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      The same routine every day was fine by Maureen. If it kept her kid happy, then she was happy. She could enjoy sitting in the sun without being nagged for attention every two minutes. Not as much, anyhow.

      Eliza loved the park with its swings and sandpit and oversized timber climbing fort. There was a bridge above another play area and lots of interesting nooks. Left to her own devices she’d spend an hour at play. Longer if any of the other kids she’d made friends with were around.

      Maureen settled on the bench near the fountain and pulled a magazine from her large handbag. A bag of lollies fell out and she scooped it up, ripping the corner and helping herself to a handful of sugary sweetness. Eliza’s oversized backpack with her stuffed unicorn, jumper, juice, water, and a snack bar leaned against the back of the bench. She’d come and help herself when she wanted a breather.

      ‘Marr-mee?’

      So much for a few minutes peace.

      ‘What’s up, bub?’ Maureen’s voice rose in response.

      Eliza waved from the bridge. ‘Come and tie my shoelace.’

      ‘No, you have a go trying first. If you get stuck then come here.’ Maureen flicked through the pages, stopping on a story about the latest game show host scandal. How on earth did those people get away with such bad behaviour? Not at all like the real world where good people—like Eliza’s dad—made one mistake and ended up in prison. ‘Place would be overflowing if the real criminals were caught.’

      She finished reading the article as Eliza skipped across the grass.

      ‘Did you do your own laces?’

      Both were perfectly tied. But not how she did it and Eliza was only just learning.

      ‘I need a drink, Mummy.’

      ‘In your backpack. You said your lace was undone.’

      ‘The man fixed it.’

      On her feet in an instant, Maureen scanned the playground. In the distance, a couple of young teens tossed a ball to each other. Nobody else was around. It was the middle of the morning so no school kids were there, apart from the teens.

      ‘Was it one of the boys over there?’

      Eliza—who had forced a tiny straw into a fruit drink—followed Maureen’s pointed finger. ‘No. A nice man. And he has a little girl.’ She frowned. ‘He said he once had a little girl who died. That’s so sad, isn’t it Mummy?’

      ‘Yes, bub. Very sad. Is the man still here?’

      ‘He went home. I’m going to wear my backpack.’ Eliza zipped it up and shrugged it on, sticking the straw back in her mouth and sucking loudly.

      ‘Leave it here. That way it won’t get in the way when you are in the tunnels and stuff.’

      ‘I might get hungry and need to snack.’

      Maureen kissed Eliza’s forehead. ‘Well, you go and play for another half hour.’

      ‘And you stay right here, Mummy. I’ll come and find you.’

      With that, the little girl pushed the now-empty fruit box into Maureen’s hands and skipped away. Maureen found a bin. She’d miss this all next year when Eliza went to kinder for real but at least she’d be freed up to look for more work.

      She settled again, back in the magazine and humming along with the song Eliza loudly sang to herself in the distance. When the singing stopped she glanced up. Eliza was in a sandpit. Maureen turned the pages, stopping at some recipes and then a short piece of fiction. The sun was getting a bit too warm and soon they’d go and get an ice-cream each.

      ‘Is this yours?’

      Maureen’s head shot up.

      The two teens approached, one holding the soccer ball they’d been kicking around and the other carrying a backpack. Pink. Stickers of unicorns. Far too big because it was second hand and all Maureen could afford at the time.

      ‘That’s my little girl’s. Where did you find it?’

      The kid pointed. ‘Behind the fort.’

      Maureen grabbed it from him and glanced inside. Only the snack bar was there. Not the jumper or water or unicorn toy.

      ‘Was Eliza there?’

      He shook his head.

      ‘Then where is she?’ Maureen threw her magazine and the rest of the lollies into her bag. ‘She was wearing this.’

      The teens exchanged a look. ‘We’ll help find her.’

      ‘She’s probably under the bridge. She likes making up games with her toy there. Can you both go in opposite directions and look? Her name is Eliza.’

      The boys split up, running to either end of the park.

      ‘Eliza! Bub, where are you?’

      This had to be a mistake. Eliza had taken her stuff out of her bag. Been cold in the shade and put on her jumper. Kids got confused with temperature sometimes. Didn’t they? Put jumpers on even when it was warm?

      Heart pounding, Maureen looked under the bridge. No Eliza.

      Then the fort, climbing up to the top and using the extra height to look around the park.

      ‘Eliza! Eliza, where are you?’

      There was no cry of ‘here, Mummy’. No sound at all.

      Maureen part climbed, part fell to the bottom.

      One of the teens puffed as he reached her. ‘Not at the far end or the swings. Does she have a phone?’

      ‘Phone? No. She’s a little kid. Can you look in the bushes along the front?’

      He took off.

      Where was she?

      It had only been a few minutes.

      She checked the backpack again. Even the little wallet she’d zipped into an inside pocket with Eliza’s address and Maureen’s details, plus a few gold coins, was gone.

      Had Eliza walked home? Why would she do that?

      Tears fell unchecked, clouding her sight as she ran to the side of the park where they usually came in from the crossing. Their apartment was only a couple of blocks away.

      Maureen came to a stop. Eliza was nervous about the traffic. She’d never cross without holding Mummy’s hand. Never.

      Throwing her head back, she screamed to the sky, ‘Eliza!’
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      It was too hot to be running in the middle of the day.

      Liz sprinted along the concrete, avoiding prams and pedestrians who were texting as they walked.

      Night shift was a devil she’d got really cosy with lately.

      She’d never been good at sleeping anyway. Not for years. The downside with sleep was the risk of dreams. Or nightmares.

      The pavement was unforgiving beneath her expensive runners. Sand was her preferred medium apart from when she trained for half marathons but today she only had an hour before a briefing at work. Something important, Terry had said.

      Dodging cars, Liz crossed the road and barely slowed as she entered her building. Sweat poured down her spine as she took the stairs two at a time. Three floors up. The elevator was dodgy anyway but the added cardio never hurt.

      Key in the lock she stopped as her neighbour called out.

      ‘Best you get to work, Liz. Something terrible happened today. Something affecting one of our own.’

      On the opposite side of the long, narrow hallway, and a couple of doors up, long-time neighbour Darryl Tompsett leaned against the wall outside his apartment. He had a beer in his hand. As usual. The singlet and jocks and knee-high socks weren’t a good look.

      ‘Meaning?’

      Darryl shrugged. ‘Little kid on the fifth floor vanished at the park. Ker-poof.’

      Liz turned the key and pushed her way inside, slamming the door behind herself before sinking to the ground. Her arms covered her head. Ragged breaths in and out were loud to her ears. Blood pounded in her veins.

      This isn’t happening.

      Another sound. A buzzing. Annoying, stupid buzzing.

      With a gasp, Liz lowered her arms and dug her phone from her running belt. ‘What?’

      ‘Love you too.’

      Detective Sergeant Pete McNamara. Sometimes work partner. Always a pain.

      ‘Has something happened. Something at the park?’

      ‘Crap, how the hell do you know already?’

      Her stomach clenched. ‘Neighbour. Tell me, Pete.’

      Liz rolled onto all fours, putting the phone on the floor as she stretched her spine.

      ‘I’m on the way to you. Twenty minutes and I’ll tell you what we know.’

      ‘Pete—’

      But he’d gone.

      His twenty minutes meant fifteen, tops. She forced herself to her feet and tossed her phone onto the kitchen counter as she passed it. Her top went over her head followed by a sports bra and the rest came off as she turned on the shower. All the clothing got thrown into a hamper and she stepped under the stream of water.

      For one full minute she let the water cascade over her head, choking on tears which refused to come. This was meant to be over.

      It will never be over. Not until I find you, Ellen.
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        * * *

      

      Liz was outside when Pete drew up exactly fifteen minutes after he’d called.

      ‘Tell me everything,’ she said.

      ‘You need to dig deep if you want to be on this one. They’ll pull you off if you show any weakness or any⁠—’

      ‘For goodness sake, Pete. Tell me.’

      He let the car idle in the no stopping zone. ‘Five-year-old girl is missing. Last seen on the play equipment at the park—the same damned park, Liz. Happened less than two hours ago and we’ve already got some people on the ground. Uniforms searching. A canine team coming.’

      ‘Then why aren’t we moving?’

      Pete gazed at her. They’d worked together for a few years, on and off. Most cops didn’t want to buddy up with him but he was good at his job. Just not fun with people unless he was turning on the charm to get information or had a skinful of grog. Last winter he’d done something good. Saved the life of someone she cared about and he detested. It was a defining moment and her respect for him was solid. But now he was filtering facts.

      ‘Stop messing with me, Pete.’

      ‘She lives here, Liz. Two floors up from you. And you have to decide if you can do this before we leave. Terry will watch you like a hawk, let alone the higher-ups.’

      ‘This child is not my niece. For all we know she’s hiding somewhere as part of a game. Or wandered off and will be found before night falls. I’ve got it together so can we please get going?’

      ‘Sure.’ Yet he hesitated before pulling out with a quiet, ‘I’ve got your back.’

      Liz got up to speed on the way. It was only a few blocks to the park which was rectangular and surrounded on all four sides by busy streets, shops, and apartment buildings. An image popped up on her phone and she recoiled. Eliza Sharney Singleton. Cute as a button. Blue eyes and cheeky smile. Blonde hair. Light gold, same as Ellen. She flicked to another page. It might as well have been a history lesson. A distracted adult. A missing child.

      This time will be different. You’ll be found.

      ‘What about our briefing at work? Is Terry still running it?’

      Detective Senior Sergeant Terry Hall was their boss, a decent man who regularly spoke of retiring but didn’t seem to have the heart to leave the job he loved.

      ‘Delayed. He’s here until Missing Persons make an appearance.’ Pete parked in a no standing zone on the next block.

      Other than a couple of patrol cars and uniform officers working their way along the parameter of the park there was no appearance of a crime. And why would there be? Kids disappeared all the time and nearly always showed up in a matter of hours.

      “You coming?”

      How had Pete got out of the car without her seeing?

      Pull it together.

      She followed him without a word. This was a coincidence. Nothing more or less. A tired mother. A kid wandering. They’d be reunited by dinner time, probably accompanied by a lot of tears and a smack or two. In whichever order.

      The park wasn’t fenced. Bushes—some kind of evergreen species about two metres in height—acted as a boundary, with intermittent entry points. The greenery created a sense of quiet and privacy, an oasis away from the suburban chaos only metres away. Paths led to a couple of rotundas with barbeques for the public to use. There were open spaces to play cricket or throw a frisbee. Benches. A fountain. And a sprawling play area for younger kids.

      Just in front of that, Terry was in conversation with another detective and when he noticed Liz and Pete he cut it off. He was the best boss she’d ever worked with but at this moment, she wished he wasn’t here. Those eyes of his were too observant.

      “Pete, I need you to facilitate a square by square search of the park. And get bodies posted on every way in to stop curious eyes and possible contamination.”

      The minute Pete was on his way, Terry turned to Liz.

      “Would you like me to speak to the mother?” she asked.

      “Are you right with this? And be straight with me, Liz.”

      “I almost threw up when Pete told me. But he was beaten by a few minutes by one of my neighbours.”

      “What the heck?”

      “Has the mother been on her phone?”

      “Of course she has. The call to us wasn’t her first. Even her tenth. Her husband is in prison so she’s no fan of the law,” Terry said. “For all I know she’s alerted the press and we’re about to be descended upon. Which brings me back to my question.”

      “What do you want me to say? I’m gutted, Terry. But this has nothing to do with Ellen’s disappearance. We’ll find the kid, send someone to do a welfare check, and move on. So, can I do my job or are you going to waste more time interrogating me?”

      “Check the attitude, Detective Sergeant. Go find the mother. And lean on her a bit.”

      Liz could have sworn Terry grinned as he pulled out his phone but she wasn’t waiting around to be sure.

      A pop-up trailer was being pushed into the park by several police officers in preparation to set up a mobile crime scene point. When Ellen disappeared, there’d been nothing apart from a few local beat cops that had come to help look. Here there would be a central unit with computers and dedicated staff to manage information as it came in.

      If she’d had these resources then.

      ‘Why haven’t you found her?’

      The screech was close enough to hurt Liz’s ears and was directed at the officers pushing the trailer.

      ‘Mrs Singleton? Maureen?’ Liz hurried across.

      Early thirties. One fifty five centimetres give or take a bit. Pretty face. Blouse and skirt, both a bit tight for her build. Sandals. No rings. No makeup. Eyes puffy.

      ‘I’m Detective Sergeant Liz Moorland.’

      ‘What are you doing to find my baby?’

      ‘As you can see, we have a number of officers actively searching and are setting up a mobile station to work from. My partner has the task of going over every inch of the park and he is very good at his job. There’s a canine unit on the way. Can we sit and talk?’

      ‘I’ve talked. And looked. If I can’t find my daughter how can you? Police don’t care enough about people like me.’

      ‘We care a lot about a child who is missing.’ Liz stared at the other woman. ‘I know you’ve repeated yourself already but not to me. Run me through everything that’s happened today.’

      Maureen deflated. ‘I was sitting on a bench reading. And some teens came over with Eliza’s backpack and⁠—’

      ‘Let’s go into the shade.’

      Without waiting for Maureen, Liz moved to beneath a canopy of trees and sat on one of the benches scattered around the park. A moment later, the other woman dropped onto the seat at her side. Her face was red and her eyes darted everywhere.

      ‘Do you have some water with you?’

      ‘Water?’

      ‘I understand how distressing this is but you need to stay hydrated. No point us finding Eliza only to have her mum unwell.’

      It must have made sense. Maureen opened a big handbag and pulled out a water bottle, leaving the bag hanging open on the seat at her side. She sucked from the bottle, long and noisy slurps, then closed the lid and held on to it.

      ‘Tell me about the whole day starting with when you got up. Was Eliza already awake?’

      ‘No. She had a bad night. Yesterday was her birthday… she misses her dad something bad. More on special days. Wanted to stay up late and I let her, being her birthday and all. But she woke up crying for him and it took a while to settle her. So we both had a bad night.’

      ‘So, you got up this morning – around when?’

      ‘Eight, maybe.’

      ‘And what happened?’

      ‘Nothing out of the ordinary. I had breakfast and checked social media for a bit. Then Eliza got up and I made her breakfast and then tried to put on a load of washing. Where I live, we don’t have a laundry in the apartment so I have to go down the hallway and load the machine. But I always lock Eliza in and I’m only gone for five minutes.’

      ‘No laundry inside?’

      ‘Can’t afford a bigger apartment. Trying to get by on the little bit of money I can make around caring for Eliza. I’m doing my best.’ Maureen lifted her chin, her face hard but her eyes swimming with panic.

      ‘Keep going. I can see how much you love your daughter.’

      The woman tried to smile and failed. ‘There are two machines but one has been out of order for ages and the other was being used so I came back with the basket and we decided a walk to the park was a better idea.’ Her voice caught. ‘I should… should have stayed home.’

      Liz forced down a rising tide of nausea. Her stomach was flip-flopping and the earlier desire to vomit returned with a vengeance. She dug her fingernails hard into her palms and drew a long, slow breath in through her nostrils. There’d be time for that later but losing control out here in the public eye would see her removed from the investigation on the spot.

      ‘Do you remember what time you left home?’

      ‘Ten-fifteen. We stopped at the convenience store on the corner to get a bag of lollies and I noticed their clock.’

      ‘What then?’

      Pete was barking instructions to some poor general duties officer not far away.

      ‘We walked here and I sat at my usual spot and Eliza went to play. We come here a few times each week and she’s a good girl. Always stays in sight and comes back to get a drink or snack or take a break.’

      ‘Maureen, I understand you’ve already given one of the officers a good description of Eliza and the missing contents of her backpack. That’s really helpful. And we are looking for the two teenagers who helped search for her, based on the info you remembered about them. I need you to think about what else was going on while you were both here. Particularly while Eliza was off playing. Did you see other people? Hear any conversations?’

      The woman was shaking her head but then she gasped and her mouth dropped open.

      ‘Shoelaces,’ she whispered.

      A ringing sound began in Liz’s ears.

      ‘What about shoelaces?’

      As if unable to find words, Maureen gestured toward the fountain.

      Liz took the bottle of water from the woman, opened the lid, and pushed it back into her hands. ‘Take a sip.’

      Instead, Maureen stood, dropping the bottle. Water leaked out onto the grass.

      ‘Eliza said a nice man tied her shoelaces. She came over to tell me and that was when she took her backpack from the bench. From there.’

      This time she pointed. Directly at the bench near the fountain.

      And this time it was too much for Liz.

      She ran behind a tree and emptied the contents of her stomach.
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      ‘Nobody saw a thing. The minute you dived into the undergrowth I distracted them.’

      Pete stood guard between the bushes and open area of the park while Liz rinsed her mouth from a bottle of water he’d given her.

      ‘How?’

      ‘How did I distract them? Actually, I had found a soccer ball, maybe belonging to the boys who were here, and was waiting for you to finish with the mother before saying anything. But it seemed like as good a time as any to speak up and got most of the cops looking my way. Instead of yours. Are you good now?’

      Liz nodded and finished the water. Emptiness replaced the nausea.

      ‘Then come and see.’

      ‘Where’s Maureen?’ Liz walked beside Pete, her voice low. ‘She needs to be properly interviewed away from here. There’s stuff she’s remembering.’

      ‘An officer is walking her home. She wants to be sure the kid didn’t go there.’

      ‘Oh for heaven’s sake. Eliza isn’t there. She’s been taken.’

      ‘Hang on, we don’t know that,’ Pete said. ‘We’re treating this as suspicious but there’s stuff-all to go on.’

      ‘Because none of you are looking in the right place.’

      ‘Liz.’

      He put his hand on her arm and she shrugged it off.

      Unfazed, he put it back. ‘Liz, stop for a sec. Before we are too close to the others.’

      I don’t need you running interference.

      Yet she stopped and faced him. ‘The reason I lost control? Maureen was sitting near the fountain. That’s where I was sitting when Ellen disappeared. And you know what else? A man re-tied Eliza’s shoe laces.’

      Pete’s brow furrowed.

      ‘Don’t you remember?’

      ‘Lizzie, I didn’t know you then and was undercover. It was Vince Carter who was involved in the case.’

      Vince. I need to talk to him. He’ll remember.

      ‘Okay. Then read the file. Get up to speed, Pete. Eliza is almost a twin to Ellen in looks and age. Both disappeared after a man re-tied their shoelaces. Both disappeared after the adult they were with sat on the same bench. And both were connected to the same apartment building.’

      ‘And the disappearances are how far apart? Fifteen years? Twenty?’

      Liz knew how long. To the month, the day, the minute. It was etched into her mind. The day she’d lost her niece. A person doesn’t forget that kind of awful.

      Except you tried.

      God, how she’d tried.

      Her life had returned, eventually, to a semblance of normal. The job helped and when the paid hours were done she volunteered in the community to keep busy caring for other people. Some who were grateful and could move forward with a bit of direction. Others who didn’t know they were desperate for help. And when the volunteering ended, the running began.

      ‘Listen to me. If you are clear about this, that there might be a connection, then focus, Liz. Do not fall into a well of self-pity or grief or blame. It doesn’t fix it.’ Pete squeezed her arm until it hurt, his face inches from hers. ‘It doesn’t fix things, Lizzie.’

      She nodded and he glanced around. They were out of earshot of anyone. ‘I need you to take a look at that bench and fountain with me.’

      ‘Just let go of my arm, Pete. People will talk.’

      ‘As if. Like who’d even think you and me would be like that?’ With a shake of his shoulder-length hair he started walking.

      Liz kept up, ignoring the urge to rub her arm.

      His phone buzzed and he answered without breaking stride. His conversation was short and he changed direction as he hung up. ‘Boss wants us at the caravan.’
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        * * *

      

      Terry caught Liz’s eye as she and Pete arrived. There were already a dozen officers standing around, mostly detectives and a few uniforms. A canopy extended from the caravan and tables and a portable whiteboard almost filled the space below.

      She nodded, keeping her face neutral. If anyone other than Pete would see through her expression to the distress bubbling underneath, it was Terry.

      ‘Right. We’ve got people taping off the park. Bloody big job.’

      Liz’s heart sank further. This was a crime scene in Terry’s eyes. He’d not waste resources if he thought it even fifty-fifty to be a wandering kid. He was taking this seriously.

      Unlike the person in charge of Ellen’s case.

      ‘The mother is on her way to an interview. There was no sign of Eliza at their apartment. Just a lot of interested residents. I have more uniforms coming in and they’ll be split up to door knock in a two block radius, shops included. Missing Persons aren’t far away and they’ve been briefed every step of the way. Canine unit will arrive any minute.’ Terry gestured to the magnetic whiteboard. Already, a colour photograph of the child took centre stage, with her mother’s image to one side. ‘Everyone can read what we know so far once I’m done but to summarise, Eliza Singleton disappeared without a sound from the park somewhere between ten forty-five and eleven am this morning. There are two teenage lads who helped the mother look for her and we need to find them for interviews. Both scarpered when she called us, probably wagging school. Each of you will get the same information we have, updated as we get it. We want to find Eliza today. Unharmed. Get her back to her mum.’

      Murmurs of agreement surrounded Liz. Devices began to ding as the data came through and officers moved away.

      ‘Got to go.’ Pete jogged away.

      Terry indicated for Liz to follow him as he strode in the direction of the bridge.

      In the distance a chopper approached.

      They climbed onto the bridge and stood in the middle. It was a decently constructed arc with fort-style towers at either end above a sandpit and a sensory area. Liz gazed down. Any kid would love this with its interesting patterns and blocks of timber in different sizes as well as stepping stones and a dry river bed. It had been ahead of its time when it was built and not much had changed.

      ‘Talk to me, Liz. Tell me what you think.’

      ‘About what I’ve found out from speaking to the mother?’

      ‘You have insights nobody else does so I expect you to be part of this team unless you can’t handle it. If you want out, at any point, just say so. I won’t judge you, Liz.’

      ‘Is that why we’re here away from prying eyes?’

      Terry sighed. ‘There’s a connection, right? Minute I saw the kid’s photo I knew it. Add on the apartment block and similar MO and I reckon I know what you’re thinking.’

      ‘Aren’t you thinking the same? Boss, we’ve barely scratched the surface but the resemblance to Ellen’s disappearance is too close to ignore. Same age, same apartment block, same park.’ Liz forced her voice to stop shaking, lowering it and speaking more slowly. ‘Maureen sat on the same damned bench.’

      Both stared across the park to the bench near the fountain.

      ‘From over there, this bridge is only just visible,’ Liz said. ‘Under these big trees the perpetual shade makes the timber kind of blend into the background. Yet we can easily see the bench.’ She tapped her phone. ‘I’m asking Pete to sit on the bench.’

      Terry grabbed his own phone and dialled. ‘We’ll need forensic attention at the bridge including the ramps and surrounding area. Soon as possible.’ After he hung up he pulled a pair of shoes covers from a pocket and slid them onto his feet.

      Liz followed suit. ‘What about the apartment block? That was barely considered with Ellen.’

      ‘We’ll canvas the residents.’

      Pete and a uniform officer were in the middle of an animated conversation as they came into view. He plonked onto the bench and looked their way, then took off his sunglasses and peered, hand shading his eyes.

      ‘Clear as day from this side,’ Terry said.

      Liz’s phone rang and she answered on speaker. ‘We can see you.’

      ‘Can you wave?’

      Terry raised his arm.

      ‘I can see the motion but it’s pretty hard to identify more than that. Anything else?’

      ‘Any news on finding those lads?’ Terry asked.

      ‘Nup. I’ll check where we’re at and get back to you.’

      After pocketing the phone, Liz again looked at the area below them. ‘So many places someone could approach a child. An adult might stand here and watch for other people. Wait for the right moment. Or be underneath where there is the dry river, sit on a boulder or the like. It wasn’t as secluded back then. With Ellen.’

      ‘We need to go back down. Andy Montebello’s here and I want you involved in the conversation,’ Terry said.

      Her heart thudded as she followed him off the bridge, both careful to avoid touching anything and watching their step. She had to control her reactions. Finding Eliza was all that mattered today.
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      Detective Senior Sergeant Andy Montebello wasn’t ready for this.

      On paper he was qualified. Anyone who’d ever worked with him would consider him a perfect fit for the job. And even though his heart was set on Homicide, he’d been in Missing Persons for his entire time as a detective and rejoiced during some incredible results. At a bit past thirty he’d made a name for himself and been happy to use his degree in criminology and personable nature to his advantage. When the chance came along to step into one of the senior roles in MP, he wasn’t about to say no.

      But this one is different.

      The heat of the day was only rising and he’d rather be sitting on a beach than working in a suit. Nobody wanted to be here and it had nothing to do with the job or the weather and everything to do with a little kid who was probably scared out of her mind—if she was still alive.

      Andy stood on the footpath. Police tape was everywhere and a uniform eyed him off as he straightened his tie and buttoned his jacket. He had one job to do today and his mind had to stay sharp.

      Before heading into the park, Andy slowly rotated to get a feel for where he was. Inner suburb of low to moderate income. Mix of cultures but Anglo dominance. Busy street with shops opposite this side of the park, most built into apartment blocks. The tramline followed the intersecting road, alongside the narrower end of the park. People gathered in small groups, curious about the heavy police presence. A chopper wasn’t far away.

      ‘Are we going to admire the dubious scenery or get started, boss?’

      He hadn’t noticed Meg come up behind him. With bright purple hair braided to one side and tiny, round, black tinted sunglasses, the forensic analyst looked too young for her experience despite having a decade on Andy. It fooled some people into overlooking her during an investigation or subsequent court case. Perps. Journos. Defence lawyers. The latter she could eat for breakfast. She didn’t belong in Missing Persons but arrived a year ago as part of a trial which was recently extended after the team’s results showed such promise.

      Meg carried laptop bags over both shoulders. ‘I hope those shops are being canvassed. And we need to access footage from the trams which would have passed here. And buses, taxi, Ubers, and crap.’

      ‘Singing my tune. Apart from the crap. Need a hand?’

      ‘Lift the tape, dude. I mean, boss.’

      She grinned and ducked under the tape as he lifted it.

      ‘Stop with the boss thing. Now I get why Ben always told me off for using it.’ Andy followed.

      ‘Ben was the boss. Pity he moved down the coast.’

      ‘Sorry.’

      ‘Well, wouldn’t you rather be surfing or something like he gets to go? I’m jealous thinking about it.’ Meg stopped a few feet along a path. ‘I would. Or did you believe I meant he was a better boss than you?’ She managed to take some photos on her phone of the scene ahead, despite the bulk she carried. ‘Don’t be hard on yourself. You’ll improve with a few years’ experience.’

      Andy almost spluttered. ‘Excuse me?’

      ‘Got work to do, sunshine. Coming?’ The sideways glance she shot him was rich with humour but she didn’t wait around. Meg was intent on getting to the police caravan and he left her to go and start telling everyone there what to do.

      He’d join her soon enough but wanted a few minutes to observe. Something Ben Rossi—whose role he’d stepped into—taught him, was to use his senses. Following a disappearance it might be the smallest thing which would lead to a recovery. Watch, listen. Smell the air. What struck him was how quiet the park was even with so many police and crime scene officers present.

      And with the traffic so close.

      The dense bushes between him and the road dulled the sounds.

      This was where people would come to take a breather. Most locals would be apartment dwellers and not in the huge fancy type with rooftop pools and gardens. Lots of small boxes on top of small boxes, crammed into a box of a building. And the woman heading toward him lived in one of those boxes.

      ‘Detective, nice to see you again.’ Liz extended her hand.

      She was a few steps ahead of Terry, who did the same. ‘I know the Senior Sergeant in charge will want to talk to you but there’s a lot of ground to cover. We could use you first.’

      Although Liz wore oversized dark sunglasses, the strain on her face was clear. He knew her casually and their respective positions crossed over at times but they weren’t friends as such. What he did know what that her niece had disappeared eighteen years ago. This situation was hitting home for her.

      ‘Shall we go to the caravan?’ Terry suggested. ‘Did you arrange Air Wing?’

      ‘I did.’

      They crossed fifty metres or so of grass, past a fountain and bench which were under the scrutiny of a member of the forensics crime scene unit, and into the shade of the canopy extending from the caravan. Meg had already opened both laptop bags and was setting up a work station at the back. There were half a dozen officers at work, three of them seated at computers and two at a large whiteboard. They stepped back to let Andy look.

      Liz helped herself to a bottle of water from a few dozen on the end of a table and opened it. She stayed back a bit, drinking, while his eyes darted over the notes on the whiteboard. Terry was on the phone and then excused himself and the other two officers were commandeered by Meg. The helicopter roared overhead and moved on.

      ‘I’m glad of that,’ Liz said.

      ‘The chopper?’

      She nodded and removed her sunglasses. ‘They might not have got far. Might have waited until the first rush of panic eased off before he moved her on.’

      The chance was slight. The helicopter was there in case there was a witness of who took the kid and what direction they went. But he nodded.

      ‘The father is in Barwon Prison,’ Liz said.

      ‘You think there’s a connection?’

      ‘No. I think this was planned a long time ago. I think this was a crime of opportunity, borne of patience. And I believe that when we find him, we’ll find the monster who took Ellen.’

      Her voice hadn’t faltered. Her body language was calm and gave nothing away, not even a tremor of the hand holding the bottle. But Liz’s eyes tore into Andy’s soul. She was hurting bad. How well she was holding it together was testament to her strength. He’d read Ellen’s file more than once over the years and it was close to being filed with Cold Cases—already would be except for the connection with a cop. Liz’s experience made her an asset with such specific knowledge if this was deemed related.

      ‘You’ve spoken to the mother… Maureen?’

      ‘I did and she’s on her way to a formal interview after insisting on checking her apartment. Before that she was starting to recall small details⁠—’

      ‘And you let her go before she told you?’

      A flash of irritation crossed her face. ‘Yes, I let her go.’

      ‘Alright. What did she tell you?’ He crossed his arms. ‘I mean anything not on the whiteboard.’

      She glanced past him and scanned the information. ‘Not much that isn’t up there. The child spoke to a ‘nice’ man who tied her shoelaces and before you tell me you already know that, it was just before Eliza collected the backpack. She showed her mother how neatly they were tied. You should get an artist to work with her and see if we can work out handedness and any peculiarities. Anyway, guess where Maureen was sitting? It’s not on the whiteboard yet. She was at the bench near the fountain.’

      His mind raced back to the file on Ellen. There’d been a hand-drawn map with the play area, fountain and benches. The one beside the fountain had been circled.

      Crap.

      ‘Same bench as where you were that day,’ he said.

      ‘At least you know the case. Andy, listen. It is the same person who took my niece. We need to find Eliza and then we need to find what happened to Ellen.’

      A serial kidnapper? His chest tightened even as an annoying surge of interest sparked in his brain. He’d never be able to suppress the response with any curious case. He stared at Liz. She couldn’t possibly stay impassive and impartial under such pressure.

      ‘Would you be better off stepping aside?’

      ‘Not a chance in hell, Detective. You need me. Eliza needs me.’

      Somebody was yelling. Pete McNamara. ‘Did you hear me, Liz? Possible sighting, come on.’

      Liz leaned so close to Andy that he could feel the heat off her skin. Her voice was low and intense. ‘Don’t even try to stop me. I have to be here, Andy. I have to.’

      And then she was running after her partner.

      Andy ran a hand through his hair and exhaled.
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      ‘Ben would have said the same, Liz. Missing Persons has jurisdiction now.’

      Their sirens parted traffic and Pete slowed the car through a red light.

      ‘Yeah, but he’d say it to sound official then taken it back. Andy is different.’

      And too smart for his own good.

      ‘Different how?’

      ‘He wants in—to Homicide. You know that. And he will do anything to get noticed to make it happen.’

      Pete chuckled and she glared at him.

      ‘What? Look, Liz, he’s a kid and keen. But he’s bright and educated and the future of the force. By the time you and I retire, all cops will have multiple degrees.’

      Perhaps. But that didn’t change having to deal with an ambitious detective who didn’t know her enough to trust her. She pushed it away and read an update. ‘Okay, another sighting  two blocks ahead. Male, late twenties, T-shirt and shorts. Got off a tram. Carrying a small girl who is screaming. Damn, it isn’t them.’

      ‘And you know this how?’

      ‘The male is too young and too casually attired. It’ll be a father with an angry toddler.’

      There was no answer. Pete had his hands full getting around a tram and he’d find out soon enough. Liz watched the road, hands tapping against her legs. How had they even found this person? Something didn’t add up.

      ‘There. Over to the left just past the second house.’ Liz pointed.

      A young man wearing a backpack and carrying a kid on his shoulders stopped in surprise as Pete pulled into a driveway in front of him.

      ‘Told you,’ Liz said. She climbed out.

      ‘Everything okay, officers?’

      The kid was no more than three, blonde and giggling at the flashing lights through the open front door of the car. Her father was maybe twenty-five and wore a ‘peace’ T-shirt over scruffy shorts.

      Liz sat on the brick fence of the closest house as disappointment welled up.

      ‘Sorry to stop you, mate. We got a report of a little girl screaming getting onto a tram,’ Pete said.

      ‘She hates them. But it’s too hot to walk all the way home. But otherwise she’s a happy kid… did I do something wrong?’

      Pete shook his head. ‘Nothing. False alarm.’

      ‘Can we take your details?’ Liz asked. ‘Just to exclude you from an investigation.’

      ‘Do I have to? I’d like to get her home.’

      On her feet so fast that Pete didn’t get a chance to let the man pass, Liz took out a notepad and stood inches from the young father. ‘Not to concern you, but we’ve just come from the scene of a suspected kidnapping. A little girl, not much older than yours. Taken while her mother was only a few metres away. So rather than the general public sending us after you again when news gets out…’

      His face paled and he lifted the kid off his shoulders to nestle against his chest. ‘Yeah, of course. Where?’

      ‘Watch the news later.’ Liz wrote down his details and sent him on his way.

      Back in the car she checked for updates as Pete backed out.

      ‘Geez, Liz.’

      ‘Shut up.’

      ‘Coming from someone who goes too far all the time, that was a bit close to the line.’

      ‘You are rubbing off on me,’ Liz said. ‘I said nothing he won’t know in an hour, once the vultures sweep in with their cameras.’

      ‘You scared the life out of him. Probably never take the kid anywhere again.’

      Or at least never let her out of his sight.

      Liz put her phone away. ‘Who called it in? The tip-off which just wasted our time.’

      Pete took a few seconds then shot her a look. ‘Because there’s nothing official out there yet? Maybe the mother. For all we know she might have posted on social media. Things like a lost kid can go viral and all of a sudden everyone is a sleuth.’

      ‘Or the real perp sent us in the wrong direction.’

      They turned onto the road to the park. Several media vans lined the sides of the street and camera crews and reporters were congregating as close to the park as the police would allow. Pete drove past and around the corner before going up on the pavement between the tram line and hedge.

      ‘You complain about me.’ Liz laughed shortly. Pete was the last person who should give advice on keeping to the rules and not just on police matters. He didn’t mind drifting into dark corners in his private life. Probably what made him so good at his job.

      

      ‘Between ten-forty-five and eleven this morning, Eliza Singleton left the park, either on her own or with another person⁠—’

      ‘Forcefully, Terry? Is this a kidnapping?’

      Terry ignored the interruption. He’d arranged to speak to one reporter, a young woman who’d previously shown herself to act ethically with information, but the minute her crew set up, a dozen vultures followed. Pete had offered to send them packing but Terry wasn’t fazed. He’d done this before too often and it reminded Liz why he was still running Homicide. She kept her eyes on the crowd just outside the corner of the park where Terry was making the announcement.
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