.

“You’ve got a couple of choices,” he began, checking the
mirrors again. “You could sit on it and see if someone stakes
a claim, or you hand it in, which will trigger a full-on inves-
tigation into homicide. If you do that, everyone will know
it’s you who contacted the anticorruption unit and you could
bring yourself a fair bit of grief. It’ll also stuff everyone
around and take them away from their work.”

Kate felt her stomach lurch. She didn’t want to hear this
from him. “But if I don’t report it and there’s an investiga-
tion anyway, I’ll be in deep trouble. My prints are already
all over the envelope. I don’t see that I have a choice.”

“I can’t make the decision for you, but how do you know
you’ll be believed? Don’t you think it’s a bit suspicious that
you just happened to ‘find’ this money in your desk? I mean,
was it broken into?”

“No, but we both know that locks are only for honest
people.”
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A car sped past them, and Oliver ignored it. Kate began to
wonder where corruption started. Was it turning a blind eye
to someone speeding when it was inconvenient to book the
offender? They had all done it over the years, and she was
complicit right now.

“Think carefully before you decide,” he said. “If no one
claims it, the money could end up being yours. You've
worked a lot of unpaid overtime this last week. And is any-
one getting hurt?”

Bile rose to the back of her mouth and she swallowed hard.
“That’s not the point. What if I'm being tested for honesty?”

“Then the fact that you didn’t report it immediately means
you already have some serious explaining to do if you even-
tually decide to notify internal investigators.”

Oliver had a point, but she could explain the delay as a
result of meetings and work commitments. He was encour-
aging her not to report the money. Kate had just lost faith in
her partner. More than that, she felt an ache in her stomach,
as though she had lost a friend. It wasn’t just Oliver she
could no longer trust, it was her own judgment. She decided
to request a change of partner at the first opportunity.

Oliver stopped at a petrol station not far from the Moat
Place house. While he went inside for a bottle of water, Kate
made the call to the anticorruption unit. After giving her
details and agreeing to wait for further instruction, she hung
up and took a deep breath. There was no going back now.

She watched an oil tanker deposit its load into one of the
underground storage containers while the driver squatted by
the hosepipe. Oliver was not visible inside. Had he gone to the
toilet or disappeared for a moment to make a call? Damn him.
Now she would have to watch every move he made.

At the newsagent inside the Queensgate shopping village, a
short queue of people waited to check their tickets for a win
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in last night’s Powerball game. Once again, Oliver’s attention
was drawn to a large television screen suspended from the
ceiling, rotating ads for phone cards and holidays. That thing
with men and TVs was really beginning to grate on her.

The shop itself was compact, and full of school supplies.
While they waited for the staff to serve the customers, they
gravitated to the magazine racks. Curious to see what Oliver
chose, she moved around behind him once he’d perused the
options. Computing and digital photography were his choice.
She realized how little she knew him. She was sure he would
have gone for a periodical on something feel-good and do-
mestic, like growing organic vegetables. But after finding
the money in her drawer and seeing him rifling through the
office, she was sure there was more to him than met the
eye.

Kate picked up a copy of the Trading Post then decided to
people-watch instead. She could always tell a lot about an
area that way. All she had to do was sit in a shopping center
for a few minutes and she’d have a good grasp on the demo-
graphic and average income in the surrounding suburbs.

Queensgate was an affluent area but many locals had
probably taken on a huge debt to afford the location. Some
of the women were dressed for the gym, though instead of
designer gear, they wore Target-type outfits—cheap but
presentable. The suits chosen by the newsagency’s women
customers were neither designer label nor tailor-made. One
woman had on full makeup, blouse, tight black skirt and
stockings, but the matching jacket was too large across the
back. These people were working hard and obviously had
financial priorities other than expensive clothes.

Oliver seemed to be studying the clientele as well. He
moved forward as soon as the shop was empty of customers,
approaching the older worker who was presumably the
owner.
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“What can I help you with today?”” The man smiled as he
spoke.

“Are you Mike White?” Oliver asked.

The man nodded just as the phone rang. The female
assistant took her time to answer, waiting to find out what
Oliver had to say. The older man flashed her a look and she
backed away to the phone on the wall. Oliver introduced
himself and Kate, and asked if they could have a quiet con-
versation with him about his call to Crime Stoppers. With-
out hesitating, the newsagent agreed and signaled to the girl
on the phone that he’d be gone for a few minutes. She was
busy explaining that the papers had been delivered late be-
cause they had arrived late that morning. No wonder she
hesitated to answer the phone, Kate thought. It was quicker
and easier to abuse someone over the phone than come down
and do it in person.

“We could grab a coffee and chat, if you don’t mind. I
haven’t had breakfast yet,” White said. He looked weary,
face drawn, with deep lines taking the focus from his clear
gray eyes. He cheerfully stepped outside his shop into the
compact, friendly mall containing a bakery, independent
supermarket, butcher, video shop and takeaway; the hub of a
local community.

Mike waved at or greeted all the shop staff he saw, and
some customers as well, and they all responded. This really
was a tight, friendly community and Mike White under-
stood that. He would definitely know what was going on in
the neighborhood, Kate thought.

As they approached the bakery, the smell of fresh bread
rolls made her stomach gurgle. Oliver and Mike ordered
coffees, and she bought some warm cheese rolls. They chose
a plastic table just back from the electronic doors and Kate
tore open the paper bag, turning it into a makeshift plate.
“Help yourself.”
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Mike didn’t need to be asked twice. “Thanks kindly,” he
said, and tucked in.

“Have you been in the area long?” she asked, tearing
open a packet of sugar and dumping the contents into her
ceramic mug.

“About three years. I come from a corporate background
but always wanted to run a newsagency. Don’t know whether
that was so smart or not now. People just don’t appreciate
the hours, or what you put up with.”

Schoolchildren began to appear in the mall, with tidy hair
and clean uniforms, some accompanied by parents. Within
minutes the mall was buzzing with activity. Kate checked
her watch. Eight thirty meant a school must be close by.

Exhausted mothers were already returning in packs and
stopping for a caffeine fix after dropping their kids off. A
boy around ten slurped on a soft drink carried in one hand;
the other hand held a half-eaten custard tart.

“Hell of a way to start the day,” Oliver said, nodding at
the boy.

“You don’t see it that much around here.” Mike watched
the boy meander past. “Most kids will get a proper break-
fast, but with million dollar mortgages, there are a lot of
families where both parents work. I guess sometimes the
kids suffer.”

Kate sipped her coffee and felt it warm her throat. It was
great coffee. She’d have to remember the place. “Tell us
what you know about the house-fire in Moat Place.”

Mike nodded and curled his fingers around his mug. “I’ve
been waiting for you to come and ask about that.”

“What do you know about the owners?” she inquired.

Mike waited until a family group had passed. “They don’t
live around here. Respectable doctor and his wife, appar-
ently. But nothing much respectable goes on in that place.”

“Meaning?”
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“It’s no great secret to us. I mean, my wife and I were
approached to join them.”

Kate frowned. “Them? Who are they?”

“You look around and youre probably thinking, nice
neighborhood, happy families, but there’s a very active group
out here. They thrive in boring suburbia. Hell, they distribute
newsletters through PO boxes in the center.” He stared at the
detectives as though he had spelled it all out for them.

A child who looked too young to be in uniform skipped
past, followed by her mother and an uncooperative toddler.
When they had gone, Mike whispered, “That was a well-known
swingers’ house.”

Kate sat back. It was hardly surprising that infidelity be-
came a game when debt, stress and boredom crept into rela-
tionships. Swingers swapped partners for new and different
sexual experiences on a casual basis. And it might help to
explain why the young mother had been murdered. Infidel-
ity and jealousy were behind most murders.

“Did you see anything suspicious before the fire started?”

“I was doing my morning deliveries. It was about
five-thirty, still dark. I saw Belinda Mercuro’s car parked out
front. Her husband is a landscape gardener and she does
events planning—conferences and courses.”

Oliver wanted to know how sure the newsagent was.
“That’s pretty observant for someone who throws papers out
of his van in the dark. How can you be absolutely certain?”

Mike smiled and finished off another roll. “I could see the
car clear enough. I get to know the regulars and can tell who
shouldn’t be outside someone else’s house.” He leaned for-
ward and spoke very quietly. “Don’t look around, but there’s
a bloke with a tie on coming along now with two kids.
They’re not his. Saw his car parked outside their house this
morning. Mind you, his wife brought their own kids to
school earlier on.”
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Oliver seemed shocked. “They’re that brazen?”

“Not deliberately, but if your wife thinks you’re away on
business and you’re off with another woman, the price you
pay is helping out by taking your mistress’s kids to school
the next morning.”

“What if the parents run into each other, or the kids
talk?” Kate asked. “It’s a pretty big gamble when they go to
the same school.”

“Like I said, it’s a small community, but not everyone re-
alizes how small until they get caught.”

Kate watched some of the children being pulled along by a
parent—or, from her new perspective, a parent’s lover—and
wondered what happened to them in the long term. They did
not deserve to be made to comply with their parents’ emo-
tional deceit. Dysfunction was not the domain of the impov-
erished. With more money came more opportunity for
infidelity and selfishness. Did the swingers ever stop to con-
sider their children? If the newsagent knew about Moat Place
and its swingers’ club, how many others knew?

Then someone, she thought, had to know who the dead
young mother was, and who had killed her. Swapping sex-
ual partners might have sounded like a good idea, but
could have invoked jealousy in the murdered woman’s
partner, especially if she enjoyed the illicit trysts. He had
to be top of their list of suspects, if they could only identify
who “he” was.



A call to Belinda Mercuro’s assistant informed
Kate that the woman they wanted to interview was attend-
ing a conference at an eco-lodge in the Blue Mountains, just
over an hour away. Kate decided to interview Mrs. Mercuro
at work, which would give her the option of embarrassing
her in front of clients if she proved uncooperative.

She and Oliver headed up the M7 motorway and along
the M4 west. The drive took them from the base of the
mountains, through Wentworth Falls, and up higher to pic-
turesque Katoomba, one of Kate’s favorite places. A nearby
pub in Blackheath served the biggest and best meat pies she
had ever tasted. The last time she had been there was with a
group of bushwalkers in freezing, wet conditions and the
fireplace in the pub was a welcome relief from the weather.
The pie’s flaky pastry had covered a bowl with a rim the size
of a dinner plate. The stewed lamb and gravy inside were
tender, rich and piping hot. Everyone deserved the experi-
ence at least once.

She glanced at Oliver. There would be no friendly lunch
after this morning’s strange events. She would rather go
hungry than sit with someone whose honesty was in doubt.
Russo had hinted that the unit was being investigated and
she was beginning to wonder if Oliver was the target. His
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behavior this morning had been suspicious. One thing she
was sure of: she would now have to keep her guard up with
him at all times.

They meandered along, intermittently slowed by road-
works. The old railway stations adjacent to the road were a
constant reminder of an older, more glorious era. Through
her open window Kate breathed in the crisp mountain air.

Past Katoomba, Oliver checked the map and told Kate to
turn off to the right where the sign indicated Evans Road
lookout. After the turn they followed a narrow road past
country-style cafés with wooden verandas, and a mix of
holiday cottages and permanent homes. Bushwalkers with
backpacks traipsed along the verge, on the pilgrimage to the
lookout at the end of the long, tortuous road.

Kate almost missed the driveway of the Jemby Rinjah
Eco-Lodge, which was camouflaged by a forest of gum trees
discreetly interrupted by the narrow road. The place had a
peaceful ambience and Kate appreciated the attempt to
blend into the environment. Arriving at the reception build-
ing, it became obvious why Mike White was so confident he
had seen Belinda Mercuro’s car in Moat Place the morning
of the fire. Parked across two spaces in the visitors’ section
was a pink Mazda 626 convertible, with personalized plates:
BLINDA.

They entered the wooden building and found, sitting unob-
trusively behind a counter inside the doorway, a middle-aged
man wearing a khaki shirt with the lodge’s name embroidered
on the pocket. Like the place itself, he almost blended into the
surroundings.

“Welcome,” he said, remaining seated and smiling almost
shyly. “May I help you?”

Oliver leaned on the counter and glanced around. Be-
side them, a sunken lounge area surrounded a circular
wood fire. On the same level, a restaurant with benches
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instead of chairs gave the place a rustic feel. Each place
was set for lunch. The absence of tablecloths enhanced the
impression that the outdoors had been brought inside.
Fairy lights hung from exposed beams in the raised ceil-
ing. Glass doors to a balcony looked out onto a panorama
of bushland.

“This place is amazing. It’s so .. .”

The man smiled at Oliver. “Natural? We plan to keep it
that way. Our motto is ‘leave only footprints, take only pho-
tographs’.”

“Looks like it’s working.”

The doors to reception opened and a group of elderly
people with cameras plowed through and milled around the
fire. A woman with a Canadian accent declared that she
couldn’t believe she had seen a quoll, and the others chat-
tered like children who had just opened their Christmas
presents. “That blue-tongue lizard nearly scared me to
death,” one of them said, causing her companions to erupt
into laughter. “Why didn’t you tell me it was there? The
thing could have taken my toe off.” More laughter ensued.
Kate had to smile at the exaggeration. Seeing unbridled
enthusiasm for life was rare. It seemed pure. Right now, she
envied the man behind the desk his job.

“Tourists come from all over the world to experience
what we aim to preserve. These folks came up from Sydney
just for the day,” he said, again with that smile.

Waitresses brought out glasses of wine on trays, and the
group didn’t hesitate to indulge.

“We put on a barbecue lunch and they have a ball.”

“Half their luck,” Kate said. “We were told that we could
find Belinda Mercuro here.”

“She’s probably in the conference center. I'll just check.”
He handed Oliver a pamphlet about the place. “Won’t be a
minute,” he said. “This will explain what we do here.” Instead
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of dialing an extension, the man left his station in search of
Belinda Mercuro.

Keen to breathe in some more fresh air, Kate stepped out-
side onto the balcony. The first thing that struck her was the
quiet. No traffic, no machinery, and no irritating phones; just
the sounds of birds communicating and flapping their wings
as they passed overhead. Oliver excused himself to visit the
composting toilets and she was grateful for the moment
alone. A crimson rosella landed on the railing, quickly fol-
lowed by more. They’re used to being fed, she thought, al-
most sorry for not having seed.

Oliver returned, absorbed in the pamphlet. “Did you
know the Blue Mountains are over ninety million years old?
The entire area used to be coastal plains, but rivers and
creeks eroded the landscape to form the valleys and escarp-
ments. That’s some serious erosion.”

Kate had walked along some of the tracks that showcased
incredible cliff walls and waterfalls and had often heard of
the legends behind the landmarks. Her favorite involved the
three monoliths, aptly called the Three Sisters. The story
was that three Aboriginal sisters were in love with men they
were forbidden to marry. They were turned to stone to pro-
tect them during the war of the tribes, but the man who
turned them to stone died in one of the battles, so they re-
mained in stone for eternity.

Kate had also helped search for walkers who had wan-
dered off the tourist trails, completely underestimating
conditions. More than once the mountains had trapped
people in stony graves.

Clomping on the decking drew their attention away from
their private thoughts.

“We wanted those floral arrangements here for a client
two hours ago. How hard can it possibly be to put together
bouquets of flowers native to this area?” The woman didn’t
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bother introducing herself. She stood, one hand on the hip
of her tight white trousers, her top half covered by an off
the shoulder gold-threaded piece. She tapped one of her
leopard-skin-patterned shoes. Her dark hair was dragged
into a long ponytail and her heavily made-up face was un-
usual. A broad forehead and prominent cheekbones framed
large, wide-set, cat-like eyes. Or so the makeup made them
appear. It was the sort of face that could have peered out
from a magazine in the 1980s. The birds scattered as soon as
she appeared.

“Detective Sergeant Farrer, and this is Detective Consta-
ble Parke. We're investigating the fire at a house in Moat
Place, Castle Hill.”

The woman’s expression froze and her manner suddenly
seemed less confident. “I don’t know anything about it.”

“Your car,” Kate said, “was positively identified as being
outside the house right before it burned down.”

The woman looked around to make sure no one was
listening. “Look, I don’t know anything about the fire, or
what the papers said about the body. I hooked up with
someone the night before then left first thing in the morn-
ing. Everything was fine when I drove off.”

“Why didn’t you come forward when we appealed for
information?” Kate demanded. This woman had to be ridi-
culously naive to think that such a gaudy car would go un-
noticed in the neighborhood.

She fiddled with a gold bracelet on her right hand. “My
husband does landscapes all over the state. He travels a lot
and I get lonely, but I can’t afford for him to find out. Not
yet.”

Kate said, hands on her hips, “We know about the swing-
ers’ club. We can always have this conversation at the police
station or with your husband present.”

Belinda Mercuro’s bottom lip began to quiver. “None of
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this can get out, or my business, my marriage and my life
will be over.”

Kate was quickly losing patience. “That didn’t occur to
you before you both became swingers?”

Oliver intervened. “We need to know about the body
found in the house. What can you tell us about her?”

The woman began to cry crocodile tears. “I swear she
wasn’t there at the time. Look, all I know is that very few
of us have keys to the place. My business partner and her
husband own it, and they only invite reputable couples to
the parties there. But my husband and I agreed not to have
affairs outside of that. If you get attached to someone, the
marriage is over. I broke the rule.”

Oliver shifted his weight. “You were having an affair
there behind your husband’s back?”

She sniffed and stared out at the view. “Yes. It wasn’t re-
ally an affair, it was just . . . physical.”

“Does he have a key?”

She shook her head. “He left a note on my car suggesting
we meet there because he wanted me. I let him in, but he
didn’t need a key to leave. He just had to snib the lock as he
left.”

“What time did you go?”

She looked up at the sky then briefly closed her eyes. “I
had a breakfast meeting in the city, so I was gone by
six-thirty. I swear to God, there was no other woman
there—alive or dead. You can’t let my husband find out.”

“What’s the name of your lover?” Kate said, trying not to
sound sarcastic. It didn’t sound much like love had anything
to do with it.

“He’s my personal trainer. His name is Mark. Mark
Dobbie.”
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Inside the police headquarters laboratory, which
dealt with everything from blood and bodily fluids to explo-
sives and toxins, John Zimmer sat in his overalls sipping a
takeaway coffee at a computer. Near him, a machine whirred
through its cycle. It seemed as though Zimmer practically
lived there lately. Then Kate saw the reason—a petite new
lab technician.

“I hope you’re not harrassing the staff,” Kate said, and the
technician blushed. Zimmer rolled his eyes and mouthed,
“Thanks,” behind her back. Kate couldn’t believe how obvi-
ous he was. If the woman was bright enough to have a degree
or higher in forensic science, she would see through John
Zimmer’s intentions pretty fast.

“Anything on the clothes we got on the Dobbie search?
Have you identified the accelerant yet?”

The technician checked her chart. “Petrol. The clothes
had been washed, but there was definitely petrol on the trou-
ser legs. From the distribution, it looks like he wiped his
hands after spilling it on them.”

Petrol! That was the accelerant used at Moat Place. Kate
realized with a sense of foreboding that Mark Dobbie was
now linked to both the house fire and Candice Penfold’s
disappearance.
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“Hey,” Zimmer piped up, a big grin on his juvenile face.
“The quadriplegic murder scene, the one you almost cooked
in. I’ve got something.”

Kate hoped it incriminated Dobbie. The guy was more
dangerous than anyone had realized.

Zimmer slid off the stool and moved toward a see-through
cabinet. Inside was the melted smoke detector. He snapped
on some gloves and pulled it from the cabinet.

“Look here,” he said, pointing to an impression in the
plastic. “We got lucky. It’s a perfect fingerprint.”

“Anyone in the system? Our suspect’s name is Mark
Dobbie.” She flipped open her notebook and gave his date
of birth, address and the date he was fingerprinted for the
drugs charges.

Zimmer put a gloved hand on her forearm, then removed
it, leaving a powdery residue on her sleeve. “I know you’re
pretty keen to nail this bastard, we all are. Hell, I was there
when you came out of that fire. As big a pain in the arse as
you are, even I wouldn’t want you to go that way.” He
grinned again.

Kate remembered the camaraderie that morning with Oli-
ver and Zimmer, and felt a little guilty about her comment
when she had arrived. Another machine whirred to a stop
and the technician pressed some buttons, setting it off again.

“Yeah well, I'm going to hang around to solve this, on my
own if I have to.”

“Kate, you’ve gotta give the rest of us some credit for try-
ing. I'm running the print through the database now. It’s
going to take a couple of hours, and I can’t go far. Some of
us are on your side too, you know.”

Kate didn’t know what to say, but was grateful when the
technician interrupted: “Detective, I have an update for you
on the blood found on,” she checked the file, “the car be-
longing to Candice Penfold. It was weird, so I checked it
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twice and got a supervisor to review it as well. There were
two different types of blood on the seat.”

Two? Maybe she had fought her attacker and drawn his
blood. They had a chance of finding her killer after all.

“The first one was identified as belonging to Candice
Penfold, because it shared the pattern of DNA found in her
hair. She is blood group AO negative. The other blood pat-
tern looked similar so I double-checked it, in case it was a
close relative.”

Kate held her breath, then remembered that Robert Penfold
was Candice’s adopted father. The blood cannot have been
his. With the sister overseas, that just left Janine Penfold.

“There wasn’t that much blood to test but we managed to
determine that it was O negative,” the technician continued
nervously. “We also found traces of matter on the seat which
pathology has confirmed to be human epithelial cells and
fetal squames. In the seams we located fetal hemoglobin.”

Kate had to be sure what she was hearing. “Hang on, did
you say fetal blood and squames?” Peter Latham had men-
tioned squames in connection to the Moat Place case.

“Yes. We think that Candice Penfold must have given
birth in the backseat of her car.”

“Why didn’t it come up before in the DNA database?” Oliver
asked, leaning back in his seat. Though Kate had filled him
in on Dobbie’s connection to both cases, they were still reel-
ing from the knowledge that the charred body from Moat
Place was Candice.

“There’s a delay in processing DNA at the moment, and
we didn’t collect the samples from Candice’s room until after
the car was found. Besides, we narrowed the search with the
physical description and were looking for matches with miss-
ing women who we knew had given birth recently.”

Kate thought about all the time they had wasted, not to
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mention putting the Lamberts through the trauma of think-
ing their daughter was dead. The pieces fitted together
now—Candice must have found Audrey Lambert’s credit
card and decided to use it during her planned disappear-
ance. Somewhere along the way, things had gone horribly
wrong. And Dobbie was the key to it all.

As for the Penfolds, Kate was angry that they had failed
to tell them that their missing daughter was pregnant. But
her anger dissolved when she realized she’d soon be telling
them their daughter was dead.

Peter Latham appeared in the office, dressed in ill-matched
jacket and trousers and a vintage Mickey Mouse tie. His hair
was combed and his beard trimmed. He was obviously on
his way to somewhere special.

“Thanks for the call about the Penfold girl’s car. I agree.
It was fetal hemoglobin they found. I double-checked by
ordering a Beta HCG level on the blood taken from the
burned body. Thanks to the hair you collected from her
brush, we can now confirm that the deceased is Candice
Penfold.”

Before Kate had a chance to ask, Oliver interjected: “Beta
HCG—isn’t that the pregnancy hormone?”

“Exactly. The level was low, but detectable. It was too
soon for her to have conceived again after delivering, so we
assume the levels were dropping after this pregnancy.”

Inspector Russo returned from a meeting, threw his files
on a desk and stood with his arms folded. “Farrer, I got your
message. Could she have had a miscarriage or a backyard
abortion?”

Peter turned around. They needed no introduction. “Judg-
ing by the size of her uterus, no. It was too large, especially
as it would have been a first-time pregnancy. It’s too late for
terminations at that stage, but it’s possible the fetus died in
utero and was delivered stillborn.”
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“But there were milk stains on the cloth we found in the
nappy bag.” Kate didn’t want to believe the baby hadn’t sur-
vived.

“If the baby did die,” Oliver said, “Candice still might
have needed to express some milk a few days after the birth.
It’s also possible the stains were from formula. I’ll organize
an analysis.”

Kate began to clench her fists. She thought of the
obsessive-compulsive mother, and the supposedly loving fa-
ther. No wonder she had been brought in on the case. Even
in this day and age, they wanted to keep the pregnancy a
dirty little secret. She should have known they were lying all
along. Her bullshit detector didn’t usually let her down.
Lately it was worse than useless.

“So the parents knew and withheld the information
from us.”

Peter sat and rubbed his tidied beard. “Not necessarily. I
went over the case notes. Candice was a yoyo dieter and
prone to weight gain. She had cysts on her ovaries, which
could mean that her menstrual cycle was irregular.”

“Are you trying to say that no one noticed a woman get-
ting progressively bigger over nine months? That’s ridicu-
lous.” Kate was so in tune with her body, she couldn’t believe
that anyone could “disguise” a pregnancy from her family,
especially when she lived with them.

Oliver spoke next. “My wife was sixteen weeks pregnant
with her first before we knew. She put on some weight and
felt crappy, but we thought it was work pressure and her hor-
mones. She had no idea what to expect, it being her first, and
she often went months without menstruating.”

Suddenly, Oliver’s ability to get in touch with his “female
side” went from admirable to inappropriate. “Too much in-
formation,” Kate warned.

“I'm just saying that if two educated people can’t tell,
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what hope does a naive young woman with a learning dis-
ability have?”

Peter nodded. “I can list a litany of cases where women,
or girls, experience stomach pains and then get the shock of
their lives when they deliver a baby in the toilet, or in a car.
That’s the first they or their families know about the preg-
nancy. Either they’re ignorant, or in complete denial.”

Kate thought of the photographs of Candice Penfold un-
derneath Brett Spender, naked and probably unconscious.

Oliver obviously had exactly the same notion. “If Dobbie
drugged her with Rohypnol, GHB or God knows what else,
she may have had complete amnesia about the episode. And
I bet they didn’t bother to use condoms.”

Peter scratched his beard again. The new trim must have
felt itchy. “My mother used to say that it was the good girls
who got caught. She said the ones who had regular premari-
tal sex planned it and got away with it. It was the good girls
who had sex once who got caught. Maybe she was right.”

Russo adjusted his already rolled-up sleeves. “It still hap-
pens. I've interviewed an underage teenager who ran away
because she had sat in the back of a car with a boy. That’s all
she did, sit, but her mother had told her that she’d get preg-
nant if she ever got in the back of a car with a fellow. I'm
assuming that’s how the girl was conceived and the mum
was afraid history would repeat itself.” He refolded his arms.
“The poor kid was convinced she was pregnant and pan-
icked. We like to think society’s enlightened, but there really
is a lot of ignorance out there. It’s the first rule of communi-
cation. Make sure the interviewee understands the question
and fully comprehends their answer. Speaking of which,
where are Fiskars and Rench? They ought to be here.”

Kate and Oliver suddenly found some paperwork to
check.

“I saw them on their way out when I came up,” said John
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Zimmer, who’d just appeared. “My guess is they’re gone for
the day.” He winked for Kate’s benefit. This time she didn’t
mind, given he had just let the boss know how lazy those
two bastards could be. She couldn’t help the feeling, though,
that she was about to owe Zimmer a favor.

“Good news,” he went on. “I’ve just finished the check on
the fingerprint we got from the damaged smoke detector in
the Spender homicide case. It matches one we found on one
of the glass shards from the broken window Kate used to get
into the house. Anyways, thought you'd want to know. It
doesn’t match anyone on our database.”

Kate leaned forward. “Did you run it against Mark
Dobbie?”

Zimmer lowered his chin and raised both eyebrows. “Of
course, but it’s a completely different pattern. Your guy
might have had motive, but my guess is, someone else topped
Spender and set fire to the place.”

“Or,” Kate said, “he’s working with, an accomplice.”

Zimmer grinned again. “Then why did he leave his prints
in the freezer at the Moat Place fire?”

“What?” Kate couldn’t believe the luck.

“The freezer from Moat Place was pulled apart,” Zimmer
explained. “It had partly melted but I managed to lift finger-
prints on the inside that are a match for Mark Dobbie. Noth-
ing came up when I first ran the check but I just did another
search and bingo. He wasn’t in our system until you booked
him the other day. And we can confirm that the body in the
house was definitely in the freezer at some point. The freezer
contained traces of dirt and fibers that matched the shirt
Peter sampled on the bent inside elbow. We also found hairs
and skin cells in it that also belonged to the victim.”

“Thanks, John,” Kate said. She felt like punching the air.
Zimmer had just given them the breakthrough they desper-
ately needed. That Dobbie’s prints were inside the freezer
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where Candice Penfold’s body had been kept was incredibly
damning. She wanted to bring him in, now.

Even so, she pushed the SOCO for more.

“How about the dirt. Anything that could tie it to a spe-
cific location?” Kate had seen cases in which dirt and plant
spores had determined where a body had been killed. It was
a slim chance, but it never hurt to ask.

“I’ll get on to it right away,” Zimmer sighed, like a child
whose achievements had been too quickly forgotten.

“We’re not going to rush this,” Russo instructed, looking
directly at Kate. “Put him under surveillance and tap his
phone. He may just lead us to his mate or let slip what he did
with the baby.”

“But we know he was at the house where Candice Penfold
was burned, he had motive to kill her and the opportunity. For
God’s sake, he even had petrol on his clothes,” she argued.

Oliver consulted his notebook. “Belinda Mercuro’s alibi
checks out for the time the fire started. She was miles away
with a client. All I have to do is get her to confirm that the
petrol-stained clothes were the ones Dobbie had on that day.
Otherwise, don’t we risk him fleeing?”

Russo paused a moment, rocking slightly on his heels. “I
know this guy is bad news, but if he doesn’t know we have
evidence linking him to the scene, he probably thinks he got
away with it. If someone else is involved, it may be our only
chance to nail whoever’s in it with him and locate the child,
or what remains of the child.”

Kate considered Russo’s idea, but something unnerved
her. “What if Mrs. Mercuro has already told him we paid
her a visit?”

“If he’s under surveillance, he can’t go far. Get on to it
straight away.” Russo pulled his glasses over his nose and
collected his files. “Let’s just hope that he hasn’t already
disappeared.”
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Kate stood outside the Penfolds’ home with Oliver,
neither of them wanting to press the doorbell. She thought
of Robert Penfold and felt a twinge of guilt. He obviously
loved his stepdaughters very much. With biological children
who refused to see him, it made sense now that he was pro-
tective of Candice and Lesley.

The only consolation was that the family could now begin
to grieve. Candice could receive a proper burial while the
family obtained some form of closure, whatever that meant.
Oliver made no move toward the bell and they stood there in
silence, bracing themselves for the unpleasant task.

Kate shuddered as she recalled the local policeman ar-
riving at her father’s property. She was out in the paddock
on her motorbike, checking the fences. Or that’s what she
had told her father. The truth was that she was angry with
Billy for speeding off after their stupid argument. They
both had foul tempers, but always made up straight away. It
was like an unwritten rule and both were supposed to abide
by it.

She had never forgiven Billy for breaking their rule. Not
even now, after all these years. Remembering her reaction to
being told Billy had died brought tears to her eyes; the reac-
tion was automatic and Kate had no control over it. It was
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another reason she was still angry with him. He hadn’t just
left her that day. He had taken away her emotional control.

Kate took a deep breath and rang the bell. It didn’t take
long before Janine Penfold’s face peered through the stained-
glass panel next to the door. She tentatively unlocked the
chain and deadlock, and invited them in. It was as though
she already knew why they had come, although an unex-
pected visit by police late at night would be any parent’s
idea of a nightmare.

Janine Penfold seemed so rattled that she forgot that Kate
and Oliver still had their shoes on. They had forgotten too.
They entered the home with solemn faces, convinced Janine
Penfold understood exactly why they were there. Even so, it
didn’t make the job any easier.

Kate cleared her dry throat. “Are your husband and
Lesley home?”

Mrs. Penfold avoided eye contact and led them into the
kitchen. “They’re due back any minute. Robert took Lesley
to see some friends. With Candice ...” Her voice trailed
away. “Well, we just wanted to make sure she is safe.”

She pulled out a brand new sponge from a collection un-
der the sink, wet it with an orange-smelling spray and wiped
the bench.

Kate decided to wait until the other two were back before
telling them the horrific news. She suspected that Janine
would need her family for physical and emotional support.

Oliver began an inane conversation about the quality of
household cleaners compared to twenty years ago, and
Janine Penfold chatted away, seemingly grateful for the dis-
traction. When he’d exhausted all possible cleaning topics,
Oliver reverted to asking questions about the fish in the
fish-tank, but Janine denied knowing much about them.

As an awkward silence continued, Kate checked her
watch. They had been in the house only six minutes, but it
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felt like hours. Her mouth was still dry. She would rather
talk in front of a thousand people than break bad news to a
family. No matter how hard you tried, it was impossible to
do it well. Instead, there was a high chance of doing an
appalling job and making the situation even worse.

The sound of the garage door opening and the purr of a
well-serviced engine did not alleviate the tension. Kate felt
perspiration spreading under her arms and wiped her hands
on her trousers. Car doors clunked and Lesley and her father
came rushing through from the next room. Lesley had a
hopeful look on her face, which was instantly dashed when
she saw Kate and Oliver standing uncomfortably in the
kitchen. Robert Penfold seemed inches shorter, a man braced
for the worst thing anyone could hear.

Kate decided not to postpone the agony. “I'm sorry we are
here so late, but we wanted to speak to you all in person.”

Oliver had the priest-look again, hands clasped in front,
head down. He had moved toward Janine. For that gesture,
Kate was grateful. He would comfort Mrs. Penfold, leaving
her to explain the facts.

“We should probably go somewhere where we can all sit
down,” Kate suggested.

“Where’s Candy?” Lesley demanded. “You've either
found her, or...”

Robert Penfold moved forward. Kate noticed his hands
trembling despite the grip he had on his daughter’s shoul-
ders.

“I'm so sorry,” Kate swallowed, “but Candice has been
killed. We’ve positively identified her body and I'm afraid
there’s no doubt it’s her.”

Janine Penfold dropped to her knees, buried her face in her
hands and sobbed. Oliver bent down and placed an arm around
her back. Lesley covered her face with her hands and seemed
to be holding her breath. Robert stared ahead, immobile.
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“The body was found in a house fire,” Kate continued,
“but we were unable to identify Candice until today.”

“What happened?” Lesley asked in between sobs. “What
house? Where was she?”

“We found her on a bed in a house at Castle Hill, but we
believe she had been murdered and that someone then set
fire to the house.”

“Who would have killed our Candy?”” Robert asked, and
then his face seemed to engorge, the veins above his collar
distending. “My God, if Mark Dobbie had anything to do
with it, I swear—"

“Stop right there,” Kate said, putting out her hand. She
didn’t want to hear him threaten to murder Dobbie, just in
case he or anyone else actually followed through. “Look,
obviously this is a shock and you’re very upset. We under-
stand that, but making threats isn’t going to bring Candy
back.”

“What does she look like?” Janine Penfold whispered,
looking up with a childlike expression. “Can we see her?”

Kate swallowed hard. “We had to use DNA to confirm it
was her. You see the fire . . . the fire made her face difficult
to recognize. We won’t need you to formally identify Candy,
if that’s what you’re wondering about.” Kate knew how in-
adequately she had answered the question, but she imagined
that viewing Candice’s body would cause even more distress
to the family. At least now, they could give her a proper
burial, and the formerly nameless body would no longer
have to remain unclaimed as a mere number in the morgue.

Janine wailed from the floor and slumped into Oliver’s
arms. Robert stayed by Lesley’s side and led her into the
lounge room. Kate followed and sat on the other side of
the glass coffee table. Oliver remained in the kitchen with the
inconsolable Janine.

“There is some more news that may come as a shock.”
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Kate wanted to gauge their reactions to see if they knew
about the pregnancy. “We think that Candy gave birth in her
car. There were two different bloodstains on the seats. It was
her blood and the DNA profile tells us the other, a small
amount, belonged to a newborn baby that had to have been
hers.”

The blood seemed to drain from Robert’s face. “That’s im-
possible,” he muttered. “There’s no way she was pregnant.”

Lesley shook her long blonde hair. “No, she would have
told me. There’s no way she would have kept that a secret
from me. We shared everything.”

Kate rubbed her hands along her thighs. “It is possible
that Candy may not have known she was pregnant.”

Robert Penfold began to pace. “This doesn’t make any
sense. Maybe you have the wrong body. Maybe it isn’t Candy
at all”

Denial was understandable, especially if the family didn’t
know about the pregnancy.

“What happened to the baby?” Lesley asked, her eyes
swollen and face devoid of expression.

“We don’t know, but we’re checking hospitals and doc-
tors, and after the fire there was a public appeal for informa-
tion. If the baby’s alive . . .” Kate felt their torment increase.
“We’ll find him or her. You need to know that we can’t prove
the baby was even born alive, but Candy had a nappy bag
with her at the house, and there were milk stains on a cloth
nappy we found inside it, so we’re not giving up.”

In a few minutes, the family had lost their daughter, dis-
covered she had been murdered, and learned about her preg-
nancy. In the one breath, Robert had discovered that he and
Janine might be grandparents, but any joy was quickly
crushed by the notion that the baby, too, could be dead.

Completely exhausted, Kate and Oliver finally left the
house. They had been there an hour in total. While Oliver
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consoled Janine Penfold, Kate had answered Robert Penfold’s
questions as best she could without implicating Mark Dobbie.
Better than anyone, Kate knew that the next stage of grieving
involved anger. The last thing they wanted was for an enraged
father to seek revenge before they could arrest Dobbie. The
family needed Robert Penfold to be there for them, not under
arrest for a vigilante attack.

As she drove away from the house with Oliver, she was
grateful that Inspector Russo had ordered Dobbie to be placed
under surveillance. If the drug-rapist could lead them to Can-
dice’s baby, the Penfolds would have a living reminder of
their daughter—a grandchild to love and nurture. If he had
killed the child as well, they could at least bury the remains
with their daughter.

Kate wanted above all to find the baby. Maybe Dobbie
had spared it, but if he had any brains, he would have dis-
posed of the tiny body by now. For once, she hoped she had
overestimated a suspect.
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Kate showered, still nursing the headache she
had climbed into bed with. A couple of aspirin were the best
she could muster before the shops opened. She threw on a
pair of yoga pants and a pink breast cancer T-shirt she had
bought on sale. Into a shopping bag she loaded her MP3
player, a change of clothes and three different hats, two
pairs of sweatbands and her gun. Not quite the average jog-
ger or shopper, but she would pass for either one.

She also threw in some apples, bananas and grapes she
had left in the fridge. The apples looked dodgy, but would
do if she got hungry enough. After refilling a couple of
bottles of water, she drove away to relieve the surveillance
officer and was surprised to find Adam Rench in the car.
She opened the passenger door and moved a pizza box,
along with multiple bags of crisps and chocolate bars, empty
plastic bottles and a cold thermos, onto the backseat.

“You’ve been here eight hours, not a week,” she said,
amazed by the amount he had consumed. “Where’s
Fiskars?”

Rench chewed on gum, his eyes covered by reflective sun-
glasses. “Sick leave. The man came down with one hell of
an ulcer yesterday.”
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“Ulcer? Did the drink get to him?”

Rench turned his head. “It’s stress.”

“Bullshit,” Kate said. “He’s never done enough work to
get stressed.”

Rench clenched his jaw. “You’d better be careful who you
go talking to like that. It’s on the record. He has one of the
highest arrest rates.”

“Yeah, for catching the world’s most stupid criminals.
Like when that moron escaped from custody and went back
to the crime scene—under his watch, if I remember—and
then turned up the next morning at the local station because
he was cold and hungry.”

“It’s still a good result. Johnno nailed that armed robber
and murderer.”

“Only because the same moron confessed to both crimes.
That’s how he got into custody in the first place. Your team
had three months of chasing your tails before the guilt got to
him.”

“At least we make arrests. You take months off, leaving
us with the extra work, and now you’re prancing around
with the new guy, your sex-crazed little boyfriend. From the
way ‘Drover’ trots around, you’ll be getting stretch marks
before you know it.”

Kate dug her fingernails into her palms. She was used to
his childish insults, but being disgusting about her and
Oliver made her blood pressure rise to seething. And given
he was saying it to her face, no doubt he’d blabbed it all
over the station by now. She hoped Oliver’s pregnant wife
didn’t hear that sort of garbage.

Her phone rang and she flipped it open. It was her partner.
She left the car, slamming the door on Rench’s perverted
laughter. Oliver had arrived and was relieving the second
car, parked in view of the back of Dobbie’s home. If he left
by either exit, they would know.
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“Sounds as though they had a quiet night. Let’s hope he
does something this morning.”

“Just make sure we don’t stuff this up,” Kate snapped, un-
sure why she was suddenly annoyed with him. She was tired
and wanted Dobbie put away for Candice’s murder. That way
he wouldn’t hurt any more women. She also wanted to know
where the baby was. She was now doubtful that watching
him would lead them anywhere.

“You OK?” Oliver asked.

She tugged on the back of her hair. “Fine. We're all tired.
Rench is here itching to hand over.”

“Don’t tell me he’s stressed,” Oliver said.

“Just worry about Dobbie. Let me know if he makes a
move.”

Kate hung up, wondering why he had chosen the word
“stressed” to describe his fellow detective. If he knew about
Fiskars, how had he found out since last night? Russo must
have called him. Then again, it could be common knowl-
edge by now.

Rench wound down the passenger window. “Can I get out
of here? Some of us got called back in and have been work-
ing all night.”

She bent down to hear what he had to say.

“Not much happened. When he went to the local pub, the
dog squad put the bugs inside the house. He came home
alone and it was quiet until about six thirty this morning,
when he appeared in his underpants and pinched the neigh-
bor’s paper. So far we can get him for grand larceny.”

Wit was not one of Rench’s strengths—not that he knew
it. He chuckled and handed over the long-lens camera in a
black bag, and the receiver for the listening device. Despite
his bravado, Rench looked worried about something. It was
possible that Fiskars really was sick after all.

Kate returned to the silver hatchback she had borrowed
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from the unmarked car pool. Silver cars were noticed less
than other colors and made the best choice for surveillance.
She chose a parking spot away from Dobbie’s house, so as
not to be noticeable, under shade and near enough to a cor-
ner store to look like she was waiting for a customer, and
settled in for a long day.

A tap on her window startled her. She knew the face of
the officer, but couldn’t recall his name. “Oliver Parke
wanted me to give you this,” he said, handing over a walkie-
talkie. “Wish I’d thought of it, although it would have been a
waste of time with Rench in the other car. Have a good
one.”

Kate examined what looked like a piece of military equip-
ment, only this had a superhero sticker on it. Her partner had
brought one of the kids’ toys. She pressed the speak button,
not expecting it to have good enough range: “Testing, one
two three.”

Oliver’s voice came through loudly. “Now we can chat
without racking up phone bills,” he said, “over.”

This was a childlike side to her partner she hadn’t seen
before. She wished she could trust him completely and that
he hadn’t suggested she keep the money she had found in her
drawer. She wasn’t sure whether to confront him with her
suspicions about his involvement, or get this job done first.
She wanted Dobbie nailed, she decided, so everything else
could wait. For now, they were streets away from each other,
preparing for one of the most boring of police jobs.

Dobbie’s house stayed quiet for a couple of hours. The
temperature slowly rose and Kate began to feel uncomfort-
able, even with the window open. Perspiration made her
yoga pants stick to the leather seat. She looked at the
walkie-talkie and decided to find out if Oliver was in a bet-
ter position.

“Wise One to New Boy, over.”
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A moment passed before he answered. Static alerted her
to his call.

“Yes, Wise One, over.”

“Shouldn’t you be home with your family on a week-
end?”

“They have gone to the devil-in-laws.”

It was the first time Oliver had maligned someone. She
tried to imagine what sort of mother wouldn’t be be happy
to have him as a son-in-law. Hell, he even changed the kids’
nappies.

“Don’t you have someone more interesting to be with,
O Wise One? Over.”

The question took her aback. It hadn’t occurred to her that
Oliver might wonder whether or not she was in a relation-
ship. She was so used to functioning on her own, she took it
for granted that people around her knew that, even if it was
none of their business.

She focused on Dobbie’s house. “Hey, more interesting
than playing with kids’ toys and pretending to be invisible to
catch a baddie? You’ve got to be kidding. Any movement at
the back of the house?”

“Nothing. What’s a five letter word for deceit that ends in
u-d?”

He was doing the crossword. Kate had had him pegged as
more of a Sudoku type.

“Fraud,” she answered.

“Hey, it fits. It was right there all the time, only I didn’t
see it. Funny how things are so obvious once you know the
answer.”

She wondered what he was playing at. Suddenly Dobbie’s
neighbor caught her notice. He headed out with a walking
stick and a fluffy dog that could have fitted in his jacket
pocket. Judging by the size of its legs, walking to the letter-
box and back would have been a workout. The man they had
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spoken to the first time they met Dobbie wrote down the
numberplate of a car parked on the road outside his house.
She shook her head. The old curmudgeon had a real thing
about that piece of asphalt.

Just then, a white Sigma arrived, parking behind the of-
fending vehicle. A young woman stepped out and pulled
down her short skirt before checking herself again in the
side-mirror. She minced off along Dobbie’s driveway and
disappeared.

Kate grabbed the walkie-talkie. “Oliver, we may have a
problem. A young woman has just gone inside.”

“All right. We can’t touch him until he does something.
Unless you think she’s underage?”

“No, but we’re not going to hear him if he drugs her and
takes photos.”

Kate began to feel her pulse race and her breathing
quicken. What if he was expecting them to burst in and he
had a gun? What if he was more unstable than they real-
ized? She took a sip of water and tried to calm herself
down, breathing in and out, counting two, three, four. Try-
ing not to let her mind race and imagine the worst case
scenario.

Fearing a panic attack, she recited her calming mantra:
I'm a survivor, not a victim. Feeling more in control, she
checked her weapon, which she kept beneath a magazine on
the passenger seat. Any hint of distress from the woman in-
side and Kate would have to intervene. She reminded herself
that she wasn’t alone. Oliver was less than a minute away.
Dobbie didn’t even know they were there.

“Kate, are you OK? Kate?” Oliver’s voice sounded con-
cerned. “You’d better not be planning to go in.”

She pressed the speak button: “I'm OK, just dropped the
gadget for a moment,” she lied.

“Don’t do it again. Listen, we’re partners and partners
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watch each other’s backs. I'm here to protect you as well. We
can’t afford to lose contact.”

Kate tried to convince herself that was true.

Oliver’s voice crackled through the walkie-talkie. “If
this woman came here of her own volition, we can’t just
smash into the place. We can listen in to what’s going on,
and act only if it sounds like she’s in danger. Remember,
we're trying to find the baby. This could be our only
chance.”

Oliver was right, but the thought of being outside while a
sexual assault might be taking place inside Dobbie’s house
was almost too much to think about. She turned up the vol-
ume on the bug in his house. The pair chatted about exercise
routines and training. It sounded as though Dobbie was
showing her how to lift weights and she giggled in a flirty,
adoring way.

Thankfully, within minutes the woman had made a date
with Dobbie and left the house, alone. Kate took some deep
breaths and relaxed. She was about to call Oliver when Dob-
bie appeared, exiting his driveway.

“He’s on the move,” she said, “in his car, headed south
along Manning Road.”

“You follow first. I'll tag in the Territory.”

Kate started the engine and slowly pulled out into the
traffic, careful not to look conspicuous. She headed along
Manning Road, keeping three cars between Dobbie and her-
self. Dobbie’s car was also silver. She wondered if that was
the reason the newsagent hadn’t noticed it parked in Moat
Place the morning of the fire.

In the rear-vision mirror, she spotted Oliver, four cars
back. The plan was to take turns following Dobbie so he
didn’t get suspicious.

They passed through the first sets of lights without prob-
lems, then he turned left into Bayleaf Street, where a large
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shopping mall was located. If he went in there, they might
blow their cover, or lose him.

Kate gripped the steering wheel and kept calm. He wasn’t
carrying any luggage or bag, and he was dressed very casu-
ally in jeans and a T-shirt. Someone as vain as Dobbie
would surely take some other belongings if he was about to
flee. Past the shopping center, she spotted him six cars
ahead. She pulled into the left lane and had a good view as
they went down a hill.

Dobbie was headed somewhere else.

The time was 1:15 p.m. and weekend crowds were filling
up cafés and all the car parks. Dobbie turned into a side-
street and Kate followed. He reverse parallel parked about
50 meters ahead. She turned into an alleyway on the right,
out of his sight, and watched Oliver drive past at normal
speed. She was sure that Dobbie hadn’t seen them as he
locked his car and sauntered into the corner pub, tossing
his keys in his hand as he went. She drove around the block
and parked on the opposite side of the road, within view of
his vehicle.

With a floppy hat covering her hair, large sunglasses on
her face and shopping bags in hand, Kate strolled along the
street, looking in shop windows. Pausing to look at the lunch
menu outside the door of the pub, she saw Dobbie sitting at
the bar holding a menu. The beer in front of him also sug-
gested this was where he would eat. The bartender chatted
to his customers, including Dobbie.

Kate returned to Oliver’s car and filled him in. They
would be there a while if he wasn’t ordering takeaway. In-
side the car, Oliver had an esky and offered her an iced tea.
She could see the condensation on it and couldn’t refuse the
cold drink.

“Don’t suppose you were ever a boy scout,” she said, un-
screwing the lid and watching for Dobbie’s return.
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Oliver laughed, a hearty, rich laugh. “Am I that obvious?”

No, Kate thought. She had no idea what he had done be-
fore joining homicide. He seemed to be the proverbial
jack-of-all-trades, not to mention part-time priest and per-
sonality change artist.

“Why are you here?” she asked.

“Because we need to watch this mongrel and find the
baby.”

“No,” she said, wiping some moisture from her chin.
“Here in this job?”

“Oh.” Oliver tapped the steering wheel as if playing a pi-
ano. “I guess we all want to make a difference, for the better.
Same reason you’re here.”

Kate stopped drinking and raised one eyebrow. “The
money, the glamor, the perks.”

Oliver laughed again, and Kate wondered how many
perks he had managed.

When he stopped, he frowned. “You really care about the
victims. Last night wasn’t easy, but you handled it as well as
anyone could. It made a difference because you cared. And
the Penfolds know that, even if they don’t thank you for it.”

Kate shifted from the seat and stepped out of the car.
“Let’s hope Dobbie does us a favor this afternoon and stuffs

ER)

up.

She returned to her car a few minutes before Dobbie left
the pub, checking his watch. His pace suggested he had
somewhere else to be. Within a minute they were back on
the main road, headed for Kellyville. The traffic was lighter
than on a weekday so they had no trouble following, alter-
nating positions closest to Dobbie. He still drove as if he had
no idea he was being dogged.

Off Windsor Road, Dobbie turned down Showground
Road then into Victoria Avenue. He appeared to be heading
for a large shopping complex with an outdoor car park. This
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was in the midst of suburbia, where traffic was thinner. Kate
stayed out of sight behind a slow four-wheel drive, then let
Oliver take over as they approached the shops.

Dobbie entered via an exit, narrowly avoiding a family
sedan. The car tooted and he responded by giving them the
finger. Kate swung around to the signposted entrance and
pulled in an aisle away. Oliver did the same and this time,
wearing a football cap, he parked in an aisle that placed Dob-
bie between them, separated by a scattering of other cars.

From the lack of fumes coming out of his exhaust, it
seemed Dobbie had turned off the engine.

They waited, curious to see what he was doing. It didn’t
take long for a pale blue BMW convertible to drive up and
down the aisles before pulling in next to Dobbie, driver’s
window to driver’s window. Kate could see the BMW owner
waving his hands around and she grabbed the camera.
Through the windscreen she snapped photos of him retriev-
ing a plastic shopping bag from the floor and handing it
across to Dobbie. There was a moment when she thought the
BMW driver would get out, but Dobbie handed over a smaller
bag and the transaction appeared complete.

“It’s a drug deal. I'm going in.” Kate dropped the walkie-
talkie on the passenger seat.

“No! You’ll ruin everything,” Oliver yelled into the hand-
set. “Don’t go in! I repeat, do not go in.”

Kate revved the engine and floored the accelerator as she
swung the car into the aisle, then slammed on the brakes as
she spun the steering wheel to place the car into position,
blocking the BMW and Dobbie’s rear end. Before Dobbie
had a chance to get into first gear, a screech of tires came
from the other side and Oliver’s car was positioned to block
the forward exit. Kate pulled her gun and announced they
were police.
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“Hand the bag over,” Kate yelled into Dobbie’s window,
“and keep your hands on the windscreen.” She looked inside
the bag and saw that it contained smaller plastic bags of pills.

With a gun aimed at his face, Dobbie made no attempt to
escape. Not even a smartarse comment. Kate was pleased
that they now spoke the same language.

“Thanks, Mark,” she said. “We’ll take you to the station
but your help has been invaluable.”

“You fucking asshole, you set me up!” the other man
yelled. “Dobbie, you little fucker, your life is over.”

“She’s lying! She’s the crazy cop who’s been harassing
me. ’'m the one who is being set up.” Kate handcuffed her
captive.

The dealer turned to Oliver. “You’re going to regret this.
You fucking betrayed me.”

Oliver glared at Kate. “Do you know what you’ve just
done?”

“Arrested the parties in a drug deal, that’s all.” Kate called
for back-up and uniformed officers arrived in record time.
As they put the dealer into the back of the paddy wagon, she
escorted Dobbie to the marked police car.

When the wagon and car drove away, Oliver’s temper
seethed. “So much for protecting each other’s backs.” He
stood close, finger jabbing the air near his partner’s chest.
“I thought the idea was to exercise restraint and keep him
under surveillance, not lock the dopey bastard up.”

Kate stood defiant, hands on hips. “I made a call. A sus-
pected crime was taking place, a drug deal, and I couldn’t
stand by and watch it happen.”

“But why the hell did you thank Dobbie for his help?
You’ve just made him a marked man with the drug syndi-
cate. And you’ve just made us targets, t0o.”

“Back off.” Kate felt her face flush. She could not fathom
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Oliver’s anger, and didn’t like being challenged on a deci-
sion she had made as the senior officer. ““You’re wrong. I just
gave Dobbie a very good reason to tell us what he did with
Candice Penfold’s baby.”

“Jesus! We don’t even know if the baby ever took a breath.
If she gave birth to the child in her car, there was no help
and no care if the baby had trouble breathing. It could have
been ill, for Christ’s sake. Did that occur to you? Babies can
die bloody quickly if they can’t get medical attention in an
emergency.”

Kate took a step back and ran a hand through her hair.
Oliver might be right. Maybe the nappy bag was full of
samples, and that was why there weren’t any clothes in it.
All that stuff could have been bought before Candice gave
birth. The baby could have died of natural causes. She ac-
cepted that she had taken a risk and should have discussed it
with him first.

He walked away then turned back. “You said you're not a
gambler but you just took one hell of a chance.” He was
shaking with rage. “Don’t ever gamble with my life again!”

“You're paranoid,” she blurted, shocked by Oliver’s reac-
tion but not having anything smarter to say.

“Maybe. I have good reason to be,” he said, pacing the hot
asphalt.

Kate put her hands on her hips again. “OK, I should have
run it by you, but when I saw the drugs I just reacted.”

“If they really are drugs. So far we have suspicions and
nothing else.”

“You're wrong,” Kate retorted, sure of one thing. “If he
thinks his life is worth bargaining for, he might just tell us
what he did with the baby. I made the call to arrest him
because this could be our only chance to ever know what
happened to that child. That’s the risk I took.”



Mark Dobbie’s lawyer conferred with his client
then told Kate and Oliver that he was ready for the interview
to commence. Dobbie understood his rights and was pre-
pared to make a statement.

Kate and Oliver entered the interrogation room with
pens and notepads. Oliver ensured the video camera was
recording.

“This is an interview with Mark Dobbie on the fifteenth
of March, 3:40 p.m. Also present are Detective Sergeant
Kate Farrer, Detective Constable Oliver Parke and counsel
for Mr. Dobbie, Mr. Arnold Siegel.”

Dobbie leaned back and stared at the ceiling. There was
no sign of the arrogance or ego they had witnessed at his
home. He was in serious trouble, and he knew it. With a new
drugs charge while out on bail, the only place he was going
from this room was prison.

Kate opened the now substantial file and took her time.
With each passing minute, Dobbie’s bravado lessened even
further.

“Is there anything you would like to tell us before we
start?” She joined her hands over the file contents, obscur-
ing the pages.
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Dobbie shook his head.

“For the record, please?” she prompted.

“No,” Dobbie responded, like a petulant child.

“We would like to talk about a house in Moat Place,
Castle Hill.”

Kate stared at Dobbie, and noticed his pupils constrict.
The muscles in his hands tightened against the desk.

“Have you ever been there?”

“I could have been, I go to lots of places. Don’t remember
them all.”

Kate leaned forward and slapped the table. Dobbie started,
like a schoolboy caught by a teacher reading a magazine in
class.

“We’re not here to play games. I asked if you’ve ever been
to 32 Moat Place in Castle Hill?”

He deferred to his lawyer, who nodded. “Now I recall. I
went there once to meet a friend.”

Finally, they were getting somewhere. Maybe Dobbie’s
lawyer was a good influence on his client.

“Did you arrange the meeting?”

“Hell, no. This friend, Belinda Mercuro, left a message on
my car suggesting we hook up there.”

Kate took notes. Even when being charged with serious
crimes, he boasted about his attractiveness to women. Belinda
Mercuro had already been interviewed again, this time by
Rench, and had identified the petrol-stained clothes as be-
longing to Dobbie. She had also said Dobbie put the note on
her car. One of them had to be lying.

“A witness has placed you at the scene prior to a fire com-
mencing at the residence you admit you attended.”

Dobbie said nothing, a sour expression on his face.

Kate continued. “We have confirmed that the clothes you
were wearing that day have traces of petrol on them, the
same accelerant used to light the fire. We also have video
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surveillance footage of you filling a small tin with petrol at
a station less than a kilometer from the house, which you
paid for with cash.”

Kate turned some pages and handed across a black and
white photo of Dobbie paying at the petrol station cash
register at 7:15 a.m. on 3 March, less than an hour before the
house was set alight. Fiskars had come through in the end,
locating the image before being struck down by the ulcer.

“You can’t pin that on me,” he said. “Sure, I was at the
house and met someone there. But then I left.” He folded
both arms and glanced at his lawyer. “The petrol got on my
clothes when I filled up the jerry can. End of story.”

“Not quite,” Kate continued. “Most of the house burned,
but by some sheer stroke of luck, the garage was spared. In
that garage was a large freezer, which forensics have con-
firmed contained the body of Candice Penfold.”

Dobbie began to perspire, just above his top lip. Kate’s
heart raced. She knew she had him and she was still to re-
veal the most incriminating evidence.

“We found fingerprints on the freezer. Not just on the
outside, but the inside as well. Do you have any idea who
those prints might belong to?”

Dobbie’s breathing became more shallow and rapid. His
lawyer placed a hand on Dobbie’s sleeve and whispered
something to him that neither the tape nor the senior detec-
tive could pick up.

Dobbie stared at Kate with a look of pure hatred. He ran
his hands through his waxed hair and placed them on the
table, as if he was laying out cards.

“All right. 1 lit the fire, but I didn’t kill that Penfold
bitch.”

“Who killed her then?” Kate shot back.

“How the fuck should I know? She was stone fucking
cold when I found her.” Dobbie leaned over the table toward
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Kate. “I'm telling you, I’ve been set up. You should be ar-
resting that sick fucker Robert Penfold.”

“So you expect us to believe that you just happened to
find Candice Penfold’s body?” Kate sat back in disbelief.

“Let’s accept for the moment,” Oliver said in an even
voice, “that you were having a snoop around when you
stumbled upon the body. What did you do next?”

“I knew you guys would think I had something to do with
it, because of me and Lesley. So I did the only smart thing
and set the place on fire.”

“How did the body get onto the bed?” Again, Oliver’s
voice sounded completely neutral.

Dobbie shook his head, as if the answer was obvious. “I
put her there. She was never going to burn in a heavy-duty
freezer, was she?”’

Kate was silent and Dobbie looked increasingly uncom-
fortable. The lawyer wrote something down.

“OK,” Kate spoke at last. “Exactly how did you start the
fire?”

“I grabbed some tissues and lit a candle to get them to
burn next to the bed, but they just kept going out. That’s
when I went to get petrol. I panicked and didn’t know what
else to do.”

Kate found it difficult to believe how moronic Dobbie
was. Or were they being played for fools?

“Just to confirm,” she said, “you admit to setting fire to
the house and Candice Penfold’s body?”

“Yes. I mean, I lit the fire, but I didn’t burn that bitch.”

Kate didn’t follow. “How does that work? You’ve just ad-
mitted you started the fire.”

“I poured petrol around the house but not on her.”

For some reason, Dobbie seemed to think that made him
innocent of a crime. He sat back, almost looking relaxed.

The lawyer whispered to his client again. Dobbie nodded.
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“You want to know everything that happened? Me and
Belinda made love on the bed, and I didn’t use a condom so
my stuff was ... well, on the bed.” He looked at Oliver.
“It’s not as if she’s gonna get pregnant. I mean, she’s too
old. Besides, sex is just like eating. You get good meals and
bad ones, but you don’t cover your tongue with Glad Wrap
before having a taste. Know what I mean?”

Kate held her breath. This man had no concept of decency
or respect for anyone. It either failed to occur to him that as
he satisfied his “hunger” he could have been spreading sexu-
ally acquired infections, or he just didn’t care. He didn’t
even notice Kate’s reaction.

“Belinda had to go to some meeting, but I felt like a
shower and had a wank while I was at it. So you see, I'd left
evidence of me all over the place.”

The lawyer interjected. “Please bear in mind, Detectives,
Mark is not being charged with promiscuity, sexual inter-
course or masturbation.”

In other words, Kate knew, he was trying to argue that
being a Lothario didn’t make Dobbie a murderer. Killing
Candice Penfold did that.

Oliver watched intently. “Fair enough. What happened
next?”

“I got cleaned up, fixed my hair and by then it was
getting light. I felt like a feed but there was bugger-all in
the house. The fridge had some moldy bread and that was
it. I poked around in the garage and there was this huge
freezer.” He held his arms to their widest span. “One of
those long, rectangular ones, like a tuckerbox, only
bigger.”

His hands returned to his lap. “Anyway, the lid was stuck,
like someone had jammed it or something, which was kind
of weird because there wasn’t a lock on it. I grabbed a
screwdriver from a shelf and jimmied it open.”
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Kate kept her focus on the suspect’s face, looking for
signs that he was lying.

“What time would that have been?”

“You know so much, you tell me. All I know is it was
dark inside the garage and I had to find the light switch.”

Dobbie glanced at his lawyer, who nodded.

“When I opened the lid, there she was, staring at me.”

Oliver pushed across a glass of water. After a few gulps
Dobbie added, “You know the rest.”

“Did you really believe a frozen body would vanish with-
out a trace in a fire?” Kate asked, still finding the story hard
to believe.

Dobbie tapped the tabletop. “Ice melts, doesn’t it? I fig-
ured the petrol would make the bed burn fast and hot enough
to destroy the body.”

Kate was stunned by his stupidity and not entirely satis-
fied with his explanation. “If you knew the freezer wouldn’t
burn, why did you leave fingerprints all over it?”

“Guess I didn’t think about it at the time.” Dobbie turned
his hands palms up. “For fuck’s sake, what did you expect?
You guys would have nailed me for murder. Like I said, I
panicked. Once I had the petrol, I forgot about the fucking
freezer.”

Siegel confirmed the admission. “As my client has stated,
he discovered the body inside the freezer. The woman was
already dead and frozen solid when he found her.”
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Back in the office, Kate flicked her notepad across
her desk. She felt like kicking something. That bastard
Dobbie was trying to squirm his way out of Candice’s mur-
der by claiming that he had nothing to do with her death.

“If we can’t tie Dobbie to Candice’s time of death, which
we can’t establish due to the fact that she was deep frozen,
that bastard’s going to get away with it.” She tugged the back
of her hair with increasing aggression and paced the carpet.
“Because he cooperated, the charges will probably be wa-
tered down to some bullshit like ‘unlawful disposal of a
body’.”

Oliver stood with arms folded. “We just have to find out
where he killed her then. He’s no genius. It has to be some-
where he normally goes. Maybe we’ve missed something.”

“The only thing we’ve missed is getting justice for the
Penfolds and all the women that bastard has drug-raped.”

“What about the freezer in the garage? Wasn’t there dirt
that may have transferred from the murder scene to the
body? It’s a long shot, but anything there could help us
work out where she was killed, or at least tie Dobbie to the
murder.”

As usual, Oliver had made a good point. She dialed
Zimmer and was frustrated to discover that the dirt was
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non-specific. Nothing unusual to localize to a specific
area.

“Damn. Dirt’s no help. Unless Dobbie changes his mind
and confesses, we’ve got nothing to prove he’s a killer.”

Inspector Russo appeared from his office in jeans and a
striped casual shirt, sleeves still rolled immaculately. “I
know you’ve had a setback but I might have a positive lead
for you. A community worker called not long ago claiming
that someone she knows is trying to hide a baby. Apparently
the child appeared in the house some time in the last month,
between the caregiver’s visits. The caller sounds genuine to
me. [ told her you would be coming, even though it’s the
weekend.” He handed Oliver a piece of paper with the de-
tails scrawled on it. “She’ll be at this address for the rest of
the day. After you check the story out, you might as well
both go home.”

Kate glanced at her watch. By the time they interviewed
the woman, it would be dark anyway. Some early mark,
when they weren’t even supposed to be working this week-
end.

Oliver folded the note and grabbed his jacket from the
back of his chair. “Any sign of Rench? Shouldn’t he be on
call, given it’s his case . . . 77

Russo turned around. “Rench is on leave as of this morn-
ing, if you weren’t already aware.”

Kate shrugged her shoulders. How were they supposed to
know? He’d seemed under pressure at the stakeout, but they
all were. Having been on overnight, he should have been
home asleep, not organizing time off. Then again, Fiskars
and Rench did everything together, both at work and outside
it, from the way they carried on. Maybe Rench was off keep-
ing Fiskars company. It was just like them to dump work on
someone else. The department wouldn’t replace them so it
would mean extra hours for everyone.
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Oliver just stood there staring, even after Russo had
returned to his office, then he hung his head. His mobile
phone rang. He checked the caller and let it ring out.

“You all right?” Kate asked.

“Yeah. It’s been a long few days, that’s all. I need to go to
the bathroom. Can we meet downstairs at the car?”

“Sure.” Kate headed for the kitchenette and pulled a cou-
ple of slices of raisin bread from a loaf in the fridge. On the
way downstairs she stopped at a vending machine and
bought the highest caffeine soft drink it contained. She
thought about the dealer they had arrested and how he had
accused Dobbie of setting him up. No doubt he would have
made the same claim when interviewed by the drug squad.
In prison, Dobbie would be marked as a snitch and suffer
the consequences. If he became an informant, he would be
placed in a separate section for his own protection.

The dealer was pretty pissed off, but not just with Dob-
bie. His reaction to Oliver was more telling. He had said the
detective betrayed him. Was that Oliver’s game? Turning a
blind eye to drug deals for payment, or even taking a cut of
the deals? It would be very expensive to feed and clothe a
family of six—soon to be seven. Given the way Oliver al-
ways checked the computers, maybe he was looking for
alerts by the drug squad about pending raids. It would be
easy for the homicide office to request alerts about certain
criminals, by arguing that they were of interest to a murder
case. That would also explain the internal investigation.
Oliver had started at the unit while she was on leave and
Russo had said that things had changed in her absence. It
was beginning to make sense.

Ten minutes later Oliver appeared at the car. Kate had just
finished her makeshift lunch and was already in the driver’s
seat of her undercover four-wheel drive. On the road, her
partner seemed quiet and preoccupied.
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“With two men down, we’ll be expected to pull more
hours.” Kate tapped on the steering wheel at the traffic
lights. “How’s your wife going to take it?”

“She copes with anything. It could always be worse. What
sort of men are Fiskars and Rench anyway?”

Kate accelerated at the green light. The question surprised
her. “Fiskars has a good arrest record, but it’s usually luck or
some informant that comes through for him. Rench is like a
mini version without the resourcefulness. They’ve been part-
ners since I started in homicide. As much as I don’t like their
bullshit, they have good contacts and chase leads, I guess.”

“What about in themselves? Do they have families? What
do they do outside work?”

“You're asking me?”

Oliver rolled his eyes. “Good point. Don’t you think it’s
odd that they’re both on stress leave at exactly the same
time?”

Kate thought about the answer. Russo had only mentioned
leave in reference to Rench, he hadn’t said anything about
stress. Even so, it was strange that they were both away from
work at the same time.

“They go to the races with the social club once a year.
They also have dinners and get-togethers. Usually I try not
to know.”

“Would you trust them?”

Kate hadn’t really thought about their trustworthiness
and, coming from Oliver, after what the dealer had said, she
found that an odd question. They were colleagues, detec-
tives. Surely that went without saying. Or did it? She had
trusted Oliver in the beginning.

“I wouldn’t want either of them as a partner, if that’s what
you're getting at.” She sneaked a glance at Oliver to try to
understand what he was fishing for. He was concentrating
on the traffic ahead.
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“Do they do things by the book or do they cut corners to
get results? I mean, they don’t seem to have done much on
the Moat Place investigation.”

Kate slowed behind a bus. “It’s hard to be sure what they
did and didn’t do. Fiskars got the video footage of Dobbie at
the petrol station, but the file notes are pretty sketchy. And
they did have other cases.”

Oliver was silent the rest of the way. Kate wondered what
Fiskars and Rench were staying away from. She wouldn’t
have been surprised if her partner knew the answer. Were
the three of them involved in some way? Was Oliver worried
about himself and whether they’d turn informants? Right
now, she didn’t want to know, or even discuss it.

They arrived at an office in Northmead. A tall, broad-
shouldered woman met them at the front and opened the
glass door with a key.

“Thanks for coming,” she said. “I’'m Vivien Bastick, a
senior case officer. I hoped you would take my call seri-
ously.” She had recently put on bright lipstick that had bled
beyond her lips, into the creases that smokers get over time.

Inside the small entry, chairs were lined up next to each
other, with little room to walk between them. Past the recep-
tion counter, cluttered desks with papers piled a foot high
butted against each other.

“You’ll have to excuse the mess. We're funded by the gov-
ernment and this one doesn’t really support the disabled.”

“What specifically do you do here?” Oliver inquired.

“We organize respite for parents of disabled children, and
help those who can cope integrate into society in commu-
nity housing. Often the families we wish to support are the
ones who continually support us by volunteering or raising
money.”

“Can you tell us more about the reason for your call?”

Vivien lifted two chairs from the waiting area and
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lodged them in the only spare space available. She sat at
what appeared to be her own desk, which was the messiest,
but only just.

“One of our clients is aged thirty and lives independently
with special support. She was a change-of-life baby, an only
child, and both parents are now deceased. They cared for
her full-time until the father died and the mother became
ill.”

“Can you give us her name?”

“I hope this isn’t a breach of confidentiality.” The woman
seemed to be having second thoughts.

Kate became frustrated. ““You have a duty of care to soci-
ety as well, to prevent harm from coming to your clients
and their families. If you know of a baby who may be in
danger—”

“Polly Pringle,” the woman blurted, as if she needed to
say it quickly to avoid the guilt.

“Is that her real name? It sounds—" Oliver began.

“Like a character in a story? She was named Pollyanna
because her mother loved the book.”

Neither detective acknowledged familiarity with the name
but Kate had a feeling she’d heard it before.

Vivien Bastick’s shoulders dropped. “The classic chil-
dren’s story by Eleanor H. Porter—do you know it?”

Kate shook her head. She had never been a big reader.
Books were a luxury her father could not afford. Without a
local library, the only books she saw were the mind-numbing
old English novels that passed for school texts; they usually
had pages torn out but didn’t make sense to her anyway.

Oliver tried to lean back but almost knocked over a pile of
papers. “How disabled is Polly?”

“She has a number of physical problems, including epi-
lepsy, a heart defect and she has marked developmental
delay. She was pretty much cloistered by her mother and
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only exposed to doctors when necessary. Her emotional
age is estimated at . . .” she looked through the file, “that
of a ten-year-old. Her IQ is around seventy-five to eighty.”

Kate was surprised that Polly would be allowed to live on
her own and care for herself. Ten-year-olds were incapable
of coping without a parent or guardian, especially in relation
to making financial or life decisions. With sub-normal intel-
ligence, life would be extremely difficult for this woman. No
child should be left to live alone with a caregiver visiting
only once a month.

“Why isn’t she being cared for? Surely she’s very vulner-
able in the community, especially to assault, sexual abuse,
robbery, manipulation. Isn’t there another family member
who could help her?”

“There’s no one. The mother lost three children in in-
fancy, probably due to heart abnormalities. Polly was the
only survivor.”

Vivien put her elbows on the desk and looked over the
mounds of paperwork awaiting her attention.

“Do you see these files? Each one represents someone
who should be looked after, but there are no care facilities
anymore. It’s cheaper for society to leave the most vulnera-
ble to fend for themselves. That’s why our homeless rate is
so high. How many of them have untreated mental illness or
below average intelligence, or are just plain illiterate and
can’t apply for welfare support? Polly’s one of the lucky
ones. Her parents provided for her. But she is scared of the
world and pretty much stays inside because her mother told
her never to open the door to strangers.”

“She must go out sometimes, for groceries, clothes?”

“Not necessarily. Groceries are all delivered. She has a
standing order on the Internet, which she at least knows how
to update if she needs anything extra. Utilities are paid by
direct debit. Otherwise, she phones us. If she needs clothes,
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I take her out once every few months and drive her to the
doctor and dentist. She doesn’t want much. Her television
and PlayStation games are her world. With the inheritance,
there’s no need for a pension check either.”

For some disabled people, being placed alone in the com-
munity wasn’t liberating, it was more like imprisonment,
Kate thought.

“You said on the phone that you think Polly is hiding a
baby?”

Vivien pursed her lips. “I knocked on the door for our last
visit yesterday and Polly wouldn’t take the chain off the
door. She said she was busy and I heard a baby crying from
inside. From what I could see, the place was a mess. It’s
normally kept pretty clean and neat.”

Oliver was taking notes. “Could she have had a visitor,
like a neighbor, or been babysitting?”

“I called out, but no one answered. I tried again a couple
of hours later and ran into the delivery man. He had tins of
baby formula and packs of nappies in with the weekly gro-
ceries. The rest was Polly’s normal order. No more, no
less.”

Which probably ruled out anyone staying with the woman,
Kate thought.

“What concerned me,” Vivien added, “was her refusal to
open the door. Polly is a simple soul, never deceitful or se-
cretive. If I didn’t know better, I would swear that she was
terrified of opening that door, or of anyone discovering that
there was a baby inside.”

In that instant, Kate remembered. A birthday card on
Candice Penfold’s noticeboard had been inscribed with the
childish handwriting of someone called Polly.



Kate and Oliver followed Vivien Bastick by car up
Windsor Road and arrived ten minutes later in a quiet sub-
urban street. New-looking apartment buildings filled the
block. Banners hung from balconies advertising apartments
still for sale for the bargain price of half a million dollars. In
classic real-estate jargon, traditionally cheap accommoda-
tion without land was now classified as executive housing
for the time-poor, so could cost more than a house, only
without a garden, garage or privacy. Kate preferred the inner
city.

“That’s Polly’s unit, three from the left, second story.”
The caregiver pointed to a balcony that differed from the
others in that the window behind it was the only one with
drawn curtains. They headed through a vine arbor and up
the stairs to the door of number nine. Vivien Bastick buzzed
on the doorbell-intercom and announced herself.

The door opened a fraction and a female voice told them
to come back another time.

“Polly, it’s important that I see you.”

“Go away. I don’t need you anymore.”

Kate rolled her hand in a circle, to encourage Vivien to
keep talking.

“I have something for you. A present.”
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The caregiver bit her lip after the words came out. She
wasn’t used to lying to clients, it seemed.

“I like presents.” The voice inside hesitated. “If I take it
will you go away?”

“You’ll need to open the door for this one, Polly. It’s too
big to fit through right now.”

The door clunked shut. Kate and Oliver stood ready to
break the chain if necessary. They didn’t have to. The door
opened to reveal Polly, who stood about five feet tall and had
long mousy-brown hair tucked behind her prominent and
low-slung ears. Eyes closed and her hands held out palms
upward, she was like a child ready for her present. Vivien
guided her into the apartment and she kept her eyes closed.

“I’ve brought two very special people to meet you,” she
said.

Polly opened her eyes and looked around. “You tricked
me. [ don’t want to see anyone. I'm not supposed to let any-
one in.”

Oliver stepped forward to shake hands. “It’s OK to let us
in. I'm Oliver and I really like playing games. I hear you’re
good at them.”

Amid the mess, the stench of feces and vomit filled the
unit. A plastic bin overflowed with disposable nappies, all
used. Furnishings were sparse, but there was an old wooden
cabinet with glass doors and a miniature china collection
inside. Dirty plates were stacked on the small kitchen bench,
enough for a few days’ worth of meals.

Polly’s eyes flicked to the bedroom and back.

“This is my friend Kate and she wants to meet you as
well.”

“Hello,” Kate said. ““You have a lovely home.”

“My mum always told me cleaning means you don’t get
sick, but sometimes I forget.”

Judging by the degree of mess and the number of dirty
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diapers, the place hadn’t been cleaned in days, or perhaps
weeks. A pile of PlayStation games lay scattered on the
floor.

“What’s your favorite?” Oliver asked, sitting on a clean
patch of carpet.

Polly’s eyes flicked to the bedroom again. “Dora the Ex-
plorer. You have to go now. It’s cleaning time.”

Vivien put her arm around Polly’s shoulders. “It’s all
right. You can do all that later and we can even help.”

Kate took the opportunity to move closer to the bedroom.
Inside she saw a baby on the bed, surrounded by pillows.
She was unable to see its face.

“Is this your baby?” Kate asked.

Polly rushed to the doorway and blocked the detective
from the room.

“You, you have to go now.” Her voice became higher
pitched. “You have to go now.”

“Polly, it’s all right. Calm down, we’re here to help you.”

The young woman clenched her fists and her face red-
dened. “You have to go. You're not allowed to be here!”

Kate tried to step into the room, but Polly shoved her
hard in the chest. She fell backward and landed on the floor.
Oliver swiftly crossed the room and grabbed the woman by
her arms. Like a child having a tantrum, she kicked at him
and thrashed her body, screaming to be let go.

“They’re trying to take my baby!” she squealed. “Help!”

“We are police officers and we need to look at the baby,”
Oliver said, struggling to hold her arms by her sides with a
bear-type hug.

Kate managed to get past them and the baby woke with
the noise. It began crying. Kate picked it up and tried to
calm it against her chest. The piercing noises it made sent a
shudder through her. At least there was no doubt he was
alive.
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“Put him back,” Polly screamed. “You can’t touch him.”
She began to cry. “I promised I'd look after him.”

Oliver steered the woman over to the lounge and pushed
her gently into a seat. “We need to find out where the baby
came from. And who the mother is,” he said, pressing firmly
on her shoulders.

She sobbed for a while. Vivien sat beside her and pulled a
tissue from her pocket. ““You’ve been doing a wonderful job
taking care of him. What’s his name?”

Polly looked up at Oliver. “Jesus. It’s the baby Jesus.”

Kate felt nausea rising. No one had told them the girl was
violent or delusional. It was a miracle the child had remained
alive in her care. They needed to get it to hospital and make
sure it really was all right. If this was Candice Penfold’s
child, the family needed to be told. She hoped this baby was
the one they’d been searching for; that might help ease some
of the family’s grief. With her spare hand, she dialed for an
ambulance and police backup. If the woman became vio-
lent, she would have to be properly restrained.

Kate carried the crying child back into the bedroom. On
the floor lay a handbag, a wallet protruding from it. With one
hand she picked it up, careful not to upset the baby. He had
stopped crying and was closing his eyes. Inside the wallet
was a driver’s license. She checked the photo ID and Candice
Penfold stared back at her. On a shelf in the room stood a
photo of Lesley and her sister, smiling at the camera.

Kate dialed her mobile again, this time for crime scene.
The whole apartment needed to be cordoned off. If Mark
Dobbie was telling the truth about finding Candice’s body
already frozen, someone else had to have been the killer.
Could Polly Pringle have been involved somehow?

Carrying the baby into the lounge room, Kate passed the
bag over to Oliver. “My prints are on it, so be careful, but it’s
Candice Penfold’s. I think we just found our missing child.”
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Polly remained seated and her caregiver placed an arm
around the distressed woman’s shoulders again as Oliver
backed away to check the baby.

Kate was relieved to hand him over.

“Put Jesus back or you’ll be in trouble.” Polly sounded
frightened.

“Why?” Vivien asked.

“Because Candy said not to let anyone take him away.
She had to go but she’s coming back. I promised not to let
anyone in. If you put him back, I won’t tell her.” Polly
stood up, her voice becoming shrill again. “Don’t take
him, Candy’s coming back.”

“Stay calm, Polly, it’s all right. Who do you think wants
to take him away?” Kate asked. “Did Candy say who might
come?”

“Bad people. If they find out who Jesus is, they’ll take
him away.”

An ambulance siren whirred its arrival outside. Kate nod-
ded at Oliver, who slipped out the door which she then
locked. Polly turned around and made a run for him but was
too late. As Polly punched, spat at and kicked the detective
as hard as she could, Vivien stood out of the way.

Kate defended her face but took the blows to her legs. She
pushed into Polly’s chest, trying to knock her to the floor,
getting in close to stop the blows. The strength of the woman
belied her size. Kate felt a finger gouge her right eye and she
pushed hard. With a swift move, she swung one leg around,
hitting the hysterical woman behind the knee. With that, the
angry woman’s weight buckled and Kate pinned her to the
floor, quickly pushing her over onto her stomach and pulling
both arms behind her back. She applied pressure with her
knee to minimize the chance of further harm being done to
either of them.

“Was that necessary?” Vivien Bastick commented once
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Kate had gained control. Beneath her, Polly bucked and
tried to spit in between screaming for help.

Kate panted for breath and glared at the caregiver through
a swelling eyelid. “It was for her protection as much as
mine. Can you unlock the door?”

Two uniformed police burst through and surveyed the scene.
Oliver quickly followed and told them to cuff the woman on
the floor.

He noticed Kate’s eye and took her by the wrist. “The
paramedics can check out your eye while they’re here.”

She didn’t have the strength to argue. The rush of adrena-
line had worn off and now she felt sore in the legs and face.
At least they had found the missing child—alive.
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The ringtone jolted Kate from a dream about
riding a motorbike across the countryside. In this dream,
she was free and could feel the wind in her face. She ig-
nored the interruption and rolled over, desperate to recap-
ture the peaceful moment.

The sound broke the quiet again, and she willed it away.
After yesterday, surely she had earned a sleep-in. Another
ring and she fumbled for the damn thing on the floor.

As she pressed the answer button, she heard Inspector
Russo’s unmistakable voice: “Farrer, we have a media
problem.”

Kate blinked and tried to read the time on her bedside
clock. Five thirty. He had to be kidding.

“I’ve just found out the lead bloody article in today’s Daily
Mail is about police assaulting a tiny mentally disabled
woman and carting her off in handcuffs, with phrases like
‘excessive force, ‘police brutality, and a picture of some
sad-looking woman-child with a bruised face.”

Kate sat up and ran her hand through her hair, tugging
hard on a piece at the back of her neck.

“That’s not what happened. The woman became violent
and I had to restrain her in the safest and most effective way.
I stopped her doing more harm to herself.”
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“That’s not what some woman from the caregivers’ net-
work is saying. She says she saw the whole thing and your
reaction was way over the top.”

Vivien Bastick’s guilt about revealing Polly’s details and
what had happened as a result had probably gotten the better
of her. And some human rights lawyer had probably jumped
on the bandwagon. The public failed to appreciate that
women were just as capable of violence and killing as men
were, and having a low IQ didn’t make a difference. Most of
the men in prison had a mental illness or low intelligence, or
had damaged parts of their brain through substance abuse.
That didn’t stop juries convicting them. Women in prison
were no different.

“That woman-child is a person of interest in the Penfold
murder investigation, and she had Candice’s baby in her flat.
She became violent and I defended myself, without using any
weapon. I subdued her with minimal force. I’ve got bruises
and a gouged eye as proof.”

“The lawyer says you barged into her home without a
warrant and took a child she was entrusted with babysitting.
He claims she was trying to protect the child and didn’t
understand you were police. This is a bloody PR fiasco.”

Kate shook her head. “We can’t prove anything until
the DNA they took at the hospital comes back. Candice’s
belongings were in the apartment.”

“Well, the results are back and the baby is a Penfold. I'm
supposed to give the Commissioner a statement for the
media in half an hour and he has a press conference at noon.
Let’s hope there are no leaks before then.”

Kate assumed he had finished the conversation and was
about to hang up. He asked one more question. “Did anyone
notify the Penfolds last night?”

“We thought it better to wait until we had confirmation of
the child’s identity.” She had asked the lab to rush analysis
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of the mouth swab to see if it fit with the fetal blood from
Candice Penfold’s car. Obviously, it had been pushed through
thanks to pressure from Russo.

“You’d better get over there before the press or there’ll be
even more hell to pay. Shit will fly if they find out about the
grandchild from some slimy reporter. No one deserves that,
Farrer.” With that, he hung up.

Before showering, Kate tried to get hold of Oliver but
there was no answer on his mobile or on the home number
he had given her. Damn. He might as well have buggered off
on stress leave too.

She washed and changed into her only skirt, a gray
below-knee pencil style. For this job, a skirt seemed some-
how appropriate, or maybe it was just that she thought the
Penfolds deserved her best effort.

After unsuccessfully trying Oliver again, she grabbed her
keys and headed out, feeling faintly relieved to be without
him.

Propped against the step and front door of the Penfolds’
home were scores of bouquets, some of them expensive flo-
rist’s arrangements delivered as requested, but left aban-
doned outside. Glancing down at the cards, Kate saw that
some had been written by younger people, with love hearts
and circles on top of i’s. For someone who didn’t have
friends, Candice was suddenly popular in death. It always
amazed Kate how people voluntarily attached themselves
to tragedy, regardless of how little they had known the
deceased. She wrote down the names on the cards, out of
habit but also in case the killer was among the supposed
mourners—even though Polly Pringle had been held for
questioning, they still couldn’t rule anything out.

Having been exposed to Polly’s violent outburst, Kate
believed the disabled woman was capable of killing. The
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rage in her face had seemed like decades of anger and frus-
tration let loose without any sense of rational thought or
self-control. What she couldn’t understand was how a
woman with no car, who was unable to drive, moved Can-
dice’s body if she had killed her in the apartment. How
could she have got to Moat Place and back? The young
woman’s strength could have enabled her to lift the body
into the freezer, but no other fingerprints were found apart
from Dobbie’s. If he was telling the truth, whoever put the
body there had the presence of mind to wipe the whole thing
clean. That involved rational thinking and planning. Perhaps
everyone had underestimated Polly. Or perhaps someone
was trying to protect her.

One card in particular caught Kate’s attention. Belinda,
Tan and the Mercuro family. What connection did the two
families have? There were still more questions than answers,
which made Kate nervous. None of this made sense, although
murder rarely did. Without knowing where Candice was
murdered, the case for homicide against Polly was thin. And
Mark Dobbie just happening upon the body after meeting
Belinda Mercuro was impossible to believe. If, as he claimed,
he was set up, it would have taken significant forward plan-
ning and manipulation. With Polly’s developmental age, it
was doubtful she could have done it. Although she was well
aware of scores of examples of child-killers, they typically
preyed on children even younger than themselves. But the
look on Polly’s face when she described the baby as being
“Jesus” haunted Kate. Who knew what someone with delu-
sions might be capable of?

After writing down the final name, she stood and straight-
ened her skirt. It occurred to her that the family might have
gone away for some time together. If that was the case, she
had no way of preventing them from hearing about the child
through the media. Instead she hoped that they had given up
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opening the door, preferring to close out the world that had
taken their child and sister.

She pressed the doorbell and was relieved to hear foot-
steps inside. The only one who wore shoes in the house was
Janine.

“Just leave whatever it is at the door,” the female voice
called.

“Mrs. Penfold, it’s Kate Farrer. I need to speak with you.”

Keys turned, deadlocks were unbolted. Janine opened the
door. For the first time, her face was makeup free and her
hair was combed flat against her head. She wore a dressing
gown that made her appear smaller, swamped by its size.
The effect added years to her.

“I'm sorry to disturb you so early, but it’s very important
that we talk.”

“Hasn’t it all been said?”

Kate felt her stomach lurch. “No, I have some news you
should hear.” She stepped inside and slipped off her shoes
out of respect. “Are the others awake?”

“Robert’s in the garden. He likes it out there. And Les-
ley’s upstairs. I'll put the kettle on and bring her down.
Come through.”

In the kitchen, the tidy surfaces were covered in more
bouquets. Some were boxed arrangements of brightly col-
ored gerberas, others the sorts of extravagant displays that
are given to opera singers or ballet stars on opening night.
Lilies and orchids dominated the cut glass vases.

“I'm sorry you had to see that mess out the front, but we
ran out of vases. Most are from complete strangers. And to
think I used to love flowers.” She clicked the kettle on and
retied her dressing gown. “Have a seat, I’'ll be back in a
moment.”

Kate thanked her and wandered toward the open glass
door that led onto the wooden deck. Robert Penfold was
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hunched over, digging something out of the garden with a
spade. No iPod, radio or distractions apart from the bird
sounds. He was wearing wooden clogs and a full apron.

She glanced at the trees and bushes, which all looked the
same to her. Passion for gardening was something she didn’t
relate to. No sooner did you mow a lawn than it grew back.
A pulled-out weed just multiplied. It seemed to her that
gardening was akin to constantly trying to push a stream
uphill with a stick. Where was the satisfaction in it? Even
so, the idea of a magnificent garden like this one, private
and secluded, did have its appeal. She just wouldn’t want to
maintain it.

She saw Robert turn to his wife and put down his tools
before removing a pair of gardening gloves. A minute later,
he entered through the back door and was washing his hands
in what was probably the laundry sink. When he appeared,
the apron and clogs were absent. Lesley came downstairs
and into the kitchen, dressed in a tracksuit. With puffy eyes,
she finger-combed her blonde hair and sat at the table with-
out a word.

Robert joined her, and Kate sat opposite them. Mrs. Penfold
hovered, as if waiting for an order in a restaurant. The other
two obviously noticed Kate’s black eye for the first time.

“Again, I apologize for coming so early. I understand
what an incredibly difficult time this is for you, but you need
to know that there’s been a development in the case.”

“Have you arrested whoever did it?” Lesley wiped her
eyes with a tissue from her pocket.

“No, but we have found Candice’s baby. Alive.”

Robert straightened. “How? Where is—is it a boy or a
girl? This is unbelievable.”

“It’s a baby boy, a few weeks old. He’s fine, but he’s in
hospital, just so he can be checked out thoroughly. We
needed to run some tests, including one for DNA.”
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“Why a DNA test?” Robert was frowning.

“To confirm that he is Candice’s. A swab was taken from
inside his mouth. It’s a completely painless procedure.”

Janine Penfold was fighting back tears. She covered her
mouth with her hands and slid into a chair.

“Oh my God, Mum, you’re a grandmother, and I'm an
auntie.” Lesley smiled through her tears. “Can we see him?
I mean, does he look like Candy?” She dabbed her nose.
“This is a miracle.”

“I don’t believe it.” Janine Penfold stared at the table.
“This is all too much. The other night it sounded as if you
thought he was dead. Now he’s turned up? None of this can
possibly be real. Do you have any idea who the father is?”
She turned to her husband.

“Let the detective speak,” Robert said gently.

Kate felt more drained than ever. They listened while she
described Dobbie denying the murder but admitting that he
set fire to the house her body was found in, and how Polly
Pringle had been minding the baby, whom she had called
Jesus. She also explained that it could take a while to come
up with a DNA match for the father. After finishing, she was
unsure whether she had clarified things or confused them.

“Polly Pringle,” Robert said. “I know that name from
somewhere.”

“Mrs. Pringle was the housekeeper we had years ago,”
Lesley offered, “the one with the disabled daughter.”

“That’s right,” Janine said. “Sometimes she would bring
the girl with her. You'd play together, but she was a few
years older than you. She had some kind of syndrome that
made her appear odd.”

“Did Candy and Polly have much contact lately apart from
the birthday card she had pinned up in her room?” It ap-
peared that Candice had gone there voluntarily, knowing she
could hide and that Polly would keep quiet about the baby.
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“We got Christmas cards but last I heard, the parents had
both died.”

Lesley went upstairs and returned with the card.

“May I borrow that?” Kate asked.

Lesley handed it over. Any evidence connecting the
women was important.

“When can we see the little boy?” Robert asked, his hands
shaking again.

“The nurses have been told not to let anyone in until the
morning. I know it’s hard, but you won’t have to wait much
longer.”

Kate stood to depart and left the three family members
sitting in silence at the table. She showed herself out after
collecting her shoes and headed into the office.
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That evening, despite her exhaustion, Kate found
it difficult to fall asleep. She had gone to bed early only to be
kept awake by montages flashing through her drifting mind.
Each image was haunting—Candice’s burned body in the
begging position, pleading for justice. The photos of her na-
ked, being raped by Brett Spender, then the body of the pa-
thetic man who had finally discovered what he thought was
good karma, only to be burned alive.

She saw images of Robert Penfold pulling out the small-
est of weeds in his garden, while his wife scrubbed the
dirt with sponges. Then Oliver reached out for money but
what she gave him was not enough. Polly Pringle scratched
at her while the baby lay there in silence. As she floated
off to sleep, she heard Billy’s motorbike. He was coming
back to her.

Suddenly, she heard knocking. At first she thought it was
part of her dream and opened the door that had appeared in
her mind. The knocking continued and she returned to con-
sciousness. Someone really was at the door. Nine o’clock at
night was a hell of a time for a social call.

Cautiously, she demanded to know who was there.

“It’s Oliver. We need to talk.”

“Go home,” she said through the closed door. She thought
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again of the drug dealer accusing Oliver of betraying him.
“I’ve nothing to say to you outside work.”

“You don’t understand, Kate. I'm not who you think I
am.”

Kate rested her forehead against the door. She was too
tired and frustrated to talk about it. At this moment, she was
beyond caring.

That didn’t stop Oliver from talking through the door. “I
had a visit from the internal boys. I know you handed in the
money.”

“You screwed up there. It’s gone for good. Did you think
you could set me up?”’

Kate heard Oliver’s mobile phone ring, and then the sound
of him answering it. She strained to hear what he was say-
ing. Had he come to threaten her? Was he working with
someone else? Her chest began to tighten, and she tried to
slow her breathing, cupping her hands over her mouth and
nose to rebreathe the expired air. While Oliver talked on his
phone, her thoracic muscles slowly relaxed.

Oliver went quiet as Kate’s mobile rang. She rushed to it,
ready to warn whoever was on the phone that she could be
in danger. It was a nurse from the hospital.

“Detective, I didn’t know what to do. I’ve called the po-
lice and we’ve started a search. Security’s here and have
locked the major entrances and exits. The other nurses are
beside themselves.”

“Slow down,” Kate said. “I have no idea what you're—"

“The baby! The one we’re minding for community ser-
vices, the one whose mother was murdered? He’s missing.”

Kate let a slow, forced breath out. “What do you mean,
missing? How can you misplace a baby?”

“You don’t understand. Someone has kidnapped him.
They’ve taken the baby.”

“I’ll be right there.”



Skin and Bone 259

Kate had almost forgotten about Oliver until he spoke
through the door. “The baby’s missing. We have to go.”

That must have been what the call he had just taken was
about. He wasn’t speaking to his co-conspirator. What was
she thinking? Kate threw on jeans and a T-shirt, slipped her
feet into sneakers and grabbed her gun. When she opened the
door, Oliver was already in the car with the engine running
and the flashing blue light on top. He was as eager to get to
the hospital as she was.

Once in the car, she phoned for backup. Polly Pringle had
been released and could have gone to the hospital to take back
the baby Jesus. This poor infant had lived such a short while,
yet had already endured enough trauma for a lifetime.

She and Oliver didn’t speak until they arrived at the hospi-
tal entrance. Two marked cars were there already. The detec-
tives flashed their IDs and were shown through to the security
office by one of the hospital administrators, who introduced
them to the head of security. He unlocked the door and led
them into the monitor room, where six televisions showed
rotating views of entrances and exits.

“We record for twenty-four hours. Then we . . . what we
do is we wipe the tapes. Well, if there are no reported inci-
dents, that is. I've been reviewing, well, going over the vision
for the last two hours.” He spoke in a staccato fashion, prob-
ably reflecting his sense of urgency. “It could have been a
while before they noticed the kid missing. So far, no one’s
walked out with a baby or pram.”

Kate wouldn’t have expected that anyone would be leav-
ing the hospital this late at night with a newborn. The only
children coming and going at this hour would have been
through casualty.

“Can you check the emergency department as well?”
Oliver said. “A child is less likely to be noticed going out
through there.”
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They studied a few tapes. So far, no one recognizable had
been picked up. She thought about the publicity the case
had brought. Any disturbed person could have walked in
and taken the child, or someone wanting a ransom from the
Penfolds. Shit. Anyone could have done it.

“What time’s shift change?”

The administrator checked his watch. “In about half an
hour. All the evening nurses, path workers, technicians,
kitchen staff go home at the same time.”

If someone had the child, it would make sense to wait
until the greatest number of people were on the move.

Oliver clenched his jaw. “What about the doctors?”

“They either go until the morning, or finish at midnight.”

An image on the screen caught Kate’s attention. “That
one, there.”

The guard paused the image and homed in. “She’s got a
scarf and a raincoat on.” There hadn’t been rain for days,
and none forecast for the next week.

“We get a lot of old people coming through here with
coats on in all sorts of weather.”

“Can you run it forward?”

They watched the female figure walk briskly into the hos-
pital, looking to both sides. They couldn’t make out a face,
but the posture was straight and the figure average sized.
That was not an old lady’s gait.

“The shape doesn’t fit Polly Pringle,” she thought out
loud.

Oliver stared at the screen. “But it could be her caregiver,
Vivien Bastick. If there’s no vision of her leaving, she and
the baby could still be in the building.”

The administrator fiddled with a set of keys. “I’ve got our
head of nursing and two guards searching the wards. It’s a
thousand-bed hospital, so the area’s large.” He sounded al-
most apologetic about his lack of control of the situation.
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“Why not more people searching?”

He rattled the keys. “We felt it wise not to alarm the staff
and patients at this stage.”

Kate suspected that his priority was keeping a lid on this.
If the child was found quickly, no one in the wider commu-
nity would need to know. So much for a caring professional,
she thought, and dialed Russo. She suggested sending a
patrol car to locate Polly Pringle, and to see if Vivien Ba-
stick was with her or at her home. Vivien’s defense of Polly
was completely irresponsible. Maybe she had known all
along what Polly had done and was still involved somehow.
She hoped, for the baby’s sake, that it wasn’t an unknown
kidnapper.

Phones rang in the security office. One of the ward staff
had lost her keys to the drug cupboard. The administrator
offered to sort it out and quickly vanished.

Kate told the guard to phone her immediately if anything
turned up on the surveillance tape. If the baby was still in
the hospital, they didn’t have long to find him before the
change of shift.

“I want all exits blocked and every staff member’s ID and
bags checked before anyone leaves. I don’t care how long it
takes.”

The guard grabbed his walkie-talkie and called in his
guards.

Oliver grabbed Kate’s arm. “I know where the kids’ ward
is.” He led the way to the stairwell and they ran up the six
flights. The place was like a maze, with color-coded foot-
steps leading down different corridors. The kids’ section
was bright yellow. Inside the heavy double doors was a dif-
ferent world. Murals of cartoon characters and fairies lined
the walls, and paintings covered windows into the rooms.
They met the ward sister at the desk, crying and apologizing
to another nurse. The place was dark apart from corridor
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lights and the nurse’s station desk lamps. A mother stood in
an adjacent room, clutching the hand of her sleeping child,
looking clearly disturbed by the staff’s distress.

“Did anyone see anything? Anything that could help us
find the baby?”

The nurse shook her head. “The grandmother came, sat
with him for a while and then left when he was asleep. I
know there weren’t supposed to be visitors, but she was so
desperate to see him. I came back half an hour later and he
was gone. None of the other nurses saw or heard a thing.”

Oliver had checked the ward’s whiteboard and located the
Penfold baby’s room.

“How did you know it was the grandmother?” Kate
asked.

“Because she told me.” The nurse burst into tears, realiz-
ing the mistake she had made. The woman claiming to be
the baby’s grandmother could have been anyone.

“What was she wearing?”

The nurse wiped her eyes with a handkerchief. “God, it
was a dark scarf and a plastic raincoat. That I do remember
because she said she didn’t want reporters to recognize
her.”

Shit. How could a nurse be so thoughtless? The kidnapper
had covered her head and was unlikely to have left forensic
evidence. The abduction had been planned, not a spontane-
ous act. That did not augur well for finding the child. Kate’s
chest tightened again.

“Anything about her face or hair color?”

“She was wearing sunglasses because she had been cry-
ing, she said, and didn’t want to upset her grandson. She said
she just wanted to see him, that’s all.” The other nurse put
her arms around her colleague.

Kate knew they would be no more help right now. “We
need statements from everyone on the ward, relatives and
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any child old enough to give one. No one leaves the ward
until I say so.”

The nurses nodded. Kate followed Oliver as he headed
toward the room the baby had been in. He stopped at the
toilets to help a young boy in pajamas with his IV pole.

“Hey, champ. Don’t suppose you saw a lady with sun-
glasses and a raincoat?”

The boy nodded.

“It’s really important that we find her. Do you know which
way she went?”

The boy pointed to the end of the ward furthest from the
nurse’s station.

Oliver knelt down. “This is really important police busi-
ness. Do you know if she was carrying anything or had
anyone with her?”

The boy tugged on his Spiderman pajama shirt and nod-
ded.

Oliver said, “You’d be a real life hero if you can tell me.”

The little boy showed him the Spiderman image on the
material. “She had a bubba. My mum’s growing a bubba in
her tummy.”

“Thanks, champ. You’re going to be a great big brother.”
Oliver patted him on the shoulder.

Kate called down to the security office. “The woman
wearing the raincoat’s got the child. She took the fire exit in
the north wing of the kids’ ward. Where does it lead?”

“Upstairs is surgical then medical wards. Below are or-
thopedic and cancer.”

Kate followed Oliver, who was already heading toward
the back of the ward. He pushed through the fire exit door
and looked above and below the handrail.

“You go up, I'll go down,” she ordered. “And call me if
you find anything. Don’t try and go it alone. This woman’s
dangerous.”
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Oliver pulled open the fire door on the floor
above the kids’ ward and took the gun out from under his
denim jacket. In a treatment room off the corridor, some-
thing colorful poked out beneath a white sheet in an over-
sized laundry bin. He clutched his weapon and slowly
approached. With his left hand, he ripped off the sheet and
pointed the gun, ready to fire if necessary.

“Police,” he said. “Come out, we know you’re there.” His
heart was pounding up to his neck.

Edging closer, he peered into the hamper, finger poised
on the trigger. There was no sign of the baby, but he had just
found the discarded scarf and coat.

He searched the next room, opening all the cupboards,
then found his way to the nurses’ station. After flashing his
badge, a nurse escorted him through each room. He thanked
her and told her to seal the laundry room. No one was to
enter or touch anything inside. She obliged. He dialed Kate
but her phone immediately went to voicemail. He told her of
the find and that he was headed up to the next floor.

On the upper ward, the layout was exactly the same. He
repeated the order of the search, first with the laundry room
and hall cupboards. He headed for the nurses’ station, but
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the area was empty. The only sign of activity was a board
that lit up when buzzers were pressed. This was a much
busier ward, with seriously ill patients.

He tried a room with a curtain pulled around a bed and
the light on, but the stench of someone on a bedpan made
him retreat. On the other side of the corridor, he pushed the
treatment room door but it wouldn’t open. Through a round
window in the door he could see syringe medications lined
up in green plastic dishes alongside charts on the bench.
Two of the medicine cupboard doors above them were
open.

Oliver noticed a second entrance to the room on the
other side and followed the corridor around to it. He looked
in but it was still empty. More buzzers were sounding and
he could hear someone calling for assistance. He almost
gagged when a nurse scurried past with a vomit bowl filled
with blood.

“Bloody warfarin, ought to be banned,” she muttered.
“The tissues are right next to your bed, Mrs. Palmer,” she
called to whoever continued to buzz.

Oliver entered the medication room and his eyes auto-
matically focused on the linen trolley pushed against the
opposite exit. Someone had shoved a broom through the
handles, locking them. He hesitated before slowly stepping
forward, gun propped in his sweaty hand. A short cry rang
out from the trolley.

Thank God. With his left hand he peeled off the top
crumpled sheet and the wail let loose.

“You're OK, little one,” he said, putting the gun on the
floor and reaching in. With the baby safe in his arms, he
pulled out his mobile. Before he could press redial, he saw a
flash of movement in his peripheral vision. Turning his back
to protect the child, he felt a sting, then pain in the back of



266 KATHRYN FOX

his thigh. Reaching down with one hand, he yanked out an
empty syringe.

Kate was with the security guard when his phone rang. A
nurse had heard a baby cry on the medical ward, he reported
to Kate, but she was unable to get into the medication room
to check it out.

Kate asked to speak to the nurse. “Is a detective on the
ward?”

“We haven’t seen one,” the voice answered. “All the medi-
cations are out ready to give to patients, but we can’t get in.
Someone’s wedged the doors closed on both entrances, and
they’ve thrown sheets over the windows. We can’t see inside.”

Kate asked her to hold for one moment. She dialed Oli-
ver’s number on her mobile and could hear his phone ring
through the landline phone she held against her ear.

“A phone’s ringing in the treatment room, but no one’s
answering it,” the nurse confirmed.

“Stay away from the doors,” Kate ordered, then she heard
the gunshot. The line went dead.

Oliver had to be in the treatment room, locked in with the
baby. Someone had fired a gun. Kate’s pulse drilled and she
took the deepest breath possible. If the baby’s kidnapper had
his phone he might already be hurt, or worse. She had to
think fast. By the time the tactical response team arrived, it
might be too late for Oliver.

“Clear the ward of as many people as possible,” she told the
security guard, “quickly and quietly. I'm going up there.”

“But you don’t understand,” the director of nursing im-
plored. “That’s a medical ward. Most of the patients are
elderly and many are immobile. It’s where we keep some
of our rehabilitation people as well, after their strokes or
heart attacks.”

Shit.
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The guard led the way. “I’ll show you the shortcut.”
The pair ran down the corridor, as fast as they could.

Oliver held the baby to his chest. He refused to hand him
over.

Janine Penfold waved the gun at him again, careful not to
get too close. “I don’t want to do it, but I'll shoot. Give him
to me.”

“I can’t do that. He’s just a tiny baby.”

Janine’s eyes filled with tears. “It doesn’t matter. I just
injected you with a bottle of insulin. In a few minutes you’ll
be unconscious.” She sniffed. “I didn’t want to hurt you, but
there was no other way.”

Phones rang outside on the ward and Oliver could hear
movement. He hoped the nurses were getting as many peo-
ple out as possible and that backup was on the way.

“Why do you want to hurt your own grandson?” he asked,
trying to buy time and keep her from going outside with the
gun.

“Don’t call him that.” She reached for a syringe on the
bench. The substance it contained was orange. “He has to be
taken away before any more harm is done. I've been trying
to work out what to do. Now I don’t have a choice.”

Oliver didn’t understand. Was the woman psychotic? She
sounded like Polly Pringle. What wasn’t he grasping? He
struggled to think clearly enough to calm her down.

“Why? He hasn’t hurt anyone. He’s how Candice, your
daughter, is living on.”

Oliver felt cold, then hot and began to perspire.

The woman looked at the baby, who appeared to have
understood how important it was to be calm. He had stopped
crying.

“You don’t understand,” she said, steadying the gun. “He
isn’t just Candice’s. He’s Robert’s child as well.”
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Within minutes, Kate had arrived on the ward. It
had the same layout as the one she had searched three floors
below. Two nurses were struggling to wheel beds out of
rooms and Kate whispered for them to stop. The noise might
upset whoever was inside that room.

They spoke quietly down one end of the corridor.

“Is there another way in?” Kate asked.

The security guard, still puffing, put his hands on his belt.
“Only way is through the space between the floors. It’s tight
but a small person could fit in there.”

Kate looked at the square cork tiles on the ceiling.

“You’d have to remove one from next door then climb
through. All you have to do is slide one from above, lower
yourself down and you’re in.”

“Are you sure that’s the only way?”

“Absolutely. We had a psych patient disappear and found
him when he fell through into the next room, which hap-
pened to be another patient’s toilet and that guy was on it at
the time.”

Kate stared at the ceiling. A small, dark, tight place. It
was the only way to get in quickly to save the baby. No one
would expect the police to enter from the ceiling, or at least
that’s what she hoped.
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Her heart pounded inside her chest. She couldn’t do it,
couldn’t go back inside such a tiny hole. She would freeze and
make the situation worse. There had to be another option.

One of the nurses crawled along the floor, obviously try-
ing to avoid getting shot.

“I'm in charge tonight. What can I do to help?”

“What’s in the room?”

“As far as I could tell, there are two people in there, a
man and a woman. She has a gun. I slid my compact mir-
ror under the door and saw them. I’'m pretty sure they
didn’t see me.”

The nurse could have gotten herself or someone else
killed, but the information was helpful. Oliver was being
held hostage, and the baby had to be inside there too.

“What medications are laid out?”

The nurse squinted, as if trying to remember the precise
order. “A multi-vitamin injection, a rapid acting insulin,
some antibiotics and potassium to be loaded into a bag.”

“Which of those could be fatal if used as a weapon?”

The nurse looked at the guard. “The insulin, I suppose,
and potassium, but they could take a few minutes to work.”
She hesitated, then volunteered, “There are also scalpel
blades in there, but you’d have to know how to open a sterile
dressing pack and load the blade onto the handle to hold it
like a weapon.”

“Has the baby made any more noise?”

The nurse covered her mouth with one hand. “Oh my
God. Nothing since the gunshot.”

Kate knew she had no choice but to go into the roof space.
“I’ll need your flashlight,” she said, and the guard pulled it
from his belt. “Can you give me a hand?”

“Are you sure this is a good idea? What if that crazy
woman starts shooting again?”’ the nurse implored, but she
didn’t have a better plan.
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“If she’s hurt that baby, or Oliver, they could be in there
dying right now. Get some emergency people on standby in
case anyone gets shot. They might already need it.”

Kate took some deep breaths. As much as the idea of be-
ing in the roof space terrified her, she had to act quickly. I'm
a survivor, she whispered to herself as she took off her shoes
and climbed on top of a stainless steel set of drawers the
guard had wheeled in from another room. He steadied it as
Kate gently pushed up on a tile and slid it to one side. Dust
dropped down on her face and head, and she suppressed a
cough. Silently, she put the flashlight into the roof space and
pulled herself up.

“Robert is the father?” Oliver began to feel light-headed, as
though he hadn’t eaten all day. The insulin had begun to
work. He clutched the baby closer.

Janine Penfold was still pointing the gun at his head. She
had calmed down and seemed more in control than she had
moments before.

“He always had a close relationship with the girls, you
know. I was frightened you’d pick that up with all your ques-
tions. He spoilt Candice, because she wasn’t as pretty or as
smart as Lesley. And Candy used their ‘special bond’ to get
what she wanted. She lorded it over me.”

Sweat dripped from Oliver’s brow. He began to move on
the spot, agitated, unable to stand still. His body was react-
ing to his dropping sugar levels.

“Stop that,” she yelled. “You move again and I’ll have to
kill you.”

Oliver stood still. Suddenly, everything made sense. “You
killed Candy, didn’t you?” he asked. He didn’t know how
much longer he could remain standing. “Dobbie didn’t kill
her. You did.”

Janine took a step back, colliding with the bench, her face
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drained of color. “I didn’t mean to. I mean, that was an
accident. I only meant to stop her leaving by frightening her
with the spade. She came over to talk and wouldn’t tell me
where the baby was.” Her eyes glazed over with tears. “She
kept lying, telling me she was a virgin, and Robert couldn’t
be the father, but I knew the truth.”

“You murdered Candy to protect your husband?”

“No.” Janine Penfold’s voice was firm. “It was an acci-
dent. I pleaded with her to give the baby up. No one else had
to know. I could have fixed things. The family didn’t have to
suffer.”

She sniffed and wiped her nose on a sleeve, the gun still
pointed at Oliver and the baby. “But Candy just walked
away, she wouldn’t listen to reason. I grabbed the spade.
That’s when I snapped and hit her.”

Oliver dropped to his knees, unable to stay upright any
longer. He’d protect the baby until his last moments . . .

Kate tried to breathe but the weight on her chest was much
heavier than before. For a moment, she was back with her
abductor, helpless and vulnerable. The light from the corri-
dor quickly faded as she inched her way toward the treat-
ment room ceiling, crawling along the beam. Panic filled
her, and she struggled to keep going, almost losing balance
when a cockroach ran across her hand.

Breathe out, two, three, four, she told herself. Her heart
kept hammering. Then she heard the voices. She was stunned
by Janine Penfold’s confession. Oliver’s voice was slurred.

“Candice was drugged ... and...raped. She didn’t re-
member.”

“Liar!” the woman yelled. “That’s what she wanted you
to think. She was a tease.”

“The baby isn’t your husband’s.” Oliver sounded drunk.
“We believe he was fathered by one of the rapists.”
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Body shaking, Kate held her breath and slowly moved a
tile sideways, giving her a view inside the room.

Oliver sat holding the baby. He looked ill, sweaty and
pale. She couldn’t tell if the baby was alive, but there was no
sign of blood. She could see Janine Penfold’s back and her
hand holding the gun.

Her partner slumped lower onto the floor and the woman
moved closer. The baby began to cry and Oliver placed him
on the floor. Janine Penfold grabbed another syringe and
knelt down, ready to inject the helpless child. She put the
gun on the floor beside her.

Kate tried to move the tile along but her fingers cramped.
Shit, not now. Not another attack.

Then it started. First Oliver’s legs twitched, followed by
his arms. Within seconds he was having an uncontrollable
seizure and Kate had no time to think. Her fingers loosened
and she pulled her gun. With the woman distracted by
Oliver’s convulsions, she lowered herself onto the bench.
Her foot knocked a bottle, sending it smashing to the floor.

Janine Penfold spun around and lunged at Kate with the
syringe. Kate kicked at the hand with her bare foot and
made contact, dislodging the weapon. She didn’t see the
needle in Janine’s other hand but felt it land in her calf
muscle, orange liquid inside. Pain seared through her leg.

The crazed woman screamed and pushed on the syringe.
Kate punched her hard in the face, knocking her backward
onto the floor. She dived at the woman, pinning her arms
down and called for help from the guard.

“I’ve got her pegged, but we need a doctor right now!”

The guard tried to open the doors blocked by the laundry
basket. She heard the window break, a sheet protecting them
all from shards of glass. The nurse and another woman, this
one dressed in a doctor’s coat, rushed in and immediately
went to Oliver’s side.
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“What’s he been given?” the doctor asked, dropping to
her knees.

The nurse checked the items on the bench. Pentamin and
Actrapid were missing.

“The orange one’s still in my leg,” Kate said as the guard
helped her restrain Janine Penfold. She pulled it out with her
free hand and lifted the baby off the floor. Two police offi-
cers cuffed the killer and escorted her into the corridor. Judg-
ing by the noise, half the force must have been out there.

“The whole bottle of Actrapid’s empty. He’s had three
hundred units.”

“Get me a cannula and fifty mils of fifty percent dex-
trose.”

“Here’s the arrest trolley.” Another nurse pushed along a
steel cabinet and pulled out an enormous syringe.

The doctor pushed up Oliver’s sleeve. “If you hold his
elbow straight, I’ll put it right into the vein.”

A male doctor arrived and grabbed a cannula. He didn’t
look older than twenty, although he must have been. “What
have we got?”

“He’s been injected with three hundred units of rapid
acting insulin.”

“That’s one hell of a hypo.” The younger doctor knelt
on the floor. “We’ll need another IV access in case yours
tissues.”

Oliver’s fitting movements slowed, became twitchy, then
stopped. Each doctor inserted drips and taped them in place.
One nurse put an oxygen mask on Oliver’s face while an-
other pinpricked his finger to take blood sugar readings as
the youngest doctor drew blood via the cannula into three
glass vials. The nurse asked Kate for his name and date of
birth.

“He’s my partner, Oliver Parke. I'm sorry, I don’t know
his date of birth.”
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The male doctor looked sideways at the nurse.

“Work partner,” Kate added. “He’s a detective. He’s mar-
ried, with kids, but I can’t remember his wife’s name.” God,
why hadn’t she listened to him more carefully? How diffi-
cult was it to remember one woman’s name? She felt
ashamed.

The older doctor leaned forward. “Oliver, can you hear
me?”

He moaned and tried to sit up.

“Stay there,” she said. “You’ve had a seizure from low
blood sugar, but your level’s coming back up again. You
need to stay lying down for a little while longer.” She turned
to the trolley nurse. “The insulin could take up to twenty-four
hours to wear off. It’s going to keep leaching out of the
muscle so I want ten percent dextrose at two hundred mils
per hour and quarter-hourly blood sugars. If it drops below
three, give him another bolus of fifty percent dextrose.”

Oliver began to twitch again. The nurse crouched beside
him announced his blood sugar level was 1.2, just as his legs
and arms began to flail again and his back arched.

“OK, we need another bolus. Make sure the drips are se-
cure.”

Kate stood helplessly clutching the baby as her partner
had another seizure. She was grateful the female doctor was
so calm and in control.

“Put up a potassium infusion as well. We don’t want him
having any heart arrhythmias on us. And we’ll need a car-
diac bed in ICU.”

Medical staff drew up injections, put them into the tubes
in Oliver’s veins and another nurse recorded all the orders.
Someone else dialed on the treatment room phone, inform-
ing intensive care that a patient was on his way up.

Kate watched Oliver’s body start to relax in response to
the medication. He had contributed a lot to the case and had
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almost given his life to save the child. She wanted the staff
to know what her partner had done and how he had pro-
tected them all.

“He risked his life to save this baby and everyone in the
ward.”

The staff paused, listening. Kate’s voice wavered. “Please
take good care of him.”

“We will. I promise.” The woman in charge threw her
stethoscope around her neck and stood up. She placed a
hand on Kate’s elbow and stroked the baby’s blonde hair.

“We're grateful for what you did, too.” She noticed the
syringe on the floor. “You’re lucky you were hit with a vi-
tamin injection, but I should look at the site. You got a fair
bit of fluid into the muscle, I’ll bet, which is why you’re
limping.”

Kate hadn’t even felt her own pain until now, but her leg
was aching. “I'm fine. You have more important things to do
right now.”

A gurney arrived and Kate left the room so it had enough
space to enter. In the corridor were uniformed and plain-
clothes police, and members of the tactical response unit,
complete with headgear, bulletproof vests and weapons.
There was a respectful silence as the bed carrying their fel-
low officer was wheeled past with its attachments, drips and
monitors.

The enormity of what had happened hit Kate like a kick
behind her knees, and she felt as though her legs had turned to
jelly. Someone put a chair behind her and she sat, still cradling
the baby. A nurse with a smiley face name-badge approached
her to take the baby, but Kate refused to let him go. The poor
boy had been through so much and had lost his mother, not to
mention almost being murdered by his grandmother. She
thought back to the scene of the house-fire and that diaper bag,
and how she’d known she needed to find this child.
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It suddenly occurred to her why Polly Pringle had named
her charge Jesus. If Candice Penfold could not recall having
had sex, she might have thought she had given birth while
still a virgin. In Polly’s simple view of the world, that would
have made this child the second coming, the Son of God.
And the child’s grandmother was the evil person who wanted
him dead. Maybe Polly wasn’t psychotic at all. In a strange
way, her logic made sense. And somehow she had managed
to get the nappies and supplies to care for the baby, whether
it was alone or with Candy’s help.

The baby gripped Kate’s finger as she stroked his dimpled
chin. How could something so perfect be the product of
rape? The DNA would prove paternity, provided they had the
right suspects. She owed it to Candice to finish what they had
started, even if Janine had confessed to her daughter’s mur-
der. It would also implicate or exonerate Robert Penfold, the
young woman’s trusted stepfather. Kate felt an overwhelm-
ing urge to protect this child from the horrors of the world.

A nurse knelt down and spoke gently to her. “We need to
get this little fellow checked and fed. By the smell of him, he
needs a change as well.”

Kate hadn’t noticed. He was still gripping her finger and
trying to pull it into his mouth. Wide eyes stared back at her
with determination. She nodded and silently handed the
child over.

“He’s in good hands, now,” the nurse said, as a uniformed
officer escorted her back to the ward.

John Zimmer arrived in blue crime-scene overalls, cam-
era around his neck. Kate had to admit that seeing him was
arelief.

“Mate, you did well in there. From what I hear, you're ei-
ther incredibly brave, or unbelievably clumsy. In a hospital
full of happy drugs, only you could get jabbed with bloody
vitamins.”
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He winked but she didn’t have the energy to banter. She
knew he would work the scene thoroughly and collect every
bit of evidence to charge Janine Penfold with causing Oliver
grievous injury. No clever lawyer would find a hole in the
evidence collection now.

Two hours later, she had given her statement multiple times
to investigating officers. She knew there would be an inquiry
and Oliver would face more questions, possibly about the an-
ticorruption case as well. The fact that Janine Penfold had
grabbed his gun would go against him. It was a cardinal sin
for any police officer to surrender his or her weapon, espe-
cially if it was then used to threaten or harm anyone else. He
was already doing better in ICU but had to stay a full
twenty-four hours. No doubt his wife would be with him,
anyway.

Kate left the hospital feeling emotionally wrung out and
with her leg aching. But before going home, she needed to
see Janine Penfold and find out how Candice had ended up
in the freezer for Dobbie to find. In the taxi, the events of the
night repeated in her head like a movie. Could she have
done anything more quickly? How had she managed her
claustrophobia to crawl through the small dark roof space?
It was like watching someone else play out the scenes. When
it came down to it, she had done her job and overcome her
fears.

At the station, Kate grabbed a coffee and waited to hear
when the formal interview would commence. A call from
Russo told her to head for the interrogation rooms. Inside
number four sat Janine Penfold, her legal counsel, Russo
and Liz Gould. The two homicide detectives had their backs
to the viewing window and Kate could listen in without
being seen. It was past midnight, but she would stay as long
as necessary.

Janine Penfold appeared composed and initially refused
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to answer any questions, deferring each time to her lawyer,
who just nodded for her to remain silent. Half an hour passed
without one answer. Kate knocked on the door and stood
back. The inspector suspended the interview, stopped the
tape and followed Liz out before closing the door and switch-
ing off the intercom button. Neither party could hear the
other.

“She’s convinced her husband is the baby’s father,” Kate
told her colleagues. “If you suggest he preferred Candy to
her, for her company, humor and looks, that might be enough
to get her temper up again. She’s a vain woman who needs
to be in control.”

“Any other thoughts?”” Russo asked, keen for more input.
He wanted the confession as much as anyone.

Kate went on. “Candy was the great disappointment.
Dumb, not pretty, slovenly, and Robert still preferred her. It
went against everything Janine lived her life by. I think
you’ve got more of a chance with that angle rather than ac-
cusing her of protecting a pedophile.”

Liz Gould thanked her and took the lead when they re-
turned to the interview room. The vanity angle started to
work. Despite the “no comment” instructions from her law-
yer, Janine Penfold began to speak: “You’ve got it all wrong.
Candy manipulated Robert’s good will. She played on his
kindness and took advantage of him.” She almost spat the
words out. “He felt sorry for her, that was all, but she turned
it into something . . .” she looked away, “unnatural.”

Liz leaned forward. “That must have really made you an-
gry. You did everything for that girl, even tried to help her
with her weight problem, and she still turned on you.” The
female detective sounded sincerely indignant. “And when
you were there for her, every day, she was laughing behind
your back, hiding the pregnancy under your very roof. No
wonder you were upset. You had every right to be.”
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The lawyer placed a hand on his client’s arm, but Janine
pulled away.

“Upset? Damn right. She seduced my husband and got
pregnant. It would have ruined him if anyone found out, and
our family. Everything we’ve worked so hard for.”

Kate listened, dumbfounded that a mother would blame
her child for sexual abuse. She wasn’t just protecting Robert,
she wanted to punish Candice.

“When did she rub your face in it about the pregnancy?”
Liz asked.

“First I knew of it was after she disappeared. That’s when
she rang me from the car and said she had terrible stomach
cramps and was bleeding. Pretty soon after, she started cry-
ing and said there was a head coming out from between her
legs.”

“What did you do?”

Janine Penfold sounded matter of fact. “There was noth-
ing I could do. She had run away and didn’t tell me where
she was. I called back but the phone battery must have been
flat.”

Kate tried to imagine the poor, terrified young woman
screaming in pain and asking her mother for help. Child-
birth was supposed to be the worst pain anyone could expe-
rience, and Candice went through it alone in a car.

Russo’s experience showed; he seemed unflappable. “How
do you know that Robert was the one who had a sexual rela-
tionship with Candy?”

Janine looked at him quizzically. “Isn’t it obvious? She
didn’t have a boyfriend. No one else would have wanted
her.”

The lawyer began scribbling notes while Liz continued.
“When did you next see Candice?”

“A few days later she called and said she wanted to come
home and tell me some amazing news. I told her we could
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talk while Robert was at work. She came without the child
and wouldn’t tell me where it was. She kept saying it was a
little Jesus, given to her by God, and that I just wanted to
take him away and control her life. She was emotional and
made no sense. Can you believe she tried to pretend that
she’d never seduced Robert?”

The lawyer wanted it recorded that he had recommended
that his client not answer the questions, but Janine Penfold
had repeatedly refused his legal advice.

Liz kept up the momentum. She was close to a confession,
and they all knew it.

“Where were you when you had the conversation?”

Janine looked down and checked her cuticles. “In Rob-
ert’s garden.”

“Did you fight with her, try to convince her she was
wrong?”

“She wouldn’t listen and kept saying I'd never take her
baby. She turned her back on me and just walked off. She
wanted to destroy our family. Robert’s first wife did the
same thing and I couldn’t let him go through that again.”
She stared at Liz Gould as though she would understand.

“So you just wanted her to listen to you?” Liz asked. “And
maybe give her a bit of a fright?”

“Exactly,” Janine Penfold replied. “I picked up the spade
and hit her on the back of the head, fairly hard, but not too
hard. She was just supposed to stop, to listen to me, but she
fell down in the garden bed.”

Kate studied the woman describing such heinous actions
with little apparent remorse. She had said that she would do
anything to protect her family. The way she spoke about her
husband bordered on obsession, which fitted with what
Kate had seen already. She was no psychiatrist, but even
she could see that Janine Penfold had somehow become
detached from reality. Considering the woman’s personal
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vanity and preoccupation with image, she was not so differ-
ent from Dobbie.

Liz Gould urged Janine on. “What did you do then?”

“What else could I do? When I realized she wasn’t breath-
ing, I put on the gardening gloves, got the wheelbarrow and
carried her to the boot of her car. Then I came up with the idea
of taking her to that swingers” house Belinda had mentioned.”

“Belinda Mercuro?” Russo looked up from his notepad.

“Bin’s an old friend. We used to model together and have
lunch every now and then. She talked about this house and
the men she slept with there. Even drove me past it last time
we caught up, but I wasn’t interested in being part of the
things that went on there.”

“How did Belinda know Mark Dobbie?”

“She wanted a personal trainer and Lesley had once men-
tioned he’d set up a business, so I suggested him.” Janine
Penfold looked pleased with herself. “I'd seen his website
and I knew he was after money. I thought he’d leave Lesley
alone if he had someone with more to offer.”

Liz interrupted. “When did you put the notes on their
cars, about meeting up at the house?”

Janine looked thoughtful. “That was a couple of days
later. I never expected him to burn the place down.”

“What happened once you put Candice in the car?” Liz
Gould could have been discussing shopping. There was
nothing judgmental in her tone. Even so, she must have
found Janine Penfold repulsive.

“I drove over there not knowing how to get in, but the
garage door was open so I parked in there. They had some
meat in the freezer, which I pulled out and threw away
later. I put the gardening gloves back on. It was a struggle,
but I finally got her into it. All the time, she just stared
back at me. It was quite strange, really. She weighed less
than I thought.”



282 KATHRYN FOX

Kate was completely mystified. This woman had no
qualms about murdering her daughter and moving the body
into a freezer in a strange house. The only thing she found
odd was her child’s lack of body mass. It was dawning on
Kate that Janine Penfold’s lawyer would almost certainly
plead insanity as their defense.

The interview room fell silent for a moment, everyone
digesting this information.

Liz Gould broke the silence. “What did you do after
that?”

Janine looked at her nails again and smiled. “I cleaned
the freezer, of course, then hammered the lid so it would
stay down. After that, I drove out, closed the garage door
and went home. I put the gloves and spade back for Robert.
Oh yes, and I cleaned Candy’s car—twice—before I dumped
it. It was filthy.”

That was why there was only one set of fingerprints inside
and on the freezer—Mark Dobbie’s—and why cleaning
products were found on the seat of Candice’s car.

Kate realized Dobbie had been telling the truth about one
thing. He hadn’t killed Candice, just set fire to the house
with her body in it.

She had heard enough for one day. Outside police head-
quarters, she hailed a taxi and headed home.



4]

Kate heard the knocking and had no idea what
time it was. After falling asleep on the couch, she had stag-
gered to her bed sometime before dawn. The room was dim
and for a moment she felt disorientated.

The knocking grew louder.

Still in her clothes, she blinked at the alarm clock. The
time was 3 p.m. She had slept nearly thirteen hours straight.

“I’'m coming,” she called, her voice husky from sleeping
with her mouth open, which she did when she was over-
tired.

The knocking continued. This time, whoever it was de-
cided to tap out an annoying tune.

She looked through the peephole and saw Oliver on her
doorstep. He was out of hospital and looked well, despite his
face being distorted by the wide-angle view.

He had something behind his back but she couldn’t make
out what. “What are you doing here?”

“I want to thank you for saving my life.”

She pressed her head on the glass. “Just a minute.” She
found her keys and opened the door.

He swung a large bunch of deep purple irises around to
his front and had a contrite look on his face.

Kate took the flowers but had no idea what to say.
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“I know it hasn’t been easy partnering me, but I need to
explain what I’ve been up to.”

“Stop.” She stepped back. “Thanks for the flowers but I
was just doing my job. I think you’d better go. I don’t think
we should meet outside work.” Kate had no intention of be-
ing compromised by listening to his confession, or worse,
being accused of corruption herself. Oliver had no right to
place her in this situation.

“Hold on.” He put up both hands as if surrendering. “I'm
not who or what you think.”

“Yeah, I figured that. Look, I don’t want to have anything
to do with your scams. I want you to leave.” She slammed
the door but his foot was wedged in it.

“Please hear me out. I need you to understand that I know
the money in the drawer wasn’t yours.”

“Because you put it there. You weren’t looking for a pen,
you were trying to plant evidence. You always carry a
damn pen in your pocket. It even fell out right after you
lied to me.”

“It wasn’t like that. I'm sorry, but I had to know whether
or not you could be trusted.”

Kate felt anger rise in her body. “I don’t get involved in
anything crooked. Move your foot before I break it.”

“Fine.”

He backed away and she closed the door.

“But I'm not leaving,” he called out. “There’s something
you need to see. And it isn’t money.”

A bright yellow A4 envelope slid under the door. Kate
stared at the unmarked stationery. Part of her wanted to de-
stroy it, the other craved to see what was inside, to know
once and for all if her partner was crooked, and if anyone
else she knew was involved.

Kate bent down and opened the envelope. Inside was a
report on corruption in homicide compiled by Detective
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Constable Oliver Parke, for the anti-corruption unit. Kate
froze and re-read the title.

She stood up and opened the door to find Oliver sitting in a
chair on her porch. He looked as though he had no intention of
leaving. She ushered him in without speaking. As he stepped
into the lounge room, she kicked his shin with all the strength
she could muster and cursed when pain shot through her foot.

“Serves you right,” he said, clutching his leg, “but I guess
I probably deserved that.”

“You bastard! You lied and made me think you were rot-
ten. Now you expect to waltz in here with flowers and be
forgiven?” Her foot throbbed more than she cared to admit.

“If you’re finished, I’'ll make you a coffee and we can
discuss this like adults.” He glanced around at the newspa-
pers and plates on the floor. “You needn’t have bothered ti-
dying up before I came.”

Kate jabbed her foot at his leg again, but he was too quick
and sidestepped her.

“What else did you lie about?” she asked. “Let me guess.
You're not married and don’t have any children?”

“No, that part is mostly true. I’ve actually got two kids
and another on the way. Lucy’s taken them away on a holi-
day for a while, for their own protection. Threats from drug
dealers have to be taken seriously. Unfortunately, that’s a big
downside to my work sometimes. The other is that I don’t
make many friends once people find out what I do.”

Kate understood. She had never been kind about internal
investigators. Despite the fact that they were doing honest
police a favor by weeding out the bad ones, they were still
perceived as the enemy. It couldn’t have been an easy job.
Kate cleared a space on the lounge and begrudgingly of-
fered him a seat.

She returned from the kitchen with two opened beers. “It’s
not organic, but obviously I didn’t know you were coming.”



286 KATHRYN FOX

“Thanks,” he said. “I really am sorry for invading your
privacy. I think I understand what this means for you.”

He was right. It didn’t look like much, but it was home
and privacy was important, like the most comforting blan-
ket in the cold. It occurred to Kate that this was the first time
she had been alone in her home with a man since her abduc-
tion. So far, she felt OK. Her breathing and heart rate were
normal and she seemed in no danger of having a panic at-
tack. Oliver crossed the room and bent down to look at some
CDs in a pile on the floor.

“Powderfinger, John Butler Trio, Silverchair. They all fit,
but what about the Michael Bublé? Didn’t pick you as a fan
of crooners.”

“Yeah, well, we're all full of little surprises.”

Kate grabbed the disc from his hands. It had been given
to her as a Kris Kringle gift and the truth was, it had become
one of her favorite albums. It was the type of music her
mother had loved, apparently, and now Kate understood
why. She had since bought albums by Frank Sinatra, Perry
Como and Dean Martin, but preferred Bublé’s voice.

She put the CD in the player and sat on the lounge,
cross-legged, after collecting the envelope from the floor.
She turned over the title page of the report as Oliver spoke.

“This is why  moved to homicide,” he explained. “There’s
a leak in the drug squad and someone in your unit is access-
ing that information via the intranet. News about drug raids
or arrests is passed on so that when the drug squad gets
there, the house is clean or there’s no target in sight. Dob-
bie’s dealer was one of my informants.”

That was why the dealer had accused Oliver of betraying
him, she realized.

Further into the report there were two photographs, one
of Rench, the other of Fiskars.

“They’ve complained to the Police Association about
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being part of an internal investigation. Seems your colleagues
think they’re being investigated for sexual harassment of
female staff, which in my opinion they should be. Anyhow,
the Association advised them to take some time off. Both of
them now have doctors’ certificates citing the need for
stress-leave, so they’re on full pay. They’re milking the sys-
tem, but they aren’t the focus of the investigation.”

“It’s someone else?”” Suddenly, Russo came to mind. She
hoped it was anyone but the inspector.

“Check the financial statements for Laurie Sheehan.”

Glancing down the numbers, nothing seemed out of place.
The salary went into his account fortnightly and small
amounts were regularly withdrawn. “I don’t get it. It could
be any one of our accounts.”

“Exactly, except that Sheehan has renovated four homes
over the last three years. Each one has made a profit at resale
of up to $200,000.”

She had to admit that it was a decent amount of money,
but it wasn’t necessarily expensive to renovate a house.
There were plenty of television programs that showed how a
quick and superficial makeover could raise a property’s
value by up to $50,000. Structural improvements would
surely increase the value by even more than that?

“So he buys dumps and does them up himself,” Kate said
finally. “Real estate prices have rocketed in that time. It
makes sense to me.”

Oliver shook his head. “Renovating isn’t cheap. A bath-
room costs thousands just for the materials, and have you ever
seen him with paint on his hands or plaster under his nails?”

Kate had to admit that Laurie had never complained of a
sore back, knees, arms or any other body part from a week-
end of hard labor.

“There are no purchases from hardware shops, tiling
places or bathroom suppliers on his credit cards, either.”
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Kate checked the accounts again. “Maybe he pays cash.”

Oliver took a swig of beer. “He doesn’t pay at all. In
exchange for tip-offs, guys like Dobbie’s supplier send
their mates around to do the renovations in lieu of pay-
ment. It’s a tidy little addition to your superannuation if
you make a profit on each house.”

“And you can prove it?” Kate still found it difficult to be-
lieve that quiet, polite Laurie, the father-figure of the office,
was corrupt.

“We’ve had his phones tapped for a while and he’s clever.
Instead of asking for payments, he complains about the cost of
things. Just recently he was talking to a dealer’s brother and
whinged about the cost of private school education for his
grandkids. Within a week they were both enrolled in an exclu-
sive school with fees of $50,000 a year. There’s been a scholar-
ship set up for these kids, paid by multiple small anonymous
donations. Sheehan and the parents aren’t paying a cent.”

Kate was stunned by the audacity of it. She wondered how
Oliver had managed to track the money trail. That had to be
why he was always in the office so early and stayed so late at
night. The homicide cases were just a sideline for him. Despite
Kate’s anger about his deceit, she acknowledged that Oliver
made a very good investigator. She sipped her beer.

“This probably sounds crazy, but I actually feel sorry for
the old bloke. He’s been in the service all his working life,”
she said.

“That’s hardly an excuse for lying and cheating.”

“Yeah, well, that’s pretty rich coming from you.” Kate bit
her lip, regretting the comment. Her partner didn’t seem
comfortable with having to be dishonest, and she understood
that when you’re dealing with criminal behavior, sometimes
you have to bend rules.

She suddenly saw Oliver in another light. He was not only
a logical thinker, he was calculating too. By setting himself
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up as a father with a large family, he had an instant bond
with Liz Gould because he could discuss any aspect of par-
enting with her. It also gave him a good opening to talk to
Laurie Sheehan about the cost of a good education. What
parent didn’t worry about where to send their kids to school?
And if there was a tribe of them, advice about fees became
even more important. She thought of Sheehan happily vol-
unteering information to Oliver, oblivious to the harm he
was doing himself. And Oliver could even whinge to Fiskars
and Rench about being under the thumb. They would have
listened willingly and contributed their own brand of advice,
making their misogynist views plain. Oliver had managed
to elicit personal information from just about everyone in
the department.

“Don’t feel sorry for Sheehan,” he said. “When rumors
started that the unit was under investigation, he set you up to
take the blame.”

Kate’s fingers tightened around her drink.

“A few weeks ago we installed closed circuit cameras in
the office. We have footage of him putting that money in
your drawer. And he used your computer to access the drug
squad info as well. If it weren’t for the cameras, you would
have had a lot of explaining to do.”

Kate tried to absorb the seriousness of what she had just
been told. “Sorry I kicked you,” she managed.

“No hard feelings. Now, we’re still officially partners un-
til tomorrow afternoon and we have one more job to do.
Russo wants us to go and see Robert Penfold.”

Kate checked her mobile phone, which had fallen down
the side of the lounge. The battery was flat.

“Russo tried to call you with the DNA results,” Oliver
explained, “but your home number was disconnected and
your mobile didn’t answer. I volunteered to come into the
lion’s den.”
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She had forgotten that she changed her phone number
after the abduction. It suited her that no one at work knew it.
Even so, she had fallen asleep without even thinking about
recharging the mobile battery.

“You were stalling for time when you told Janine Penfold
about Dobbie or one of his mates being the baby’s father. So
is Robert the real father?”

“No. And thanks to Dobbie rolling over, we know who it
is. The guy was a mate of his and Spender’s who worked as
a barman at the resorts they went to. That’s why they chose
those places to holiday, so they had someone on the inside
spiking the girls’ drinks. In between jobs, he’d come down
and stay with Dobbie. He was with them the night they
raped Candice Penfold, although Dobbie swears blind it was
Spender and Brown who raped her.”

“What’s his name?”

“Calls himself Elvis, but his real name’s Aaron Brown.
He was on the DNA database because of a previous assault
conviction.”

The name was familiar. He had been on the list of people
Brett Spender had e-mailed with his epiphany about karma,
just before his death.

“Can you tie him to the Spender murder?”

“That’s the good thing. His fingerprint matches the whop-
ping great print they found on the melted smoke detector.
Like Dobbie, he’s got more brawn than brains and assumed
the fire would destroy his fingerprints. He saw the e-mail and
assumed Spender would go to the police about their drug
activities with women. Thought he would cop it worse than
the others because he was the one who put drugs in the
women’s drinks at the bar. He says he killed Spender with-
out anyone else helping or knowing.

“Dobbie was otherwise occupied that night, so Brown’s
story fits. He’s pleading guilty to try to cut a deal with the
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prosecutor. Oh, and the hair sample you collected from Can-
dice’s brush has been analyzed. Hair grows at about a centi-
meter a month so the lab tested it in sections. The section
from around ten months ago contained GHB, the date-rape
drug. With Dobbie’s evidence, Brown is pleading guilty to
raping Candy to get a shorter sentence.”

The cold beer warmed Kate’s veins, along with the knowl-
edge that Spender’s killer and another of Candy’s rapists
would be brought to justice.

“Is that what we need to go and tell Robert and Lesley?”

Oliver nodded. “I thought you might also want to see the
little boy. I hear you got quite fond of him. I'll wait outside
while you shower and change, if you like.”

Kate felt her cheeks burn. Hospital staff gossiped more
than police. At least Robert and Lesley would have closure,
if nothing else. She wondered how they had taken the reve-
lation that Janine had killed Candice. And as Oliver had
guessed, she was keen to see the little boy again, just to
make sure he was being well cared for.

“What’s going to happen to Janine Penfold?”

“She’s confessed and she’s refused a psych assessment so
she’ll be sentenced in the next few weeks. Don’t think she
could cope with admitting she’d been wrong about Candy
and Robert, and that she’d killed her daughter for nothing,
so she’s sticking to her story about Candy being a seduc-
tress. Now, go get ready. We’ve got work to do.”

The shower was hot and cleansing and the world felt as
right as it could be. When she was dressed and ready to go,
Oliver greeted her like a gentleman, opening the car door
for her. It was a shame he was leaving homicide, she thought.
They made a pretty good team.



A movers’ van was parked outside the Penfold
house when Oliver and Kate arrived. They entered by the
open front door and were greeted by Lesley, who resembled
her mother more than ever. It must have been the upswept
hairstyle, Kate decided.

“Don’t worry about taking off your shoes,” Lesley said,
with the air of a woman in charge. “And be careful with that
dresser,” she called to two men on the landing upstairs, “it’s
an antique.”

“Are you moving out?” Kate asked.

“No, just making some changes. A lot of this is going into
storage and we’ll modernize the place a little, get some new
furniture, repaint, get rid of the white carpets. They’re so
impractical.”

This did not seem like the behavior of a grieving woman.

Oliver looked concerned. “Are you all right?”

“I wouldn’t say that. It’s going to take a lot of time to re-
cover after everything that’s happened,” she answered
softly.

Kate reached out for Lesley’s arm. “We’re sorry about
what happened with Candice and your mother. You must
have been deeply shocked when you found out.”

“I still can’t quite believe it. But then, Mum was always
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hard on Candy. She made it clear she thought Candy spent
too much time with Robert.”

Lesley led the way into the kitchen. In a pram lay the little
boy, sound asleep. Kate wandered over and had a look at
him, careful not to disturb him.

“We’ve called him Toby.” Lesley paused and stared at the
tiny boy with a look of pride. “He’s got Candy’s chin and
nose, you know.”

Kate stepped quietly away from the pram. “How’s your
father doing?”

“He’ll be better once the results of the paternal DNA
come through.”

“That’s why we’re here,” Oliver began. “A friend of Mark
Dobbie’s, a man called Aaron Brown, has confessed to hav-
ing non-consensual sex with your sister after drugging her.
The results of DNA testing prove he’s Toby’s father.”

Lesley clasped her hands, her face flooded with relief.
The garage door hummed and moments later Robert Pen-
fold emerged from the side door.

Lesley ran toward him and threw herself into his arms.

“The detectives know who raped Candy, the mongrel’s
confessed. They know he’s Toby’s father. That means her
reputation and yours are still intact.”

Robert glanced at the detectives and tried to break Les-
ley’s hold but she reached up and kissed him firmly on the
lips before breaking contact.

“We can get on with our life without any shadows hang-
ing over us,” she explained.

“Maybe now isn’t the right time to be discussing that,”
Robert said, looking flushed and awkward.

Kate tried to fathom what had just happened. Robert Pen-
fold had been suspected by his wife of having a sexual rela-
tionship with one stepdaughter, Candy, but now it appeared he
had been having a relationship with his other stepdaughter.
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“I’ve initiated divorce proceedings,” he explained hesi-
tantly. “Lesley and I only realized how close we were when
she moved to New York. It’s something neither one of us
planned or could control. If you’ve said all you had to say,
we thank you and ask that you leave us in privacy.”

Legally, if Robert Penfold divorced his wife there was
nothing to prevent him from marrying Lesley. He had never
formally adopted her. Oliver could not hide the just-eaten-
grapefruit look on his face.

Lesley stood with her arms around Robert, looking al-
most defiant.

Kate and Oliver said their good-byes and left. Neither was
able to speak during the car trip home. They had done their
jobs and caught both Candice’s and Brett Spender’s killers.
The murders even followed a disturbing kind of logic. Brett
Spender was killed so he would remain silent about the
drug-rapes, and Janine Penfold had killed her daughter in a
rage, suspecting her husband had fathered the little boy.
Mark Dobbie’s actions seemed tame by comparison.

Justice had technically been done, but nothing could jus-
tify the strangeness they had just witnessed.

Kate remembered the way little Toby had gripped her
finger and stared into her eyes at the hospital. He was strong
for already having been through so much. Despite the shock
at seeing Lesley and Robert Penfold together, Kate’s gut
instinct told her that this child was no longer a victim. He
had his whole life ahead of him, away from his imprisoned
father and grandmother. She closed her eyes, believing that
making changes was well intentioned, purposely designed
to protect him. Like her, Toby was, and would continue to
be, a survivor.
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