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PRAISE FOR THE UNBELIEVED



‘A beating heart of a novel, The Unbelieved sweeps you up in its rhythms from the very first pages. Petraitis handles this exploration of the corrosive consequences of not believing women with such assurance, it really does seem impossible this is her crime fiction debut. Compelling, clever and utterly convincing, readers are going to love Senior Detective Antigone Pollard—and her dog!’

—Jacqueline Bublitz, bestselling author of Before You Knew My Name

‘A true crime expert wielding skilful prose, Petraitis’s The Unbelieved is tight, tense and unrelenting.’

—Candice Fox, bestselling author of The Chase

‘A rally cry of a crime book jam-packed with great characters. Don’t pick it up unless you’re prepared to be held hostage. Antigone Pollard explodes off the page, she’s such a fearless memorable character.’

—Sarah Bailey, bestselling author of The Housemate

‘Fast-paced and gripping, The Unbelieved follows a strong, determined female detective in her search for the truth. The climax will have you questioning concepts of justice and fairness, and how we can all do better. A riveting novel tackling today’s issues.’

—Petronella McGovern, author of Six Minutes

‘A fast, hard ride through the zeitgeist. Gripping, important, funny—and with a great swerve in the tail.’

—Matthew Spencer, author of Black River

‘The Unbelieved springs from a place of anguish and rage in that all too familiar gap between the law and justice when it comes to prosecuting violence against women. Vikki Petraitis has written a ripper of a story, a novel that is both important and unputdownable. Senior Detective Antigone Pollard is the avenging angel we need for these times.’

—Angela Savage, author of Mother of Pearl

‘Vikki Petraitis has skilfully woven chilling facts and compelling fiction to create an utterly gripping read. With a kick-ass female cop untangling layers of lies and fear as crimes against women escalate in a country town, The Unbelieved explodes with twists and turns played out by a cast of unforgettable characters. But much more importantly, it places issues relating to gender-based violence at its centre—making them impossible to ignore, and leaving you holding your breath with both alarm and admiration.’

—Lyn Yeowart, award-winning author of The Silent Listener

‘Timely, pacey and lit by a burning anger. Petraitis’s deep knowledge of real-life crime shines through in this twisting story about power, violence and lies.’

—Emma Viskic, author of Those Who Perish

‘Tough, dogged, vital and utterly consumed by her pursuit of justice—Antigone Pollard is Australia’s answer to Harry Bosch. The Unbelieved is my favourite kind of crime-writing—a riveting page-turner, with a beating, moral heart. This novel shines a compelling light on the cycle of violence we routinely see in Australia, and the victims at the centre of it.’

—Ben Hobson, author of Snake Island

‘A cracking good story fuelled by righteous anger.’

—Maryrose Cuskelly, bestselling author of The Cane

‘Vikki Petraitis’s voice is strong and witty, and her gaze unflinching. The Unbelieved is a must read.’

—Sulari Gentill, author of the Rowland Sinclair series

‘Gripping read; couldn’t put it down. Great final twist.’

—Anonymous Casefile Host
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This book is dedicated to my mum, Helen Burke, my first and always reader and champion.

And to all the other strong women in my family—Stacy, Michele, Vanessa, Carol, Kym, Trish, Ella, Lily, Lina and Dainora.

When life is brutal, may we all have the courage to knee it in the groin.






‘Beware, for I am fearless and therefore powerful. I will watch with the wiliness of a snake, that I may sting with its venom. Man, you shall repent of the injuries you inflict.’

MARY SHELLEY, FRANKENSTEIN









PROLOGUE

10 YEARS AGO

Sally’s husband, Herb, was ready at dawn for the round-up. He headed outside while she got started in the kitchen. The whiny sound of his dirt bike followed by the thunder of small hooves always brought her to the verandah. The breeze was blowing inland and she could smell the sea. Their farm bordered a national park that boasted a convergence of cliffs known as the Devil’s Corner. Jagged rocks and a current that swirled and writhed beneath a deceptively calm surface. Over the years, the area had snared many a fishing boat, dragging strong men to early graves, but for Sally and Herb the rugged beauty of the sweeping Deception Bay coastline was often ignored for more pressing duties, like sheep.

The paddocks were golden at this time of the morning in early spring. Like scurrying children in fleecy pyjamas, the sheep moved in waves, reined in by Herb on the bike and the dogs circling the herd in a frenzy of barking. Sally straightened her apron and went back inside. She had the shearers’ breakfast to finish.



Half an hour later, Sally was covering a baking dish of scrambled eggs when the bang of the wire door announced Herb.

‘Bloody Millard hasn’t turned up again. Will you get on the phone and see where he is?’

Sally sighed. She had little time for Brett Millard. Unreliable shearers were the worst. When he turned up, Brett could match the other blokes sheep for sheep, but it fell to Sally to chase him when he was a no-show. Sometimes it was Brett’s wife, Shayna, who answered the phone. She’d apologise, exasperated, and say, Sorry, Sal! I’ll make sure he’s there tomorrow. Good shearer or not, Brett Millard was easily distracted; Shayna was the opposite. Worked up at the hospital. Backbone of the young family. Problem was, thought Sally as she dialled the number, men like Brett rarely improved with age—Shayna had a tough road ahead of her.

The landline at the Millard farmhouse rang for so long, Sally thought it would ring out. Then, just as she was about to replace the receiver, she heard a clunk. It sounded like the phone had been picked up and dropped.

‘Hello?’ said Sally.

More clunking and, finally, breathing.

‘Hello?’ she repeated. For a moment, she was worried.

‘Hello.’ The voice was very young. Probably little Crissy.

‘Crissy? Is that you? It’s Sally here from your dad’s work.’

‘Sally!’ Crissy sounded excited.

What was she now? Three? Four? Sally hadn’t seen her in a while. Shayna used to drop Brett off to work and stop in for a cuppa when Crissy was younger but hadn’t been by since she started working.

‘Is your mummy or daddy there?’

‘Yep.’ More clunking.

Sally didn’t have kids of her own and made her words slow and clear, like she was talking to someone hard of hearing. ‘Can you get them for me?’

‘They asleep,’ said the little girl.

Sally checked her watch. A little late for a lie-in, especially on a weekday. ‘Can you go and wake them?’

There was a wail on the other end of the line. ‘No! They won’t wake up.’

Sally’s heart beat a little faster. ‘Crissy, where are they?’

‘Mummy’s in bed but Daddy’s silly.’

‘What do you mean, Crissy? Why is Daddy silly?’

‘He’s sleeping in the kitchen. Silly Daddy.’

‘Where in the kitchen?’ Sally’s voice, suddenly urgent, made her husband look over at her, eyebrows raised.

‘He’s asleep on the floor,’ said little Crissy and laughed like it was funny. Then there was a scratching sound and the line went dead. Crissy was gone.

Sally turned to Herb: ‘There’s something wrong at the Millard farm.’







CHAPTER 1 A QUIET DRINK ON THE WAY HOME


PRESENT DAY

By the time I sat at the bar and ordered a drink, the pub was almost empty. A few stalwarts remained; older men mostly. Only one other woman besides me. The threadbare towel along the top of the bar was beer-soaked and pungent. A barman appeared like a cockroach from a small doorway to serve me.

‘You new in town?’ he said accusingly.

‘Antigone Pollard.’ I stretched my hand out over the bar.

He looked at it with suspicion, like newcomers might bring disease or something. Eventually, he shook it, then when I asked for a wine he sloshed a house white into a glass. An old jukebox in the far corner pumped out country hits from another time—the central theme: he done me wrong and my heart’s a-breakin’. I took a deep breath, then a long sip of wine. I knew all about heartbreak, but the real stuff was so much more complicated than country singers could capture. I exhaled, still not sure I’d made the right decision to come back to Deception Bay after all these years. But sometimes a lack of choice is a decision itself.

‘Well, aren’t you a pretty one,’ slurred a drunk, appearing suddenly at my side. He was twice my age. Chin carpeted in salt-and-pepper prickles. Breath that could stop a truck. ‘How about a dance, luv?’ A leering grin and a nod towards the small empty dance floor in front of the jukebox. His watery eyes lingered momentarily on my face before dropping lower.

‘Um, no thanks,’ I said, trying to strike just the right chord that every woman knows so well: assertive dipped in polite.

His voice steamrolled over my refusal. ‘Ah, don’t be stuck-up, luv.’ The drunk lost his balance and bumped into me, splashing beer down the front of his shirt. ‘Ah, look what you made me do!’ His tone slipped from friendly to angry in a heartbeat.

‘Sorry.’ I slid off my barstool putting it between me and him. I eyed my glass of wine. The drunk let out a wet-lunged cough and a mist of phlegm and beer sprayed out, befouling my drink and the bar.

‘You’ll be bloody sorry in a minute.’ His voice was low and laced with threat.

I looked him up and down; he was unsteady on his feet and didn’t pose any real threat. Still. I was backing away prudently when a man approached on my other side.

He leaned on the bar and spoke to the drunk. ‘C’mon, Merv. Give it a rest.’

I looked from the newcomer to Merv and saw him narrow his eyes and take in the guy: half his age and sober. He muttered something, then grabbed his near-empty beer glass and shuffled away.

I let out a breath I didn’t realise I was holding. ‘Thanks!’

‘No worries,’ said the newcomer. ‘The name’s Jack.’ He stuck out a large tanned hand and I shook it.

‘Nice to meet you, Jack. I’m Antigone.’ Self-consciously, I pushed a stray tendril of dark hair behind my ear.

‘Unique name.’ Jack grinned.

‘My mother was way too fond of Greek mythology.’ When I was younger, I used to tell people about the heroic Antigone, courageous and passionate, who lay down her life for what she believed. Over the years, I’ve whittled the spiel down to a one-liner. Saves time.

‘Ha!’ said Jack. ‘I’m probably named after “Jack and the Beanstalk”.’

‘Or the candlestick jumper,’ I suggested, appraising the man in front of me. He had piercing blue eyes, the perfect amount of stubble, and the kind of fair hair that used to be blond but had darkened in places, leaving golden highlights behind.

Jack looked amused, then took a long sip of beer.

‘So, Jack, do you make a habit of saving women in bars?’ I let a tiny flirtatious note slip into my voice.

Jack affected a cowboy twang. ‘Sure do, ma’am.’ He waved the barman over. ‘What’ll it be?’

‘A wine would be great,’ I said, nodding towards my old glass with an involuntary shudder. ‘He coughed in that one.’

The barman poured a new glass and swept the tainted one away.

‘Thanks.’ I raised the glass. ‘To my rescuer.’

Jack raised his beer and clinked it against my wine. ‘You local? Haven’t seen you around.’

‘Just moved to town.’

‘You here on your own?’

‘Not if you count my dog, Waffles.’

He laughed. ‘Waffles sounds cute.’

‘He is,’ I said, smiling.

‘I’m on my own too. Drive a long-haul rig. No room for the picket fence and the wife and two kids.’

‘No partner, then?’ I took his measure and pushed further than I normally would because there was something about him that reminded me of a man I’d known back in Melbourne. The confidence. The look.

‘Tried it once,’ said Jack. ‘Didn’t take. You?’

‘Not even close.’ I studied him and took a sip of wine. ‘Actually, I tell a lie. I did come close once.’

Jack waited.

I felt a nostalgic smile engage my dimples. ‘He was a bad boy. We took a class together.’

His return smile could weaken knees. ‘What class was it?’

‘Year three,’ I admitted. We both laughed. ‘Although I think he might have been a cradle snatcher. I’m pretty sure I was eight and he was nine.’

I caught sight of myself in the mirror behind the bar, eyes shining. It’d been a long time since I’d laughed. And in that moment, I caught a flash of my old self—the person I used to be before. At the same time, I caught Merv’s reflection. He’d retreated back to his table in the corner with a couple of other blokes. When our eyes met, a look of unchecked hatred crossed his face. And then it was gone. He turned back to his mates and emptied his glass. The moment of unveiled malevolence was startling.

Jack noticed. ‘Are you okay?’

‘That drunk guy… if looks could kill.’

‘Merv’s pretty harmless.’

‘Of course he is… It’s just…’

‘I’m here now. Merv better watch himself.’ Jack gestured to the barman. ‘Same again.’

The wine arrived, and just as I was about to reach for my glass, Jack took it, picked up his own, and headed towards an empty table in the far corner, as far away from Merv and his cronies as we could get.

‘Won’t be a moment,’ I said, spying a rack of chips down the end of the bar. I asked for a pack of salt and vinegar. ‘And maybe one more glass of that wine,’ I said to the barman.

As I headed to the corner, I waved the salt and vinegar chips at Jack. He grinned and nodded approvingly. The table he’d chosen had a faux leather wraparound seat. He sat in the middle, back to the wall. I reached down to push the frond of a potted palm out of the way, then slid in beside him.

Tearing open the chips, I put the packet on the table. ‘Cheers,’ I said, taking the wineglass he offered.

‘Your good health.’ Jack raised his beer and took a generous swallow.

With perfect timing, a new song came onto the jukebox—‘Stand By Your Man’.

‘Oh God,’ I groaned. ‘I can’t take another country song! Save me!’

‘Twice in one night?’ Jack slid out of his side of the seat. ‘Let’s see what we can do about that.’ He fished in his pocket for a coin and spent several minutes studying the playlist on the old juke box. Before long, Loretta Lynn’s twang was replaced by Helen Reddy’s ‘I Am Woman’.

He strode back to the table. ‘Better?’

‘Much.’ I nodded approvingly. ‘You’re a true hero, Jack.’ The man beside me was certainly charming. I picked up my wineglass and swirled the straw-coloured liquid. ‘Cheers,’ I said, and drank deeply.

‘Ever gone out with a truck driver before?’ His tone was casual. His grin cheeky.

‘Can’t say I have.’ Our eyes met.

‘Well, maybe we can change that.’ He clinked my glass.

I took another sip and curled a tendril of hair around my finger.

‘So, what do you do for a living?’ he asked.

I raised my eyebrows. ‘Guess.’ I loved this game; it was astonishing, the limited number of things men in pubs thought women were capable of doing.

Jack rubbed his chin. He considered me, tapping a tanned forefinger to his cheek. ‘Could be a hairdresser—your hair is amazing…’

I was rather proud of my hair, which I kept shoulder-length. It was thick and brown and kicked up at the ends. I shook my head and took another sip of wine.

‘Nurse… I bet you have a great bedside manner.’

I almost snorted, but stopped myself in time. He really was the most outrageous flirt.

‘Flight attendant?’

I shook my head. Then stopped. I blinked rapidly and bowed my head a little.

Jack looked amused. ‘Am I keeping you up?’

‘Phew. That wine has gone straight to my head,’ I said. ‘I think I’m a bit of a two-pot screamer tonight.’ I shook my head again, as if to clear it.

‘If you need a ride home…’

‘Nah, I’m good.’ My eyelids drooped. ‘Suddenly, I feel really tired…’ I yawned. ‘I’d better head off before I fall asleep.’ I slid along the seat and got to my feet.

‘Are you sure you’re okay?’ Jack made to follow me.

‘I’m fine. Stay.’ I held up my hand. ‘I’ve just had a busy day. Must’ve worn myself out. Nice meeting you, Jack.’ I almost lost my balance when I reached the door but steadied myself, grabbing the back of a chair.

The air was brisk when I stepped out of the pub. Unlike the city night sky, which was never quite dark, in the country it was inky black, freckled with pinprick stars and a fingernail-clipping moon. I could smell the sea and hear the faint crashing of the waves against the jagged cliffs that circled Deception Bay like a strangler’s hands. I pulled up the collar of my denim jacket and shivered. I almost missed the second step down from the pavement to the car park and staggered sideways. I’d parked around the back of the pub. The single streetlight illuminating the car park flickered on for a moment, then melted into a toxic yellow colour and vanished. Seconds later, it buzzed on again and repeated the process. Moths circled it in crazy patterns. My boots crunched unevenly on the gravel. I fumbled in my front jeans pocket for the car key.

Rapid footsteps sounded behind me across the gravel.

I braced myself as someone slammed into me and grabbed my arms.

‘You’re not getting away that easily,’ snarled a voice in my ear.

Neither are you, I thought.

I flung my head back, confident it would hurt him much more than it would hurt me. The headbutt landed with a satisfying thud. Then, like I have done a thousand times before, I bent at the knees, dropping myself from his grip, and closed my right elbow like a vice under his arm, locking him in place. His own momentum kept him moving forward as I straightened my knees and threw him over my shoulder. It was a beautiful throw and he landed flat on his back with an oooomph that knocked the wind out of him.

I stood, looking down at Jack. He looked less attractive lying there winded and gasping, nose bleeding from the headbutt.

‘My profession?’ I asked in a voice very different from the one I’d used just a minute ago. ‘I’m a cop. And you’re under arrest.’ I pulled handcuffs from my jacket pocket. Using my boot, I rolled him over so he was face down, then grabbed his right hand and bent his arm up behind his back so it was near his shoulder blades.

‘Ahhh!’ Jack yelped in pain.

I half-knelt beside him and jammed my right knee against his ribcage and my left knee in the middle of his back, holding his hand in place with both of mine. ‘Now move your left hand behind your back,’ I ordered.

‘Fuck you!’ Jack said, his voice muffled by the dirt.

I pushed his right hand a fraction higher.

Jack screamed again. ‘Okay, okay,’ he gasped, struggling to manoeuvre his left hand behind him. I eased off a bit to let him.

I got the cuffs on and clicked them in place. Tight.

Once he was cuffed, I kept hold of his right hand, ready to nudge it into the pain position if he didn’t cooperate. I could see the block shape of a wallet in his back pocket. With my free hand, I pinched the edge of it and wrenched it free. Opened it. Driver’s licence. Truck licence. The usual. I placed it on the ground next to him. The other pocket had the phone. Screen locked, requiring a passcode. Keys. Once his pockets were empty, I patted him down for weapons. Nothing on his upper body. Since I was still leaning on his back, I ordered him to bend one leg up at a time. Socks and ankles clear.

Finally, I let go of his hand and stood up.

Jack had stopped struggling. ‘But how…?’ His voice was raspy.

‘I suspected you the moment you “came to my rescue”. Exactly like an offender we’re looking for in a series of drug-facilitated sexual assaults.’

He tried to turn his head to look up at me.

‘I swapped the glass you bought me with one I bought myself. I suspect a tox screen on your glass will confirm my suspicions.’

‘Where’s your backup?’ he grunted, struggling against the handcuffs.

‘Hey, I was just having a quiet drink on my way home. You’re a bonus.’

Jack took a deep dusty breath and roared. His feet scrambled and he pushed his knees into the dirt, trying to find purchase.

‘Don’t bother,’ I said, booting him in the butt, sending him flat again in a rough face plant. ‘I won’t hesitate to shoot you.’

I pulled out my mobile phone, and called the number of the police communication centre, D24. ‘Senior Detective Antigone Pollard here. I’ve got an offender down outside the Commercial Hotel in Deception Bay. Request immediate assistance.’ I gave the location.

Several minutes later, the flash of blue and red strobe lights appeared over a rise in the road and two police vehicles skidded to a halt beside me. One marked police car containing Jane and Randall, the station youngsters. One unmarked police sedan containing Warren Harvey—or Wozza to all who knew him—a senior detective and my new partner. Wozza threw the door open and climbed out. In the car’s headlights, I could see the stains on his tie. Shirt not ironed.

‘Jeez, Pollard, what’d you do to the guy?’

‘Headbutt. Judo.’

Wozza looked down at Jack. ‘You’re like the fucken Karate Kid.’

I shrugged.

Wozza looked at my work admiringly. ‘I must’ve been away the day they taught that at the academy.’

Not surprising. Wozza was away the day they taught quite a few things. Still, he’d proven a decent partner in the months we’d worked together.

He wrapped a beefy hand around Jack’s arm and hauled him to his feet.

Jack’s nose was swollen. Tomorrow he’d look like a panda. His clothes were covered in dust and his mouth set in a sneer. ‘You just wait, bitch,’ he hissed. ‘I’ll get you when you least expect it.’

I was a little surprised. They didn’t usually talk back like this. Ever since I was a little kid taking judo classes, boys were generally mute in defeat, afraid you’d rub it in. Jack was different. Alpha male, probably.

Wozza opened the back door of the police car, put his hand on Jack’s head and pushed him into the rear seat. He was about to close the door when I stepped forward and nudged his arm.

‘Need a minute,’ I said.

‘No worries.’ He took a couple of discreet steps away, but I could tell he was listening.

I leaned into the doorway of the car. ‘Coming after me, are you?’ There was steel in my voice. Jack’s flinch was almost imperceptible, but I saw it.

‘Yes.’ His voice had lost some of its vehemence.

‘Good to know.’ I paused. ‘Fair to warn you, though—you come after me, and I’ll come after you, only you won’t see me coming.’

Jack’s eyes widened. ‘Look, I was only joking…’

I didn’t blink. ‘Me too,’ I said.

But we both knew I wasn’t.






RECORDS OF INTERVIEW

Record of Conversation between Constable Randall Casey and Ben Murtog conducted at the Commercial Hotel, Deception Bay, Wednesday, 17 September, 9.30 pm

Nah, mate, I saw the whole thing. The sheila was pissed. Legless. Nearly tripped over on the way out. Started drinkin’ at the bar by herself. Now, I don’t mind a lady drinkin’ by herself… as long as she keeps herself tidy. Merv tried to strike up a conversation with her, but she was too good for him. Treated poor Merv like he had the plague or somethink. Then she gets pissed with Jack and all of a sudden ’e’s arrested and down the local lock-up. Prickteaser, if you ask me. Ya see this kind of thing all the time: sheilas want to crack on to ya, and when they don’t get their own way, all hell breaks loose. Look, I’ve known Jack fer years. Good bloke. Used ta play footy. Drives a nice rig, too. Once, he gave me nephew a lift up north, which saved him having to hitchhike. Now, I ask you, is that the kind of bloke who’d—what are they saying he did? Oh, right—drug a sheila’s drink? I don’t bloody think so.



Record of Conversation between Constable Randall Casey and Merv Evans conducted at the Commercial Hotel, Deception Bay, Wednesday, 17 September, 9.42 pm

In my day, there was nuthin’ wrong with asking a lady to dance. Benny said she looked lonely. I thought I was doin’ ’er a favour, if you know what I mean. Sittin’ there alone. Next thing ya know, they’re complainin’ cos people think they’re scrubbers.



Record of Conversation between Constable Randall Casey and Melanie Grimes conducted at the Commercial Hotel, Deception Bay, Wednesday, 17 September, 9.51 pm

Yeah, I know Ben reckons she got pissed with Jack, but I was there too and there was something… off, you know. One minute she’s okay, and the next minute she wasn’t. A woman senses these things. And if Jack did put something in her drink, those other blokes in the pub wouldn’t believe it. They wouldn’t know the truth if it jumped up and bit them on the arse.






CHAPTER 2 WATCHING THE DETECTIVE


Nothing quite like heading back to the office after a long day at work. The old police station hadn’t changed much since it was built in the 1960s: short, squat, cream-bricked with a prominent POLICE sign in chequered blue and white out the front. Wozza reckoned it had been slated for demolition and a rebuild, but the last state election meant that a nearby town of swinging voters now boasted a brand-new police station that looked like the Starship Enterprise, while Deception Bay was doomed to its sixty-year-old eyesore.

By the time I parked at the side of the police station and walked past the cicada symphony to the back door, Wozza had Jack seated in the large central muster room for processing.

Without glancing his way, I logged on to one of the office computers and began typing the affidavit to support an application for a warrant to search Jack’s house on the probability that he was the sex offender we were looking for. The local paper had dubbed him the Lonely Hearts Rapist. I hated it when the media named offenders—it made them sound somehow dashing and daring, and the victims sound pathetic and lovelorn. Lonely hearts—hardly a fair description of women like me stopping off for a quiet drink at the pub after work. Police media had jumped on that straight away, as had a number of feminist commentators with huge social media followings who watched headlines like hawks. Later editions had the more usual headlines like DRINK SPIKE DANGER, and WOMEN TARGETED AT LOCAL WATERING HOLES, which left those doing the spiking and targeting out of the headlines entirely.

A spate of victims had come forward from surrounding towns in the last three months, all telling a similar horror story. They’d been drinking at pubs, alone or waiting for a friend, when a man ‘rescued’ them from unwanted attention. After accepting a drink from him, the girls remembered little else until the following morning, when they’d woken up, dumped in parks or bushland on the outskirts of town, victims of sexual assault. A couple of victims who’d been tested in time were found to have a drug called chloral hydrate in their systems. It used to be legal, but had been banned a while back. It had its fifteen minutes of fame as part of the cocktail of drugs that killed celebrity Anna Nicole Smith. To me, the fact that two of the victims had traces of it in their systems meant there was a link between the cases, but till now each local CIB—Criminal Investigation Branch—was handling its own cases. The Sexual Offences Crime Unit hadn’t officially come onboard yet due to a lack of continuity in the descriptions of the rapist. Some victims described him as tall, fair and good-looking—just like Jack—while others said dark, or shorter, or stockier. The powers that be in Sex Crimes suggested we were looking at similar but unrelated attacks. I disagreed. It felt connected to me. Pubs where the women were targeted either didn’t have CCTV or the offender knew how to avoid getting his image on the screen. Rape kits had yielded little in the form of evidence. And with gaps spanning several hours in the memories of the five victims who’d come forward, the rapist could take his time to be careful.

So far, we’d had no reported cases in Deception Bay, but that could be down to under-reporting: statistically, for the five women who came forward, there could be another twenty who didn’t. Just because we hadn’t had reports didn’t mean we hadn’t had cases. Then the thought occurred to me: I am the first reported case.



Wozza gave me the nod. It was time for the interview. I wondered if Jack would no-comment his way through it. Wozza took him into the interview room, then came back out for some pre-interview strategising.

‘I’ll take the lead,’ he said.

I nodded. Said nothing. Since I was the one Jack had targeted, it made sense to create a bit of distance. If we were in the city, with a team of detectives, I might not go in at all.

‘You reckon we can hold him?’ Wozza asked. ‘I’m not keen to cut this guy loose.’

‘We can only hold him overnight if he’s a flight risk, or if he’ll destroy evidence…’

‘Or if he’s made threats against your life,’ said Wozza suddenly. ‘He threatened you. Just before I put him in the car. I heard him.’

Since I’d threatened him right back, I’d regarded the incident as over. But now that I thought about it, Wozza was right. That would be reason enough to hold Jack in custody overnight, at least until we could get a warrant to search his house for chloral hydrate.



It was a little strange sitting opposite Jack in the station’s interview room, just an hour after I’d sat opposite him at the pub. His bruising was starting to blossom.

Wozza pushed the buttons to operate the video and audio equipment to record the interview. He began with the preliminaries—time, date, names of those present—and then recited the caution. Jack sat sullenly on the other side of the table, his arms crossed, leaning back in his chair.

‘This is a record of interview with regard to matters occurring at the Commercial Hotel, Deception Bay at approximately nine o’clock this evening. It is alleged that you assaulted Senior Detective Pollard in the car park—’

‘I assaulted her?’ Jack’s voice was raised and angry. ‘There’s not a mark on her. Take a look at my face!’

Wozza continued calmly, as if Jack hadn’t spoken. ‘It is alleged that you assaulted Senior Detective Pollard in the car park and it is also alleged that you made threats against her.’

A noise escaped from Jack that sounded like a growl.

‘If you could speak clearly for the recording, that’d be great,’ said Wozza politely.

‘Is this clear enough?’ said Jack. ‘No comment.’

‘Just one last question,’ said Wozza. ‘Did you put anything in the drink you offered to Detective Pollard?’

Jack paled. ‘No comment,’ he grunted.

Wozza charged Jack with assault and threats to kill and told him that he’d be remanded into custody, which, I was pleased to note, knocked the wind out of his sails.



Wozza processed Jack over the other side of the muster room. He had removed the handcuffs and rolled Jack’s fingers in the messy fingerprint ink to get a clean set on the fingerprint card. One of the uniform cops, Jane Murray, had bagged and labelled the wineglass at the pub and sealed the contents into a plastic flask. Now, she stood nearby at a bench, filling out forms to accompany the evidence for forensic testing.

‘We found this over by the jukebox,’ she said, showing me a small piece of crumpled tin foil in a plastic evidence bag. ‘If he used a pill or powder, it could have been wrapped in this.’

I looked over at Jack. ‘Hope Forensics finds something on it.’

Jane followed my gaze. She spoke in a low voice. ‘Jack Barratt? You really think he’s a rapist? You’d never pick him.’

I considered him from Jane’s perspective. ‘Yep, looks just like an everyday bloke.’ My young colleague was in her early twenties and had applied for a country posting as soon as she left the police academy. The two-hour drive between Deception Bay and Melbourne gave her a rural buffer zone. I remembered with fondness what it was like when the world felt benevolent, when it hadn’t yet shown its teeth.

‘You arrest a lot like him in the city?’ she whispered.

‘Some,’ I said, pushing the thoughts of one particular offender to the back of my mind. Another laughing handsome face. Another designer-stubbled square jaw.

Jane studied Jack. ‘I don’t get it.’ She shrugged. ‘He’s a nice-looking bloke. He could easily get women.’

‘It’s not about that,’ I said. ‘For guys like him, it’s about power and control. And you get that absolutely when the woman is unconscious. You can do whatever you want, and she can’t refuse.’

‘Bloody hell.’ She shuddered.

‘You get many sexual assaults reported here?’

Jane shook her head. ‘We had a case about six months ago. A party where a couple of girls drank too much and pointed the finger at a couple of guys who drank too much.’

I stopped typing and turned my chair around to face her. ‘How were the girls treated?’ I asked. ‘The ones who pointed the finger?’

Jane looked as if she hadn’t thought about this before. ‘Around town? They were called sluts, mostly,’ she said. ‘No one believed them on account of they were the kind of girls who were probably asking for it.’

I sighed. Frustrated. ‘So if they were asking for it, why did they report it to the police?’

Jane hesitated. ‘Only one of the girls reported it. The other one wouldn’t come forward. I guess… well, one of the guys they accused said the girls felt guilty because they had boyfriends; like, if they cried rape, it wasn’t cheating.’

I was always stunned at the logic of this argument—that a woman would rather subject herself to the indignities of a rape accusation, with its intrusive physical examinations and police involvement and a possible court case in a process that can take years, as an alternative to admitting a sexual encounter outside of a relationship.

‘Did you believe him?’ I asked.

She looked defensive. ‘The girl did have a boyfriend,’ she said. ‘We checked.’

‘So you believed the alleged rapists over the alleged victim?’

Jane’s voice took on an indignant pitch. ‘Girls lie sometimes.’

I nodded. ‘And rapists lie all the time.’

Jane turned away abruptly and went back to her paperwork. I immediately regretted my belligerence. She was the quintessential fresh-faced country girl with corn-coloured hair and a blue-eyed innocence that a couple of years in the police force hadn’t erased.

‘Jane,’ I began, my tone conciliatory, ‘last year, four thousand three hundred victims in Victoria reported being raped. Do you know how many offenders were jailed as a result?’

‘No,’ said Jane grumpily.

‘Take a guess.’

‘I don’t know. Maybe three thousand?’

I shook my head. ‘Lower.’

She raised her eyebrows. ‘One thousand?’

I shook my head again and put her out of her misery. ‘Forty-one.’

Jane’s eyes widened. ‘What? No way! That can’t be true.’

‘Not even one per cent of reported rapes resulted in a jail sentence,’ I said. ‘And the overall conviction rate for rape is under ten per cent. That’s either a hell of a lot of girls lying, or a hell of a lot of men getting away with it. And remember, only one in five reports actually make it to court in the first place, so those conviction rates are based on the ones where police thought they had enough evidence to convict.’

I returned to my typing and let the numbers speak for themselves. I knew them off by heart after what happened to Gemma back in Melbourne. Gemma, the victim who got under my skin, the victim I was there for every step of the way, but ultimately the victim who supported the statistics rather than defied them. The victim who broke the camel’s back. My last case in Melbourne.

I pushed thoughts of Gemma from my mind as I was cursed to do several times each day and glanced over at Jane. She looked shocked, then the look was replaced with one of determination. She clicked a file on her computer. A moment later, the printer whirred and she collected something from it. ‘Here’s the identikit from the attack down the coast in Bellanook last month,’ she said, handing me a computer-generated sketch that bore a striking resemblance to Jack.

I glanced over at the man himself. ‘Good. This will add weight to our warrant application.’ No magistrate would grant a warrant to search on what we had, but the identikit might push things over the edge.

On the other side of the room, it was time for the phone calls. I knew the two phone calls that a suspect was allowed—one to a legal representative and the other to let someone know their whereabouts—were often problematic. Wozza did exactly what I would do in the circumstances: he took down the number and dialled it on the station landline, then held a finger over the hang-up button, just in case Jack tried to talk in code or said anything that might harm the investigation.

I read over the warrant application until a disturbance made me look up.

‘What’d you do that for?’ Jack’s voice was raised as he slammed down the phone; it seemed Wozza had ended the call abruptly.

I was always fascinated when the mask slipped. Gone was the suave guy at the pub, gone was the charming grin. In its place, I supposed, was the true man, angry and entitled.

Moments later, Wozza led Jack out the back to the cells. He returned shortly afterwards, grim-faced. ‘He called a lawyer, then called someone else. Told whoever it was to go straight to his house and feed the cat.’ Wozza used air quotes. ‘Didn’t sound right. I hung up on him.’

‘You got Randall sitting off his place?’ I asked.

‘Yep,’ said Wozza. ‘He took witness statements at the pub, then headed straight there.’

‘I’ll radio him and let him know someone might be heading his way.’ I picked up the station radio receiver and clicked onto the local channel.

Randall’s young voice crackled over a burst of static as he reported all was quiet.

‘The suspect has just asked someone to come around to his place,’ I told him. ‘Keep a lookout. Might be worth checking around the back as well.’

‘Roger that,’ said Randall enthusiastically.

I imagined him leaping out of the car and jogging the perimeter.

Wozza walked over to the desk where he had processed Jack and picked up a notepad. ‘Here’s the number. I dialled it for him. Said it was a mate.’

‘We’ll need to check who it belongs to,’ I said thoughtfully. ‘If I were a suspicious detective,’ I said, ‘I might think that there is no cat, and that Jack Barratt wanted someone to go to his house and hide evidence.’

‘Gee, it’s lucky for Jack you’re not a suspicious detective.’ Wozza pantomimed twirling an imaginary moustache.

Jane looked at the two of us eagerly. ‘So are we going to search his place tonight?’ The excitement in her voice was not dissimilar to Randall’s. Deception Bay’s last crime wave involved a group of teens smashing letterboxes; this was much more exciting.

I shook my head and pointed to the on-call magistrates roster thumbtacked to the pin-up board. His Honour Charles Buckley was not one to be disturbed lightly. Earthquake, mass murder, maybe. My one appearance so far before the magistrate had ended badly. The guy was a misogynistic prick. Something like this would have to wait till morning. Hence Randall’s long night ahead, parked in a police car outside Jack’s place. Jane looked disappointed. The night would drag for her too, stuck at the station.

When all the paperwork was ready for signing by the morning on-call magistrate, Wozza and I left the prisoner in the charge of the watch-house keeper, and then headed off to catch a couple of hours’ sleep before the early-morning search. I left Jane with instructions to let me know if Randall reported any disturbances.



Stepping from the warmth of the police station into the chill night air was bracing. The wind blowing in off the sea mingled eucalyptus with salt. The police station was set a little back from the main road, and parking bays at the side housed our private vehicles. In the small hours of the morning, my breath came out in puffs as I walked to my car. When I opened the car door, I heard an engine start up a short distance away. It wasn’t Wozza—he had stopped by his car to check his phone.

I started my car and drove slowly out of the driveway. The car I’d heard was parked up the road to my right—it looked like a ute from this angle. I could see the faint silhouette of a driver, but little more, since the ute was parked in the shadows of some giant gum trees. In the cold night air, the exhaust billowed out in visible fumes that turned an eerie red in the glow of its brakelights. As I slowed to turn onto the road, the ute’s headlights came on, high beam, turning night into day. I averted my eyes.

Pulling my phone out of my pocket, I pressed Wozza’s name.

‘Yup?’

‘Can you see this?’ I asked.

‘I’m on it,’ he said.

I pulled onto the road and the ute rolled forward. I saw Wozza ease out of the driveway, headlights off. I could only hope whoever was in the ute didn’t realise they would be boxed in once Wozza hit the road. I sped up a little, making sure that the car behind really was following me and not just there in the middle of the night by coincidence. I hated this coward stuff. Follow the female cop. Put the fear of God into her. This had happened in Melbourne, right before Gemma’s case had gone to court. I hadn’t expected the same crap in Deception Bay. Didn’t mean I’d take it lying down, though.

I turned into the main street of town and so did the car. At this time of night, all the shops were dark and the street was deserted. Halfway down the street, I slammed on my brakes and skidded on an angle, blocking the double lane. Unless the ute jumped the raised divide in the road, it was stuck. About twenty metres behind, the ute stopped too, headlights still blazing, blinding me when I looked in the rear-view mirror. I turned off my engine and jumped out. Shielding my eyes, I strode towards the car. The driver pumped the accelerator; the threat was very real, but I knew there was a big difference between threat and action, and that’s what I was counting on. That, and Wozza, who had pulled up behind the ute.

All of a sudden, the ute’s engine roared and the tyres screeched. The driver hit the divide with a smashing sound and jumped it like a goat; the driver planted their foot so hard, the wheels spun wildly before finding purchase. And then the ute was gone, leaving behind fumes and the smell of burnt rubber.

‘Jeez, that’s gotta hurt,’ said Wozza, walking over and looking at the bits of broken glass and plastic on the road.

‘Did you get the rego?’

‘Nah. Old bushie’s trick—plates covered with mud. Fairly new white ute, though. Toyota. Did you get a look at the driver?’

I had seen a person wearing a hoodie, leaning forward, gripping the wheel, urging the ute forward. Then they were gone.

The ute disappeared around the first corner on the main street. As much as I itched to jump in my car and give chase, the pursuit rules for cops were incredibly restrictive after a spate of fatal accidents during police chases. Now, police couldn’t pursue unless there was a threat to public safety or a serious offence committed. The best I could do was put a call-out to divvy vans in neighbouring towns to keep a look out for it. Of course, that would only work if the driver was headed out of town. If not, the vehicle was just as likely to pull into a driveway or a motel or a garage and disappear into the sea of white utes that were as common as sheep.

I made the call anyway, then heard it come over the police radio moments later. All local units would be on the lookout for a white ute with front-end damage. Wozza and I picked up the bits of debris from the road and bagged it. Forensics could match it to the ute.

If we found it.






CHAPTER 3 THERE’S NO PLACE LIKE HOME


Long before I had moved back to Deception Bay, my grandmother’s old homestead had felt like home. Because of my mother’s medical work in remote communities, as a child I had spent months at a time staying with Nan, even going to the local school for a couple of terms. At the farm gate, I always took a deep breath and let it out slowly, as if letting go of the cares of the world. Nana Pollard had moved to a nursing home a year ago and we’d found ourselves at a loss as to what to do with the old place, which had been in the family for generations. Rice crops and fat lambs were the family combo, although for years now the fields had been leased to neighbouring farmers while Nan enjoyed her retirement. Even so, the size of the place and its upkeep had finally defeated her and she’d hobbled reluctantly into the local aged care facility, refusing to sell up. Someone needed to move in to look after the place.

And here I was, granddaughter, cop and part-time farmhand.

The move had seemed a perfect escape. A new start. After what happened in Melbourne, it seemed the best solution. Two months in, though, I didn’t feel as settled as I’d hoped. There was a feeling of unfinished business that wouldn’t go away—even though the business in Melbourne was more than finished. A not guilty verdict and Gemma’s funeral were proof of that.

But fleeing a problem doesn’t mean it can’t follow you in wisps of memory and nightmare.

Gemma’s ghostly face, dying in front of me. Another face, smug with a legal victory that acquitted him of what Gemma and I both knew he had done. I had watched the law triumph over justice, and it tasted like ashes.

Or maybe it was my break-up with Daniel and leaving him behind that was niggling at me. He had texted last week. I hadn’t answered, then blocked his number to remove all temptation. Seeing his name on the screen made me feel physically sick. The loss of him, the hole he’d left in my life. The chasm of loneliness that opened in the wake of walking away from him, forever wondering: What have I done?

A shudder ran through me as I pushed the memories deep down. Steeled myself against them. I knew what I had done; I had left him for a good reason and I had to live with that.

I pulled the car up at the gate and opened it, drove forward, got out and closed it again. Then whistled. Out of the darkness, a huge black wolf-like creature bounded towards me. German shepherd, jet-black. Waffles.

‘Hey, boy,’ I said, ruffling his velvet ears. Waffles was a failed police dog—failed only in the sense that he hadn’t shown quite enough aggression for the job. In all other respects, he was a perfectly trained ball of energy. A mate in the Dog Squad had organised the purchase for me. ‘Car,’ I said, and Waffles leaped through the driver’s door and jumped over to the passenger seat, sitting up like a lord. In profile, his ears stood straight up, and his mane was like a lion’s.

I drove up the long driveway to the house, made invisible from the road by the grove of oaks my great-grandfather had planted after the war to mimic the gentle groves of honour springing up in towns all over the countryside. Several Pollards had fertilised French soil with their blood.

The electronic sensor spotlight did its job and light flooded the front of the house. The old cream weatherboard was showing her age, over a hundred years old now. It was a sprawling place with a wraparound verandah and weathered wooden boards that creaked underfoot. Waffles jumped out after me and stayed by my side as I walked up the four steps to the verandah. He sat politely as I unlocked the front door, then waited for me to step inside.

‘Good boy,’ I said.

The kitchen was at the rear of the house, reached via a hallway that ran from front to back. Ornately plastered Victorian arches and painted pressed-metal ceilings gave the house a grand look. Waffles’ toenails clicked on the wooden floor as he padded along at my side.

The hallway was lined with framed pictures of generations of Pollard farmers: men and women in high-waisted flared pants; babies in huge baby carriages; and women in long dresses and coats with fur collars. The photographs were mostly from an era where everyone stared at the camera, unblinking and unsmiling. They all watched solemnly as the last of the Pollard line walked past them with no intention of adding her own branch to the family tree. They were lucky to have me. The last framed picture was of my mother wearing a duffel coat with a baby slung casually on one hip. Me. The gender revolution of the 1970s saw my mother leave Deception Bay and storm the hallowed halls of Melbourne Uni, waving placards protesting war, men, and anything else that made her angry until she gained her medical degree. There were postings in far-flung places and, in the late 1980s, accidental motherhood without the burden of a husband. I glanced at her face in the photo as I often did. She was defiant and strong. You could see it back then and I still see it whenever she’s back in town. Which is not often.

In the kitchen, I plugged my phone into the charger on the bench, resisting the urge to look once more at the message from Daniel. Miss you. Two little words that cut like razors. I made a small pot of tea and covered it with the colourful tea-cosy Nan had crocheted before her fingers swelled red and angry, and bent with arthritis. I kicked off my boots and padded over to the pantry in socks. I filled Waffles’ bowl with police dog premium kibble. He sat patiently and watched.

‘Eat,’ I said.

With a wag of his tail, he leaped forward and inhaled half the bowl before pausing for breath. Chomping sounds filled the kitchen, and the bowl scraped against the floorboards.

I poured a cup of tea, added milk, and then settled in the adjoining sitting room in Nan’s armchair. ‘What a day!’ I told Waffles. He cocked his head in sympathy and came over to sit by my feet. He licked a stray crumb of kibble off his chin and slobbered on me in the process. I warmed my hands against the steaming mug. It was too late to light the fire. I closed my eyes for a moment.

A sound came from outside the French doors.

While the light from the sitting room illuminated a bit of the verandah, beyond it was black as pitch. The sound was like someone stepping on a branch and snapping it. I took another sip of tea and looked down at Waffles. His ears pricked up, swivelled like submarine periscopes, then relaxed. If there was anyone out there, he’d be right on it. But he sat unruffled. Probably a possum.

Being out here all alone, a kilometre from the nearest neighbour, didn’t bother me in the least. The isolation was protection against the world. I sipped my tea in quiet contemplation of my new surroundings. Enough time had passed for the ache in my heart to lessen. The ache of loss for Gemma… and for Daniel. Sometimes life snatched away someone you cared about, and sometimes you had to walk away feeling like you might break in two but knowing it was for the best long term. Funny. In that moment of flight, you almost imagine the short term won’t be a dark abyss hiding monsters of longing and regret. When I left Daniel, my anger was bigger than love—which, if I was honest, made me a little worried about what would be left when my anger faded. One day, the urge to call Daniel and hear his voice will fade.
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