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PROLOGUE


Melissa McDermott was ridiculously drunk.


Tottering on dangerously high heels, she swayed, trying to steady herself, but failed. Stumbling, arms flailing, clutching at air, she fell through the doorway and onto the street outside.


Icy early morning air slapped her in the face at the same instant her knees hit the pavement. The impact sent pain shooting through her body. Melissa cried out.


No one heard her.


The world spun in circles as, hunched over on her hands and knees, she waited for the nausea to pass. How did she get this drunk? she wondered, wishing she was at home, curled up nice and warm in her bed.


Glancing around, she saw through a blur that the streets were dark?, devoid of all activity; there were no cars, no people. How was she going to get home?


Not knowing what else to do, Melissa slowly pushed herself up off the pavement. After a few attempts, she finally got unsteadily to her feet. Clinging to the nearest wall for support, she waited to regain a semblance of balance before starting off in the direction of her flat.


She made a ghostly figure, silhouetted in the glow of the moonlight, staggering between the shadows of buildings that lined the road. Everything was still; it was cold and eerily quiet, but Melissa hardly noticed her surroundings. Her concentration was completely focused on staying upright.


She had only been walking a short time when, out of nowhere, a car horn splintered the silence of the night. Startled, Melissa flinched and lurched sideways. Grabbing a telegraph pole for balance, she turned in slow motion towards the noise. A small car had pulled up alongside the kerb. Through a haze she saw the window slide down. A hand shot out and waved. Someone called her name from another dimension. Unable to focus or move, Melissa squinted at the car.


‘Get in. You must be freezing. I’ll give you a lift home.’


The familiar voice spoke kindly.


Melissa didn’t think to wonder why someone would be driving around the deserted streets of Sydney’s Eastern Suburbs in the early hours of a Thursday morning. She was only grateful for a lift home.


Suddenly her stomach rolled and lurched dangerously.


Hugging the pole for support, Melissa gagged, tilted sideways and emptied the contents of her stomach into the gutter beside her. If she had been sober she would have been mortified at the display. But she was far too drunk to be concerned about her dignity.


‘Better out than in,’ the voice in the car said.


Melissa was vaguely aware of the car door opening and the driver climbing out to stand beside her on the footpath.


Once the heaving had ceased, Melissa felt herself being prised from the telegraph pole and gently guided towards the car. The door opened and she collapsed gratefully into the passenger seat.


‘Thanks,’ she slurred, closing one eye so she could get a better look at her saviour. ‘Oh . . . it’s . . . you.’


Relieved, she let out a long sigh. Her head felt too heavy for her neck and she let it loll back against the headrest. She closed her eyes, feeling safe.


‘I really app . . . appreciate . . . Sorry . . . So drunk.’


‘Not a problem,’ Melissa heard the driver reply just before she felt a sharp jab on the side of her neck.


Then everything went black.





CHAPTER 1


THURSDAY, 21 JUNE 2012


Detective Lexie Rogers stared, with a mixture of horror and fascination, into the open eyes of the dead man. Lifeless orbs gazed vacantly past her, staring blankly into the distance, at nothing.


‘What a waste.’


Lexie turned towards the booming voice of her partner, Brad Sommers. He was studying the array of framed diplomas and certificates that adorned the far wall of the science lab.


‘This guy was a bloody genius,’ Brad said.


Lexie shrugged.


‘Depression doesn’t discriminate,’ she replied.


The smell of death was not yet overpowering, but it was still there, permeating the air of the sterile room. They were at the University of New South Wales at Kensington, in the Eastern Suburbs of Sydney, and the dead man before them was, or rather, had been, a professor in the Department of Physics.


Brad came to stand next to Lexie. At 177 centimetres in height, there were few people who could make her feel short. But Brad, who stood at 192 centimetres, was one of them.


‘Surely there have to be easier ways to kill yourself?’ Brad said, shaking his head in disbelief.


Ugly memories surfaced as Lexie considered the many suicides she had attended since joining the New South Wales police force almost nine years ago. Having been stationed at Kings Cross – Sydney’s red light district – for eight of those years, Lexie had seen a lot. Her own private slideshow of gruesome images flashed through her mind. She blinked in quick succession to erase the images.


‘I’ve certainly not seen anything like this before,’ Lexie replied.


There was no doubt this guy had wanted to kill himself, Lexie thought, but there was certainly nothing clear cut or ordinary about the way he had gone about it. The professor was seated, his legs tied to the metal chair. A white rag, used as a gag, was clenched between his teeth. In his hands was a severed electrical cord.


‘What’s with the ties and the gag in his mouth?’ Constable Jason Fulton asked. He was one of the two young uniform officers first on the scene. His partner, Dillon Scott, a small stocky guy, stood silently at the far end of the room, as far away from the body as possible.


Lexie watched the way Constable Fulton’s round eyes looked up at Brad, her big, burly partner, with a mixture of fear and admiration. She hid a smile. Brad was a competent and experienced detective sergeant whose mere size and presence alone commanded respect. However, cocooned within his large exterior, lay a heart of gold. She didn’t know anyone – besides the crooks who had crossed him – who disliked her partner.


‘The ties are knotted at the front,’ Brad said. ‘That could have easily been done alone by the deceased, and the gag, I’m guessing, was to stop himself screaming out when the electricity shot through his body.’


It seemed the impact of the electrical blast had propelled the professor backwards. The chair leant against the rear wall of the room precariously on its back legs.


‘This is a very calculated and organised suicide,’ Brad said, almost to himself.


That was an understatement, Lexie thought, glancing at the assortment of handwritten signs placed around the room. From speaking to other staff they had learnt that the cleaner arrived without fail at 6.00 am each morning to clean the laboratories before classes started. It seemed the professor had counted on this and had been considerate enough to tape a sign to the door warning: ‘DEAD BODY INSIDE. CONTACT THE AUTHORITIES.’


As the professor had expected, the cleaner had turned up to do her job, but instead of heeding the written warnings, curiosity got the better of her. She had still been hysterical when Lexie and Brad arrived, making it impossible to get a sensible statement out of her.


With gloved hands, Brad plucked the note from the table next to him and read aloud its contents. His forceful voice echoed around the room as Lexie listened to the explicit instructions left by the dead man.


‘To whoever finds me; I’m sorry for the shock. Please contact the police. Notify my sister and inform her that there is a suicide note in the bottom drawer of her bedside dresser. This will explain everything and disclose all of my bank account details and provide information regarding my will. My funeral has been paid for. Please contact Professor Heinrich and ask him to take my physics class later today and until they find a replacement.’


Brad pulled a disbelieving face and continued more slowly now.


‘I apologise for any inconvenience or trauma my untimely death may have caused my family, friends, colleagues and emergency personnel. I JUST COULDN’T TAKE IT ANY LONGER.’


Brad finished reading with a deep sigh, shaking his head in dismay.


Holy crap.


Lexie stood motionless. The silence in the room continued and, as her eyes drifted between Brad and the two uniformed officers, she wondered if they were all thinking the same thing: why does a person, clearly depressed to the point where he’s ready to take his own life, nevertheless meticulously organise matters so as to make life easier for those he’d left behind? It was hard to fathom.


Brad grunted as he placed the note into a clear, re-sealable evidence bag.


‘Hm; it appears to be a straightforward suicide, nevertheless, we should declare it a crime scene, just in case.’


This was exactly what the young uniforms wanted to hear. That was why Lexie and Brad had been dragged from their warm beds on this chilly June morning. It was a detective’s job to make the call. They had to assess the circumstances, evaluate the scene, make the determination as to whether the cause of death appeared suspicious or unnatural, and finally decide if there was cause to conduct a full investigation or whether the death could simply be ruled a suicide, accidental or natural.


Lexie knew Brad was a great believer in covering all bases and considering all possibilities. It had happened all too often; an incident that had appeared completely straightforward at the time, hours, days or even months later could turn on its head. If a potential crime scene was compromised there was no going back, so it was better to play it safe and do a thorough forensic examination at the time.


Lexie’s phone let out a shrill ring. Digging into her pocket, she fumbled and almost dropped it.


‘Hello?’


‘Hello, Lexie. Are you still at the university?’


Lexie recognised her boss’s voice instantly. Casey Blair was the detective inspector in charge of Bondi Junction detectives’ office. Like her colleagues, Lexie admired her boss, who was fair, approachable, straight-down-the-line, and would back her troops to the very last.


‘Yes, we’re still here,’ Lexie replied, turning her back on the dead man’s tortured expression.


‘Well, you’re going to have to leave the uniform guys to finish up,’ Casey Blair told her. ‘A young woman’s body has been found at Clovelly Beach. Get yourselves down there right now. I’m calling everyone in on this.’





CHAPTER 2


Following Brad past the deserted lap pool nestled by the edge of Clovelly Beach, Lexie spotted the blue and white crime scene tape flapping wildly in the distance. It was now 7.30 am and the wind was strong, the air frosty. They had only just left the warmth of the car and already her fingers were numb. She dug her hands into the pockets of her coat.


As they drew closer, Lexie could see a group of curious onlookers gathered near the outer perimeter crime scene tape. Prevented from encroaching any further by uniform officers, the crowd parted to allow Brad to pass through. He had an air of importance without arrogance and it seemed people knew instinctively that he was in charge.


Lexie followed closely in his wake, nodding at the uniform officers, Hilly and Nicko, as she passed by. Brad lifted the crime scene tape high enough for them to duck under. Crossing the space, they made their way to the next line of blue and white – the inner perimeter – where another uniform officer paced back and forth, frantically rubbing his hands together in a futile attempt to keep warm.


Senior Constable Darren Russell greeted them with a frozen grimace.


‘Sergeant Spencer is in charge,’ he told them, jotting down their names in the crime scene log.


‘Thanks, mate,’ Brad replied, lifting the tape once again for them to slip under.


Lexie took in the scene. Forensics had already arrived and an unfamiliar, overall-clad little man was busy taking photographs. Next to him, Mark Byrne, an experienced and competent forensic officer Lexie had worked with previously, was on hands and knees collecting, collating, evaluating, and examining blades of grass and dirt, possible fragments of trace evidence undetectable to the human eye.


Only metres away, two female uniform officers stood awkwardly around a shape on the ground: the body. Lexie saw them both glance over to her and Brad, nod, and then look back at the ground.


On her left, two grim-faced ladies stood along the tree-lined walking path. Their heads swivelled nervously, and in unison, from left to right; glancing out to sea, back towards the crime scene, then back out to sea again. Their distress was palpable and Lexie felt a moment’s sympathy for the older women. They looked to be about her own mother’s age and stumbling upon this grisly find first thing in the morning was, without doubt, the last thing they would have expected to encounter on their morning walk. Not a nice way to start the day.


Brad followed the direction of Lexie’s gaze.


‘We’ll get to the witnesses in a minute. Let’s see what Spencer has to tell us. Can you believe we’ve had two dead ’uns before breakfast? This has to be a record,’ he groaned. ‘Something tells me it’s going to be a long day.’


Lexie didn’t reply. Her attention was focused on carefully steering clear of the forensic services officers and ignoring the clenching of her stomach as her eyes became irresistibly drawn to the figure on the ground.


Kim Spencer greeted them, brushing aside strands of long red hair that had blown free from under her hat.


‘Thanks for getting here so fast. It’s frigging freezing out here. Shocking bloody day! The sooner we get out of here the better.’


‘What have we got, Kim?’ said Brad, getting straight to the point.


Kim Spencer had the reputation of being a competent and switched-on operator. She was in her mid-thirties and, having been in uniform for most of her service, knew her stuff. However, she did have a tendency to waffle, transforming a short story into an epic.


‘We arrived not long after the call came in. I checked for vitals but it was clear the girl had been dead for a while, so I immediately cordoned off the crime scene,’ Kim told them. ‘There were all these people milling around trying to get a look at the body. Why do people do that? I just don’t—’


Lexie zoned out. Kim’s words faded out to sea as she glanced down at the body.


The woman was lying on her back, her body in a neat straight line. Her eyes were closed. She had shoulder-length brown hair that lay limply around an attractive face. She was of average height and wore black high-heeled boots that looked expensive and in good condition. Denim jeans clung to slim legs and her grey jacket was fastened snugly around a narrow waist.


Lexie noted that her clothing appeared intact. There were no obvious signs of a struggle or sexual assault. Her arms were crossed one over the other and rested on her chest. It was as though she had been positioned that way, her body laid out peacefully for a viewing.


Between her fingers lay a single red rose.


What the hell?


Lexie glanced at Brad, who was also examining the body, then to Kim Spencer.


‘What’s with the rose?’ she asked.


Kim shrugged.


‘Not sure. This is exactly how she was found. No one has touched her. It’s weird isn’t it? It looks like—’


‘I’m guessing those ladies over there are the ones who found the body?’ Brad interrupted, preventing Kim going off on a tangent.


‘Yes, they found the body.’


Kim’s partner, Lisa, who had until now been silent, spoke for the first time.


‘They were going for their morning walk when they saw the body lying here. They were pretty hysterical,’ Lisa continued, rolling her bug-like eyes, ‘but I managed to get a statement from them. I told them to wait until you got here,’ she finished, shooting Brad a triumphant smile.


Constable Lisa Fanning was tall and athletic, with wavy brown hair pulled back into a high ponytail. Her face was hard. Lexie thought she looked much older than her twenty-two years. She was a junior officer, full of her own self-importance and with an overwhelming need to prove herself by discrediting others.


Lisa also appeared to hate Lexie for no apparent reason.


‘It’s strange,’ Brad murmured, rubbing his chin. ‘The way the body is positioned, it’s like she’s died peacefully in her sleep. It’s all wrong.’


He was thoughtful for a moment, then pointed to a grassy incline behind where the body lay.


‘I reckon she’s been rolled down that hill.’


Lexie, along with the others, followed his finger, then glanced back down at the body.


‘Come here, Lex.’


Brad gestured for her to crouch down next to him for a closer look.


‘Tell me what you see.’


Now only centimetres from the body, Lexie noticed a few twigs entangled in the girl’s hair. Her clothes, although undisturbed, were speckled with dirt and grass. She could make out smudged mascara under the closed eyes and the remnants of lipstick on the thin lips. There were a number of small cuts and lacerations to her face. Her red-painted nails were intact. There was no drug paraphernalia lying around. The grass around her was patchy, yet there were no obvious drag marks or footprints that she could see.


‘I’m seeing what you’re seeing,’ Lexie said finally. ‘I think you’re right.’


Standing up, she once again glanced towards the incline.


‘Although if she’s been rolled down the hill, there is no way she would have landed like this. Someone has re-positioned her, tidied her up a bit and put the rose in her hands.’


‘It does look that way, doesn’t it,’ Brad nodded, again staring at the embankment as if it held the answers.


There was a dead-end street at the top of the incline: Park Street. Lexie knew nearly every road, laneway and alley in this area. Her cosy one-bedroom flat was situated not five minutes from where she stood right now. If the woman had been rolled out of a car from the street above, Lexie would hazard a guess that she would land exactly where she was now.


‘She must have been killed somewhere else. This could be a secondary crime scene,’ Lexie said to Brad.


Brad turned to Kim.


‘You said no one has touched her?’


Kim opened her mouth to speak but Lisa cut her off.


‘No. The women who found her thought she was drunk or asleep. They didn’t even think to check if she was breathing.’


Lisa shook her head as though she couldn’t believe their stupidity.


‘It wasn’t until we got here that we realised it was a suspicious death.’


‘What time did the ladies locate the body?’ Brad asked, directing the question at Kim as he readied his notebook.


Lisa intercepted again.


‘Around 6.15 am. We got here pretty fast. I called it in at 6.35 am. I’ve notified the forensic pathologist as well.’


Oh shut up. Lexie’s hackles rose at the arrogance of this girl. The way she was talking it was as if she had done everything single-handedly.


‘So, Kim,’ Brad asked her, pointedly, ‘what’s been done prior to our arrival?’


Lisa again tried to jump in before Kim could open her mouth. This time Brad politely put the girl in her place.


‘No offence, Lisa, I applaud your enthusiasm, but Kim is the senior officer here; she was in charge of this crime scene prior to our arrival. It’s in your best interests to let her do the talking while you observe and obey directions. There is a fine line between being keen and being downright insolent.’


Lisa’s face dropped momentarily. She then turned on her heel and walked away.


Lexie shot him a sneaky grin. Brad rolled his eyes.


Waiting until Lisa was out of earshot, Brad murmured, ‘Sorry Kim. I don’t usually like to pull young cops’ noses in front of others, but she was being painful . . . and disrespectful to you.’


‘Don’t be sorry,’ Kim smiled. ‘I’m glad you said something. She’s a pain in the arse. Doesn’t listen to a word I say. Though, if I had a penis I’m sure it would be a different story.’


Brad and Lexie exchanged a glance. After a moment, Brad spoke once more.


‘There doesn’t seem to be any sign of a struggle or sexual assault but this death is definitely suspicious. I’m wondering if it was a drug overdose. Maybe she overdosed somewhere else and whoever she was with panicked and just wanted to get rid of the body.’


‘Then why has the rose been placed on her body?’ Lexie queried.


‘Maybe someone thinks it’s romantic,’ Brad shrugged, tossing ideas around. ‘Perhaps it’s someone’s bodged attempt at making it look like a suicide.’


Lexie shook her head.


‘This is no suicide.’


It didn’t take a genius, or a big city detective to figure out this girl had not died by her own hand, or as a result of some sort of misadventure. This scene was not only suspicious but also disturbingly sinister. Lexie could almost feel a veil of violent energy surrounding her. It was as if an evil entity lingering unnoticed, unable or unwilling to leave the scene of the crime.


Lexie turned suddenly, searching the trees and shrubs behind her. She had the feeling she was being watched. A chill whispered across her skin as if a ghost had brushed past her and she flinched. She felt her heartbeat accelerate and forced herself to take a deep breath.


Keep it together.


The wind whipped strands of blonde hair across Lexie’s face. Impatiently she tucked them behind her ears and tightened her coat against the chill invading her bones.


‘Okay, Lex, this one’s yours.’


Lexie heard Brad’s voice but didn’t fully register his words.


‘No worries,’ she replied, plucking her notebook from the pocket of her coat. Glancing at her watch, she noted the time, 7.46 am, and started jotting down details: time, date, location, weather conditions, police present. It wasn’t until she noticed the silence, the lack of any further conversation, that Lexie gave Brad a questioning glance.


Brad shrugged his large shoulders as Kim’s glance darted between them.


‘I’m waiting for you,’ he told Lexie, with a smirk. ‘This case is yours. You’re in charge, so go for it. Do your thing. Impress me.’


It took a slow second for Lexie to regain her power of speech. She gave him a look that said, seriously?


‘You really want me to . . . ?’


Brad nodded with a smile.


‘That’s how you learn, Lex, by taking the ball and running with it.’


Lexie was stunned. Did Brad trust her enough to give her the responsibility of running this job, a possible murder investigation? She felt her heart flutter as a myriad of emotions shot through her simultaneously. She felt honoured, exhilarated and terrified all at once. She was still very junior, only having been an operational detective for six months now, and the prospect of running such a serious investigation was almost overwhelming. Was she up to it?


Her mind flashed back to her shooting. A sudden surge of panic rushed around her body, constricting her throat and making it hard to breathe.


Stop. This is no time for a panic attack. You’re past that.


Forcing herself to take a long calming breath, she swallowed her fear and fixed a smile on her face.


‘No worries, Boss. I think I can handle this,’ she said, hoping she sounded decidedly more confident than she felt.


Brad gave her the nod, like a big brother proud of his little sis.


‘I’ll be your wing man, run off you and let you call the shots, but I’ll pull you up if you head in the wrong direction. My name will go down as the officer in charge, but you are going to do the work. Okay?’


Lexie’s grin widened.


‘Sounds like a plan,’ she replied. Turning towards Kim, she asked, ‘Do we know who our deceased is?’


Kim had clearly zoned out and was staring off into the distance. Lexie followed her gaze to the pale white sand of the deserted beach lying before them. Lexie knew Clovelly well. She’d jogged this path too many times to remember. In the warmer months she often snorkelled in the protected passage of water nestled between two cliff faces and fortified by concrete platforms that made this safe little inlet a popular swimming hole for children and adults alike.


Sadly, today this usually calm and peaceful part of Sydney had been corrupted with the stench of brutality. Something dreadful had happened here; Lexie could feel it in the core of her being. And her gut, her intuition, was rarely wrong. She wondered if Kim was contemplating the same thing.


Then Lexie noticed what had trapped Kim’s gaze. Lisa was flirting with one of the forensic officers, interrupting him in his work. Kim shook her head in disgust.


‘Kim . . . ?’


‘Sorry,’ she said, flinching, and looked back at Lexie. ‘What did you . . . oh no, I didn’t want to disturb anything, didn’t want to stuff up any evidence, you know, but I did pat down the deceased to see if she had a wallet or phone on her.’


Kim shook her head.


‘Though no such luck. I got some uniform guys to search around the immediate vicinity to see if a handbag had been dumped anywhere, but they found nothing. I’m afraid she’ll have to be booked into the morgue as a Jane Doe,’ Kim told them. ‘I suppose that’s going to make your job all that much harder.’


Brad grumbled, ‘Probably. It would certainly be a lot easier if we knew who she was. Then we’d have somewhere to start.’


He glanced down at the girl.


‘I wonder if she’s a missing person. We might have to look at fingerprints and dental records for a positive ID.’


He rubbed his chin thoughtfully as he looked at Lexie expectantly.


‘So where do we start, Lex?’


She was ready for the question.


‘The Boss said she was calling the whole office in on this. I say get someone, one of those uniformed guys over there, to check if we can use the surf club as a command post. It’s located right next to the crime scene, so it’s practical since forensics won’t be finished here for hours. Homicide need to be contacted immediately. They’ll also want to assess the scene when they arrive. In the meantime we should instigate a canvass of this area and the houses close by to see if anybody saw or heard anything.’


Lexie looked up and saw dark clouds closing ranks across the sky, threatening rain at any moment. Ironically, the weather seemed to fit her mood of late – unpredictable, suddenly gloomy and threatening downpours with fleeting moments of sunshine. She only hoped the rain would hold off long enough for them to finish their job. It was imperative to work swiftly, yet not miss any vital evidence. A washed out crime scene was just as useless as a contaminated one.


‘Should we organise some wet weather gear to protect the scene as much as possible?’


Brad nodded. ‘Good idea.’


‘I’ll speak to the witnesses and then make some calls,’ he stated, moving out of earshot with his mobile phone already to his ear.


Lexie noticed Kim wrap her jacket more firmly around herself and re-adjust her cap against the wind as the forensic pathologist suddenly appeared. He was a large man with a protruding belly and bad toupee that looked at risk of blowing away. He introduced himself formally, with a nod of his head, as Doctor Marchmen.


Lexie automatically moved out of his way, giving the doctor space. She hadn’t encountered this man before but she’d never met a forensic pathologist who wasn’t eccentric or slightly unusual in some way. She watched from a distance as he fastidiously examined his silent witness with gloved hands, searching for clues.


Placing the rose on the ground, Marchmen carefully lifted one stiff arm and pulled up the deceased’s sleeve, then, did the same to the other arm mumbling to himself about no track marks being visible.


‘Not a drug user,’ he said aloud. ‘And she hasn’t been dead for long. Rigor is starting to occur.’


Lexie had learned since being a cop that rigor mortis – the stiffening of the muscles in the body – started in humans approximately three to four hours after death. Depending on the temperature and other conditions it could last up to seventy-two hours.


If the victim was not a drug-user they could rule out her having been lured here by the promise of drugs, Lexie mused. She turned towards the doctor.


‘How many hours would you say she has been dead?’


Marchmen adjusted the victim’s clothing and studied the skin. Without moving his head away from his examination, he replied, ‘I’d say four to five hours, possibly less in this environment.’


Lexie knew that temperature also played a large role in the rate of decomposition of a body. This morning’s chilly conditions would have slowed the process considerably.


Lexie jotted down everything he said in her notebook. If she was going to run the investigation, she was determined to get all the facts right and do the most thorough, professional job possible. It was crucial; her reputation would be riding on it. She would build the best brief of evidence ever. This was her chance to shine.


‘What have we got here?’ Marchmen mumbled to himself, as he pulled something from the pocket of the girl’s jacket.


He held up an empty blister pack of pills and examined it closely, tut-tutting as he read the wording on the back.


‘OxyContin: hillbilly heroin. This drug is a real nuisance. This is a pack of ten and they are all empty.’


Kim glanced at Lexie. She looked embarrassed.


‘Sorry; I didn’t feel the tablets when I patted her down,’ she said, quietly.


Lexie automatically glanced over towards Brad. He was sitting on a wooden bench. The women who had discovered the body were sitting on either side of him while he took details. No doubt he had calmed them. He had the knack of dealing with people.


‘Do you think she overdosed?’ Kim asked Marchmen.


‘Time will tell, I suppose, but why keep an empty packet of prescription medication in your pocket?’ he replied. ‘Why not just throw it away? And why would she be clutching a rose?’


Why indeed?


‘So we know nothing about this woman?’ Marchmen asked, still studying the girl.


Kim shrugged her shoulders.


‘Unfortunately we don’t. I’m sorry,’ she said with a guilty grimace. ‘I wish I had more. I have no idea who this poor girl is.’


Finding it hard to drag her eyes away from the dead girl, Lexie felt a shiver tap-dance along her spine. She became aware of a niggling thought gnawing at the back of her mind just beyond her awareness. It was a warning, an alarm that she was missing something. The all-too-familiar feeling stiffened her backbone. What was it?


The forensic pathologist continued his examination of the body. As he turned the deceased’s head to the left, brown hair fell away from her face exposing the skin on the right side of her neck. He bent over the body, moving in for a closer look.


Marchmen let out a surprised gasp.


‘There is a very recent injection site here. She has been jabbed in the neck with a needle.’


Lexie crouched down as Marchmen pointed out the small red dot at the base of her neck.


‘I must say, that is a very strange place for a person to inject themselves,’ he pronounced. ‘Most unusual.’


Lexie’s stomach jumped.


‘Could she have been given a hot-shot?’


A lethal injection of a narcotic is an easy option if you want to kill someone, especially if they are already a drug addict. An increased amount of a user’s normal dose would do the trick. But this girl did not look like a drug addict.


The forensic pathologist looked up and gave Lexie a long look before replying, ‘Could be.’ He then turned back to the task at hand.


As Marchmen turned the girl’s head to the right, to inspect the other side of her neck, her hair fell away, revealing a tattoo of a bluebird. Lexie gasped as her brain at last kicked into gear. She knew now why she’d experienced the weird mental niggle earlier.


Lexie had met this woman only a few weeks ago. Unfortunately, it had not been a pleasant experience. Digging her hand into the pocket of her coat, Lexie pulled out her mobile phone. Her fingers were frozen and for a moment they paused over the buttons.


Kim was watching her, her expression questioning.


‘I think I might know somebody who can help us identify this girl,’ Lexie said, already dreading having to make the call.


This was good, she told herself. She had the heads-up on an identification of the deceased. Now all she had to do was swallow her pride and make the call . . .





CHAPTER 3


Lexie walked away from the crime scene and headed towards a cluster of tall trees on the southern side of Clovelly Beach. She hoped they would provide protection from the wild wind and also give her some privacy.


Ignoring the smashing of her heart against her ribs, Lexie made the call. He picked up on the fourth ring.


‘Zack Rogers.’


She took a deep breath.


‘Hi, Zack. It’s Lexie here.’


There was a long pause on the other end of the line.


‘Oh . . . Hi, Lexie.’


He sounded as shocked as she’d expected.


‘How are you?’


‘I’m fine, Zack. Where are you at the moment?’ Lexie asked, keeping her tone official. She didn’t want him to think this was a social call.


‘I’m working, just between jobs. Is everything all right?’


‘Yes, but I need to speak to you. It is important.’


‘I’m at the loading bay at the Prince of Wales Hospital. I’m just about to do a patient transfer. What’s wrong?’


From the sound of the wind howling down the line, it was as blowy at the hospital as it was where she was standing. But even with the weather conditions crackling interference down the phone line, Lexie couldn’t miss the unmistakable sound of Zack inhaling deeply on a cigarette.


Was he for real?


‘You’re smoking?’


Lexie didn’t bother to hide the disgust in her voice.


‘Are you crazy? You’re a paramedic now. I can’t believe you’re still smoking.’


She imagined Zack huddled behind the ambulance, flicking his dirty blond hair out of his eyes and puffing away on a gasper. When they had been together he’d always tried to hide his smoking from her. But she had repeatedly caught him out. Now he didn’t have to hide his habit.


‘Do you know the damage you are doing to your body?’


Lexie caught herself before going any further with the lecture. One of Zack’s personality traits was to ignore things he didn’t want to acknowledge, such as the consequences of his smoking, drinking binges and penchant for fast, greasy food. But she had not called to reprimand him. Besides, it was none of her concern what he did anymore.


‘I don’t think you called just to have a dig at me about smoking,’ he said, sarcastically.


Lexie had almost forgotten what a bastard he could be sometimes. She was grateful for the reminder.


‘I’ll get to the point, then. The girl you were with at the Royal Hotel the other week, what was her name?’


‘What? What girl? What the hell are you talking about?’


‘Do you remember bumping into me at the pub recently? You were pretty wasted. Maybe you don’t remember . . .’


‘I remember,’ Zack snapped back. ‘Of course I remember seeing you.’


Lexie had been dragged out of her self-imposed confinement by her friend Dani, who had insisted she get off the lounge, snap out of her desolate state if only for a few hours, and join her for a drink. They had gone to the Royal Hotel at Randwick, where they had run into Zack. He had been out with some workmates. Spotting Lexie and Dani almost as soon as they’d walked in, he’d come over to talk to them. While they were chatting, a girl sashayed over, possessively placing an arm around Zack’s shoulder and handing him a drink. Lexie remembered her for two reasons: the tacky tattoo on her neck and the catty comment she made.


‘While we were talking a girl gave you a drink. She was a real charmer; said something like, “You can do better than her; the anorexic look is so out right now.” Remember her? She had a bluebird tattoo on her neck.’


The phone line sizzled as a gust of wind whipped around her.


‘That was Melissa. She’s just a nurse at the hospital, Lex. She can be a real bitch. I wasn’t with her.’


As if she cared about that!


‘I need to know who she is, where she lives, the nature of your relationship with her,’ Lexie said, a little too abruptly.


Zack puffed on his cigarette. She wondered if he was making a show of smoking to irritate her.


‘Can I ask why?’


‘I’ll tell you why once you’ve given me her details.’


Zack’s sigh was audible.


‘Her name’s Melissa. Melissa McDermott. As I said, she’s a nurse at the Prince of Wales Hospital, that’s how I know her. She lives with another nurse at Randwick. That’s all I really know. Why?’


‘I’ll need her address.’


‘I don’t know her address.’


‘Can you get it for me, please? This is important.’


‘I suppose I can get it for you.’


She heard Zack take another drag of his cigarette.


‘I’ll make some calls, though you’ll owe me one, you know? You might have to take me out to dinner. Isn’t that what you guys do to reward citizens for information?’


That was not going to happen.


‘When did you last see Melissa McDermott?’ Lexie asked.


‘I saw her last night at the pub; at the Royal. She was wasted. ‘What’s going on, Lexie? Are you going to tell me why you’re asking all these questions? What has she done?’


In the distance, Lexie saw that Brad had finished with the witnesses and was glancing around trying to find her. Stepping out of the cover of trees, she waved at him. He waved back to acknowledge he’d seen her.


‘What time did you leave the hotel last night, Zack?’ Lexie asked.


‘I left around 10.00 pm because I had to work at 7.00 am this morning. Why? What does it matter when I . . . ? Has something happened to her?’


Lexie wanted to get his story before she told him the news. Zack might have been one of the last people to see her alive.


‘Did you go straight home?’


Zack huffed.


‘Lexie, tell me—’


‘Just answer the question, Zack,’ Lexie demanded impatiently. Why did he always have to argue with her?


‘Yes, I went straight home. Alone.’ He emphasised the latter word. ‘I jumped in a cab out the front of the pub and was in bed by 10.30 pm.’


Lexie took a deep breath and blew it out through her teeth.


‘Thank you.’


‘Are you going to tell me now what this is all about?’


She knew it was inevitable, but Lexie regretted having to deliver the news this way.


‘I wouldn’t normally tell you like this, over the phone, but . . . I’m sorry, Zack. Melissa McDermott was found dead at Clovelly Beach this morning.’


The silence on the other end of the line was disconcerting. So was the breeze against her skin that contained the promise of rain. Lexie glanced up at the darkening sky and wondered how long the rain would hold off. For the sake of the crime scene, she hoped indefinitely.


‘Did you hear what I said, Zack? Are you all right?’


‘Yes, yes, Lexie. I heard. I’m just trying to take it all in. I can’t quite believe it. Are you sure it’s her?’


‘It’s the girl you were with at the pub, the girl with the bluebird tattoo. We will get a formal identification, of course, but I’m sure it is her.’


‘Holy shit.’


Zack’s voice was unsteady.


‘What happened?’


‘We don’t know, but we are treating it as suspicious.’


‘Suspicious?’


He let out a shocked gasp.


‘I just . . . Oh God, I feel sick.’


Lexie was sure that during the twelve months Zack had been a paramedic he would have been exposed to many horrific images and events. He was probably already becoming accustomed to suffering and trauma. Learning to become detached – to distance himself – was inevitable, necessary for self-preservation.


However, when unexpected tragedy happens to someone you know it is always shocking, appalling. It is an ugly jab from reality; a reminder that no one is immortal. There is no space to create emotional distance when death enters your own world.


‘As I said, Zack, I’m sorry to have to tell you like this but I needed to confirm Melissa’s identification.’


‘That’s okay, I understand,’ Zack replied. ‘What can I do to help?’


‘Can you get back to me with her address and her flatmate’s details? Please don’t mention this to anyone until we have notified those close to her. And make time to see me later today. I’m going to have to get a statement from you.’


‘Okay, I’ll speak to my boss to get some time off.’


‘Zack, did you know if Melissa was a drug user? Party drugs, prescription drugs?’


‘I don’t know, but I wouldn’t put anything past her. She was a very wild girl. She was a big drinker, always wasted.’


‘Really? Anything else you can tell me that I might need to know about her, off the top of your head?’


Zack hesitated. He was choosing his words and Lexie wondered why.


‘It is not nice to speak ill of the dead, so . . . No, I don’t really have anything else to say.’


Then he continued, ‘She was just always a good time girl, if you know what I mean?’


‘Uh, okay . . . Thanks, Zack. I’ll call to make a time to meet with you later. Thanks for your help.’


Lexie hung up.


She looked over to Brad. He was waving her back to the crime scene. Lexie placed her phone in her pocket. She pulled her coat tighter around her as she walked back towards him.


*


Lexie drove along the streets of Sydney’s Eastern Suburbs with Brad in the passenger seat in silence. Her mind was buzzing as she contemplated the hours that stretched ahead of her. There was so much to do, so much to think about. Still unable to quite believe that Brad was entrusting her with such a great responsibility, Lexie wanted to make sure she did everything right, ticked every box to ensure nothing and nobody could possibly slip through any gap in the investigation.


Making a mental list, a step-by-step guide of what needed to be done, Lexie hadn’t realised she had been frowning until Brad spoke.


‘What’s wrong with your face? Does it hurt?’


Snapped from her thoughts, Lexie gave him a sideways glance.


‘What? No, my face doesn’t hurt,’ she retorted.


‘Well, it’s killing me,’ Brad exclaimed with a loud laugh, thoroughly amused by his own stupid joke.


‘Have you looked in the mirror lately?’ Lexie shot back. ‘I have to look at you every day and you don’t hear me complaining.’


Brad slapped his thick thigh and hollered so loudly she jumped.


‘Touché. I love it when you give me attitude.’


‘Only throwing it back at you . . . sergeant.’


She drew out the last word.


‘Now, that’s what I like. A girl who knows her place and shows respect to her senior officers,’ Brad added sarcastically, rolling his eyes and scoffing the remains of a blueberry muffin. ‘Now, are you going to tell me how you discovered the identity of our body on the beach?’


They were now reasonably certain their girl was Melissa McDermott – a positive ID would hopefully confirm that fact soon enough – but at the moment she was still a body without a personality, a family, or a previous life. Referring to her as such was a way of keeping a professional veneer, but Lexie knew that as the investigation into her death progressed and family and friends were interviewed, ‘the body’ would become a person. That was when it became difficult to compartmentalise emotions. It was a tricky balancing act to remain compassionate and objective without becoming immersed in the grief of loved ones.


‘I have my sources,’ Lexie teased.


She knew Brad liked to know everything.


They were en route to the dead girl’s apartment. Zack had rung Lexie back with the address and name of her flatmate, Vicky Bruce. Uniform officers had already delivered the bad news and Vicky was awaiting their arrival.


‘Come on, tell me. Who’s your informant?’


Brad started bouncing up and down in the passenger seat like a little kid.


‘I’m going to keep asking until you tell me.’


‘Grrrr . . . you can be so annoying sometimes. I was going to tell you, anyway. I just wanted to see how long you could hold out before asking.’


Lexie pretended to concentrate on turning a corner just to drag out the suspense.


‘Okay . . . my informant is Zack Rogers.’


‘Am I supposed to know who . . . hang on, Rogers? Is he any relation?’


‘Not anymore. He’s my ex-husband.’


By the way Brad’s head whipped around to stare at her, it seemed he hadn’t expected that answer.


‘What? I didn’t know you had an ex-husband.’


Lexie kept her eyes on the road.


‘It’s not something I advertise.’


‘Did Josh know?’


Lexie stepped on the brake a little too forcefully as she stopped at an intersection.


‘Yes,’ she replied, stiffly.


Brad, who had been jolted in his seat, was silent for a moment. Finally he asked, ‘I take it things are amicable?’


Lexie nodded.


‘We speak when we have to. No point in holding a grudge.’


Waiting for a break in the flow of traffic, out of the corner of her eye she noted Brad’s eyebrows shoot skywards.


‘That’s very mature of you both. So if you’re not into holding grudges does that mean you and Josh are okay?’


‘That’s different.’


Brad, who was watching the traffic on the left, called out, ‘Clear this side.’


Lexie waited for two cars on the right to pass, did a quick check of the left side and proceeded through the intersection.


‘Why is Josh different?’ Brad prompted.


‘I don’t want to talk about Josh Harrison right now,’ Lexie announced, firmly.


Her heart felt heavy just saying his name.


‘I know you guys are great friends and I don’t want that to be an issue between us but . . . I’ve told you before, Josh is off limits.’


Brad sighed, clearly frustrated with Lexie’s adamant refusal to talk about her ex-lover and former colleague. He had tried to broach this subject before – numerous times – and she always managed to cut him off before he could get started. Brad was not known for keeping his opinions to himself, and he had voiced his concern, many times, that her persistent evasion regarding discussing the ‘Josh subject’ was a definite sign Lexie was suppressing her feelings.


And maybe Brad was right!


Lexie was aware it was unhealthy to retain resentment or ill will, just as surely as she knew pathetic human emotions left you weak and vulnerable. But it still didn’t change the fact, did it? Everyone coped with a break-up in their own way; her way was to bury the hurt, keep it submerged and contained within, until she was ready to deal with it. If that time ever came.


Don’t think about Josh.


But it seemed Brad was going to make that impossible. He was not going to let it drop. Grunting in obvious frustration, he turned his bearish body towards her. Lexie focused on the road.


‘Okay, we won’t talk about Harrison, but just let me say one thing and I’ll let the subject drop. I’m saying this as a friend, friends of both of you. Just cut Josh some slack, Lex. He’s grieving. His world has fallen apart and I admit he’s not handling it well, but I know how he feels about you. Just give him some time. There, I said it, that’s it,’ Brad finished with a huff.


‘Okay, then let me say this; Josh Harrison can have all the time he likes,’ Lexie spat angrily. ‘He can have all of eternity for all I care. I did nothing but support and comfort him. I was there for him but he pushed me away, Brad. And, remember, he’s not the only person who has ever lost a sibling. I, for one, know exactly how that feels. Now, subject closed.’


Lexie had become accustomed to talking about her brother’s death. She had even answered questions from tactless workmates wanting to know the details. Usually she could respond to these random interrogations with a practised emotional distance. But sometimes, like now, when she was caught off-guard, just thinking about her brother’s death hit deep.


Tension hung heavily in the car for a long moment. Brad finally broke the silence.


‘Sorry, Lex, I shouldn’t have brought that up now. I didn’t mean to upset you about Josh, or your brother.’


Lexie knew that even when Brad pushed too hard it was never malicious. He always had her best interests at heart.


‘I know. Let’s forget it.’


‘Okay, good,’ Brad sighed, happy again. ‘We have work to do, so let’s get back to it.’


He pulled a Mars Bar from his shirt pocket and shed the wrapper.


‘I know what you’re going to say, but I didn’t have breakfast and I’m starving.’


Lexie eyed him critically. Brad had given up smoking, again, and whenever that happened he ate continuously until he’d gained ten kilos. Then he would take up smoking again to lose the weight. It was a relentless merry-go-round that served as a constant source of amusement in the office.


‘Now, how does this ex-husband of yours know the deceased? And how did you know he knew her?’


Lexie stopped at a red light.


‘Zack’s an ambo and he was with a group of other medical staff at the Royal Hotel the other week. I was having a drink with Dani. He came over and while we were talking this girl pushed past me and handed him a drink. She flashed me a dirty look and made a comment that Zack could do better; that I looked anorexic. Her hair was pulled up and as she turned and flounced away, I noticed the bluebird tattoo on her neck.’


Brad pointed his finger at the street on her left.


‘Turn there. Wow, what did you do?’


Lexie turned left.


‘Nothing; she stormed off into the crowd before the words even sank in. Then I had to restrain Dani, who wanted to hunt her down and kill her. I convinced her that wasn’t a good idea.’


She laughed at the memory.


‘Zack apologised, said she was “a bitch”. I didn’t see her again after that. I’m assuming Zack told her to keep away. Dani kept searching for her all night. You know what she can be like.’


Dani Wallace was a detective at Kings Cross, Lexie’s best friend and former work buddy. She was a lively, muscular little pocket rocket, fiercely protective and belligerent if provoked. It had taken a while to calm her down after the incident.


Brad rubbed his large jaw.


‘Melissa was just jealous. I hope you didn’t take it personally. You’re not really that skinny,’ he said, seriously.


‘Are you telling me I’m fat?’


‘Man, we blokes can’t win.’ Brad sighed, shaking his head.


‘That’s right, and don’t you forget it,’ Lexie grinned, pulling up outside a greyish cement-rendered block of units at Randwick.


They were buzzed into the complex without question. As Lexie climbed the stairs to the second floor, her heels clip-clopped against the cement and her senses were overwhelmed with the aroma of Chinese cooking. She glanced back at Brad, who licked his lips.


‘I know, it’s making me hungry,’ he smiled.


‘You’re always hungry,’ Lexie replied.


Lexie mentally rehearsed what she would say, the questions she would ask, and as they drew closer to the unit she noticed a strange nervous feeling had taken up residence in her stomach. She wondered what her instincts were telling her.


Highly intuitive, Lexie had a keen sense of awareness beyond her conscious understanding. It rarely let her down. However, the problem was she didn’t always listen to her ‘gut’, or heed its warnings. The occasions when she had gone against her better judgement were the times she had landed herself in a whole pile of trouble.


What are you telling me?


They had reached unit 10 and Brad was puffing heavily as he raised his large hand to knock on the door. He stopped short, finding it was already ajar.


Brad called out, ‘It’s the police here.’


There was a whimper from inside and a barely audible, ‘Come in.’


Lexie followed Brad into the flat. The living area was small and overcrowded with furniture, so it wasn’t until Brad moved to one side that she saw two women huddled on a chocolate-coloured lounge at the back of the room. Clutching an abundance of tissues in fisted hands, they wept quietly into each other’s shoulders. Lexie felt like an intruder. Brad cleared his throat. The women drew apart.


Two faces slowly turned in their direction. Both had matching red-rimmed eyes. The difference was that one set of eyes belonged to a stranger, the other to someone Lexie knew but would rather forget.





CHAPTER 4


Why was life full of so many strange and cruel coincidences?


Lexie struggled to keep her professional mask firmly in place. Why couldn’t history just stay where it was meant to be – in the bloody past?


Hanging back, taking a moment to gather her composure, she slowly closed the door behind her and Brad.


Brad spoke first.


‘I’m Brad Sommers, and this is Lexie Rogers. We’re from Bondi Junction detectives.’


Both women stood at the same time.


Lexie was relieved Brad was taking the lead right now. She was more than grateful for a few extra seconds to swallow her shock and get herself together. However, she sensed it wasn’t just force of habit that had Brad asserting his authority in this instance – especially considering she was supposedly running this investigation. No, Lexie guessed it was more a typical male reaction to two attractive damsels in such obvious distress.


For a moment Lexie wondered how Josh would react in this situation before catching herself. Don’t think of Josh.


‘I’m Vicky Bruce,’ said the taller of the two women, brushing wisps of long brown hair out of her eyes. ‘I’m Melissa’s flatmate.’


‘I’m Sasha Hemming,’ said the smaller, more voluptuous woman. ‘We’re Melissa’s friends.’


Turning slowly towards Lexie, without meeting her eyes, Sasha nodded her acknowledgement.


‘Hello, Lexie. It’s been a while.’


Not long enough . . .


Brad gave Lexie a questioning glance.


In answer to her partner’s silent query, Lexie explained, ‘Sasha and I went to school together.’


‘Small world, the Eastern Suburbs, isn’t it?’ Brad said, raising an eyebrow.


It was too small, sometimes. Growing up at Bronte and working down the road at Bondi Junction was not always a good thing.


‘I’m very sorry for your loss,’ Brad said gently to both women. ‘And I’m sorry we have to meet under these circumstances. I know this is a hard time for you both right now, but I’m afraid we have to ask you some questions. We want to find out what happened to your friend as soon as possible.’


Lexie knew that sometimes people saw it as insensitive for police to be asking grieving families and friends questions immediately after their loss. But the first forty-eight hours of a murder investigation was the most crucial in gathering information. Police had to start asking questions as soon as possible.


‘We understand you have a job to do,’ Sasha replied for both of them. ‘We’ll do anything we can to help.’


Lexie turned towards Vicky Bruce. The poor woman’s eyes were smudged with mascara and her bottom lip trembled uncontrollably. Tears gushed down her cheek. She brushed them away with a crinkled tissue. At any other time Lexie could see that she would be attractive, but not right now.


‘I’m sorry. I want to help catch whoever did this to Melissa. I’m just . . . I don’t know.’


Sasha put her arm around Vicky’s waist sympathetically.


‘I’m here to help her get through this,’ she said, softly.


There was a pause as Vicky tried to control her emotions. After a moment Sasha spoke again. ‘We’re being rude. Can I get either of you a coffee, tea, biscuits?’


At the mention of biscuits Lexie saw Brad’s eyes light up. Before he could reply she cut in. ‘No thanks, we’re fine.’


She shot him a look.


‘Why don’t we all sit down while I ask you both some questions?’


Sasha nodded, though her eyes were still unable, or unwilling, to meet Lexie’s as she perched herself next to Vicky on the edge of the lounge. It was warm in the unit and Lexie shed her heavy coat, draping it across the back of a chair before taking a seat on the lounge opposite the two women. Brad followed suit.


While Sasha avoided her gaze, Lexie took the opportunity to study her for a second. She sat with her chest pushed out, posture straight and confident. Her tight shirt was low-cut, and stretched to its limits across her large bust. Her denim-clad legs were crossed and pointed at Brad. She wore her straight black hair in a shoulder-length bob. Her pleasant heart-shaped face was suitably forlorn.


Lexie forced herself to push all dark emotions away, to depersonalise her feelings. She needed to remain focused, professional, no matter how hard it was.


You’re here to do a job.


‘So how do you two know each other and how did you know Melissa McDermott?’ Lexie asked both women.


‘We work together at the Prince of Wales Hospital,’ Sasha said, directing her answer to Brad even though Lexie had asked the question. ‘On the same ward as Melissa . . . uhh, did.’


She let out a little gasp.


Since Brad’s eyes were pretty much stuck on Sasha’s impressive cleavage, Lexie continued with the questions.


‘How long have you been living with Melissa, Vicky?’


Sasha began to answer but Lexie put her hand in the air as if stopping traffic. Talk to the hand, she thought. I have the power. I’m in control here.


‘I’d really like Vicky to answer, thanks, Sasha.’


Lexie felt rather than saw the glare Sasha drilled into the side of her face.


Vicky sniffed and then coughed.


‘We have been living together for six months. Melissa got to Australia just as my last flatmate left to go home, so it worked out really well. We met at work and she pretty much moved straight in. We got along really well. She was a nice girl.’


Vicky began to sob.


‘I just can’t believe what has happened; her poor parents.’


‘Where are her parents?’ Lexie asked.


Vicky blew her nose loudly while Sasha rubbed her back.


‘Melissa’s from England. Her family lives in Sussex. She had a two-year work visa but wanted to live here permanently. She loved Australia. Oh God . . .’


Vicky choked a sob into a tissue.


Lexie glanced at Brad, who was still having a hard time diverting his gaze from Sasha’s breasts. If she was being nice Lexie would describe Sasha as curvy, voluptuous even. But nothing about Sasha encouraged Lexie to feel nice, so she’d say the woman could use a diet and drop two dress sizes.


Stop it. You need to move on from the past.


‘Have you got the family’s address? They need to be contacted ASAP.’


Vicky disappeared for a moment and came back holding an envelope. She read the name and address printed on it as Lexie jotted the details in her notebook.


‘It was a birthday card she was about to send to her mum,’ she exclaimed, then promptly burst into tears again.


Lexie gave her a minute to recover her composure, then continued.


‘As you know, Melissa didn’t have any identification on her. Would she have left her purse here, by any chance?’


‘No, she wouldn’t have gone anywhere without her purse and bag. She had asthma and took her puffer everywhere with her.’


‘She had a mobile phone, I’m assuming. It isn’t here, by any chance?’ Lexie asked hopefully.


Vicky shook her head. ‘No, she would have had it with her too.’


‘Can I get her number, please?’


They could check the call charge records, ascertain the last incoming and outgoing numbers. Lexie’s mind was ticking over. She’d also ring the number later and see what happened. More than likely nothing, but you never knew. If someone had stolen her phone, whether that person was the killer, or just an opportunist, they might be dumb enough to answer it. It had happened before. Most bad guys were not smart. She thought of the famous heart surgeon, Victor Chang, who had been tragically gunned down on a busy Sydney street. His killer had been considerate enough to leave his wallet behind, making easy work for the detectives.


Could she be lucky enough to get one that stupid? Not a chance!


Vicky grabbed her phone from the coffee table next to her and scrawled through her contacts. She read out Melissa’s number. Lexie scribbled it down.


‘Can you tell me her date of birth?’


‘We just had her birthday party here,’ Sasha said. ‘It was the 22nd of May. She had turned twenty-seven.’


‘Can I confirm that Melissa had a bluebird tattoo on the left side of her neck?’


They both nodded.


‘She got it for her birthday. It was a present to herself,’ Sasha informed them.


‘Since Melissa’s parents are overseas, we’ll need someone to identify her for us.’


Sasha rubbed Vicky on the back as she sobbed harder.


‘We’ll do it together,’ Sasha responded. ‘I presume she’s at the Glebe morgue. We can meet you there after this.’


‘We can take you,’ Brad volunteered.


Sasha smiled at him.


‘Thanks, but it’s okay. We can go there together. We’re nurses; we’ve seen dead bodies before.’


‘Okay, we might meet there in a few hours,’ said Lexie.


She began calculating things that had to be done and glanced at her watch. It was now just before 11.00 am.


‘Can you meet us there at around 1.30 pm?’


By that time the government contractors would have conveyed Melissa to Glebe and the morgue staff would have had time to prepare her for viewing. Sasha and Vicky might be used to dealing with the dead, Lexie thought, but this was personal. It would be best to have their friend presented as nicely and respectfully as possible.


Both women nodded.


‘Did Melissa have a boyfriend?’ Lexie continued with the questions, mentally ticking them off in her head as she covered another line of inquiry.


‘No boyfriend,’ Vicky said.


Sasha shot Vicky a curious look.


‘No boyfriend, so to speak,’ Sasha corrected. ‘But she did, um, have a few male friends, if you know what I mean; casual relationships.’


Lexie shook her head and stared straight at Sasha.


‘No, I don’t. What do you mean?’


For the first time Sasha met Lexie’s eyes.


‘Melissa liked men. She went after what she wanted. Get my drift?’


Vicky looked shocked and embarrassed.


‘Sasha . . .’


Lexie kept her expression neutral.


‘Can you give me any names?’


Sasha smiled sweetly at Brad before her eyes slipped off him and met Lexie’s.


‘Zack Rogers. There’s a name.’


Lexie’s heart slammed against her chest and it took all her strength to remain calm.


‘Would you like to expand on that?’


Brad snapped out of his trance, seemingly picking up on the name and the underlying tension filtering around the room. He looked confused, glancing at Lexie and then back at Sasha.


‘Was Zack Rogers her boyfriend?’ Brad asked.


Sasha shook her head.


‘No, no. I’m sure Melissa would have liked him to be. Many girls would like him to be, but Zack’s not the boyfriend type.’


Lexie held her breath and did her best to swallow her anger.


Brad’s eyes bounced back and forth between Lexie and Sasha. He was clearly trying to figure out what was going on around him. He addressed the nurses.


‘All right, I want a list of all these “casual boyfriends”, or whatever you want to call them, before we leave. I also want a list of all Melissa’s friends and associates.’


Sasha got up, grabbed a pen and notepad and started writing.


‘I’ll do my best. There have been a few and I’m not sure of some of their last names.’


Brad shrugged.


‘Just give us what you can. Do you know of anyone who would want to hurt Melissa? Did she have any enemies that you’re aware of?’ Both women shook their heads.


‘Does either one of you know where Melissa was last night; who she was with?’ Lexie asked.


Vicky piped up.


‘Earlier in the night she was with us at the Royal Hotel at Randwick. We were drinking, then had dinner. I left her talking to Matt, he’s the licensee.’


Sasha added, ‘I left a bit after Vic and she was still talking to him then.’


‘What time was that?’ Lexie asked.


‘About 11.00 pm,’ Sasha said. ‘Um . . . she’d had a fair bit to drink by then. Too much, actually. Melissa always had too much to drink,’ she continued. ‘She had been seeing Matt recently . . . casually.’


‘I didn’t know she was seeing anyone . . . how do you know that?’


Vicky looked confused and slightly hurt. The tears started again. Sasha shrugged and continued writing her list.


Lexie had a thought.


‘Did you see Melissa with a rose at all during the night?’


Vicky screwed up her face.


‘No, I didn’t.’


‘Do you know if she did drugs?’


Both women exchanged a look. Vicky shook her head, while Sasha was less certain.


‘You’d never know with Melissa. She was a wild one.’


Lexie asked the next predictable question.


‘Can you give me the full name of this licensee, Matt, she was seeing – casually?’





CHAPTER 5


Watching Sasha close the door behind the detectives with a self-satisfied grin creasing the corners of her mouth, Vicky could not for the life of her imagine what she could possibly have to smile about right now. They had just lost a friend in the most traumatic of circumstances; what the hell could be so amusing?


Grief seemed to have exacerbated her dormant temper and Vicky was unable to put a lid on it. This was an unfamiliar feeling and not one she liked.


‘What’s going on, Sasha?’


Sasha spun around to face her. Surprise etched across her face at the usually timid Vicky’s tone.


‘Sorry?’


‘What is the story between you and that female detective; what was her name?’


Vicky glanced at the business card the detective had given her.


‘Lexie Rogers, that’s it. There was some serious tension happening between you two.’


Sasha continued to stare wordlessly at her. Perhaps she had assumed that because of her obvious emotional unravelling, Vicky had been too overcome with grief and shock to notice the tension in the room. If so, Sasha was wrong.


‘I’m sorry, Vic. I didn’t realise it was that obvious.’


Sasha’s face was sorrowful.


‘Lexie and I go back a long way, that’s all, and there’s no love lost between us. You see, we used to be really close friends.’


‘It’s clear you are not friends anymore, so what happened?’ Vicky asked.


Sasha’s face took on an injured expression.


‘We had a falling out over . . . a guy.’


‘Oh,’ Vicky said.


She was mildly relieved there was a reason for the friction.


‘So what’s with the smirk?’


‘Lexie kind of stole my boyfriend,’ Sasha told her, taking a deep, shaky breath. ‘I was totally heartbroken. We haven’t spoken since it happened and to be honest it still hurts. Seeing her today just brought it all back. I suppose I’m just glad she seemed as uncomfortable seeing me as I was seeing her. It’s childish, I know, but Lexie has always been so cool and calm.’


Vicky’s expression changed from one of irritation to sympathy.


‘Oh, I see where the animosity would come from, then.’


It was stupid to argue over insignificant issues at a time like this, she thought.


‘It was a long time ago, but you know how it is, you never completely get over that type of betrayal.’


Vicky nodded in silent support and waited for her to go on. The female detective was very good-looking. Tall, slim, with long blonde hair and beautiful big brown eyes that she’d noticed were not just mesmerising, but had a depth of kindness to them. The eyes said a lot about a person. They were the key to the soul, Vicky had always thought, and the detective’s had reflected genuine warmth. She could not imagine that Lexie Rogers would do such a thing as steal Sasha’s boyfriend. But then, what did she know? Vicky had been wrong about people before.


Poor Sasha.


She could be moody and self-centred at times, but Vicky didn’t think she was a bad person. Sasha could actually be a lot of fun. All of a sudden, her heart went out to her friend.


‘Do you want to talk about it?’


‘There’s not much to tell, really,’ Sasha said, waving her hand in the air as though it didn’t really matter. ‘I went to visit my boyfriend unexpectedly one day and caught them in bed together. I heard voices coming from inside the house and just knew something was not right. So I snuck around the back and glanced through his bedroom window and there they were, writhing around on his bed. I couldn’t believe it.’
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