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To my mother, Danina. First, and always.
And for Daniel, for telling me I should.


To all of us, and our disasters.
And for those who don’t survive.









WE


Tuesday, 4 December 2001


We were waiting for things to converge.


It was still dark. Even if the sun had been up, we would not have needed to look around us. It was the same dirt, lazily punctuated here and there by dry grass, the same rust-ringed cement water trough close to the fence line, the same white cypress pines that dotted our own families’ properties. A landscape as familiar to us as the backs of our own eyelids. And we knew we’d found the spot again by the smell. It pushed its way into our nose and throat like a rod of twisted tissue rammed so far it hurt. It was the smell of dead lambs left to rot in the sun.


The stitches in the man’s arm tugged as he turned the steering wheel of his ute. From his vantage point in the driver’s seat, the main house was just a smudge in the distance. The sun was coming up now. He was checking the fences after his time away from the farm. If he’d driven just a metre closer to the fence line – a metre was nothing on a property like his – he never would have found it. But the ute’s cab tipped slightly as he drove over soft ground. The man stood in the space created by the open front door of the vehicle, and the smell hit him the same way it had hit us. He walked around the car and plucked a shovel from the tray. Us kids heard and saw it all. The man’s laboured breathing was interrupted only by the occasional shink of the shovel in soil. We watched his face as he winced in pain. We took note of the angle of his shoulders as the blade hit something that did not give, something that was not dirt, or a root. We saw him crouch to scoop away earth with one hand, running his fingers along shiny black plastic. It was four days since anyone, including us, had seen Esther Bianchi.


The sun was properly up now. Sweat dripped into his eyes, trickled down his spine. We saw him blink. He stood back, used the shovel to sweep dirt from the edge of the hole. There were only five or six inches of earth on top of the package, which seemed to be much longer than it was wide. The plastic was slippery in his hands.


Later, the police would admonish the man for moving the body. As soon as he suspected what he had found, he should have called someone.


‘And what if it was just a calf or somethin’, and I called you and you came for nothing?’ the man would say, eyebrows pulled high into his forehead.


Why would a calf be wrapped in black plastic? the female detective would think but not say.


The man yanked the package with his good arm. The earth gave the parcel up and he fell back, his leg bending awkwardly beneath him. He scrambled away, his stitches pulling, pain unfurling like a flower. He stood and looked towards the distant house before stepping forward. The man unwrapped the plastic, ignoring the pain in his arm, retching at the smell. When the parcel’s contents came into view, the man turned away, hand held to his mouth.


What does it all mean? For now, we can only tell you that we were there, that we watched blood seep through the man’s sleeve as he walked away from Esther Bianchi’s body and looked around him, as if the answer might be found somewhere in the open field.









RONNIE


Friday, 30 November 2001


Once, Esther tickled me so much that I wet myself. We were at her house, in her backyard.


‘Stop, Esther!’ I said, laughing through pain.


‘No mercy!’ she cried.


She was the villain when we played, the person who moved the story forward while I fussed over details. We were eight years old.


I’d fallen to the ground in a patch of dirt. Esther was on top of me. So many years ago now, but I remember the way the laughing-pain swelled as she dug her fingers into the soft dough of my belly. It went on and on, like when you jump in the deep end of the pool and you’re waiting, waiting to reach the bottom so you can use it to push up to the surface. I looked down, saw the wetness spreading across my sports shorts before I felt it. Esther saw it too. I shuffled away from her on my bum. I was too big to be weeing my pants.


I’ll never forget what she did then. She stood and took a step back. I waited for her to scream or make fun of me. Instead, I saw amber liquid trickle past the hem of her netball skirt and down the inside of her long leg. The white skin was bruised: dusted with little purple and brown marks like the rump of a dappled horse. Her white school socks bloomed with a stain the colour of her kitchen curtains – a buttercup yellow.


She grinned and grabbed the hose, turning the tap on full bore and weaponising the stream with her fingers. We wrestled for it, squealing. My embarrassment washed away, dust swirling on the surface of the spreading pool of water before it soaked into the earth.


Esther’s mum, Constance, made us strip at the back door, shaking her head. She gave me one of her shirts to wear home. It was so long it reached past my knees, like a dress, and I wore no underwear beneath it. Constance hadn’t thought to lend me some of Esther’s, and I hadn’t asked. I remember the shuddering thrill as I sat in the back of Esther’s dad’s ute, nothing between the seat and me but thin white cotton. I always loved being driven home by Steven, as he insisted I call him. When I was alone with him, I could pretend I was his daughter and we were going somewhere. He never talked that much but he seemed to enjoy listening to me. I’d have done almost anything to make him laugh. I could never tell my mum how much I liked him; she always seized up when I asked who my father was. It was something else Esther had pulled off that I couldn’t – a father – but I didn’t begrudge her. She deserved a dad who was strong, who’d lift her up and spin her around. A dad who loved her like I did.


My best friend wore her name, Esther, like a queen wearing her crown at a jaunty angle. She only ever called me Ronnie. I didn’t fit the grown-woman name I’d been given. The glamorous syllables of Ve-ron-i-ca had nothing to do with me. We were twelve years old when she went missing. I was bossy and solid, shorter than Esther but determined to dictate the terms of our play, the kid who would assign roles when we pretended to be Power Rangers at recess, stomping off in a huff if other kids had their own ideas. But a lot of the time I wasn’t getting my own way with Esther so much as saying out loud what she’d already decided she wanted to do. She would hurtle into a room, tongue sticking out, and leap so she landed with her knees bent and legs wide apart. She’d roll her eyes into the back of her head and say, ‘Rah!’ at peak volume, before streaking out of the room again. I needed things from people, and Esther didn’t, not really, and I think that’s why I was drawn to her.


It was no surprise Esther’s mum thought I was a bad influence. But anything cheeky, and everything funny, started with Esther. Sometimes I only had to look at her – from the corner of my eye at an assembly, in the changing room of the local pool, from across the low tables we had in kindergarten – and I would start laughing. We were always laughing, and I was always running behind, trying to make it look like I was the leader.


That last Friday afternoon in November, the day Esther went missing, I was supposed to be doing my homework at the desk in my bedroom. We finished early on Fridays – at two thirty – and Mum liked me to get all my work done before the weekend. Everyone in the class had to make a poster about a South American country, and I’d managed to nab Peru. It had been a close thing: one of the Addison twins had gone for it, even though everybody knew how much I loved llamas. I had pictures of them glued to all my schoolbooks. Now, I couldn’t seem to get my pencil drawing of a llama right. He looked cross-eyed and his legs were stumpy-in-a-bad-way, though I’d copied as carefully as I could from the old issues of National Geographic Mum had brought home from the newsagency next to her work. Our fat orange cat, Flea, wound himself through the legs of my chair. I slipped the magazine under the poster paper, but it was too thick; I couldn’t trace the line of the llama with my pencil. Giving up, I headed to the kitchen for a snack.


Flea darted out from under the chair, bending around the door as I opened it. He surged ahead in the hallway and made it to the kitchen before I did. His full name was Mr Mistoffelees, but ‘Flea’ had been as close as I could get when I was small, and it had stuck. Mum was standing by the wall-mounted phone in the kitchen, the white handset to her ear, her back turned. I walked towards her in bare feet and Flea pranced ahead, his head tilted back to look up at me.


‘Did Esther leave school with you?’ Mum asked, covering the phone with her hand.


‘Yup.’ I walked past her to the sink, took an upturned glass from the drying rack and filled it with water.


‘Which way did you walk?’


‘To the church.’ How was I going to get something out of the cupboard without Mum noticing?


‘And then you split up?’


‘Yeah.’ Apples gleamed in the bowl on the kitchen counter. If I said I was hungry, Mum would tell me to have one. Groceries were expensive. Especially fresh fruit. Some days Mum existed on tea and Mint Slice biscuits, but she wanted me to eat ‘properly’.


Mum was impatient, the phone still covered. ‘Which way did she go?’


‘Left. She always goes left at the church.’ I drained the glass.


Mum gave me a long, steady look. ‘Veronica Elizabeth Thompson, are you sure?’


I shifted on my feet. When I was smaller, I’d thought Elizabeth added after your name meant that you were in trouble. I’d used it on one of my cousins when he’d pinched an Easter egg from my basket at the big hunt we used to do at Pop’s farm every year. Everyone had laughed at me.


I rinsed my glass. ‘Definitely sure,’ I said, reaching for a tea towel. I wiped the glass dry and walked towards the cupboard.


Mum let my words hang for a second, waiting for them to grow into the silence. She tucked a strand of red hair behind her ear. My mum didn’t even have a middle name. She was just Evelyn Thompson. For some reason, only the boys got middle names in her family. Her brother Peter’s middle name was Reginald, which seemed like a punishment in itself. He was my favourite of Mum’s siblings, and I’d been indignant on his behalf when I found out. Flea was rubbing against her leg, but Mum didn’t even look down. On any other afternoon she’d have scooped him up, cooing to him that he was her furry baby and four-legged child. Or she’d have splayed her hand over her heart, pretending to die of shock at seeing me wash up after myself. Instead, she turned her whole body away and said something I couldn’t hear into the receiver.


I put the glass away. When I sidled back to my room, there was a mini Bounty bar tucked in the waistband of my underwear.


It’s impossible now to unlink my memories of Esther from each other. Like train cars with their couplings soldered together, each memory of her brings with it another one, surging forward, on and on in a long, clattering line. Since we were small, she’d been there, as important and unremarked as the house you grow up in. Esther’s dad was born in Durton, like my mum, but had no family in common with my family, the Thompsons – always easy to identify thanks to our red hair. She wasn’t related to the Rutherfords, who were wealthy, or the McFarlanes, who were stingy. There were a few Bianchis around – known for being Italian, mainly – but they were older, and their kids had all left Durton already. Esther and I were both only children, which was unusual at our school. Even Lewis was odd because he only had one brother. I enjoyed being an only child much more than Esther did. Wouldn’t you like a little brother or sister? Mum had asked me once. ‘No thank you,’ I’d said. Like you were politely declining a cucumber sandwich, Mum recalled with a laugh.


Esther would have loved to have had four or five brothers and sisters, or at least a bunch of cousins, like I did. (If she had, they could’ve walked her home that day.) All I needed, all I ever really wanted, was her.


Mum didn’t say much through dinner, didn’t even hassle me to eat my corn. Corn made me think of alien teeth. I was waiting to be excused from the table.


‘Esther hasn’t come home from school yet,’ Mum said.


I’d already pushed back my chair. The sun was still up, but it was after six. Esther’s mum must’ve been flipping out.


‘Ronnie, are you sure she didn’t say she was going to do anything, or go somewhere after school? Could she have decided to go to the pool, or for a walk?’


We’d gone to the pool the day before, but we never went on Fridays. That afternoon had been stinking; only an idiot would’ve walked anywhere they didn’t have to. Besides, Esther’s dad always went with us to the pool.


We’d walked out the gate with the flood of other year six girls. What had Esther said to me before she headed off towards her house and I headed to mine? Bye, I guessed. Had she turned to wave after we left each other? Had I?


Esther had got out of playing netball that day because she’d forgotten her runners. She wasn’t pleased like I would’ve been. She’d sat with her head resting on her hands, watching hungrily from the sidelines. As we’d gone our separate ways I’d made a mental note to try wearing my leather school shoes for the next Sports Day.


‘She just went home.’ My left foot kicked the wooden bar that ran under the table. ‘Like always.’ Mum seemed to be waiting for more detail. ‘I waved at her, and she gave a little wave back.’ As I said it, the detail solidified in my memory. The wave, faint but certain, like the lines of a traced drawing.


The upright lamp in the corner of the dining room came into focus. I knew what I could do with the llama drawing. I could hold the magazine and cardboard over the opening in the lamp. With light behind it, the image would come through the cardboard. It would look so good that people would think my poster was the best. My thoughts raced ahead, playing out possible conversations, finding the obstacles I’d have to manoeuvre around. If someone asked if it’d been traced, I’d have to come clean, but if I just said, ‘I drew it by hand,’ that wouldn’t be lying, would it?


Mum didn’t say anything. She nodded to indicate I could leave the table.


Some sort of panic should have taken hold when I was alone in my bedroom. I know it doesn’t make sense. How do I explain why I was so unconcerned that no-one knew where my best friend was? That I sat there working on my assignment? All I can say is it felt like someone had said they were having trouble finding the ocean. It was obvious to me that they just weren’t looking hard enough, or in the right places.


The phone rang in the kitchen, and after a short while Mum came in. ‘We’re going to go and see Mack. He wants to talk to you.’


I was writing PERU in large bubble letters in the middle of the cardboard. Bubble letters were my specialty.


‘About Esther?’ I asked.


I didn’t want Mum to see me messing around with the lamp. I’d have to fix the llama on an afternoon when she was at work.


Mum smiled weakly. ‘Yes, Bup. About Esther.’


Bup was my mum’s nickname for me. Sometimes I called her Mucca. At certain times, like at the start of a long road trip – to visit my aunty Kath who lived in Victoria, maybe – she’d say, ‘Look at us, Bup and Mucca, off on an adventure.’


Mum’s jaw was all tensed up as we drove to the police station. A vein popped in her neck, like a wiry plastic rod had been inserted under her skin, made of the same stuff they made school skipping ropes with, stiff but bendy. I’d never been inside the police station and had only ever seen Officer Macintyre around town or when he came to the school to talk about stranger danger. My mum called him Mack. He lived next door to the station with his wife, Lacey, who jogged across and let us in when we arrived. We walked past the high desk and into a small kitchen. Lacey pulled a bottle of milk from a tiny fridge and poured some into a mug that said COPS ARE TOPS. She added five heaped spoonfuls of Milo and put the cup in the microwave. Someone at school had told me that Officer Macintyre and his wife couldn’t have children because something was wrong with her. I looked her up and down as she handed me the cup. She was skinny, but so was my mum, and she had me.


Officer Macintyre walked into the room and sat down. ‘Hi, Evelyn,’ he said, nodding at my mum. ‘Hello, Veronica.’


He smelled of sweat and cologne, and he needed a shave.


‘It’s just Ronnie,’ I said.


‘No worries, Ronnie,’ he replied, leaning forward on his forearms and smiling at Mum. ‘Can you start by telling me what you and Esther did this afternoon?’ He said it like when there’s only one lamington left, and you want it, but if you reach for it someone will say that you’re being greedy, so instead you ask casually: Does anyone want this?


He asked the same questions Mum had as I took salty-sweet sips from the Milo. I told him we had netball, that Esther hadn’t played. That we’d split up at the church. She’d seemed normal. What I didn’t, or couldn’t, tell him was that Esther on a normal day still exuded a kind of magic, like she might do anything. She could curl her tongue, she could bend over and place the palm of her hand flat on the ground while keeping her legs straight, she could sing. And she never traced.


‘Does Esther like sport?’ he asked.


‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Is she in trouble?’


Officer Macintyre’s eyes moved to Mum, her chair pushed all the way back out of my line of sight. ‘No, Ronnie, Esther isn’t in any trouble. Not at all.’


Out the front of the station afterwards, Mum put her arms around me and just kind of held me until it got boring and I coughed.


‘Bup.’ She said the word into the top of my head, hairs moving where her breath touched them. ‘I want you to go to Uncle Peter’s while I help search.’


‘But I wanna come with you.’


I always found Esther when we played hide-and-seek, her dark head bobbing behind some tree, too impatient to stay hidden for long.


‘The last thing I need is for you to wander off as well,’ Mum said, smoothing my hair with her hand.


My uncle Peter met us at the front of his place. He was Mum’s older brother and she liked him best; I could tell because he was the only person I knew who really, truly made her laugh, other than me. He smiled his lopsided smile – he’d been slammed into while playing footy in his twenties and the left side of his face drooped a little – and pulled her into a hug. When I was little he’d let me tug at his beard, a goatee that had some white hair in it now. He was wearing a polo shirt emblazoned with the logo of the trucking company he worked for. He walked side by side with Mum to the front door. The red hair on his arms glowed in the sensor light that clicked on as we approached.


‘It’s just awful to think about, Pete,’ she said.


He nodded. ‘Shelly’s gone over there.’


Mum had never really hit it off with Esther’s mum, but Constance and my aunt Shelly were good friends. Esther spent a lot of time at my aunt and uncle’s and she loved the chaos at their place. Esther had the knack of always being herself, unlike me. When I was there, I could tell my aunt Shelly thought I was sly, and when someone thinks that about you it becomes true. I’d feel myself slinking around the backyard, and when I snuck into the kitchen for a snack I always seemed to get caught. Not that Aunt Shelly cared, but I could just tell she thought I was a bit spoiled. It wasn’t like that with my uncle. He laughed at my jokes. Once, he made me laugh so hard I farted, which made us both laugh harder, until neither of us could breathe, which was probably lucky because it smelled bad. Another time, he’d brought me back a hat from somewhere on his trucking route that made it look like a sheep was sleeping on your head. I’d worn it every day until Mum said it had got lost in the wash.


My uncle hugged me, tight.


The light was fading as we walked into my uncle’s house. I expected any second to see Esther jump out from behind a fence, eyes rolled back in her head, tongue out, laughing.


She’d been missing for six hours.









SARAH


Friday, 30 November 2001


Detective Sergeant Sarah Michaels pulled the unmarked white sedan to a stop next to a free petrol bowser. Her detective constable, Wayne Smith, was sleeping with his mouth open in the passenger seat. They were around seven hours west of Sydney. They’d been heading back there from another job when a call from their superior had come through. You’re going to be spending some more time in the country, Michaels! Kinouac had announced. Sarah was just grateful they hadn’t made it all the way home before they had to turn around again.


‘How ya feeling, boss?’ Smithy asked, rubbing his eyes as he stepped out of the passenger’s side.


‘Hot,’ Sarah said, unscrewing the petrol cap.


She’d done the bulk of the driving, the right side of her body in full sun the whole time. Before leaving Sydney she’d taken off the bracelet Amira had given her, leaving it on the glass tray by the bed, and put on her mother’s watch instead. That arm stung now, and was already going red.


When Smithy walked inside to pay for the fuel, Sarah took her chance and reached across the driver’s seat to grab the vanilla air freshener dangling from the rear-view mirror, pulling on it until the string broke. She threw it in a dark plastic rubbish bin that stood beside a stagnant bucket of water and a well-worn squeegee. The fragrant sliver of foam had been giving her a headache. It made her think of Amira and her endless incense.


Moments later, Smithy stepped back out through the automatic doors of the petrol station, and Sarah walked around to the passenger side. They were only half an hour from their destination; Smithy could drive the rest of the way.


There was a thin woman with dark circles under her eyes pumping fuel at the opposite bowser. She wore a long, pill-ridden cardigan despite the heat. A baby screamed in the back seat. The woman replaced the nozzle and looked over at Sarah. Sarah got the feeling that if she hadn’t been there – not in uniform but still obviously a cop – the woman would have left the baby, door ajar, while she went in to pay.


Smithy lowered himself into the driver’s seat and shot Sarah a glance. ‘Cheer up, Sarge, it might not happen.’


Sarah hadn’t realised that she was frowning but refused on principle to rearrange her expression. ‘Eyes on the road, Constable.’


Smithy was a gum chewer. His sandy moustache twitched, and the smacking sound of the gum irritated Sarah more as a passenger than when she’d had the road to focus on. Any flavour had to be long gone. It was a relief when they spotted a faded WELCOME TO DURTON! sign and turned off the highway.


Smithy pulled up in front of the smallest cop shop Sarah had ever seen.


‘Where’d the air freshener go?’ he asked, looking at the rear-view mirror.


‘Must’ve fallen down,’ she said.


Smithy craned forward to look under the seat and Sarah got out of the car.


The local sergeant met them at the door and introduced himself as Mack, squinting as he talked. At first, he directed his comments at Smithy. Then Smithy made the formal introductions, including rank, and Sarah caught a flash of a smile stifled by moustache as Mack swivelled forty-five degrees to face her. At least Mack had the decency not to raise his eyebrows. She didn’t imagine they had too many female officers out this way. Or maybe they took what they could get.


Mack was a compact, tanned man with a five o’clock shadow who’d followed protocol to the letter. Better than many of the local cops Sarah had worked with in her two years in Missing Persons. He’d gathered the info they’d need to get started. Mack’s wife had stayed at the station, making calls. Sarah met her on the way in. Lacey Macintyre was thin but sturdy. With her tan and white-blonde hair she wouldn’t have looked out of place in the stands of a polo match, until she opened her mouth and a broad country accent came out.


It was a myth that Missing Persons had to wait twenty-four hours to start searching, particularly for kids. Sometimes, Sarah would arrive just as the child had been found, asleep in a backyard cubby, or lying low at a friend’s house. In those cases, she’d smile, shake the hands of the local officers, and file a slim report when she got back. Excluding custody disputes, most children not recovered in the first three hours were already dead. In this case, it had been more than four hours since the child was last seen. Mack handed over the incident log and Sarah tried to ignore the heat in her right arm as she flicked through it. Mack said he’d meet the two officers at the search site later and walked them back to their white Commodore.


The light had faded to a blue haze. Smithy rolled the windows down. The town was flat, brown, the suggestion of hills in the distance. They drove straight from the cop shop to the small fibro house where Esther Bianchi’s parents would be waiting. In the light shining from the porch, Sarah could see they had a novelty letterbox: the outline of a palm tree sprouted from the box, the letters B-I-A-N-C-H-I just visible beneath the tree’s silhouette.


There was one woman Sarah thought of whenever she found herself at a front door. Sarah had just moved into Missing Persons from Child Protection. The woman’s seventeen-year-old daughter, Carla, had disappeared. A crowded kitchen, a collection of tea cosies. The mother told Sarah, ‘When your child is gone, you look around the house, and there’ll be things in it that make you sick. If you’ve wasted time collecting cat figurines, it feels so fucking stupid. You’ll never be that person again.’


They never found Carla.


A woman watched them walk up the path from her spot on the verandah. Sarah was grateful she’d remembered to shrug her jacket over her sweat-stained collared shirt. It was important to look the part.


Smithy made the introduction and the woman brought them inside.


‘Steve’s still out looking,’ the woman said. ‘Esther’s father, I mean.’


There was the rumble of a car pulling in outside.


They passed a pair of gumboots with a pattern of daisies on the hallway floor; a man’s high-vis jacket hung next to the door. The air conditioner wedged in the dining room window hummed, but the room was warm and close.


‘Is she here?’ a deep voice called from the front door.


A man in head-to-toe workwear appeared in the doorway. He was a little over six foot, tanned, dark features.


‘Perfect timing,’ Smithy said, looking at Sarah.


She nodded.


‘Would you follow me, Mr Bianchi?’ Smithy said.


The girl’s father followed Smithy down the hall. Sarah caught the smell of the father’s sweat, partly rank, slightly sweet – it reminded her of her own father, returning from a game of squash with one mate or another who was also in the force. She heard what sounded like a back door closing. Sarah would interview the mother, and it was always best if the parents couldn’t hear each other. As the woman moved to sit, Sarah glanced down at her folder: Constance Bianchi. Sarah joined her at the dining table, which was covered in a green tablecloth that Constance kept bunching in her hand, over and over. The creases in the satiny fabric formed a circle the size of a baby’s head.


Sarah asked to check the woman’s ID.


The licence confirmed what the mousy roots suggested – the woman was not a natural blonde. There was something sharp about her face that hadn’t made it into the photo, even if her cheeks were full and her face was puffy from crying. Smudged mascara ran under her large, dark eyes, which refused to settle on one thing. Her mouth and nose were over-generous. Her lipstick had worn off, but a dark shadow of lipliner remained. On the sideboard to Constance’s left stood a large photo of the girl whose school picture was in Sarah’s folder: Esther hung from monkey bars, a shiny net of black hair falling around her small face. Her eyes telegraphed her pride at the trick. Sarah didn’t see an immediate resemblance to the woman in front of her.


A sound came from the kitchen.


‘Who’s that?’ Sarah asked.


‘It’s my friend, Shelly Thompson – she’s been sitting with me.’


‘Okay, we’ll want a quick chat with her in a second, too.’


Constance shrugged. ‘Sure.’


‘Esther is an unusual name,’ Sarah observed.


‘Yes,’ the girl’s mother replied. ‘I named her for my grandmother, on my dad’s side.’


‘Are you Jewish?’


‘No, and my father wasn’t, but my grandmother was. People often ask that. To be honest, I didn’t ever really think of it as a Jewish name. That probably sounds silly. I just really liked my grandma a lot.’ Constance seemed frustrated with the small talk even as she was making it.


‘Do you mind if we take a quick cheek swab? It will be useful to have your DNA on file.’


Constance nodded her assent and Sarah took the sample, always an oddly intimate moment.


There were things Sarah needed to establish. Had Esther wandered before? Had she ever talked about running away? Was there anyone else with a custody claim? Sarah put these questions to Constance, who ran her palm along the edge of the dining table and replied in the negative to each question. Everything matched what she’d already told Mack.


‘Have there been any changes in Esther’s life recently? Has she made any new friends, started at a new swim school, that sort of thing?’ Sarah asked.


‘No.’


‘Had any work done on the house in the last twelve months?’


‘No. I’ve already been asked all these questions. This isn’t like her at all. There’s no-one we know who would take her.’


It had always served Sarah to stay beige, as her old training sergeant would say. She fought to keep herself on an even keel because it made her a better cop. She tried not to engage with the mother’s grief, even as she spoke softly, giving the distraught woman plenty of time to answer. Despite herself, Sarah thought of Amira. The way Amira would pinch Sarah’s arm when she tried to talk to her about this stuff, about taking herself out of the equation. Feels like human flesh to me, Amira would say, squinting and sniffing until Sarah laughed.


Sarah wished she could take people’s brains and just open them up, see all the little details they were too afraid or too forgetful to share and transcribe them directly into her notebook.


‘Has anyone been in Esther’s room since she left for school this morning?’


‘No.’


Sarah could sense Constance’s rising impatience.


‘You didn’t wander in at any point? Put some washing away? Vacuum the carpet?’


‘Wait.’ Constance put up her hand, like a pedestrian looking to slow an oncoming car. ‘I did go in there. When she wasn’t home by three, I went into her room in case she – in case she’d come in through the back door or something.’


‘What did you do in there?’


‘I – I thought about making the bed, but then I didn’t because Esther was meant to do it. I picked up some things from the floor.’ Her voice went up a register at the end of the sentence, making her words a question, or a plea.


‘Okay. We’re going to go in there together in a minute and double-check that nothing is missing.’


‘Do you have children, Detective Michaels?’


Sarah found that, in general, people were less leery of unmarried, childless female police officers in her line of work than they were of single men. Even if some of them guessed she might be gay, even if that wasn’t their cup of tea, they were less suspicious of her than they were of Smithy. She couldn’t imagine doing this job and then going home to her own kids. It’s not normal, her own mother had said. There’s just something not normal about someone who would want to do that kind of work. She hadn’t even known the half of it. Sarah had never spoken with her mother about her time in Child Protection.


Constance was waiting for Sarah’s answer. ‘No, I don’t,’ Sarah said.


‘You think someone’s got my daughter, don’t you?’ She raised her chin.


‘Constance’ – Sarah met her gaze – ‘I don’t think anything this early in the investigation. The only thing I am sure of is that we’re partners now. We both want the same thing. We both want Esther home.’


Sarah tried to avoid coming to conclusions too early. What really worried her now was not that Esther might be dead, but that she was alive and being held somewhere. She wasn’t going to be the one to expand on the idea with the girl’s mother, though.


Constance was silent.


‘Do you have another photo?’ Sarah asked, holding up the picture Mack had given her. ‘Kids don’t ever really look like their school photos. Have you noticed that?’


Sarah moved down the hallway, a different photo of Esther Bianchi tucked into her notebook, towards the noise she assumed was coming from the kitchen.


She stopped at the threshold of the vinyl-floored room and was greeted by the broad back of a woman so tall she seemed almost stooped under the kitchen’s low ceiling. Sarah coughed and the woman reeled around.


‘Shelly Thompson? I was hoping to ask you some questions.’ There was a tumbler in the woman’s hand. It appeared to be filled with red wine.


‘I’m sorry,’ the woman said, putting the glass down. She was wearing black leggings and a purple shirt. A grey tiger’s head, outlined with small diamantes, stretched across her breasts. Most people became secretive around cops, Sarah had noticed. This woman smiled. ‘I’m not a big drinker. I just needed somethink.’ The woman ended the word on a hard ‘k’ sound. ‘The bottle was open, but I think it might be old. Tastes bloody awful.’ She could have hidden the alcohol easily enough, Sarah reckoned, but hadn’t bothered. The woman had short, artificially red hair and was visibly shaking, but Sarah could tell it was not because a police officer was standing in front of her. Something about this woman’s world had changed when Esther failed to come home. The woman picked up her glass and put it in the sink. ‘But I’ve got to pull it together, for her.’ She nodded towards the hallway.


‘Have you known the family long?’ Sarah asked.


‘Constance is my best friend. We met the day she moved to town,’ the woman replied, raising her chin, like it was something to be proud of. ‘Her Esther’s like one of my own.’


‘What kind of kid is Esther?’


‘A good one. Some only kids can be stuck up, but Esther gets on with my brood like she was family.’ The woman swiped at her eyes with the back of her hand and collected herself. She clearly wanted Sarah to know that the girl was special. ‘She’s one of those kids who’ll have a go at anything. And she trusts people, sees the good in ’em.’


Sarah had seen it before, this urge to impress upon the cops that the missing child was not like any other. Sarah could say it didn’t matter, but of course it did. You searched harder for the ones that had people who loved them.


‘Do you know anyone who might want to hurt Esther?’ Sarah asked gently.


The woman shook her head forcefully, as if repelling the thought.


‘And where were you this afternoon?’


‘I went to pick up my grandson from my daughter’s house a bit after two. I was there for a couple of hours or so. Caleb’s just a bub and my daughter Kylie’s struggling a bit. I like to give her a break. I brought Caleb home with me – I do that most Fridays. When I got home the kids told me Constance had called.’


‘And what time was that?’


‘A bit before five.’


‘Can you be more specific?’


‘I’m not sure. But it wouldn’t have been later than five because I had time to get the message and then drive here by seven minutes past five. I remember looking at the clock because I was figuring out how late Esther was.’


Sarah noted this all in shorthand in her notebook. She could maintain eye contact while she did it, a particular skill of hers.


‘And where did Constance call you from?’


‘Here.’


‘Are you sure about that?’


‘We’ve got caller ID on the home phone. I tried to call her back before I left, and I saw her number on the call list.’ There was nothing combative about the woman’s tone. It looked like she was struggling to keep herself upright.


‘Where was Steven when you got here?’


‘He was supposed to be at work.’ The way the woman said it – supposed to be – struck Sarah.


‘But he wasn’t?’


The woman paused. ‘Constance said it took a long time to get him on the phone.’ Then, as if guessing what Sarah might be thinking, she added, ‘She can never get hold of him when she needs him.’


‘What’s your opinion of Steven?’


A strange expression crossed the woman’s face. ‘I try not to poke my nose in.’ She reached into the sink and brought the glass, which was still half full of red wine, to her lips. She took a swig then poured the dregs down the sink, grimacing. ‘My husband Peter and Steven aren’t really friendly, but Esther and Constance are over at my place all the time. My kids love Esther. And she loves them.’


‘Where was your husband this afternoon?’


‘Peter? He was home with our kids while I went to pick up my grandson.’ Sarah sketched a quick triangle next to this information in her notebook.


The woman drew herself up to her full height, like she was preparing for battle. ‘Okay. Can I go in and see her? She shouldn’t be alone right now.’


‘Can I have Kylie’s phone number?’


Sarah knew from experience it was the people closest to the missing person whose stories had to be checked most carefully.


‘Kylie hasn’t got a phone out there. We’re working on it. I can give you her address?’


Sarah nodded and Shelly Thompson gave her daughter’s address, repeating it to make sure Sarah had caught the whole thing before lumbering past Sarah into the hall.


Steven Bianchi followed Sarah and Smithy in his ute as they drove away from the Bianchi house. Sarah advised against parents joining the search for a number of reasons – the least of which was that they might find a body – but there’d been no stopping Steven.


The sun still hadn’t fully set, and Sarah could make out houses hunkered down against the coming night, no lights on, no movement inside. They drove until they reached a wide avenue that split around a long, grassy verge, with established trees spaced out at regular intervals. Old shopfronts were painted in heritage colours, neatly and recently applied, but most of them seemed empty.


‘If I saw them walking in the same aisle at the supermarket, I never would’ve picked them as a couple,’ Smithy said. He was always starting conversations, or restarting ones that Sarah thought had been dropped, like he expected her to know what he was talking about. She gathered he meant Steven and his wife. ‘He’s a good-looking bugger,’ Smithy continued. ‘Bit thick, though, if you ask me.’


‘How do you mean?’


‘Well, he’s either thick or a bit dodgy.’


Pacing around in his work uniform, Steven Bianchi had kept the furniture between him and the people responsible for finding his daughter. He worked for the council, and he’d told Smithy he was working with a crew all afternoon on a nearby road. Smithy had already phoned and asked Mack to check. Constance Bianchi had left the doctor’s office where she worked at 2.30 pm and there was no-one who could confirm her whereabouts between then and three o’clock, when she’d started making phone calls.


Sarah glanced over her shoulder. Steven, in his ute, was so close behind them Sarah thought he might nudge their bumper.


‘How’d you go getting a DNA sample from him?’


‘No problems,’ said Smithy. ‘I’m wondering, though, should I organise for forensics on both parents’ cars?’


‘We can certainly ask, see if they’ll consent without a warrant,’ Sarah replied. She should have thought of that.


‘We probably should have done that first thing, huh?’ Smithy’s eyes went to the rear-view mirror, made useless by the glare of Steven Bianchi’s headlights.


‘Hmm.’ He was right. Sarah had to focus. The thought buzzed like old electrical wiring under her skin. You know how to do this, Michaels – so do it.


She would have liked more officers, but there were two other missing girls – twins – elsewhere in the state. A very high-profile case. Even Sarah, who avoided the media as much as possible – including the coverage of her own cases, when she could – knew that. It was scary to realise that a lot of this stuff was luck. The same way that in a hospital a busy emergency room dictated the level of care you would receive. It was hard maths, a question of limited resources. And people would already be trying to discern a pattern, to work out if the twins’ disappearance and Esther Bianchi’s were related. Sarah knew it was unlikely but jotted the thought down in her notebook.


While Sarah couldn’t call on many experienced officers, she had plenty of people power at her disposal, by the looks of it. Dozens of cars lined the side of the unpaved road near the creek, which – as the way Esther would have walked home – was the locus of their search site. Behind them, Steven peeled off into a tight spot between two other utes. The first thing Sarah did after Smithy had parked was find a uniform and tell him to get the key from Steven – she pointed him out.


‘Ask him nicely if we can run some quick checks. Call him sir. Tell him you’ll run him home when he’s ready.’


Sarah knew from experience it would be better to have the question come from someone who looked the way this uniform did – blokey, a bit dumb.


The young man glanced from left to right, like he wasn’t sure Sarah had the authority to be telling him what to do. She turned away, making the order final.


‘Anyone interesting show up?’ Sarah asked Mack in a quiet corner of the Rural Fire Service shed.


The shed had been designated as HQ for the search by virtue of being the closest structure to the part of the creek Sarah wanted to check. Around them, a mix of volunteers and uniforms were getting ready to begin the line search. There were lots of local residents, as well as fireys borrowed from the surrounding areas, State Emergency Service volunteers and cops from Rhodes, the bigger town up the highway. Sarah had been coordinating with the Rhodes team since before they’d arrived, had even worked with some of their officers before, when other cases had brought her out this way.


‘One guy I hadn’t seen before just said, “I’m Stan,” and wouldn’t give any other details when he was registering.’ Mack’s leathery lips barely moved as he spoke. When she didn’t reply he continued, ‘I told him if he didn’t have ID he couldn’t search.’ When Sarah raised her eyebrows he said, ‘Don’t worry, I got a picture of him before he left.’


Sarah liked Mack, she decided. She was glad he was their local connection.


‘Well, no point waiting any longer,’ she said.


Sarah climbed on the tray of a nearby ute and fronted the sizeable crowd; it was always easy gathering a big group for kids. Smithy yelled for people at the back to be quiet.


‘I want to thank each and every person here for your patience as we get you registered and set up,’ Sarah began. ‘If you’re uncertain about any of the instructions you’ve been given, find a marshal.’ She gestured to a row of State Emergency Service workers with yellow vests over their bright orange jumpsuits. ‘Now, let’s get out there.’


The search got underway. As the line of men and women flickered in and out of view through the trees, Sarah allowed herself to enjoy, just for a moment, the flash of purpose. The feeling that they might find the girl and get her home that night. They had over a hundred people searching.


Of course, every local here would have to be checked out in the coming days. If people knew how often the abductor showed up to search, they might not volunteer in the first place.


She’d called in a few favours and diverted a dog team, for twenty-four hours only. She saw them pull up and walked towards their van. On her way, Sarah spotted Steven at the front of the advancing line. There was a pocket of space around him, like people were afraid to get too close. She’d already asked another uniform to go and pick up his wife’s car, if she agreed, and take it straight to the motel where she and Smithy could look it over once they were done searching.


After sorting out the dog team and getting them started, Sarah tracked down Mack again. He had prepared a summary of all the properties Esther might have passed on her way home from school. Sarah’s mind was doing what it always did in these situations – mentally checking off her actions against a list she’d sketched out in her notebook – even as she nodded along with Mack’s words.


‘Lacey spoke to everyone who was home and scheduled a time for them to come in tomorrow. The guy on this property’ – he gestured towards a dry paddock, a house in the distance just visible in the fading light; behind it, the land continued all the way to the dirt road they’d sent cars down – ‘I know him. Name’s Ned Harrison. He’s away at the moment. A uniform has knocked on the door, just in case.’


‘What do you know about Peter Thompson?’ Sarah asked. ‘He’s the husband of Constance Bianchi’s best friend, right?’


‘The Thompson place is the other side of town. Peter’s a good bloke.’ Mack’s expression said, Nothing to worry about there. ‘He’s a truckie,’ he went on. ‘Has five kids. A normal guy.’


‘He’ll be on our alibi list for tomorrow?’


‘It’s a long list,’ Mack said. ‘But yeah, ’course he will.’


‘Okay, let’s add his daughter to that list – Kylie, I think her name was. I’d like you to speak to her, too. We need to check the best friend’s alibi.’


‘No problems, Detective Sergeant.’


Sarah was sensitive for any hint of pique – some local cops took more breaking in than others – but there was none.


‘I wanted to ask you: do you think there could be a connection between this case and the missing twins?’ Mack said.


It was amazing how close he could keep his lips together and still be understood.


‘It’s unlikely, but I’m not ruling it out,’ Sarah told him.


Mack rubbed the back of his head. ‘It makes me nervous, the thought of some nutjob running around, taking girls.’


Sarah nodded.


It was properly dark when the dogs found Esther Bianchi’s scent near the school and started heading for the creek, only to go off in different directions, taking their handlers in circles. No-one found anything in the line search, and nothing came up in the debrief to give them anything to go on. SES workers had taken over the small scout hall near the school, and cot beds were set up for anyone who needed one. They’d search again at first light.


As Smithy and Sarah left the search site, a brunette was extricating herself from an oversized jacket, her microphone already in hand. They were a two-person crew: local news, Sarah guessed. She wondered how long it would take for Sydney reporters to show up. Looking back over her shoulder as she slid into the car, Sarah couldn’t hear what the reporter was saying, but saw her illuminated by a circle of bright light. The woman gestured with one hand towards the ground, the fingers extended. The pulsing movement of her hand said, right here.


They drove back to the cop shop and stayed there with Mack late into the night, finalising a list of interview subjects for the next day. Uniforms would be patrolling Durton all night. Lacey had organised rooms at the local motel for everyone not on night shift. The dog team would be sharing two to a room, but they’d be leaving after tomorrow, whether they found anything or not. Though Sarah and Smithy both had other cases back in the city, it was looking like they could be in town for a few days at least. The parents’ cars had been parked behind the building, out of sight from the road.


It wasn’t far from the cop shop to the wide drive of the Horse and Cane Motel. Sarah and Smithy checked in at the bar, the only part of the building still lit up, with a man who said he was the owner. The material of his stained blue singlet forged a clear path through the dark hair on his shoulders like a road running through bush. He reminded Sarah of a character Amira had liked to dress up as for her drag king shows. The daughter of Syrian migrants, Amira had relished dressing as an Aussie boofhead in a stained wifebeater. What a horrible name for a piece of clothing, she’d said, her nose crinkling the way it did when she found something absurd. The owner grunted out a few syllables as he gave them their keys and sold Smithy a six-pack of VB. From the blocky concrete reception, a row of rooms stretched out in a straight line.


In the room assigned to her – a musty relic from the early eighties – Sarah kicked off her shoes, lay down on the bed and closed her eyes. Her left hand went to her sunburned arm, landing on her mother’s watch. She wore it on her right arm, like her mother did.


Her mother had liked Amira. ‘She’s a beautiful woman.’ Her mother’s emphasis was always on the ‘she’, as if comparing Amira to Sarah, or maybe even to herself. Sarah looked more like her father had – straight up and down. She suspected it annoyed her mother that Sarah hadn’t followed in her genetic footsteps beyond her left-handedness, but Sarah was relieved not to have inherited her mother’s chest, her brash, exaggerated way of walking into a room, silently commanding all eyes to her. Of course, wasn’t that the kind of woman Sarah always dated? She sighed. It really wasn’t the time to think about Amira. And it also wasn’t time to sleep. Sarah had arranged forensics for the next day, but they needed to do an initial check of the cars. Sarah stood up from the bed and fossicked through her shoulder bag for a torch.


She walked to the next room in the row and knocked on Smithy’s door.


‘We need to check the parents’ cars.’


Smithy opened the door in his shirt and boxers. There was an open beer on the table behind him.


‘Shit, Sarge, you’re no fun.’


‘I’ll see you out there.’


Sarah circled the vehicles, their metal doors dimly reflecting the fluorescent motel sign that rose above the building. She took a deep breath and rolled her shoulders. She wanted to be the one to search Steven’s car. She gloved up. Smithy came up behind her and Sarah handed him the key for the mother’s Corolla. It felt like a moment from the crime shows Amira always wanted Sarah to watch, even though Sarah found them irritating and plagued with inaccuracies.


‘You’re my plucky detective,’ Amira had said once, running her hands through Sarah’s short hair. ‘They wouldn’t let you be gay, though, in a show.’


‘The cops in those shows are always on the verge of a breakdown,’ Sarah said. ‘I’m nothing like them.’


Amira had just laughed at that.


Sarah crouched to look under the front passenger seat of Steven’s ute and her torch lit up the outlines of something resting there. It was almost midnight, but Sarah felt wide awake. Even Amira would have thought it was too easy. It was laughable, really, that Steven had made no effort to hide it. Gingerly, Sarah reached in with a gloved hand and tugged. It was a girl’s school shoe: black leather, with a buckle on the side. From the detailed description Constance had given them, Sarah knew Esther had been wearing it when she left the house.


Steven was the one who came to the door, like he was expecting them. It was a few minutes past midnight, technically Saturday morning.


Sarah said, ‘You’ll need to accompany us to the station.’


‘Why?’ The high tone in Steven’s voice sounded both fearful and petulant to Sarah.


Now was a good time for him to be afraid: Mack had confirmed that no-one could place Steven Bianchi where he’d said he was. Mack had also organised an interview room for Sarah at the regional command station in Rhodes. Mack’s station didn’t have the facilities they’d need for an interview like this one, and doing it in a proper police HQ would make the experience more intimidating. Steven wasn’t actually under arrest yet, but Sarah wanted him to feel like he was. He sat silently in the back of the Commodore. Black night streamed past the closed windows. His left leg, the one closest to the gearstick, bounced up and down at double speed. Smithy and Sarah let him stew.


Amira’s leg used to bounce up and down like that. ‘It is because we bisexuals,’ she’d gesture elaborately to herself, ‘we – how do you say? – just have more energy.’ Amira would imitate her father’s thick Syrian accent to deliver these lines. ‘We’re not like you lesbians,’ Amira would roll her eyes, ‘always tired.’ Amira never seemed to imitate her mother’s voice, which was breathy and high on the video Amira had shown Sarah of Amira dancing for them at their thirtieth wedding anniversary. Sarah had never met Amira’s parents. And now she never would. It had been two weeks since Amira had spoken Sarah’s name and promised it would be for the last time. Two weeks since anyone had called Sarah anything other than ‘Michaels’, or ‘boss’.


Sarah closed the door to the interview room and joined Smithy and Steven at the table. She looked at Steven and wondered idly what a jury would make of such a handsome man. His jaw tensed as she sat down. He must have assumed that Smithy would be interviewing him again.


Sarah switched on the digital recording equipment and recited the necessary spiel.


‘Alright, Steven. Why don’t you walk me through your Friday?’ Sarah kept her voice light.


Steven’s eyes darted to Smithy, like he was appealing to someone with more sense to save him.


‘I’ve already told you. I was at work. I only got home a bit before five. By the time I got back to the site office and heard my wife had been trying to get in touch with me, it was almost knock-off time anyway.’


‘Let’s go back a little further. What did you do this morning? Well, yesterday morning, now,’ she said, glancing at the clock on the wall.


‘Like I told him’ – Steven angled his head in Smithy’s direction – ‘I start late on Fridays, not till ten.’


‘That’s a nice sleep-in,’ Sarah said.


Steven fluttered his eyes closed, like he was blocking Sarah out for a moment.


‘Who takes Esther to school?’


His eyes opened again. ‘Constance does. You know that.’


He was looking too comfortable. She wanted to shake him up a little. ‘Do you and Constance fight much?’ Sarah asked.


‘A normal amount.’


‘How does Esther feel about that? About you two fighting?’


‘She felt fucking great about it,’ he retorted, looking at Smithy again.


Sarah noted the use of past tense.


‘Have you always believed that Esther was your child, Steven?’


‘Of course she’s mine.’


He seemed to be on firmer ground than before and leaned back in his seat. His hands were flat on the table.


‘What were you doing at two thirty, Steven?’


‘Like I told your partner, I was out putting new lines on the highway.’


‘Is it standard for people in your team to work alone?’ Sarah asked.


‘No.’ Steven bunched his shoulders, like he was reluctant to concede the point. ‘Usually someone else is there. But one of the guys was out sick. I was just finishing them off.’ Steven looked at her.


‘Finishing off what?’ Sarah was looking down at her notebook as he spoke. Sick colleague? she wrote.


‘The lines.’ Steven’s words were thick with condescension.


‘Where were you working, exactly?’


He sighed. ‘Near the town limit, on the stretch of road near the sign that tells you you’re leaving Durton.’


This matched what Steven’s boss had said about where he was supposed to be, but she only had Steven’s word for it that he actually had been.


The time had come to show him their evidence.


‘Steven,’ she said, ‘your wife has confirmed that this shoe is one of the pair that your daughter was wearing when she left the house at 8 am on Friday the thirtieth of November.’


Smithy placed the plastic exhibit bag with Esther’s shoe on the table.


‘For the tape, please note that Detective Constable Smith is showing Mr Bianchi evidence item DN four-six-six,’ Sarah said. ‘I’m wondering if you could explain how this shoe came to be in your car, Steven?’


Steven’s nostrils flared. ‘Where did you find this?’


‘It was under the front passenger seat of your ute,’ Sarah said.


He looked between Sarah and Smithy, and when neither of them answered, he bent to examine the bag with the scrutiny of a man looking for a fifty-dollar note he’d dropped in long grass. His shoulders slumped. ‘It looks like hers. But I don’t know how it could’ve got there.’ His tone had changed; it was flatter, less cocky.


‘At least two people from the school noticed the shoes she was wearing, Steven.’ She looked down to check Mack’s notes. ‘Your daughter couldn’t participate in the netball game because she’d forgotten her trainers. Her PE teacher got a good look at the shoes when she was assessing whether Esther could play in them.’


‘You’ve got it all wrong,’ he said, as if only now realising the seriousness of the situation. There was something wooden about him, though. Something fake. The word bitch hovered at the end of his sentence, unspoken but palpable.


‘You really have no explanation?’ Sarah said.


Sarah needed to get him talking, the kind of talking where he would forget to stop. He’d foregone legal counsel when they’d asked, but he could change his mind at any minute.


Silence.


‘Steven –’


‘Doesn’t matter what I say, does it?’ he blurted, looking at Smithy, whose head was bent low over the paperwork in front of him. ‘Whatever I say, you’re just going to twist it.’ Steven’s mouth hung open as his eyes moved from Smithy to Sarah.


‘We’re trying to resolve the inconsistencies in your story, Mr Bianchi,’ she said. ‘That’s our job. Surely you can see that finding this shoe in your car complicates your insistence that you were nowhere near Esther at two thirty?’


A memory from a different interview room swam into focus for Sarah. The brown jumper of a man sitting across from her. He’d had his hands clasped together. The ends of his sleeves had a green-and-yellow trim, something like an old school jumper, quite distinctive. The man denied selling films of his five-year-old granddaughter, not realising that Sarah had seen the videos, and that in one of them were shots of a man with no pants on. You didn’t see his face, or even really his torso. But as the video technician had pointed out, you could see the edge of a brown jumper, its green-and-yellow trim moving every so often into the frame.


‘All I want is for you to bloody find her, but you’re too busy wasting time in here.’ A high, panicked note came into Steven’s voice. It made Sarah think of the way, when a kid falls over, they look around to see if anyone’s watching, ready to break into a wail if there’s someone who’ll come running.


Steven shut his eyes and put his head on the desk. Smithy looked at her. Sarah knew what he was thinking because she was thinking the same thing. This was taking too long. They couldn’t arrest Steven with what they had. They’d looked at the shoe under good strong light – no blood on it, and none they could see in the car. A call had already gone in for a mobile forensic team, and someone had agreed to work on it overnight, but she wouldn’t have those results until tomorrow at the earliest. They’d drop the shoe off as soon as they were done here, but she’d wanted Steven to see it, to know they had it.


Steven still had his head down on the desk.


Smithy nodded towards Steven as if to say, Can I have a go?


Sarah pushed back her chair. Have at it.


‘What way did you take to the creek?’ Smithy asked.


Steven raised his head to look at Smithy. ‘I told you: I was at work.’ His teeth were gritted.


Smithy leaned in and said something into Steven’s ear so quietly that Sarah, and the tape, couldn’t hear it.


Steven jumped to his feet. Sarah’s heart sank even before he swung out. This would have to be explained at some point, in a courtroom.


Sarah would’ve said Smithy had pretty good reflexes, above average even, but the wild punch hit him straight on the nose. She sprang from her seat and moved around the table towards Steven, grabbing him around the forearms and jerking him back.


The words came automatically: ‘Steven Bianchi, you are under arrest for assaulting a police officer. You do not have to say or do anything unless you wish to do so. Anything you do or say may be recorded and used as evidence in court. Do you understand?’


Steven pitched his head violently back. If she’d been taller – a big, beefy guy – it would have connected with her face. As it was, she ducked it easily.


She looked up at the security camera in the corner of the room, noting the flashing red light. She bustled Steven into the dark hall and found a uniform to pass him to for processing.


Returning to the interview room, she asked, ‘You alright?’


‘I’m fine,’ Smithy said thickly. There was blood streaming down his nose.


‘Let’s get that seen to,’ she said.


‘He’s not going anywhere now.’ Smithy smiled, bloody teeth sprouting from his moustache. Sarah thought of Amira, glistening with sweat on stage, her arms spread wide, her pasted-on moustache drooping as the drunken crowd applauded.
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