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For the readers, who make these books what they are.










Prologue



Think back. The signs were there. What were they?


They all asked themselves the same questions afterwards.


How did it come to this? Could we have stopped it?


That was the key one, Aaron Falk knew. And the answer was probably yes. Even with no warning – and there were warnings – the answer was almost always yes. A million decisions paved the road to a single act, and a single act could be derailed in any one of a million ways. But choices had been made – some conscious and considered, some less so – and of all the million paths that had lain ahead, this was the one they found themselves on.


The baby was asleep when she was discovered. She was just short of six weeks old, a good weight for her age, healthy and well, other than being completely alone. She would have been warm enough deep inside her bassinet pram. She was swaddled carefully in a clean wrap purchased from the state’s leading baby-wares retailer, and tucked in with an artisan wool blanket, thick enough to have the effect of flattening out the bundle of her shape if placed in the right way. It had been placed in exactly that way. A casual glance towards the pram would inevitably first see the blanket rather than the baby.


It was a spring night and the South Australian sky was clear and starry with no rain forecast, but the weatherproof hood had been pulled over to full stretch. A linen square normally used as a sunshield was draped over the opening between the hood and the pram. A casual glance would now not see the sleeping girl at all.


The pram was parked alongside a few dozen others in the Marralee Valley Annual Food and Wine Festival’s designated pram bay, fighting for space in the shadow of the ferris wheel with a tangle of bikes and scooters and a lone tricycle. It had been left in the far corner, the foot brake firmly on.


The contents of the bay were collected one by one over the next couple of hours, as families who’d been mixing wine, cheese and carnival rides decided they’d celebrated local produce enough for one night. By a little after 10.30 pm, only the pram and the assistant electrical technician’s bike were left.


The technician paused as he undid his combination lock. He looked around. The festival had officially closed half an hour earlier and the site was mostly clear now, with only staff still around. The technician put his lock in his backpack, swept his eyes once more over the rapidly darkening grounds, then walked over to the pram. He bent and peered under the hood, then straightened and pushed it all the way down. The swaddled bundle stirred at the rush of cool air as the technician pulled out his phone and made a call.


The baby’s name was written on the label of her onesie. Zoe Gillespie. Her family wasn’t local – not anymore, at least – but the festival director and the responding on-duty officer knew both her parents by name.


Zoe’s mother’s phone rang from the nappy bag stowed in the shopping holder underneath the pram. The tone trilled loudly in the night air. The zipped bag also held a set of car keys and a purse complete with ID, cards and cash. The technician ran out to the visitors’ car park. A family sedan matching the make on the key ring was one of the few remaining vehicles.


Zoe’s father’s phone rang a couple of kilometres away, in the foyer of the Marralee Valley’s better Italian restaurant. He’d waved off his own parents in a taxi and was now paying the meal bill while chatting to the owner and her husband, who both remembered him from school. He was showing them pictures of Zoe – his firstborn, and already six weeks old on Sunday; he could hardly believe it – and the owner was insisting he accept a celebratory bottle of sparkling wine on the house, when his screen lit up with the call.


The restaurant was a fifteen-minute walk from the festival grounds. The restaurant owner broke the speed limit that she herself had campaigned for to drive him there in just over three, slamming on the brakes right outside the main gate. He ran from there past the closed and darkened stalls, all the way to his daughter’s side.


The site was searched. Zoe’s mother, thirty-nine-year-old Kim Gillespie, was not found.


Volunteers were assembled and the area was combed again. Then the car park, then the vineyards on either side. The pram had been parked facing east, towards the back of the festival site and the overflow exit. Beyond the exit lay bushland and a small track that led only one way. The search moved along that track, following it all the way down to the reservoir. Then along the broad leisure trail that circled the water – empty at that time of night of walkers and service vehicles – to the highest point along the rugged embankment: a steep rocky ledge known locally as the Drop. Far below, the reservoir stretched deep and wide.


Two days later, they found a shoe. Kim Gillespie’s white trainer, waterlogged and streaked with sediment, was recovered more than a kilometre to the east, jammed in the dam’s filters.


Specialist divers were called to broach the crack in the base at the centre of the natural reservoir. They went as deep into the cavernous void as they could, while searchers swept the perimeter on foot and in ranger vehicles, and volunteers combed the shallows in their weekend boats. The search continued for another week, then two, then slowed and finally stopped altogether, with promises to return when the water level dropped. Spring turned into summer and autumn. Zoe grew out of her pram, took her first steps, needed shoes of her own. Her first birthday came and went.


What did I see? Those who knew and loved the family were left with their questions. They asked themselves and each other. What did I miss?


But Zoe’s mother did not come back for her.












Chapter 1



One Year Later


Someone else was already there.


Aaron Falk felt faintly, if unreasonably, annoyed as he pulled up next to the other car. The turn-off had been as hard to spot as he remembered, almost swallowed by the bushland towering over both sides of the road. It was so well concealed, in fact, that Falk had blithely assumed that what was waiting at the other end of the track would be his alone. Not so, he could see now as he touched the brake and suppressed a sigh.


Falk hadn’t been alone there last year either. Greg Raco had been in the passenger seat then, Falk following his friend’s directions as they neared the end of their eight-hour drive. Raco had ignored the sat nav, especially after they’d crossed the Victorian border into South Australia. His high spirits had been infectious and they’d chewed through the kilometres, taking turns trading news and picking the music. Raco’s newborn son was being christened that weekend, in the same church where Raco and his brothers had been themselves several decades earlier. His wife and two kids had already made the trip and were waiting at the other end, but Raco’s sergeant duties had held him back. He was clearly keen to be reunited with them, so Falk had been surprised when he’d suddenly leaned forward in the passenger seat, peering at the empty road and pointing to a patch of trees. ‘You see that break ahead? Turn there.’


They had still been a good thirty minutes out of town and Falk could see nothing. The stretch of bushland had looked identical to the rest lining the route. ‘Where?’


‘There, mate.’


Falk had still missed it, and had had to illegally reverse several metres before he saw the single-lane track. He’d eyed the unpaved surface and mentally assessed his car’s suspension.


‘What’s at the other end?’


‘Quick detour.’ Raco had grinned. ‘Trust me. It’s worth it.’


He’d been right. It had been worth the stop, both then and now.


With no Raco beside him this year, Falk had slowed to an almost crawl and still managed to slide past the turn-off. He’d caught it in his rear-view mirror and, again reversing further than ideal even on a clear road, had bumped up the track that looked like it led exactly nowhere. At the end was a small clearing and one other car.


Falk came to a stop and switched off the engine. He sat for a moment, staring ahead to where the heavy bushland parted. The sky was a bright dome, glowing with the vibrant blue of spring. Nestled below was an intricate patchwork of greens that made up the Marralee Valley. Falk had felt last year that the view had been all the more beautiful for being so unexpected. But now, lit up by the late-afternoon sun, it was even better than he remembered, if anything.


He climbed out of his car and stretched, the movement stirring the owner of the other vehicle. The man was standing a sensible distance from the lookout’s wooden safety rail. He was also staring out at the view, but his arms were crossed in a way that suggested he was taking in none of it. A child’s sippy cup dangled from one hand and, behind him, a sturdy toddler sat straight-legged on the wooden picnic table, scattering a box of sultanas across the battered surface. At the sound of Falk’s car door slamming, the man unfolded his arms and rubbed a hand over his eyes. He turned and handed the cup to the toddler.


It was the husband.


The recognition came to Falk all at once, followed by a jolt as he realised the little girl now smashing a fistful of dried fruit towards her mouth must be Zoe Gillespie, who up until this moment had remained frozen in his mind at six weeks old.


The man nodded at Falk and as his daughter swallowed her last mouthful, he hoisted her up and carried her to their car. He seemed to sense he’d been recognised, and his body language didn’t invite questions or conversation. Fair enough, really, Falk thought. The bloke would have had plenty of questions thrown his way at the time. The husbands always did.


‘You’re here for the christening.’ The man spoke suddenly, catching Falk by surprise. He’d stopped between the two cars and looked a little relieved, like he’d worked something out. ‘Is that right? For the Racos’ son?’


‘Yeah.’


Kim Gillespie had been part of the extended Raco family for close to twenty-five years, Falk knew. Since that long-ago autumn afternoon when she’d first ridden her bike past the Racos’ house, teenage ponytail swinging, until the night last year when she’d disappeared under the bright festival lights. The christening had been immediately cancelled after Kim went missing. It had taken the Raco family a full twelve months to reschedule.


Falk took a step towards Kim’s husband and child and held out his hand. ‘Aaron Falk.’


‘Rohan Gillespie. Did we meet?’


‘Only briefly.’


Rohan was nearly as tall as Falk and while he would only be forty-two now, he looked to have aged a fair bit over the past year.


‘You here for the christening too?’ Falk asked.


‘Yeah. Well, no, the appeal actually.’ Rohan looked tired as he fastened his daughter into her car seat. ‘But we’ll go to the christening as well.’


‘When’s the appeal happening?’


‘This evening. Festival grounds.’


‘Festival opens tonight?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Good time to do it.’


‘I hope so.’ Rohan clicked the seat buckles and patted his daughter’s leg. He turned back to Falk. ‘I thought you looked familiar when you pulled up. Greg Raco’s mate? You were on the witness list?’


‘Yeah.’


Rohan tilted his head, trying to remember. ‘Remind me. Near the entrance?’


‘The ferris wheel.’


Rohan nodded as he thought back. ‘Yeah. That’s right.’


Falk was surprised the man remembered him after a year, but only a little. Falk had been a visitor in town, one of hundreds, but still worth following up. Rohan had probably flagged Falk’s presence to officers himself – There was another bloke there, tall, forty-something, short hair, grey-blond maybe. Friend of the Racos but on his own, kind of hanging around – dredging up whatever information he could hours after the fact.


‘You’re police too, aren’t you?’ Rohan tucked the sippy cup in next to Zoe before shutting the car door. ‘That how you know Greg?’


‘Yeah, but we don’t work together. I’m AFP, financial division. He’s with the State Police, back in Victoria.’


‘Right.’ There was a muffled wail of complaint from inside the car and Rohan sighed. ‘Anyway. Better keep this one moving. Good to see you. You’re staying at the Racos’ place?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Then I’ll probably see you at the appeal. They’ll all be there.’


‘Probably. I hope it goes well.’


‘Thank you.’ The reply was reflexive and Falk recognised the apprehension. It was exhausting to keep hope alive. How well could a missing person’s appeal really go after twelve whole months? There were no good answers left out there.


Falk watched Rohan reverse and disappear down the track, then walked over to the barrier. He leaned both hands on the railing and let himself relax for a minute, soaking up the sight in front of him. Light wisps of cloud moved across the sky, throwing delicate patterns of shadow below. From that height, the town looked small, its surrounds vivid and lush. Long rows of grapevines stretched out, their man-made perfection drawing the eye. Far in the distance, he could make out the aggressively imperfect crack where part of the giant Murray River carved its way through the land.


Rohan had the look of a man who did not sleep well, Falk thought as he let his gaze settle. That wasn’t surprising, given the circumstances, plus the demands of parenting a one-year-old. But still, Falk wondered what specifically was keeping the guy awake at night, in those hours when he could be snatching some precious rest.


A few things, probably. The statement from that young bloke who’d been manning the first-aid station, for one. What the kid reckoned he had or, more crucially, hadn’t seen. A couple of the alleged sightings, almost certainly. The drunk woman at the bar, maybe. The crying heard from the toilets. Confirmed or not, those were the kinds of things that played on your mind.


Falk took one last look at the view, then dragged his eyes away and walked back across the clearing. He climbed into his car and checked the directions for the last leg of the journey.


Most likely, Falk guessed as he started the engine and reversed carefully, Rohan Gillespie spent those dark early hours trawling through the choices he himself had made that night. That short stretch of time in which his movements remained uncorroborated, definitely. How long had the gap been? Falk tried to remember. Not huge. Eight minutes? Seven? Either way, long enough to cause headaches for the spouse of a missing woman.


The decision Rohan had taken to leave the festival. That moment when he’d waved goodbye to his wife and child and turned alone in the direction of town, heading into the night. The hours leading up to that moment. The days and months leading up to that night. Those things that you didn’t even notice at the time. Little decisions that ultimately added up to something so much bigger.


Falk edged his car along the narrow trail, emerging from the trees and back onto the road. He turned the wheels west and pressed down on the accelerator.


Those were the decisions that lingered, he thought, glancing over as he flashed past a temporary billboard, its colours bright against the green bushland. The Marralee Valley Annual Food and Wine Festival, it told him, just thirty minutes ahead.


The little things you could have done differently, that was the stuff that haunted you.










Chapter 2



The déjà vu that had been hovering all journey really kicked into full gear as Falk pulled up the long dirt driveway and came to a stop outside the bluestone cottage.


The town of Marralee had looked much as he’d remembered, and he’d kept an eye out for the local landmarks Raco had pointed out a year earlier. That pub the Raco brothers and their various mates had drunk in when they were old enough; the park bench they’d drunk on when they weren’t. A row of shops, much more gentrified these days, apparently, with painted heritage awnings and handmade soaps and organic vegetables on display. The tree-lined road that led to the school. The cricket pitch. The turn-off to the festival grounds.


Even driving at a tour-guide pace via the scenic route, it had only taken Falk and Raco a handful of minutes last year to travel right through the town and out the other side. The main street had not long disappeared behind them and the land opened up again when Raco had pointed to the dirt driveway with a painted sign on the fence.


Penvale Vineyard. Tastings by appointment.


At the other end of the driveway, they’d ignored the arrow directing visitors to the office and instead pulled around to the front of the cottage and parked up outside Raco’s brother’s front door.


A year on, Falk stood on the step of that same front door and knocked. It always felt to him like trauma should mark surroundings in the same way it could mark people, but that didn’t often happen. Depended what the trauma was, he supposed. Here, anyway, all appeared well. Better than well. The vineyard glowed in the late-afternoon sun with the same fresh vibrancy as it had twelve months earlier. The welcome sign had been recently repainted, and carefully cultivated rows of vines stretched out in pleasing symmetry. Their leaves shimmered bold and green, and from that distance had the illusion of almost breathing, alive in the light of the warm spring day.


From inside the house, Falk heard a clatter of fast footsteps down the hall, followed by the tread of heavier ones. The door opened, and there stood Raco, a little girl at his feet and a one-year-old in his arms.


‘You made it. Welcome.’ Raco grinned. He didn’t have a free hand so settled for gesturing with a jerk of his head. ‘Come in, mate. Rita’s out the back. Mind your step, here,’ he added as his five-year-old daughter, Eva, clung to his jeans, entangling herself in his legs. Raco’s toddler son rested against his shoulder and fixed Falk with a glassy, accusing gaze.


The kids looked older than Falk had expected, but they always did. Rita texted him photos, but Falk had last seen them in person a good six months ago, when they’d brought Eva to Melbourne to see a musical.


Raco was also looking older these days, Falk couldn’t help but notice. His dark curly hair had definite flecks of grey now, and his boyish face had lines that had never been there before. He was younger than Falk, not even forty yet. But after the past year, for the first time ever, Falk thought he was starting to look his age.


‘Beer? Water?’ Raco called over his son’s head as Falk followed them down the hall. ‘Or there’s heaps of wine, obviously.’


‘A beer would be great, thanks.’


‘No worries.’ Raco gently kicked a stray toy out of the way. It may have been his brother’s place, but Raco was as at home there as Falk had ever seen him.


In some ways, Raco had barely changed over the six years Falk had known him. He was still quick with a smile and had an invaluable ability to make people feel that he understood exactly where they were coming from, and actually cared about it as well. But he’d shed the green rawness he’d had when Falk had first met him, out in a barn that had once belonged to a friend of Falk’s. The heat had been blazing then, the property still bearing the bloodied telltale signs of death.


Raco now wore the quiet solid confidence of a man who had come face to face with the worst and had proven himself. He had leaned into his role as sergeant of a small country town and was liked and respected by the locals back in Kiewarra. As a former Kiewarra local himself, Falk thought it was impossible to overstate what an achievement that was.


‘He’s here,’ Raco called as they came into a large bright kitchen which in turn opened onto a raised verandah with a spectacular view of the vineyard below. A small woman in a patterned dress was leaning with one hip against the wooden post, her cloud of dark hair shining in the sun. She was ignoring the scenery, instead frowning at a printed flier in her hand. As Falk stepped out, she put the flier down on the outdoor table, trapping the corner under her water glass.


‘Aaron.’ Her face broke into a smile as she came to him and rested her hands on his forearms. Rita Raco looked up at him for a moment before enveloping him in a hug. ‘Hello. So good to see you.’


She meant it, Falk could tell, and he felt a rush of pure warmth towards them both. That was the thing about Rita and Raco. Their friendship was as close to unconditional as Falk had ever found.


‘How long have they let us have you for, in the end?’ Rita said as she took Henry and settled him into his highchair with a banana in his hand.


‘A week.’ Falk had tried for two and got a flat no, which he’d pretty much expected given the current workload. ‘If that’s okay?’


‘Of course.’ Rita smiled and didn’t add anything – You really can’t stay longer? – and Falk loved her a little bit more. That was the other thing about the Racos. They never made him feel like what he was offering fell short.


‘Thanks for driving all the way out,’ Raco called as he disappeared back into the kitchen and reappeared a moment later with three beers. ‘For a second time.’ His smile dipped a little as he passed one each to Falk and Rita. 


‘Of course. Couldn’t miss this.’


Falk had been surprised and touched on that evening a few months before their son’s birth, when Raco and Rita had come down to Melbourne to take him out for dinner. Falk had suggested a restaurant he knew they’d like, and after they’d ordered, the couple had asked Falk if he’d consider being their baby’s godfather. Also, if it was all right by him, they’d like to name their son Henry Aaron Raco.


‘Really? You don’t want to ask someone in the family or –’


‘No, mate. We want to ask you,’ Raco had said, as matter-of-fact as he ever was. ‘So what do you reckon?’


‘Well, yeah. Thank you.’ Falk’s answer came automatically. ‘What do I have to do?’


‘Not too much. Be a good influence.’


‘We wanted someone we trusted.’ Rita had smiled at him. ‘So who better?’


Later, when Raco had gone to the bathroom, Rita had scraped her dessert bowl empty, then pushed it aside.


‘So, the thing is,’ she’d leaned in a little, ‘his parents and grandparents were quite religious. He might be lapsed, but you can never totally get rid of it. Runs quite deep, you know? He’ll play down this godparent thing but it actually means something to him.’


‘I know. I’m honoured. Genuinely. I didn’t expect this.’


Rita had looked at Falk across the empty plates, her face a little sad. ‘You really didn’t, did you? Even after everything.’


‘Well, it’s just that you have so many people –’


‘That’s true. But we wanted you.’ She’d taken his hand, placing it on her stomach. ‘It’s not like the movies, I’m afraid. And fair warning, it’s more church than I find ideal, personally.’


‘Noted. But still up for it.’ Under his palm, Falk could sense the future Henry Aaron Raco stirring, and felt a protective surge. ‘Thanks, Rita. I’ll do my best for you all.’


‘We know you will.’


Had he really done his best? Falk wondered now, as thirteen-month-old Henry regarded him with nothing warmer than suspicion. He’d had good intentions. He’d driven out to the Marralee Valley last year for the christening, fully ready to play his part, but then everything had been derailed. When he’d got back home to Melbourne, work had been manic and sometimes he’d blink and find whole months had gone by and he hadn’t once spoken to the Racos.


Okay, he thought, smiling at Henry. Starting now.


Henry slid his dark little eyes away, as though embarrassed on Falk’s behalf.


‘Ignore him.’ Raco laughed and plonked a sunhat on his child’s head. ‘Grab a seat.’


Falk pulled up the chair next to Rita, while Eva lolled against the table beside him, fiddling with a glittery hairclip. Eva was big for five, with her mum’s curly hair but her dad’s eyes. She kept stealing glances at Falk, a little overwhelmed by his presence. Her parents had once mentioned that it had been Falk who’d given her the doll which had been her constant companion for the past few years. That, coupled with the fact that she only saw Falk in person on rare occasions, had given him something of a Santa Claus allure.


‘Watch the table, sweetheart,’ Rita said as Eva leaned in to slip Falk the glittered hairclip and nearly knocked over Rita’s water glass.


‘Thanks very much, Eva.’ Falk took the clip and moved the glass. Beneath it was the printed flier Rita had been looking at. Kim Gillespie’s face smiled up from the paper.


The photo had been taken in sunlight and the woman’s dark brown hair had a sheen to it. She had slightly rounded features that made her appear a little younger than her thirty-nine years, and she looked happy in the photo. Falk wondered when it had been taken.


‘He’s been out there for a while,’ Rita murmured suddenly, and Falk glanced up in time to see Raco nod.


The pair both had their eyes trained on the vines stretching out below. At first the space appeared empty but, following their gaze, Falk could now see the shape of a man moving along the rows. He was alone and walking at a slow pace. He stopped at a fence post, something unseen catching his attention, then after a long moment continued on.


‘How is your brother?’ Falk said, and Raco and Rita exchanged a glance.


‘Charlie?’ Raco rubbed his chin. ‘Yeah. He’s not bad. Considering.’


Falk nodded. If there was one person likely to attract even more questions than the spouse of a missing person, it had to be the ex-partner. However amicable the parting of ways was said to have been.


Charlie Raco and Kim Gillespie had shared a seventeen-year-old daughter and an on-again, off-again relationship, which had sparked to life with a teenage infatuation, bumped along for two decades and finally fizzled out for good five years ago. A co-parenting arrangement and division of assets had been mutually agreed without the need for either party to engage a lawyer. Falk knew this, because everyone knew it now. The details of the relationship had been rehashed and picked over at length after last year.


Falk turned back to the vines, but the rows once again appeared empty. He couldn’t see where Charlie Raco had gone. He reached out instead and picked up the flier from beside Rita’s glass.


‘Zara got them made up,’ Rita said.


Falk nodded. The seventeen-year-old. He cast his eye over the information. All the important stuff was there. She’d done a good job. ‘And what’s the plan tonight?’


‘The festival’s agreed to do a minute’s silence for the anniversary,’ Raco said. ‘Plus an appeal on the main stage.’


‘Appealing for what exactly?’ The question came out more bluntly than Falk had intended, and he rephrased. ‘I mean, are there doubts? I thought after they found her shoe it was pretty much –’


‘Not doubts,’ Rita said quickly. ‘But questions, I suppose. About Kim’s state of mind on the night.’ She glanced towards the house and Falk guessed that Kim’s older daughter was inside somewhere. ‘But we’re trying to manage Zara’s expectations.’


‘She’s struggling?’ Falk said.


Rita flashed a reassuring smile as her own daughter looked up, and waited until Eva wandered off in search of more gifts for Falk before she spoke again.


‘To be fair, it’s not only Zara pushing for this; we’d all like to know. I mean, I still think about it a lot,’ she said, and Raco nodded in agreement. ‘What Kim must have been thinking to leave her baby like that.’


Falk looked down at the caption below the woman’s photo. Kim Gillespie, age thirty-nine. Last seen at the opening night of the Marralee Valley Annual Food and Wine Festival. Brown hair, brown eyes, medium build, 168 cm. Wearing a dark grey jacket, white or cream t-shirt, black jeans or leggings, white trainers. Falk had never met Kim and as far as he knew had seen her alive only twice – once on a phone screen and once from a distance.


‘I reckon the locals have probably said all they can say by now, but the opening night’s always mostly tourists.’ Raco took a long pull on his beer. ‘They’ll probably get maybe a thousand of them tonight. Lot of the same families come every year. So it’ll jog a few memories, at least.’ His frown returned. ‘Like it or not.’


Falk nodded. He’d been involved in all kinds of witness statements over the years, and among the least helpful – worse than those who refused to speak, worse than those who straight-up lied – were the well-meaning bystanders who reckoned they’d seen plenty. It was rarely deliberate, most people simply wanted to help. Falk didn’t blame them; there was something in human nature that compelled people to fill in the gaps. But what they’d seen and what they thought they’d seen were not necessarily one and the same.


Falk looked out to the empty vines again and thought back to his own statement last year. The local cop had been young and his questions a little leading at times. He should have known better and if they’d been in the same chain of command, Falk would have pulled him up on it.


How did Kim seem?


Falk couldn’t say. He couldn’t even begin to say.


He suspected he probably wouldn’t have remembered anything much about those minutes at all if Kim hadn’t gone missing, but that was life. Insignificant things became significant unexpectedly. He’d tried to pick out only what he could recall for certain.


The time. It had been 8 pm, and he knew that because the children’s fireworks had started. Night had crept in and he remembered the lights and music had suddenly felt brighter and louder, the way they always did in the dark.


It had been busy. There were lots of people around but Falk had been alone. He had been making his way back across the grounds from the east end of the site towards the main entrance on the western edge. He’d been returning from the festival’s head office to the Penvale Vineyard stall, where Raco and Rita were waiting for him. He had weaved through families who were parking or collecting prams and bikes from the bay near the ferris wheel, and was just past the ride itself when he’d suddenly slowed on the path, and then stopped.


The young cop should have asked the reason why, but he hadn’t, and so Falk hadn’t offered. It had had nothing to do with anything that night, anyway.


And that’s when you saw Kim Gillespie?


No. Here’s what had happened: a burst of static screeching from the speakers by the ferris wheel had snatched Falk’s attention away from the path and, still distracted, he’d glanced towards the ride. A man nearby had also flinched at the noise and their eyes had briefly caught in mutual irritation. Falk hadn’t really known the man at the time, but was later able to confirm that it was Rohan Gillespie. Rohan had been chatting to a couple with a tired-looking toddler, who were eventually tracked down and positively identified as tourists from Queensland.


Above them all, the ferris wheel had been continuing its slow rotation. The carriages on the wheel were the enclosed kind, like gondolas or cages, designed to seat family or friendship groups together. Perhaps designed also to stop falls, Falk reflected later, of both the accidental and deliberate kind.


By this point – Falk had leaned in to make sure the young officer was clear on this – he had already been losing interest in anything happening in the area around the ride. Falk’s focus had been slipping elsewhere, even as he and Rohan Gillespie broke eye contact. Rohan had turned to say something to the tourists and then pointed, upwards to the dark-haired woman and baby at the very top of the wheel. The movement had been enough to snag Falk’s gaze and, driven by some animal survival instinct rather than any real curiosity, he’d looked up himself. He’d sensed rather than seen Rohan wave from the ground. For a beat there had been no response and then a small movement from the gondola at the top of the ride. Falk had already been turning away as she’d waved back.


Now, a year later, Falk sat on Raco’s brother’s verandah with the printed picture of Kim on the table.


Last seen.


There was contention over the exact timings of many events that night, but the children’s fireworks had at least pinned that one to a point on the clock. Falk’s statement had become one of several used to map Rohan’s movements, which – other than those missing eight minutes or so – had eventually been independently confirmed from the time he’d waved goodbye to his wife and daughter on the ferris wheel until the moment two and a half hours later when his phone had buzzed in the Italian restaurant with the news that his child had been discovered alone in her pram.


How long Kim had lingered after her husband had left the festival grounds was still a matter of debate. As was exactly what had happened over those two and a half hours.


Maybe she had wandered. Maybe she was the woman who had joined the increasingly boisterous festivities outside the ale tent with a group of people who had never come forward, spirits soaring to a point where the overworked barman had been forced to cut her off.


Or maybe she had gone to try her luck on the carnival games, winning a blue stuffed toy kangaroo similar to one later found dumped in a bin. Or maybe she was across the field talking to a man in a beanie. Or crying in the toilets. Or leaning into the open window of a white or grey car in the car park, speaking to the driver. Or maybe she’d done none of those things. Maybe she’d parked the pram, turned away from her baby sleeping inside and walked alone to the reservoir.


‘Hopefully something useful will come out of tonight, anyway,’ Rita said now, looking at Kim’s face on the appeal flier.


Falk nodded. He would love to be able to tell Rita and Raco more about that moment at the ride. It wouldn’t be an answer, but he knew the family would welcome any insight, however small. He couldn’t, though. Most of what Falk could remember now had almost certainly been fabricated after the fact, he knew. Memories were fragile and fluid and prone to error and embellishment. No matter how many times he thought back to that night, how many details he tried to conjure up and how crystal clear they might seem, it didn’t change reality. And in reality, Falk knew, he had barely glanced up.










Chapter 3



Raco walked Falk across the drive to the vineyard’s small guesthouse. It was just as Falk remembered from last year: a tidy, white-painted weatherboard studio, set a short way from the main cottage and complete with a bathroom and basic kitchen facilities, plus a bonus postcard view of the vines.


‘Rita keeps threatening to move in here herself,’ Raco said with a smile as he unlocked the door and handed Falk the key. ‘Bloody kids always find you, though.’


There was fresh linen on the bed and a mini-fridge stocked with cold drinks. A stack of paperback novels lay in a shaft of light on the shelf above the bedside table. Falk put his bag down and had the overwhelming urge to pour a large glass of chilled water, collapse into one of the outdoor chairs on the front porch and close his eyes, and just sit as the golden evening sun grew heavy and low. Raco was leaning against the doorframe and from the tired stoop in his shoulders, Falk suspected he was thinking the same. Instead, Falk rinsed his hands, splashed some water on his face and they both made their way back to the house.


Raco’s brother Charlie was in the kitchen, chatting with Rita as they set the table for an early dinner. He grinned as Falk came in.


‘Welcome back, mate,’ he said, leaning over the placemats to shake Falk’s hand. ‘Good to see you again.’


Charlie, the middle sibling of three, was Raco’s bigger brother in every way. He was stockier than his younger sibling, with a thicker and more solid version of the family’s facial features. But both brothers had the same easy smile, and although Charlie had only met Falk for the first time a year ago, he had the Raco gift of always seeming genuinely pleased to see him.


He looked a little rougher around the edges this year than Falk remembered, though. Under the kitchen lights, his shave was patchy, and the fit of his checked shirt suggested he’d gained a bit of weight.


‘We thought we’d better eat now.’ Charlie leaned over to peer at a bubbling casserole dish in the oven. ‘I’m not sure we’ll get much chance later.’ He straightened and glanced in the direction of what Falk guessed were the bedrooms.


‘You want me to get Zara?’ Rita said, following his gaze.


‘It’s all right.’ Charlie opened a drawer and dumped a handful of silverware on the table. ‘I’ll go.’


He disappeared down the hall and Falk heard a knock on a door, followed by a muffled conversation. The tone was calm and a few minutes later, Charlie re-emerged, a silent teenage girl in his wake.


Zara was striking rather than pretty. She looked more like a feminine version of Charlie and Raco than like her mother, especially around the eyes. They were the giveaway. Falk felt fairly sure that if he’d passed her on the street without context, he would have recognised her as a Raco.


‘You remember our friend Aaron, from last year?’ Raco said, strapping his son into a highchair.


‘Oh. Yeah,’ Zara said politely, glancing up from her phone as she pulled out a kitchen chair. ‘Hi.’


She sat, but didn’t return to her screen immediately, instead running her eyes over Falk’s face. She had been crying and didn’t try to hide it, and there was a familiar but mildly uncomfortable element to her scrutiny. Falk couldn’t immediately put his finger on it, until he realised he’d already been subjected to it once that day. It reminded him of the way Rohan Gillespie had considered him earlier, as they’d stood beside their cars at the lookout. Not suspicion – or not exactly – but a distant cousin perhaps. A kind of keen and very specific interest those left behind had in anyone who might be able to shed a ray of fresh light. What do you know?


‘You want to run through anything before tonight?’ Charlie asked his daughter. ‘Practise your speech on us?’ 


Zara finally dragged her eyes away from Falk. ‘No, it’s okay.’


Charlie seemed tempted to press her, but didn’t. Instead, he nodded and passed her a plate.


Even before Kim went missing, Zara had been living at the vineyard with her dad. Continuity of schooling and friends, Falk had heard someone explain last year, but he would have been surprised if the fresh dynamics of her mother’s new marriage and baby hadn’t had something to do with things.


Charlie and Kim had never been married, Raco had told him, even after Zara came along in their early twenties. Looking at Charlie now, Falk wondered if the two decades he and Kim had spent together in some form or another would have lasted that long if they hadn’t had a daughter together. Falk didn’t know him well enough to guess.


Either way, Kim, Charlie and their daughter had lived together as a family on the vineyard until Zara was twelve, but from what Raco had said, the deterioration of their relationship had been slow but steady. Eventually they’d concluded they’d be happier if the off-again status became permanent. Kim had taken a job in Adelaide and married Rohan a couple of years later. Zara had been a bridesmaid and Charlie had not only attended but supplied the wine for the reception as a wedding gift.


Now, Charlie and Zara mirrored each other’s miserable expressions at the kitchen table, heads bowed as they pushed their forks around their plates.


It had barely been possible to get a word in edgeways over that same table on Falk’s first night last year. Music had been playing from a speaker on the counter and Falk remembered that Rita had been sitting next to him, her mobile tucked between her shoulder and chin, arranging a catch-up with someone as she breastfed newborn Henry and popped olives into her mouth with her free hand. Charlie had been circling the kitchen, refilling glasses as he and Raco engaged in an animated sledging of their oldest brother, Ben, who was a detective sergeant up in Brisbane.


‘. . . and then tries to make out he’s offended by the suggestion, the way he does, like: “I am an officer of the court, I would never tow a trailer without the appropriate registration.” And I’m –’


‘Bullshit.’ Raco had laughed and torn off a hunk of bread from the bowl beside the pasta. ‘It is bloody registered, because he was moaning about the hassle a few months ago, so why’s he pretending –’


‘I know! I said, Ben, mate, look. Greg reckons it’s legit. I mean, you might not want to lend out your trailer, but don’t pretend you don’t have a trailer –’


Charlie had broken off from the argument suddenly, Falk remembered, turning as Zara had wandered into the kitchen. She had been different last year, her expression light and soft and a half-smile curling as she read a message on her phone.


‘Hey,’ Charlie had called across the room. ‘What did your mum say about tonight? Did you fix another time?’


Zara had looked up at her dad in genuine surprise. ‘I don’t know. I thought you called her.’


‘What? Why –?’


‘I told you. She didn’t answer. And you said “Okay”.’


Charlie blinked at his daughter. ‘Because I assumed you’d try again.’


‘Oh. I thought you were going to.’


‘No, hey.’ Charlie was already fishing out his phone. ‘You were supposed to get back to her, as you bloody well know.’


‘Yeah. I tried. She didn’t pick up. I’ll text –’


‘Yeah, well, that might have to do at this rate.’


Rita had finished her own call and was patting Henry’s back. His eyes were closed in satisfaction and his tiny milk-drunk head lolled on her shoulder as she reached for another olive. ‘Everything all right?’


‘Yeah.’ A note of frustration had crept into Charlie’s voice. ‘Just Kim. She messaged Zara last night. Wants to come over tonight to drop off her birthday present but she’ll be turning up to an empty house.’


Zara had at least appeared shamefaced. ‘I tried, okay? She hardly ever answers since she had the baby.’


Charlie had ignored her, tapping the screen. They’d all fallen quiet and Falk had been able to hear the faint ringing from the other end of the phone. Eventually it had stopped.


‘See?’ Zara had looked mildly triumphant. ‘She never picks up.’


Charlie had said nothing as he tried a second time. Again, they’d all listened to the ringtone for what felt like a long time. On the verge of cutting out once more, there had suddenly been a moment or two of nothing and then a rustle. A woman’s face had appeared on the screen.


‘Kim. Hey.’ Charlie himself had sounded a little surprised. He’d propped up his phone on the table against the wine bottle. ‘How’re you going?’


‘Hi, Charlie,’ Kim Gillespie said, her voice instantly softening as her daughter had moved closer to see the screen. ‘Hello, Zara, sweetheart.’


It was the first and only time Falk ever heard Kim speak. The sound was clear but the phone line lent her voice a flattened, distant quality.


‘Where are you?’ Charlie had reached out to adjust the angle of the phone and Falk had caught his first real glimpse of the woman. Kim’s features had been distorted by the shaky upwards tilt of the camera, but he could see her dark hair. ‘Still in the car?’


‘Yeah. We’re – ah – near the eastern bridge now,’ Kim had said, and Falk had been able to picture that stretch of road, about thirty minutes from town. ‘Listen, Charlie, what’s up? It’s not a great time, Zoe’s asleep in the back.’


Falk had seen something flicker across Zara’s face at the mention of her new sister. It vanished quickly, if not completely. Kim hadn’t seemed to notice, turning to focus instead on a murmured voice off-screen.


‘That Rohan there?’ Charlie had cleared his throat. ‘Congratulations on the little one, mate.’


The image blurred momentarily as Kim tilted the phone towards the driver’s seat, where Rohan raised a hand in greeting.


‘Thanks, mate.’ The man’s voice was friendly enough but hushed. ‘Sorry, we had better keep it down, though, if that’s all right.’


‘Charlie,’ Kim’s own tone was brisk as she turned the phone back on herself, ‘we’ll talk later, okay? I’ll see you and Zara soon anyway.’


‘Hang on, Kim, it’s actually about you coming by tonight.’ Charlie had leaned in. ‘We’re not going to be around, sorry.’


There had been a pause. The only sound from the other end of the phone was the low hum of the car engine.


‘Was that tonight?’ Rohan asked.


‘Yes. Rememb–?’ The volume suddenly dropped, like Kim had put her hand over the phone. Another pause, and an indistinct exchange. ‘– stop in while you’re at the restaurant.’


Across the table, Rita had pulled herself up and passed baby Henry to Falk.


‘Can you hold him while I go to the toilet?’


‘Ah. Sure.’ Henry was placed in Falk’s arms even as he answered. He’d sat up straighter in his chair and put his hand behind the kid’s unsteady little head because he remembered that’s what you were supposed to do. He’d tucked Henry to his chest, feeling the lift and fall of the tiny rhythmic breaths against his collar. It had been an unfamiliar experience. Nice, though, with the freshly laundered smell and the small solid weight on his shoulder.


When he’d tuned back in to the phone conversation it seemed to have ramped up a notch, Zara now talking fast.


‘– and I’ve already said I’d meet them. So that’s okay, isn’t it?’


There had been no answer on the other end of the phone. Charlie was rubbing his chin, eyes on the screen.


‘I mean –’ Zara had glanced at her father. ‘Dad’s got to cover the festival stall anyway.’


Charlie had nodded. ‘Yeah. You know how it gets. Opening night rush.’


‘So neither of you will be home tonight?’ Kim said, after what felt like a long silence at the other end. ‘You’re both going out to the festival?’


‘Yeah.’ Charlie had nodded. A beat passed. ‘Sorry.’


‘What about Rita and Greg?’


‘All of us are going.’


‘Oh.’ A pause from the phone. ‘Okay –’


‘Okay?’ Zara had smiled. ‘Great, thanks, Mum.’


Falk couldn’t see Kim’s face but it had been clear enough even to him that that wasn’t what she’d meant. Still, Zara had seen her chance and taken it. They all fell silent for a moment.


‘Charlie.’ There had been a new undercurrent in Kim’s voice when she spoke again. Falk didn’t know her normal tone well enough to place it, but if he’d had to guess, he would have said she sounded upset. ‘You and Zara can’t wait for me?’


Charlie was already shaking his head. ‘Look, Kim, not really. I’m sorry, but we’ll rearrange. I’ve got to do the stall. And Zara’s sixteen, she wants to hang out with her mates tonight. You remember what –’


‘Yes, of course, I –’ The words abruptly cut short and there was a hush on both ends as the screen went dark. At first Falk thought Kim had again covered the phone with her hand, but as the seconds and silence ticked on he’d wondered if the connection had dropped in a black spot.


Charlie had seemed uncertain too. ‘You still there?’


The line had been quiet for another beat, then it had been Rohan’s voice that had edged through, louder now.


‘Hello? Can you hear us now?’ As soon as he heard them respond he dropped his volume again. ‘Sorry, guys, this is all a bit hard with Zoe right here. Look, could we just agree Zara should go tonight? Have fun. We’ll work something out for another time.’


‘Great. Okay.’ Zara was more than happy to quit while she was ahead.


‘I –’ Kim started at the same time as Charlie had sighed and leaned forward in his chair.


‘Hey, listen,’ he’d said. ‘Why don’t you stop by the festival instead? We’ll all be there.’


‘No, Dad, I’m supposed to be meeting –’ Zara had started to whisper, and Charlie had motioned for her to pipe down.


‘Well –’ A pause. Kim had sounded reluctant, but then appeared to change her mind. ‘Yes. Okay, then. We’ll come to the festival.’


‘I’m catching up with my parents tonight.’ Rohan had clearly been less keen. ‘Dad’s got to go in for some more tests for something. But –’ Another brief pause. ‘Yeah, we could maybe swing by.’


‘All right.’ There had been the smallest hesitation in Charlie’s answer, almost as though he hadn’t expected them to agree, but by the time Falk had glanced over he’d been smiling again. ‘Good. Well, we’ll see you three there.’


‘Okay,’ Kim said in a way that had made Falk vaguely wonder – even then – if she was already regretting the commitment. ‘See you there.’


‘Great. Bye, Mum. Love you.’ Zara had pushed her chair back to stand, her finger already hovering over the screen.


‘Bye, Zara. I love y–’


Zara had tapped the screen once, and the call went dead.


There was no way she could have known at the time what was coming, Falk thought now as he looked across the kitchen at the teenage girl, twelve months on. There was a dark weight behind her eyes that had not been there a year ago, and Zara’s gaze was somewhere else as she stared out of the window at the vines.


Falk would bet good money she relived that conversation often. The ending, at least. When she’d leaned forward and reached towards the screen. The single tap of her index finger, the light touch of skin against glass to cut short those last words she would now never hear from her mum. Falk hoped he was wrong, but he doubted he was. Zara looked like she felt that movement in her sleep.










Chapter 4



The sun was lower over the vineyard by the time they’d finished dinner and loaded the boxes of appeal fliers into Charlie’s Land Rover. Rita and the kids came to the front door to say goodbye, Henry already wrapped in a bath towel. Raco kissed them, then climbed into the back seat next to Zara as Charlie fired up the engine.


From the passenger seat, Falk watched Rita wave as they pulled away. Her smile didn’t dip, but he knew her well enough to spot the hint of stress. He couldn’t decide if she was relieved or sorry not to be joining them.


Charlie didn’t say anything as he drove. The boxes of fliers slid in the boot with a gentle thump as he turned out of the vineyard and onto the road. Last year they’d driven this same route, but the boot had been clinking instead, loaded with a couple of crates of Charlie’s own shiraz.


‘I make a few bottles most years,’ he’d told Falk back then, as they’d loaded those crates into the boot. ‘See how it turns out.’


‘It’s not a big part of your business?’ Falk had asked, and Charlie had laughed.


‘Not even a small part. A few of the wineries buy pretty much everything from the vines, but I keep a bit back myself for fun. Bottle it up. Sell it at the festival, couple of the farmers’ markets, that kind of thing. Give it to friends, whether they want it or not.’


Falk had reached into a crate and picked up a bottle, turning it over in his hand, looking at the vineyard’s logo on the label. He’d tried to imagine creating something like this from scratch, from grapes to crate. ‘Does it come up well?’


‘It does.’ Charlie had grinned. ‘If I do say so myself.’


Falk had put the bottle back. ‘You didn’t fancy following in the family footsteps, then?’


‘No, I did not,’ Charlie had said with such vigour that Falk had had to smile. The Racos were a police family, and the three brothers had grown up watching their dad oversee this very town as the long-standing local sergeant. Keeping the place firmly shipshape by all accounts, until he’d finally retired fifteen years earlier and moved away with their mum to soak up a bit of Queensland sun. He’d died a couple of years ago, Falk knew, but two of his three sons had continued his legacy with careers in the force.


‘Never appealed to me at all,’ Charlie had said. ‘You’ve got to be a certain type, I reckon. No offence.’


Falk had laughed. ‘None taken.’


‘I’m a little offended,’ Raco had said mildly as he straightened up a crate.


‘I know, mate. That’s because you’re exactly that type,’ Charlie had said and grinned back at his brother as he’d slammed the boot.


There was no joking in the car this year as they drove towards the festival site, barely exchanging a word. Marralee’s streets were already heavy with tourist traffic and they hit a slow crawl well before they could see the grounds themselves. The site was only a few kilometres from the vineyard, Falk remembered from the previous year. Close enough for them all to walk, had it not been for the boxes of fliers stacked in the boot, but no-one complained. They were edging into the car park when Zara finally broke the silence.


‘Do you think this will work?’


Raco shifted in his seat. ‘The appeal?’


‘Yeah.’


Falk glanced at Zara in the side mirror. She was running her eyes over the cars in the next lane, scanning the occupants carefully. He wasn’t sure what she was expecting or hoping to see.


‘I think it depends on what you’re expecting, mate,’ Raco said. ‘Will it shake some memories loose, maybe help fill in the timeline a bit more? Yeah, hopefully. Are you going to come away knowing what your mum did, step by step? Unlikely. I’m sorry, I wish –’


‘No. I know. It’s okay.’ Zara’s face was still. Only her eyes continued to move, darting from one car to the next.


The approach to the site looked exactly the same as Falk remembered. Even from inside the car he could hear the lilt of a band playing somewhere in the distance, the faint notes mixing with the familiar low, steady hum generated by hundreds of people converging in one place. Parking attendants in sunglasses and high-vis vests directed cars into a single file and herded them past rows of earlier arrivals towards an open field.


Last year, it had been Charlie who had spotted Kim’s car.


He’d been a little quiet on the drive then, too, but his face had relaxed a notch as they’d crept along with the traffic.


‘Hey,’ he’d said then, as he’d eased the car forward. ‘Looks like your mum made it.’


‘Where?’ Zara had raised her head from her phone as Charlie pointed to a silver family sedan parked to their left. A man – Rohan Gillespie, Falk had guessed rightly at the time – was beside the boot, trying to wrestle a pram into shape.


‘Oh. Good.’ Zara’s eyes were already drifting back to her screen.


Charlie had beeped the horn lightly and Rohan had looked up from the pram. Charlie touched the brakes, but another horn had blared from the line of cars behind, and a harried parking attendant had urged them onward with a jerking motion.


‘Yeah, all right, mate, I’m moving,’ Charlie had muttered and rolled forward. He’d glanced in the rear-view mirror at his daughter, a small frown forming behind his sunglasses. ‘Make sure you catch your mum inside, yeah?’


Rohan had been shielding his eyes from the low sun, squinting at their car. Seeming to recognise them suddenly, he’d lifted his hand as they’d trundled past, then put the pram down and leaned around to call something through the sedan’s passenger door.


‘Zara?’ Charlie had said again. ‘You heard me? About Mum?’


‘Yeah. I will.’


She’d sounded distracted, though, and in the mirror Falk had seen her eyes fixed on the back of her mother’s car as they pulled away. Someone had put stickers on the tinted rear window. A chalk-drawing stick family of three – mum, dad and baby. Zara had blinked once, then dropped her gaze back down to her phone. Her thumb moved fast across her screen.


Rohan Gillespie had later told police his family had arrived at the festival site at around 7.15 pm. Zara had pinpointed that moment to 7.19 pm, confirmed by the text she’d sent a friend as they’d driven by: Here now. Parking.


The last alleged sighting of Kim fell somewhere between 90 and 130 minutes later, Falk knew, depending on whether you put more weight on the statement from the kids’ face-paint artist or the overworked bartender. Or, as some people decided, neither.


Twelve months on and the car park was still as slow-moving as Falk remembered it, and Charlie had to park some distance away from the entrance. They each took a box of fliers from the boot and made their way through the sea of cars. The same wide bright banner Falk had seen the year before swayed gently overhead in the warm evening breeze: Marralee Valley Annual Food and Wine Festival. Est: 1951. Strings of lights created a canopy leading up to the entrance which glowed a warm gold in the encroaching twilight. At the turnstiles, a pair of grey-haired officials in matching fleeces kept an eye on crowd numbers, opening the side gate every few seconds to let through a family with a pram or wheelchair. Admission was still free, Falk noted, which he remembered thinking added to the community feel of the event. Beyond the entrance he could see volunteers collecting gold coin donations for a charity.


‘Where are we meeting everyone?’ Charlie called to Zara as they joined the bottleneck for the turnstiles. ‘The main stage?’


‘No, our stall.’


‘Okay.’ Charlie mouthed thank you as one of the officials spotted the boxes in their arms and beckoned them through the gate instead.


‘I thought you might not do the stall this year?’ Raco said to his brother once they were inside.


‘Yeah, I could do without it, to be honest,’ Charlie said. ‘But we’d committed to three years on that spot and in the end Shane agreed we may as well.’


‘Is he coming tonight?’ Raco asked.


‘Should be there now, hopefully. Setting the casuals up.’


Charlie led the way through the crowds, and before long Falk saw the distinctive crimson branding up ahead. The Penvale Vineyard stall had a long table along its front, with several bottles already open for tastings. A friendly young woman who looked like she could be a uni student was pouring small measures for a family group, while another pointed out something printed on the bottle’s label.


Behind them in the dim back half of the stall, a large bloke was breaking down empty boxes, his shoulders and chest broad enough to stretch the fabric of his vineyard t-shirt. He’d been there last year too, and although Falk hadn’t been formally introduced, he recognised the face.


‘G’day, guys.’ Charlie nodded to his staff and cleared a space at the end of the table for Zara to put down her fliers.


The stall looked to be more or less in the same spot as last year, Falk thought as he glanced around. He didn’t claim to know much about retail exposure sites, but this seemed well positioned for foot traffic. They were right at the top of the main drag between the entrance and the exit, meaning most people had to pass by on their way in or out.


Perfect for crowd-watching too, as it had been last year. Falk had wondered for a while, at the time, if that might end up proving useful. It hadn’t, in the end, other than to suggest that on the balance of probabilities, Kim Gillespie hadn’t left the grounds by the main exit. Falk supposed that was useful information in its own way.


‘Oh, great. Dad, that journalist came,’ Zara said, and Charlie put his box on the table and looked to where she was pointing. ‘There. Talking to Rohan and Sergeant Dwyer.’


Falk placed his own box down and turned as well.


Rohan Gillespie was on the other side of the wide path, standing beside a tall, grey-haired police sergeant. They were both leaning in a little, straining to hear over the noise as a woman with a notebook asked something. Nearby, a photographer with ill-fitting jeans and an equipment bag near his feet waited patiently. The reporter finished her question and the police officer nodded in response, indicating back towards the entrance at something above the canvas roofs of the stalls. Falk looked up to where he was pointing and saw a CCTV camera fixed high on a pole. That was new. They’d only had cameras on the main exit last year.


Rohan’s eyes drifted down from the camera and back to the stall, with a flash of relief as he spotted the Racos there. He murmured something to the journalist, who was scribbling fast, then threaded his way across the busy path towards the stall.


‘Hey. Good to see you, guys. Zara, that reporter’s very keen to chat to –’ He stopped as his gaze landed on the boxes. The lids were unsealed and after a beat, Rohan reached out and took an appeal flier from the top of the pile. He held it in his hand and stared for a long moment at the picture of his wife and the words beneath.


‘Thanks again for doing these, Zara.’ His voice was tight and he gave a tiny nod. ‘They’re . . .’


He searched for a word but didn’t find it.


‘Where’s Zoe?’ Charlie asked.


‘Oh. With my parents,’ Rohan said, still distracted by the picture. A frown flickered across his face. ‘Bit of a nightmare drop-off. They’re all –’ He stopped again. Shook his head. ‘Anyway, doesn’t matter. I had to be here.’


‘You’re always welcome to leave her with us,’ Raco said. ‘We’ve got all the baby stuff, so it’s no extra hassle.’


‘Thanks, mate,’ Rohan said, but his eyes had fallen back down to his wife.


Raco seemed about to say something else, but stopped as the police sergeant began to weave his way towards them, the reporter and photographer in his wake.


‘G’day, all,’ the officer said as he reached the stall. ‘Good to see you, mate. Welcome home.’ He shook Raco’s hand, then turned to Zara. ‘And how are you?’


‘Okay, thanks.’


‘Yeah? Then you’re doing better than most would be.’ The officer gave her a small smile and picked up a flier, pulling a pair of reading glasses from his shirt pocket. He was probably in his late fifties, Falk guessed, but his wiry, outdoorsy build suggested he enjoyed the cholesterol and blood pressure readings of someone ten years younger. The nametag on his pocket read: Sergeant R. Dwyer.


‘These have come up well, Zara. Good job.’ Dwyer peered over his glasses at her. ‘Listen, that journo wants a word before you move off, but the volunteers are here and ready so if you and Rohan are right to go, I reckon we get this started?’


Rohan’s face automatically firmed into a look of attentive determination. Falk regularly saw that same expression in high-level professional meetings, where it felt crucial that the right decisions were made. It was usually bullshit. Bravado masking fear and self-doubt. He had a version of that expression himself. 


Zara was counting the few dozen volunteers milling around the edges of the stall, talking among themselves. It was a mixed bag, old and young, and one or two families. Falk vaguely recognised a handful of them as friends of the Raco family. They probably all were, in some way or another, and from the tense, eager way they waited for instruction, he could see that the events of last year still cast a shadow. 


Falk hadn’t been there to witness the aftermath himself; once the shoe was found and the history of antidepressant prescriptions began to seep out, Kim’s death had taken the shape of a very intimate family tragedy. He had suddenly felt in the way. No-one had said as much, not at all, but he could tell his bed in the guesthouse would be more useful freed up for the relatives now arriving by the day. Falk had checked in with Raco and, separately, Rita – both already turning inwards to their family pain – and less than seventy-two hours after he’d arrived, they’d waved him off with mutual understanding on both sides.


‘All right,’ Dwyer said now, raising his voice over the crowd noise. ‘If you’re here for the appeal, please step in a little there, so we don’t block the path. Yep, perfect.’


He gestured for the fliers to be passed around as the crowd formed a loose circle.


‘Right. Thanks all for coming out,’ Dwyer started. ‘I recognise a lot of faces and I know a lot of you knew Kim well. But there’ll be plenty of people here tonight at this festival who didn’t know her as well, or at all. And it’s them – anyone who was here at the opening last year and might have seen her – those are the people we want to talk to.


‘We’ve got leaflets here – yeah, thanks, grab a handful each – and our aim tonight is to get people to have another think about that night. What they might have seen or noticed. Maybe it didn’t seem important at the time, but I’d rather know about it and make that call myself. I’ll be around all evening, or can be contacted through the station.


‘All right.’ He clapped his hands. ‘We’ll be on the main stage a little later for an appeal and a short tribute from Kim’s family, so please encourage people to be there. It’s scheduled for –’ He looked to Zara and Rohan for confirmation. ‘Eight-thirty? Yep, eight-thirty.’ He kept his eyes on the family. ‘Anything either of you would like to add?’


Rohan glanced at Zara, who blinked. She wavered a moment, and when she shook her head, he cleared his throat. ‘Look, we’d like to thank everyone for being here. We –’


‘Actually,’ Zara cut him off. ‘Sorry. Sorry, Rohan. I think I do want to say something.’


‘Yeah? Okay. Of course.’


Zara still seemed uncertain as all eyes turned to her, but took a breath.


‘I know most of you were here last year and know what happened. So you’ll probably have heard that my mum had postnatal depression. And that’s true. You’ve probably also heard how she abandoned my sister in her pram, and went down to the reservoir drop and –’ Zara stumbled over the words and stopped. She took a second to gather herself. ‘That bit is not true.’


Falk saw a few among the crowd shift their weight and throw a glance to the person next to them. No-one seemed quite sure how to best react to that, and the atmosphere took on an awkward undercurrent. Raco and Charlie exchanged a look, a silent communication passing between them. They both slid their eyes back to Zara, who had also sensed the ripple in the crowd.


Rohan had felt it too, Falk could tell. The man had been listening to Zara with his head bowed, staring at a spot on the ground, but now he glanced up. The professional face had faded and he simply looked disappointed. He ran his gaze lightly over the gathered group, sending several pairs of eyes skittering away, then took a small but distinct half-step towards Zara. It barely closed any distance, but the instant effect was one of solidarity. He gave Zara a little nod of encouragement, and she looked relieved. Charlie, Falk noticed, looked like he wished he’d done the same but the moment had passed. It was too late now and he knew it.


‘Yes. So,’ Zara recovered her train of thought and her momentum, ‘what I’m saying is, my mum would never have left Zoe. Or me. She loved us, and she would hate to see what we’ve all been through this past year.’


A subtle movement at the back of the crowd caught Falk’s eye and he tilted his head to see better. A lone teenage boy was standing a little apart from the group, his arms folded across his chest as he watched Zara speak. He had a flier in one hand and was listening with a hint of a frown on his face.


Falk felt a faint stirring of recognition. He didn’t know the kid, though. He didn’t really know anyone here other than the Racos. The boy had close-cropped hair and looked about eighteen. He was all angles, with the lean coat-hanger look of a growing body trying to keep up with itself.


‘I know what everyone believes happened.’ A note of urgency had crept into Zara’s voice. ‘And actually, I can understand why. But my mum did not go down to the reservoir. Someone – a witness – who was working nearby all night has told police that she never went through the reservoir exit.’


The teenage boy barely reacted. He kept his gaze firmly on Zara as several heads turned his way, but everything about his stance morphed into something instantly defensive.


So that was him. Falk felt the pieces click together now. The one who’d been stuck out at the first-aid post near the back end of the site. Who’d given his statement and – Falk guessed from the mutinous look on his face – presumably stuck to it over the past twelve months.


‘Something else happened to my mum that night,’ Zara went on. ‘Either someone made her leave the festival, or her mental health was so bad that she agreed to go, or got tricked, or, I don’t know –’


Raco and Charlie exchanged another look. Zara caught it this time.


‘But Mum should still be considered out there somewhere, until we know for certain otherwise.’ Her words turned sharp. ‘So here are the things we need to know: the timeline of what she did that night –’


Falk glanced at Sergeant Dwyer. He was yet to meet a cop who enjoyed being told how to do their own job, but rather than seeming sceptical or annoyed, the officer’s face was determinedly neutral.


‘– we need to know who she spoke to and when –’


As Falk watched, Dwyer’s head inclined in a near imperceptible nod, almost to himself. That was interesting. Sergeant Dwyer had been on leave last year when Kim left her daughter in the pram bay underneath the ferris wheel. Falk wasn’t sure he’d ever known exactly why Dwyer was away – some family reason, maybe? – but he did remember being surprised that the sergeant had been granted time off during what had to be one of the town’s busiest weeks. Whatever the reason, Sergeant Dwyer hadn’t been around to deal with what happened. Falk wondered if he felt the need to make up for that now.


‘I miss my mum and I love her and –’ Zara sighed. She suddenly sounded very tired. ‘And look, the fact is, someone knows something. That person might be here tonight. We need to find that person, so we can find Mum. So if everyone could please take some fliers, that would be great. Thank you.’


Sergeant Dwyer saw his opening and stepped in. ‘Thanks, Zara. Everyone, let’s make a move. Get yourselves into pairs, groups, whatever, and we’ll head out. See what we can get back.’


A buzz of chatter rose as loose groups formed and began to drift away, fliers in hands and varying degrees of enthusiasm on their faces. Falk looked over to Raco, who was still in the same spot, watching Zara as she shook the journalist’s hand.


‘You want me to grab some fliers?’ Falk said, and Raco nodded slowly.


‘Thanks, we should, I suppose.’


Falk walked over to the nearest box, waiting his turn as other volunteers reached in. Nearby, he could hear Rohan being accosted by a couple of older men who were asking about his dad’s health.


‘– thank you, yeah, so far he’s still ignoring pretty much everything the doctors want him to do,’ Rohan was saying. ‘But Mum’s keeping him in line, lots of veggies, no booze. So, fingers crossed.’


Over by the stall, Falk could see the large broad-shouldered employee had come out from behind the table and was now standing with Charlie. They had been joined by a petite blonde woman who was wearing a crisp white shirt that opened low at the neckline and was tucked at her waist into dark skinny jeans. The three of them talked softly while pretending not to watch Zara as she thanked the reporter and photographer, then extracted herself neatly from the crowd and headed directly over to the teenage boy.
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