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      There’s no room along this narrow street to park so I back the van into the driveway of a darkened house. No lights come on. Nobody peers from the window. I turn the motor off.

      These new estates are rubbish. Dead ends everywhere. Speed humps. Tiny roundabouts. Oversized houses with front lawns smaller than my handkerchief. Scrawny baby trees replace the old oaks or gums bulldozed to make way for families to cram into boxes. They all look the same to me.

      But only one matters.

      Number ten.

      I’m two doors down and across the road so it’s easy to see the occupants inside as they make their way to the door. Their car is in the driveway. Red. Mid-sized. Won’t take much to nudge it off a road... if it comes to that.

      I light a cigarette and draw in the filthy tar until it hurts my lungs then blow out the smoke. It doesn’t help the visibility, so I open the window a crack. The air is bitterly cold already and it is only early evening.

      The kid rushes out of the house to the car. She’s wearing a short dress, tights, and a puffer jacket. Makes no sense. Pants would keep her warmer.

      ‘Hurry up, Dad! I’m freezing to death!’

      Like I said. Pants would keep you warmer.

      She’s eight. Blonde like her mum. She jumps up and down in a circle, puffing out white air. Part way around, she stops and stares in my direction.

      I lower the cigarette and stub it out in an empty soft drink can.

      There’s no way she can see me. Not through the condensation and window tinting. Stare all you want, little girl.

      ‘Melanie, you forgot your backpack.’

      Susie Weaver unlocks the car with a remote, handbag over her shoulder and the kid’s backpack in her other hand.

      Melanie drags the door open and throws herself inside. ‘I was almost a snowman, Mum.’

      ‘Might need some snow first.’

      ‘I’ve never seen snow.’

      ‘Yes you have. We took you to Switzerland when you were three.’

      ‘I was a baby then. Can we go there now?’

      Regular little chatterbox.

      Her father is fussing with the front door. Checking it’s locked. Patting his coat for whatever he thinks he’s forgotten.

      ‘We’d better go, David.’ Susie is halfway into the front passenger seat.

      Yes. You’ll be late if you don’t leave. Wouldn’t want you hurrying on the slippery roads. Not yet.

      A minute later the sedan backs out carrying the perfect little family.

      Soon to face the consequences of a bad decision.

      When their taillights disappear around a curve, I turn the ignition.
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      ‘I want to see you eat a whole bowl of linguine and dessert, Melanie Weaver!’

      Melanie giggled as Carla Pickering tried her best to look serious. It didn’t work and she ended up laughing as well. Susie loved that about her best friend. Since Melanie was born, Carla had been more than her godmother. She’d been like a second mum.

      ‘Mummy, when the waiter comes, may I order my own meal please?’

      ‘You can, and even mine if you really want to.’

      Spironi’s was always busy on Friday nights, and they sat at their regular table near the window. David had stepped outside to take a phone call so they were waiting for him. And for Carla’s husband.

      ‘Where is Bradley, hon?’

      Carla shrugged. ‘You know what they’re like, both of them. Always something coming up at work at short notice. He promised he’d only run into the warehouse for a minute. And he’d better turn up because I don’t want to get a taxi home.’

      ‘We’ll take you if it comes to that.’

      ‘Comes to what? Sorry I’m late.’ Bradley Pickering leaned over Carla’s shoulder to kiss her cheek. ‘You should have started without me.’

      ‘Next time we’ll make it a girl’s night out,’ Susie said. Through the window, David—his back turned—wasn’t happy with whoever was on the other end of the phone. His shoulders were tense, and his spare hand ran through his hair. It wasn’t the first time this week he’d stood like that during a phone call.

      Who is upsetting you so much?

      ‘Hello, baby girl.’ Bradley grinned at Melanie as he sat beside her.

      ‘Oh, you’re here!’ Melanie sat up straight. ‘I’m going to order my dinner. And Mummy’s.’

      ‘Rightly so. I should look at the menu. Starving.’ Bradley leaned back to catch the eye of a waiter. ‘Missed lunch.’

      ‘Then let’s order. I’ll guess for David,’ Susie said.

      She didn’t have to. David came back in as their waiter arrived, sliding into the seat between Bradley and Susie. He made a show of turning his phone off and pocketing it and winked at Melanie. She tried to wink back but both eyes kept opening and closing. As soon as the waiter asked if they were ready to order, she stopped practicing and raised her hand.

      ‘I’d like to place an order please.’

      Everyone laughed. It was impossible not to, but Melanie frowned at them until they stopped. Once she had the quiet she wanted, she precisely and politely ordered and then crossed her arms.

      Carla whispered something to her, and Melanie’s lips flicked up in a smile.

      David topped up glasses with red wine.

      ‘Not for me.’ Carla covered her glass with a hand.

      Bradley was quick to fill her glass with water from a bottle in the middle of the table and she lifted the glass with a quick glance and murmured ‘thanks.’

      The men began a quiet conversation. Melanie had the notebook she took everywhere and was doodling. Susie leaned closer to Carla. ‘No wine? Are you…?’

      ‘I don’t know. Maybe. I’ll do a home test tomorrow.’

      ‘It will happen. And you will be the best mother ever.’ Susie squeezed her arm.

      ‘I just wish…’

      ‘What, hon?’

      ‘Bradley and I waited too long. I always thought… expected…’

      ‘You’re not too old, Carla.’

      Carla smiled. A sad smile which tugged at Susie’s heart. There were a few years between them and when Susie had fallen pregnant within a year of marrying David, Carla had teased her about being a young mum. But Carla never once wavered in her support of Susie and fell in love with Melanie on sight.

      ‘Aunty Carla, would you please smile at me and I will draw you.’

      By the time mains arrived, Melanie was satisfied with the portrait but refused to show anyone until she coloured it in at home.

      Despite the food in front of him, Bradley had his phone out, showing something to David. Their heads were close together, but the body language was strange. The more Bradley leaned in, the further David pulled back in his seat until his neck was craning to view the screen.

      ‘How about we eat? You know, rather than do business? David?’ Susie held her fork aloft to make the point that she wasn’t about to start her meal until they stopped dealing with work problems at the table. Both men offered a sorry, and the table settled into a comfortable quiet as they enjoyed what was always a delicious meal. They’d been eating out together almost every Friday or Saturday night for years, often here where the food was great, and the ambience suited them all.

      On the other side of the table, Melanie was trying to copy her father as he rolled spaghetti around his fork against a spoon. Flecks of tomato peppered her fingers, but she persevered until a small ribbon wrapped around the prongs and she hastily slid it into her mouth.

      ‘You’re so lucky, Susie. You have everything.’ Carla said.

      Sure, if you mean a husband who is keeping secrets all of a sudden.

      Susie glanced at David with a frown and picked up her wine.

      Eyes back on Susie, Carla nodded. ‘You do, honey. Such a perfect family and now, with the new deals the boys are brokering for the business, you’ll be in a position to move closer to us. Something bigger. For Mel.’

      ‘I like our house.’

      ‘Well, Mel likes our garden. She loves our fruit trees and the pool. A bit more space.’

      Like I once had.

      Space to run and be loud and silly and lie on her back to stare at the sky. No fruit trees or pool, but better than that. A pony. Her pony. And a father who was her world…

      She grabbed her wine and swallowed more than she intended.

      ‘Mummy? I need to use the ladies room.’

      Melanie had left her seat and was beside Susie.

      ‘Oh. Okay, we’ll go⁠—.’

      ‘Mother. I know where it is. I’m a big girl.’

      Susie smiled and kissed Melanie’s forehead. ‘You sure are. But you only get to be out of my sight for two minutes or else I’ll think you are playing hide and seek, so don’t be long.’

      Melanie rolled her eyes and darted off toward the back of the restaurant. She was safe here. The staff all knew her, and she’d be fine on her own for a few minutes.
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        * * *

      

      She loved the lemony scent of the hand wash so Melanie washed her hands twice, singing. One day she’d be a singer, travelling the world. Or a famous artist. Maybe both.

      About to hit the big button on the hand dryer, a noise on the other side of the door stopped her. Was that Daddy? She listened. It was. And Uncle Bradley sounded cross. Really cross.

      ‘Last chance, David. I mean it.’

      ‘And for the last time, I’m not agreeing to this.’

      ‘That’s your final word?’

      ‘Final word, Brad.’

      ‘You idiot!’

      Melanie slammed her hand onto the dryer button and stood close to it, drowning out the angry voices. She counted to fifty, turning the dryer back on twice.

      But when she finally peeked through the door, they were just down the hallway a bit. Not just Uncle Brad and Daddy but another man with an angry face. She closed the door and raised herself up on her toes to look in the mirror.

      Her fingers touched the glass, tapping them in time. ‘Best. Friends. Shouldn’t. Argue.’
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        * * *

      

      Susie checked the time since Melanie left. Too long. Just as she was about to go to find her, Melanie slipped back into her seat, eyes down.

      ‘Sweetie pie? You look upset.’

      ‘Maybe a bit.’

      ‘Feel like telling me why?’

      Melanie glanced back the way she’d come.

      David and Bradley had disappeared in the same direction just after Melanie left the table. Susie was close to the end of her patience with this cloak and dagger crap, particularly when it impacted their evening out.

      ‘Did you see Daddy?’

      With a nod, Melanie turned sad eyes to Susie. ‘Uncle Bradley is cross with him.’

      Susie exchanged a glance with Carla, whose brow was creased. Obviously she had no idea what was going on either.

      ‘I’m sure it is just about business, so I’ll go and remind them they need to order dessert.’

      After kicking them up their backsides.

      Carla reached for a menu. ‘What are you having for dessert, Mel? I thought I’d try…’

      Grateful for her friend’s automatic response of distracting Melanie, Susie headed for the back of the restaurant. She turned into the hallway to the bathrooms almost running into their waiter.

      ‘Sorry, Marco. Not looking. Do you know where David is?’

      ‘Talking with Mr Bradley. Near the back exit.’

      ‘Ta.’

      She heard their argument before she could see them.

      ‘Mate, we both have to sign that contract. If you don’t, then I’m stuffed. You’re making the mistake of your life. Of all our lives.’

      What the hell is Brad going on about?

      Behind the men—who were face to face—the exit door clicked shut. David’s face was set. Bradley’s hands flew everywhere around himself as he waffled on until he noticed Susie. His arms dropped.

      ‘Congratulations to you both. Melanie is upset and thinks you hate each other, and I can see why. This is a social dinner. Not fucking business. Okay?’
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        * * *

      

      After dessert, Bradley announced he had to go back to work for a while and before Carla had a chance to object, David insisted on dropping her home.

      At Carla’s house, Susie climbed out to give her a hug.

      ‘I don’t know what’s up with those two,’ Carla whispered. ‘Silly boys.’

      Susie rolled her eyes. ‘Very.’ She pulled back with a smile. ‘But thank you for always being there for me. I don’t know what I’d do without you.’

      ‘Love you.’

      ‘Always and forever, Carla.’

      Within minutes of heading home, Melanie was asleep. When they turned onto the long stretch of open road they used as a shortcut between the two homes, Susie turned to David. ‘What was that all about? You and Bradley?’

      He glanced in the rear vision mirror at Melanie.

      ‘I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean for her to overhear us.’

      ‘Well she did. What is Bradley so angry about?’

      ‘We have different opinions on the direction of the business. You know how much money matters to him and I’ve knocked back an arrangement I think would land us in trouble. He disagrees.’

      ‘I heard him say you needed to sign a contract.’

      ‘First step on a slippery slope.’

      ‘Something illegal?’

      ‘Let’s just say I don’t trust the people he wanted to work with.’

      Susie frowned. ‘Should I be worried?’

      David reached across and squeezed her hand. ‘Of course not. Anyway, I’m looking forward to our drive tomorrow. Can’t wait to show you what I found and perhaps we can stop along the coast for lunch.’

      ‘Oh, I would love that! Melanie will love it!’

      A blinding flash of light filled the interior as headlights—on high—appeared from nowhere behind them.

      Susie swung around to look. Some idiot was right on their tail.

      ‘David?’

      ‘What the hell? Can’t see the road.’

      Susie faced forward again, reaching for the grab handle above the door as their car drifted across the middle line.

      The headlights disappeared.

      They were in the wrong lane.

      Thank god the road is empty.

      Before David could get back into his lane, an engine roared and something large—a van—matched their speed, hard up against Susie’s window.

      ‘David!’

      He slammed his foot onto the brake.

      The van moved ahead.

      They were sliding.

      Spinning.

      Tyres screaming.

      Melanie. Oh my god, Melanie.
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      ‘There are two coffees going cold on a counter back at the food truck thanks to you dragging me away. Another two minutes wouldn’t have hurt.’ Detective Pete McNamara scowled from the passenger seat.

      Detective Liz Moorland didn’t answer as she navigated along the icy road. Her partner’s first-world complaint wasn’t helping. She gripped the steering wheel until her knuckles were white.

      It can’t be true.

      ‘From the sound of it this was just an accident. Not like we can do anything either.’

      She shot him a look which she hoped would shut him up. Pete was an excellent police officer but a royal pain.

      Flashing blue and red lights signalled an ambulance approaching and she slowed and moved over as far as she dared on this narrow road. It flew past and she muttered a small prayer for the occupant. She didn’t need to believe in a god to offer up her internal cry for help. Pete kept his thoughts to himself. Perhaps the gravity of a speeding ambulance kept his tongue in check.

      The scene ahead was sheer carnage.

      Patrol cars blocked the road on either end of a fifty metre or so stretch with uniformed officers acting as traffic controllers. A small line-up of cars were stationary at the far end and a couple of people had climbed out to take photographs. An ambulance and two fire trucks parked at angles closer to the crash.

      Portable floodlights shone on emergency workers using the jaws of life on the passenger door of a mangled red sedan. Its bonnet was wrapped around the trunk of a large gum tree on the wide, overgrown grass verge.

      Liz pulled over out of the way, forcing aside the thought that nobody could survive that impact. The ambulance had had its sirens on. Someone was alive.

      Pete was out of the car first. ‘I’ll go and have a word with that officer. Get him to do his job. Bloody parasites photographing this.’

      His absence gave Liz the chance to gather herself. Put her feelings aside. Deal with what was going on around her without letting it get into her head.

      Fat chance.

      ‘Liz. Sorry to see you under the circumstances.’ Senior Constable Annette Benski met her halfway. They’d worked together on a recent case.

      ‘Is there any chance you’re wrong, Annette?’

      ‘Wouldn’t have called you if I was. Damned shame.’

      An iron band tightened around her chest as they approached the car.

      Stay professional.

      ‘Any early ideas on what caused it? Single car accident?’

      ‘No sign of another vehicle. Accident Investigation will be here soon and that’s what it looks like on the surface. Road is freezing. Driver might have been going a bit too fast and lost it. Could be drug or alcohol related… sorry. No point speculating.’

      With a groan, the machinery forced the metal apart and the passenger door fell away with a thud.

      The windscreen was inches from the front seat passenger. A deflated air bag sagged.

      And Susie Weaver was dead.

      Liz gulped down the lump in her throat.

      She peered past Susie to David and recoiled at the damage to his face.

      ‘Melanie? Was she with them?’

      ‘Ambulance just took her. In a bit of pain mostly from a busted arm from the look of it. But Liz. She saw her parents. The paramedics gave her a green whistle, but I know she understood they’re deceased.’

      Liz touched Susie’s arm.

      I’ll look out for Melanie. And your dad.

      ‘Liz? Maybe don’t hang around while they recover the… bodies.’

      ‘Who is telling Vince?’

      ‘Couple of uniforms. Thought it best he knew straight away.’

      With a final look at Susie, Liz went in search of Pete. He was laying down the law to curious bystanders. When he noticed her he came over. ‘You alright?’

      Her heart wasn’t even beating anymore. She was sure of it.

      ‘It's not fair. Not again.’
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        * * *

      

      Vince Carter worked on a small piece of timber, a turning knife carving out the features of a bird in rapid, expert moves. He liked this one. An Indian Mynah bird, something of a pest in real life but an interesting bird to carve. His stomach rested on the top of his legs as he hunched over the bench to get the most from the narrow beam of light from a desk lamp, the only light in the room other than the muted television.

      Headlights arced across the wall Vince faced and he jumped and cut too deeply into the neck of the bird. Tossing it aside, he pushed himself to his feet with a grunt, taking a minute to straighten.

      ‘What the hell.’

      Nobody ever visited. Especially not in the dead of night.

      He glanced at the clock on the mantelpiece, lit up by the headlights of a car which had pulled up. It was close to midnight.

      The light caught the photographs beside the clock. Him in a police uniform, broad shouldered and flat stomached. His wedding day with a sweet-faced woman gripping his hand and smiling up at him. Marion. And another, them both seated with her holding a little girl resembling Melanie. Except it was years ago. Susie.

      His stomach churned as he headed for the front door and swung it open.

      Two uniformed police were climbing the couple of steps to the porch. Kids. Their nerves showing with quick puffs of misty breath.

      ‘Constables?’

      ‘Um… Sergeant Vincent Carter?’

      ‘Ex. Ex Sergeant Carter. What’s happened?’

      ‘Sir, I’m Constable McNeill. This is Constable Lovett. We’re here about your… your daughter. Susan Weaver.’

      As his legs began to buckle, Vince grabbed the door frame to hold himself up.

      ‘Sir. We regret to inform you there was a fatal car accident this evening. Susan Weaver and her husband David Weaver were travelling home with their daughter⁠—’

      ‘Melanie… please, no.’

      ‘Melanie Weaver has been taken to the hospital. We understand she’s in a stable condition. We’re so sorry about your daughter and son-in-law.’ They stood there. Too young to be tasked with this terrible job. Caught between duty and compassion.

      Vince slumped forward, only his grip on the door frame keeping him on his feet.

      I never got the chance to put things right. Now I never will.

      Constable McNeill put a hand out. A firm touch to his shoulder. Vince raised his head.

      ‘We’ll take you to the hospital, sir.’

      ‘I can drive myself.’ He stepped back inside to get his keys and wallet from the hall stand.

      ‘We’ll get you there faster.’

      Hands shaking so hard he could barely pick up his keys, he nodded.
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        * * *

      

      There were no more tears left. Just a dull ache behind her eyes and a lump of ice where her heart should be. Carla imagined her face was a mess of mascara and puffiness and she didn’t care. Nothing mattered.

      How do I get through this, Susie?

      Her fingers worked the rosary beads handed down from her grandmother, but no prayer formed on her lips.

      She sat with Bradley in a small waiting room more an alcove with a row of seats—in sight of a central nurses’ station. Someone had called Brad… a friend on the force, he’d told her. Since arriving they’d heard almost nothing, but Melanie was alive and tonight, that was a blessing.

      If only David and Susie hadn’t driven her home. If only Bradley hadn’t gone back to work. Carla shifted in her seat, putting some air between the two of them.

      He didn’t notice. Yet again, he was on his phone but texting, not speaking.

      The lift doors opened and Vince Carter burst out, pausing to look around before stalking to the central station. It wasn’t attended and he gazed around the area until his eyes met hers. If he recognised her, he didn’t show it, spinning back to speak to a nurse who stepped behind the counter.

      You didn’t care about your daughter so why are you here?

      An orderly pushed a bed past, and Vince followed.

      ‘She’s back.’ Carla was on her feet, reaching for her handbag.

      ‘That’s good news.’ Bradley took her hand. ‘We need to wait for permission to see her, baby.’

      ‘He shouldn’t be here.’

      ‘Carter? He’s her grandpa but yeah. Probably not.’ Bradley got to his feet and gently pulled Carla against him. ‘This isn’t the place or time. We’ll wait for as long as it takes. Okay?’

      She leaned against him as the grief bubbled up again.
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        * * *

      

      Vince waited in the hallway until the orderly left.

      Inside the room, a nurse finished adjusting the blankets and looked up as he entered. He stopped at the sight of the small body in the bed. Tiny. Alone.

      Melanie’s eyes were closed. An IV was in one arm and some gadget on one of her fingers. Monitoring something. The forearm of her left arm was in some kind of brace. She was so little. So vulnerable.

      ‘Only next of kin, dear.’ The nurse checked a clipboard at the foot of the bed.

      ‘I’m her grandfather. Vince Carter. Is she going to be... is she alright?’

      ‘The break in her forearm hasn’t been set yet. She’s sedated but you can sit with her. I’ll be back in a few minutes. But let her rest.’

      ‘Thank you.’ There was a chair in the corner, and he moved it between the bed and the window.

      The nurse hurried out, but her progress was halted by Carla and Bradley. Whatever they thought they were doing here, it wasn’t their place. Vince didn’t sit but folded his arms and stared at them.

      ‘Can we go in?’ Bradley wore a suit and tie and not a hair on his head was out of place.

      ‘I’m afraid not. One visitor at a time and only family⁠—’

      ‘We are family. Her godparents.’ Carla tried to slide past the nurse who took a small step to close the gap. ‘Please. Please, can’t I see her?’

      ‘Why not go back to the waiting room, dear. There’s a coffee machine just around the corner.’ The nurse closed the door behind herself and whatever else Carla had to say became a muffled noise in the background.

      Vince sank onto the chair. He brushed the hair from Melanie’s forehead, exposing a bruise. His hand lifted and clenched.

      ‘Grandad?’

      Her voice was so quiet. So frail.

      She gazed at him.

      He took her hand. ‘Hello, Melly-belly.’

      A tear slipped from the corner of the little girl’s eye. ‘Mummy? Daddy?’

      He gave her hand a little squeeze. ‘I’m here, sweetie. I’ll always be here for you.’

      A flicker of relief crossed her features before her eyes fluttered closed again.
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        * * *

      

      The waiting room was occupied but Vince no longer cared if he had to share with two people he had no time for. His need to be here for Melanie outweighed his need to avoid her godparents.

      Carla stared at him without a word. He’d never seen her look anything less than perfect, but her face was streaked with makeup, mascara and eyeshadow mixed together by tears and tissues. She’d been Susie’s best friend for a long time, as different as they were from each other.

      ‘How is she? Really,’ Bradley said.

      Vince shrugged.

      ‘Please. We’ve sat here for hours and haven’t had any news.’

      He found some words through a throat thick with grief. ‘She’s comfortable, considering. She woke for a minute and knew I was there.’

      ‘I should be with her,’ Carla snapped. ‘Susie would want it.’

      Not now.

      ‘You know she’d want me there with Melanie. She would hate that you’re here after what you said that day. Susie didn’t want you in her life anymore so why do you think she’d want you near her daughter?’

      Her words stabbed into him. Vince closed his eyes and leaned back in his seat.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Mr Carter?’

      Vince lurched out of a half-dream, blinking his eyes to focus them.

      Hospital.

      Melanie.

      Susie.

      ‘Sorry. Just wanted to update you.’ A man dropped onto the seat beside him. White coat. Tag. Weary. ‘I’m Doctor Lennard.’

      ‘Is she okay?’

      ‘Melanie is doing well, all things considered. She has a fair bit of bruising from the car restraints. A bump on the head. And a simple fracture of her left forearm.’

      ‘She’ll recover alright?’

      The doctor nodded. ‘Physically.’

      ‘Does she know? About… Susie. And David?’

      ‘She was conscious at the scene of the accident and worked it out.’ Doctor Lennard said. ‘We’ll have a counsellor spend some time with her in the morning once she’s alert. And arrange ongoing appointments with whoever gets custody of her⁠—’

      ‘Me.’

      ‘Oh. You will take her in?’

      ‘There’s nobody else. And she’s my grandchild.’

      ‘No family on either side?’

      ‘David’s mother is alive but is unwell. Susie and Mel were the only ones left on my side.’

      Everyone has gone.

      The doctor got to his feet. ‘Well, that little girl is very lucky to have you. We’ll talk before Melanie is discharged. She’s a brave youngster.’

      Watching the man hurry away, Vince’s hands gripped his knees and he had to remember to breathe.

      Of course he was taking Melanie in.
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      As dawn made a dismal attempt to break through the misty darkness of mid-winter, Vince stood on the doorstep of Susie’s house, a set of keys in one hand and a small suitcase in the other. For the longest time he stared at the door, his shoulders slumped. He leaned forward until his forehead touched the timber and drew in a long, ragged breath. The air came out white and wispy and floated around his head. A veil of sorrow.

      A car passed and he jolted upright.

      Among the tangle of keys he found the right one. As long as Susie hadn’t changed the locks.

      The entry light was on, but the rest of the house was dark apart from a glow at the top of the stairs in the direction of Susie and David’s bedroom.

      Vince turned abruptly and grabbed the handle of the door he’d just closed behind himself.

      ‘Damn. Dammit.’

      But leaving wasn’t going to change anything. There were things to collect for Melanie.

      He pulled a handwritten note from a pocket and checked it. More focused, he climbed the stairs. Melanie’s room was exactly like Melanie. Pretty—with its cute furnishings and touches; clever—with a shelf of books beyond her years; and neat as a pin apart from a brown teddy bear on the floor beside an unfinished jigsaw puzzle. He dropped the suitcase on the bed and systematically opened drawers and cupboard doors to collect a selection of clothing, socks, slippers, and her dressing gown. A book and a couple of toys. Just what would fit in the suitcase. There’d be time to collect the rest later.

      The ensuite light was on at the far side of Susie and David’s bedroom and he forced himself to walk in to turn it off.

      Past her bed.

      Past her jewellery and clothes.

      Past her reading chair with her current book open, pages down.

      Keeping his eyes on the floor he turned the light off and fled the room. Downstairs he passed the living room and stepped back, drawn to the large family photograph on the feature wall. David. Melanie. Susie.

      His little girl.

      With her little girl.

      The suitcase slipped from his fingers and fell, with a soft thud, onto thick carpet. Vince stumbled to the hallway then beyond the stairs to the kitchen, to the cupboard where Susie kept drinking glasses. One hand on the sink, he turned on the tap and held the glass under, then gulped the contents and refilled it.

      As his heart rate came down he glanced in the fridge and pantry. Could he even take snacks into the hospital? Putting the glass down, he pulled the list out again and wrote on it.

      Go shopping. Food. Pillows. Sheets.

      He didn’t have it in him to take anything more from the house. Not today.

      The phone on the counter blinked red with a message.

      He pressed play and Susie’s cheerful voice drifted through the kitchen.

      You’ve reached David, Susie, and Mel! Leave us a message.

      Vince put his hands over his ears as his stomach contracted. He threw himself at the sink and vomited. No matter how tightly he squeezed his eyelids together they wouldn’t hold back the tears and he let them flow until the gagging stopped. Cleaning up the disgusting evidence of grief forced him to pull his act together.

      The end of the message had beeped. He’d missed it.

      His hands shook as he picked up the glass and drank until it was empty. Then he pressed play again.

      You’ve reached David, Susie, and Mel! Leave us a message.

      Message received at seven pm.

      A male voice. Angry.

      Pick up, for god sake.

      A short silence.

      First you ignore my messages on your mobile. Now this. You’ve made your bed, sunshine. Time’s up, Weaver.

      ‘What the hell?’ Vince slammed the glass down and it shattered.

      He pressed play again, fury blinding him to the shards and when he reached for a notepad near the phone he cut his hand. Before blood could pool on the counter, Vince grabbed a handful of tissues from a box and applied pressure.

      Then he pressed play again.
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        * * *

      

      Liz dragged herself into the regular morning briefing. The room was almost full, with some detectives perched on desks or chairs, and others standing chatting. Without fail, they all looked at her with varying degrees of sympathy… or pity. Someone shoved a chair her way and she wasn’t about to refuse.

      I never want a night like that again.

      Pete followed a minute later with two takeaway coffees—large ones. ‘I told them you needed an extra shot.’ He handed her one and leaned against the wall nearby. ‘Did you sleep at all?’

      ‘Of course I did.’

      She hadn’t.

      Their shift had only two hours left—hours intended to use on the Hardy case but when the call had come about the car crash she’d yelled at him to get in. Despite Pete’s initial protest and continuing complaints, he’d made himself useful and been supportive without any further smart-arsed comments. They’d left the scene when the coroner arrived.

      After dropping Pete home she’d driven to Vince’s cottage in the middle of nowhere. He wasn’t there and she kicked herself. He’d have been at the hospital with little Melanie. And her fronting up there probably wouldn’t be what he’d want. He’d never want sympathy.

      For an hour she’d sat in the car in his driveway and shed more tears than she knew she had inside.

      The tears fell for Vince. He’d been her partner before Homicide Squad, when she was just starting out and he was ten years from retirement. She’d been there and seen what he’d experienced through losing his wife the same day he’d saved innocent people from a shooter at an Anzac parade. His grief and guilt never left him even though he could not have been in two places at one time. He wasn’t one to do counselling, apart from the department generated visits.

      And Liz had wept for Susie. For the little girl who’d lost her mother and been raised by a father who loved her but probably never said it. Susie used to come in to the station back then, finishing homework while she waited for Vince. Everyone loved the kid.

      But mostly, it was for Melanie.

      ‘Liz? All okay?’

      She jolted back into the moment. It was unreal being here in the briefing room, which really, was an oversized office where detectives crammed together while renovations were underway. Once again, everyone was staring. She sipped her coffee rather than reply.

      ‘She’s good, Terry,’ Pete said.

      Detective Senior Sergeant Terry Hall didn’t look convinced, but he turned to the whiteboard. ‘No major updates overnight of any active cases.’ He circled a name with a marker and faced the room again. ‘And a distinct lack of progress on the recapture of Malcolm Hardy. He’s been on the run for two days, people. Two days. A convicted murderer. A violent and intelligent criminal. And nobody knows where he is.’

      Pete tossed the coffee cup he’d speed-drunk into an open rubbish bin. ‘Thing is, boss, we didn’t lose him. Idiots moving him to his new court hearing did so why is it our job to find him?’

      There was a murmur of agreement. Every detective without an active case had been looking for Hardy or his accomplices.

      ‘You offering to take lead when he kills again? Explain to his victim’s family?’ Terry asked.

      ‘He only kills if he has a message to send.’

      ‘Shut up, Pete,’ Liz whispered. She didn’t need more on her plate.

      ‘Good advice, Liz. Too late though. McNamara? Get yourself down to Footscray and revisit his old haunts.’

      Even as Pete groaned, the rest of the room laughed.

      ‘Me too, boss?’ Liz asked.

      ‘Go home for a bit. Get some sleep.’

      ‘Thought we might put some money into something for Vince. Or for Melanie.’ Liz got to her feet. ‘I don’t know what.’

      Terry nodded. ‘We’ll come up with something.’ He glanced around the room. ‘For anyone who hasn’t heard, a car accident last night claimed the lives of Vince Carter’s daughter and son-in-law. Their small daughter survived.’

      The door from the hallway opened abruptly and Vince stalked in. With all eyes on him, he stopped a few feet in, eyes roaming the room until resting on Liz. He seemed relieved to find her.

      ‘Burning ears, mate?’ Terry extended his hand to Vince, who looked at it then shook it. ‘We want to offer our deepest condolences. We’ll all miss Susie.’

      ‘Yeah. Um, thanks.’

      ‘You shouldn’t be in here though.’

      ‘Couldn’t find Liz. Or you.’

      ‘I’m here. Let’s take a walk.’ Liz reached his side. Up close, his skin was almost grey and the lines in his face deeply etched. He looked hollow.

      ‘Where are you with the investigation, Terry?’ Vince demanded.

      With a surprised look, Terry shook his head. ‘Accident Investigation, mate. Their area, not ours.’

      ‘You’re joking.’ He almost spat the words.

      ‘Icy conditions on the road. No preliminary signs of anything other than an accident, Vince. Not foul play.’

      ‘Go back to the farm.’ Pete sniggered at his own comment until Liz shot him a warning glance.

      Before Vince had a chance to go and pummel Pete, which he probably deserved, Liz touched his arm. ‘It was an accident.’

      ‘You so sure?’ Vince pulled a folded piece of paper from his top pocket and pressed it into her hand. As fast as he’d come in, he left.

      Liz unfolded and read the few lines of Vince’s handwriting and her heart sank.

      ‘What is it?’ Terry asked.

      ‘He may be right.’ She handed the paper to Terry. ‘I’ll be back.’
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        * * *

      

      He should have known better than to come here. A phone call would have done. An anonymous tip. He could have claimed he’d overheard someone making a threatening phone call to the Weaver house. This station wasn’t his stamping ground anymore. Long gone were the days where he’d be greeted with warmth. Needed for his experience. Appreciated for his knowledge.

      ‘Vince, wait up!’

      Liz was the only one who still gave a damn. She’d been like a second daughter to him when they were partners. And Terry might care. But Terry had to toe the line. Be neutral.

      He stopped in the middle of the hallway as she caught up.

      ‘The note?’ Her words came out like she was puffing.

      ‘Since when does jogging a hundred metres get you out of breath?’

      In the twenty plus years he’d known Liz she’d been lean and all muscle thanks to her obsession with running. Half marathons were her gig and she’d won her share.

      ‘I’m not. What’s with the note?’

      ‘That was word for word from a message on Susie’s answering machine. There was a threat to David which he clearly ignored.’

      ‘A business threat, Vince? Or personal?’

      ‘Either. Both. Since he went into partnership with Pickering he was always just this side of the law, but I could never catch him out. Someone wanted him dead and took Susie with him.’

      ‘Any someone in particular?’ Liz asked.

      ‘If you hadn’t noticed I don’t work here. It’s your job to find out.’

      ‘Are you sure it was directed at David?’

      His mouth opened to refute the implication. Then closed.

      Susie would never be in trouble. Never attract the attention of the wrong people.

      Except he didn’t believe in never.

      ‘I came to find you. At the cottage,’ Liz said.

      ‘You did?’

      ‘And realised where you’d be. Didn’t want to intrude at the hospital.’

      A ridiculous prickle behind his eyes threatened to undo his resolve to stay strong. This wasn’t the place or time to fall apart. But he couldn’t look her in the eye.

      ‘How’s Melanie? I heard she’s not critical, thank god.’

      ‘Broken arm. Bruises. Shock.’

      Liz touched his arm again. ‘What’s going to happen to her?’

      ‘She’ll be alright in time. Doctor thinks she can leave hospital soon. I'm going home to shower and change and then I'll head back. She needs me there.’

      Pete McNamara sauntered in their direction. Someone needed to wipe that perpetual smirk off his face.

      ‘Is she coming to live with you?’ Liz asked.

      Something about the way she asked riled him. ‘Don’t sound so surprised.’

      ‘Vince, I’m not. I’m just worried about you.’

      He started walking again. Too many people staring. Judging. Pointing fingers.

      Liz caught up. ‘What if I drop by later. Once she’s home with you?’

      ‘I raised Susie pretty much alone.’

      ‘Yeah I know and that’s why… Vince?’

      He’d had enough. He increased the length of his stride.

      Liz must have stopped. Her voice followed him. ‘Vince, come on.’

      Thanks for the bloody vote of confidence.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Why are you still here?’

      ‘I’m going in a min.’ Liz flopped onto the seat opposite Terry. ‘I wanted to write up what I saw last night… early this morning. Get it down while I still remember.’

      Terry raised both eyebrows. ‘You think there’s more to it than an accident.’

      ‘Maybe. When I was at the scene it felt like an odd place to lose control. The road is straight for a kilometre. Open paddocks on either side and no other roads or driveways near the scene. Yet the car spun and ended up on the wrong side of the road buried in a tree trunk.’

      ‘Kangaroos? Some other animal on the road?’

      ‘Always a possibility but still…’ She was too tired to figure it out.

      ‘Vince coping?’ Terry asked.

      ‘No. Thinks he is. But how much does one person need to bear in their life, Terry? I think that little girl is all he has left.’

      ‘Feel for him. Really do. Look, Liz? Accident Investigation won’t get to the car today so go home and sleep. I need you on the Hardy case but go and talk to Jim as well. See what he has to say about the crash. Tomorrow.’

      She pushed herself to her feet. ‘And the message from the answering machine?’

      ‘Yeah, not really much of a threat. Could be a prank call or anything. Let’s see what Jim reports first. I doubt the answering machine is going anywhere.’
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      All Vince wanted was sleep. Proper sleep in his own bed instead of restless naps on a hospital chair and the jolting of his heart every time he remembered. But it wasn’t happening anytime soon. He drove up his long driveway and turned the car to face back out. This wouldn’t be a long stop.

      Someone had left flowers near the front door. A beautiful posy of winter blooms in a jar of water. A white ribbon tied around the jar had a card tucked into it.

      No words. Here for you. L.

      He climbed down the steps, went around the corner and looked up the hill to his neighbour’s house. There was no movement up there.

      Word had got around fast.

      Lyndall had known him long enough to put the flowers in water or he’d forget. And that he’d hate anything fancy. But this selection from her garden was Lyndall’s way of letting him know she knew. And she cared. She always had as his wife’s close friend. The one who was there when Vince wasn’t.

      Vince pushed down gut-wrenching nausea. He couldn’t replay that day. Not now. Losing his wife was the worst thing in his life.

      Until now.

      He unlocked the door, swept the jar up, and went in. The cottage was almost as cold as outside. He’d never noticed it before but for some reason it mattered. As he passed the living room he glanced at the fireplace. Almost never used. The flowers went onto the kitchen table and he put the kettle on. Perhaps his stomach would settle with some tea and toast.

      First though, he showered and shaved.

      The tea scorched his throat, and he burnt the toast. But he ate it, slathered with butter to hide the taste. It helped a bit and he left the cottage feeling more level headed than he had in hours.

      Back at the hospital he spent a few minutes with Melanie before she was taken to set her forearm. She still was drowsy from painkillers but managed a small smile when he kissed her forehead. When she was wheeled out, he stood by the window, lost.

      ‘Mr Carter?’

      A nurse popped her head in.

      ‘Doctor Raju has asked if you’d have a few minutes. He’s one of our psychologists here and has already been in to see Melanie. I’ll show you the way.’

      Vince had vowed never to set foot inside a psych’s door again, but this wasn’t about him. He was ushered straight into the office by a receptionist.

      ‘Ah, Mr Carter. I’m Doctor Raju, please come and have a seat.’ Tall and much older than Vince expected—from his limited exposure to shrinks—the psychologist shook his hand and then gestured to one of three tub chairs set around a coffee table. A woman rose from her seat, mid-forties, unsmiling. ‘This is Ms Dawn Burrows and she asked to sit in.’

      ‘Mr Carter, I’m a social worker with Child Services.’

      The act of settling into the chair gave Vince a much-needed moment to collect himself. Of course there’d be questions over Melanie’s future, both short and long term. He’d dealt with enough situations in the course of his career where different agencies came together for the welfare of a child or family.

      ‘I hear Melanie is having that break set?’ The doctor asked.

      ‘She is. One of the nurses said you’d been to see her earlier.’

      ‘I spent a few minutes with her. Her pain medications were making her drowsy, but she spoke to me briefly. She’s a brave and intelligent young lady.’

      ‘What did she… um, did she speak of the accident?’ He didn’t really want to know.

      ‘No. But she said her grandad came to see her.’ Doctor Raju smiled.

      A small warm glow began somewhere deep in Vince’s heart.

      And was extinguished when Ms Burrows spoke. ‘I understand this is early days and all a terrible shock, but my concern is around the next steps with Melanie. Once she is ready to be released.’

      ‘She’ll come home with me,’ Vince said.

      ‘I see. What about other family?’

      Looking for a better option?

      He took his time, forcing his hands to flatten against his legs rather than curl into fists like they wanted to.

      ‘I’m her last relative on Susie’s side. Both my wife and I were only children and Susie was also an only child. No cousins and the like. David is similar. No family I’m aware of apart from his mum who had a bad accident years ago and has a full-time carer. There might be a cousin in England. Not sure.’

      Ms Burrows wrote on a tablet as he spoke, glancing up as he finished.

      ‘And are you aware of an existing will or other legal documents regarding Melanie?’

      ‘A will was drawn up after she was born. But I also remember an off the cuff comment from Susie about it needing updating.’

      ‘How long ago was that?’

      ‘Couple of years.’

      ‘I see.’ She stared at Vince. ‘And what were the wishes for Melanie… in case of the current circumstances?’

      Who plans for that? Who really does?

      He had no answer and she pressed on.

      ‘Was there an expectation you would step in?’

      ‘Children are supposed to outlive their parents.’ He regretted the harshness of his tone the minute the words left his mouth. ‘Sorry. I’m exhausted.’

      Doctor Raju leaned forward a little. ‘Please take your time, Mr Carter. Nobody will rush you into making decisions about Melanie.’

      The social worker didn’t seem to share his opinion. ‘If no other family, then godparents?’

      Over my dead body.

      ‘There are godparents, but you’d know better than anyone they don’t automatically have a claim on the custody of a child. Melanie is coming home with me. I have a spare bedroom which I will do up for her.’ Vince wanted to go. This was too much on top of everything else.

      ‘Of course, but if you feel unable to provide a proper home environment—’ she started.

      ‘I didn’t say that.’

      Doctor Raju shuffled in his seat. ‘It is natural to feel reluctant to take a young child into your life.’

      ‘I’m not reluctant.’

      ‘Mr Carter, if I may… I believe you live alone, some distance from everything Melanie is familiar with. You have no public transport close by. And an eight-year-old is a lot of work. Primary school. Extra curricula activities. Friends.’ Ms Burrows said.

      How did she already assume so much about him? What did she want him to say? He stared at his hands which now gripped his knees.

      ‘Melanie needs familiarity right now.’ Doctor Raju had a soothing voice. Easy to listen to.

      Vince raised his eyes to meet the doctor’s. ‘She’ll have it. Mel knows me. Loves me.’

      Ms Burrows stood. ‘We’ll talk further regarding the next steps, but I agree at this stage Melanie is best coming home with you. But there’s a lot of water to pass under the bridge before this becomes permanent so I would suggest you give this thought. A great deal of thought for what is best in the long term for you, and for Melanie.’

      After she’d left, Doctor Raju suddenly smiled. ‘Melanie is lucky to have you.’

      No response came to mind.

      ‘A difficult time for her. But also for you.’

      ‘I don’t need a shrink.’ Vince managed to keep his voice neutral.

      ‘You lost your wife when Melanie’s mother was young.’

      ‘And I don’t need a history lesson.’

      ‘Grief has a way of coming back to us. Grief and self-recrimination. If you feel the need to talk…’

      ‘Nah, I’m good. What do I tell Mel about it all?’

      ‘That you love her.’

      ‘I can do that.’ Vince got to his feet.

      ‘May I offer some advice?’

      The doctor stood but made no move toward the door. ‘Think about getting yourself some grief counselling.’

      ‘That’s it?’ Vince asked.

      ‘I don’t bite.’

      He might not, but old hurts did and were best kept buried.
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      Carla was slumped against the back of a fashionable leather sofa, a home pregnancy test dangling from her fingers and dried tears again leaving trails through her makeup. Her attention was on a large window facing the street and framed by curtains she’d had made to her exacting specifications. Bradley paced up and down the driveway coming in and out of view as he talked on his phone. His arm waved around. More and more often he wouldn’t take calls in the house and Carla had no idea why not.

      He stopped dead and held the phone out to look at then swore. She raised her eyebrows lip-reading the expletive but as he shoved it into his pocket and headed for the front door, Carla grabbed a handful of tissues and cleaned up her face. By the time he joined her, throwing himself at the other end of the sofa with a grunt, she was sitting upright, the bunch of tissues hidden in a pocket.

      ‘What’s wrong, Brad?’

      ‘Work. Just work.’

      ‘You’re upset with someone.’

      ‘Damned right I am. If people just did their job…’ he looked at her for the first time. ‘Have you been crying?’

      She held up the pregnancy test and he slid across to wrap his arms around her.

      ‘It’ll happen, Carla. We’ll keep trying.’

      ‘I’m getting too old for a miracle.’

      ‘We won’t give up.’

      ‘But why is it so unfair? Melanie is all alone with no parents.’ She pulled herself out of his embrace and took one of his hands. ‘And we’re all alone with no children. Where’s the sense in that?’

      ‘There is none.’

      ‘I wasn’t just crying about the test. I mean, yes, it is upsetting but then I remembered Susie asking me if I was pregnant last night. And if I were then I’d never be able to tell her…’ she drew in a long, shuddering sigh. ‘And I’m so worried about where Melanie will go once she is released. I couldn’t bear for him to get custody.’

      ‘Vince Carter?’ Bradley asked.

      ‘Yes, him. Surely whoever makes these decisions will see past his one heroic moment to all the harm he’s done? He was a terrible father to Susie, and I shudder to think how Melanie’s life would be with him.’

      Bradley nodded. Which meant what exactly? Did he agree with her or just want her to calm down?

      ‘I know I sound upset, honey. What do you think we should do to help our little girl?’ She said.

      His phone rang and he scowled.

      Carla released his hand. ‘Answer it.’

      ‘I’ll get rid of them. What if we go to church for a bit?’ He stood, reaching for the phone. ‘Spend some time praying for Melanie.’

      ‘I’d like that.’

      But he’d already answered the call and was halfway to the door.

      ‘And praying for Susie and David,’ she murmured.
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