
        
            
                
            
        

    About Cold Deception

Secrets, lies, deception. That’s what it takes to stay alive.

 
At 20, Julia Taylor went to prison for murdering a man who deserved it. Ten years later, she’s ready to put the past behind her and get on with her life. But someone won’t let her. Someone will do anything to drive Julia away, including murder.
 
As the body count rises, Julia is forced to accept the help of Dylan Andrews, a cop with dark secrets of his own. Unfortunately help has a cost. Dylan is digging into Julia’s past, uncovering secrets she is desperate to keep.
 
Julia must keep Dylan at a distance, or else risk her own safety, and the safety of everyone she loves …
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For my sisters,
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with love

 
And in memory of my parents

Betty and Len Allen




 
It will have blood, they say.
Blood will have blood.
 
Macbeth Act 3, Scene 4.



Chapter 1
Julia Taylor stood in the sun outside the jail and prayed for rain. A strong, fierce torrent; enough to wash away the grime of the last ten years. Instead the sun beat down, exposing her solitary figure as she waited.
She’d given away most of her possessions except for some books and the farewell gifts from her mates. Cards and earrings and bits and pieces gleaned from their trash and treasures. Some of the other girls had bags and boxes of stuff they’d accumulated, trying to make their slot a home, but she couldn’t bring herself to make jail anything other than what is was. Hell.
She’d gone into the place with the clothes she’d worn when arrested and was leaving in the same clothes. Ten years ago, at twenty, she’d been thinner. Years of prison food had packed on some weight, but the jeans and T-shirt fitted well enough. No jacket. Even though it was nearly winter, the sun was warm on her skin.
She turned and looked back into the prison foyer. No clang of the jail gates nowadays, just a soft swish of an automatic door opening into a foyer that could be a doctor’s office.
“Got someone to pick you up?”
The female prison officer, who’d completed all the paperwork with her, stood in front of the glass doors and let them close behind her. She didn’t exactly smile, but she wasn’t hostile either.
Julia licked her dry lips and didn’t know what to say. For the first time in a lot of years she could ignore anyone if she wanted to but found ingrained habits were hard to let go.
“Yeah, she’s a bit late.” She stared down the long driveway to the road. “I might wander down to Bathurst Road and wait for her there.”
“Okay. Good luck. Don’t come back.” The PO smiled at her and Julia tried not to laugh. As if she’d ever come back to this hell hole. Lots of women did, but she wasn’t lots of women.
She started the long walk to the road, marveling that it wasn’t five o’clock in the morning and she wasn’t headed to the dairy to milk the cows.
The green fields of minimum security Emu Plains Correctional Center looked benign and peaceful. She could almost be on a stroll in the country, walking down a poplar lined pathway, kicking the autumn leaves as she walked. She heard a yell from the field on her right.
“See ya Jules! Don’t forget us!”
She spied Jodie about to start up a ride-on lawn mower. She waved back and blew her a kiss.
I’ll never forget you, never forget the lost years and wasted lives.

“Bye Jodie,” she yelled back. “Look after yourself. Don’t fuck up again.”
Jodie laughed. “Not after all those lectures from you. I’d be in deep shit.” She turned the ignition and roared off with a trademark, “Yee haa!”
Julia waved again and continued walking to the road.
Dee was late. That wasn’t like her. Always on time, always reliable. The last ten years had been bearable because of Dee’s solid, unwavering support.
Julia reached the road and stood there, uncertain. Trucks lumbered past and threw choking dust up into her face. A car with a couple of blokes inside slowed and stared at her. She braced herself to run, her heart pounding hard, not knowing them but seeing the sneering ridicule on their faces.
One of them yelled at her, his face distorted with hate and lust.
Scum. Waiting for any fresh jail meat standing on the road, any woman who might want something or someone to take them to their new life.
“Just get out, love? Wanna party? Got some stuff here you might want. Waddaya say, eh?”
She gave them the finger then breathed again when the one who’d yelled at her spat out his window as the car sped off.
Charming. Better get used to it.
She knew men saw women who’d been in jail as easy pickings. Preyed on their loneliness and crippling need for everyone’s approval. The fact that most women were addicted to something, whether it be drugs, alcohol, or loser men, made them radiate their victim status as soon as they got out.
That wouldn’t be her. She wasn’t a victim and she didn’t need anyone’s approval. All she wanted was a quiet life where she could work out what to do next. She knew it wouldn’t be easy. Better to realize first off just what she’d be up against. No one liked ex-crims. They were never seen as ex. Once a criminal always a criminal.
Especially me. No one will ever forget what I’ve done. 
She pulled her bag closer to her and peered down the road. A cool wind picked up, lifting her dark hair from her shoulders.
As soon as she got home she’d get a decent haircut and some new clothes. No more green or maroon. She’d ban those colors permanently from her wardrobe.
Another car slowed and she braced herself for abuse, but breathed with relief when she saw it was Dee in a van with the name of her business painted in lively colors on the side. A Passion for Plants. Vines and roses and sunflowers covered the outside. She looked like she was driving a living garden. Julia smiled then laughed as her stepmother leaped out of the van and scooped her up in a bear hug.
“I’m late. I’m so sorry. The traffic down the mountains was hellish. You won’t believe what they’ve done to the road. The continuing obsession with getting somewhere fast. They’re widening the highway. All the trees gone. Look at you! You look great! Is that all you’ve got? Yes? Okay. Let’s get going. Your mother is waiting.”
Julia laughed some more as she was released from a hug and bundled into the van by what seemed like a whirling dervish. Small but solid, Dee never seem to change. Her sleek gray bob and the sparkly earrings she always wore were exactly as they had been when Julia first met her as an anxious fourteen year old.
Dee threw her case in the back and climbed into the van all the time chattering about the road, the weather, what they had to pick up at the shops on the way back. Then she stopped suddenly and turned to Julia, tears pouring down her face.
“I’m sorry,” she said, her voice hoarse and raw. “I just can’t believe it. I can’t believe you’re finally out of that horrible place. You should never have been there.”
She burst into noisy tears and leant her head on the steering wheel. Julia froze. She knew she should do something, offer some support. This was Dee, her stepmother, the woman who loved and lived with her impossible mother, who stood by her when nearly everyone else had either deserted Julia or been pushed away.
For ten years Julia had avoided any emotional entanglements. You could get sucked into the vortex of emotion in a women’s prison and that was dangerous. Too many dramas, too much estrogen, too much despair and loneliness. And truth be told, no longer being responsible for Eleanor and Blossom, just leaving them for Dee to deal with, had been her secret relief. Now, as she stared at her stepmother, emotional entanglements started their insidious wrap around her mind, like the vines on the van she sat in.
Julia shook herself and reached for the older woman. Gathering her into her arms, she stroked her back and shushed her.
“It’s okay, Dee. Everything is okay now. We’ll get over it won’t we? All the years you’ve been visiting me we talked of this day didn’t we? It’s a happy day. A day for plans and looking forward. Isn’t it?”
Dee pulled away from Julia, brushed her tears from her face and squared her shoulders. “You’re right. Absolutely right. This doesn’t help anything.” She took in a deep breath and the Dee that Julia had known for so long appeared. Solid, reliable. Always there to lean on.
Dee put the car into gear, watched for the traffic, then performed a brisk U turn, taking them back the way she’d come, back up to the Blue Mountains. Back home.
*
“You need to prepare yourself,” Dee said, resignation in her voice. They were on the last stretch of the freeway at Lapstone about to head into Glenbrook.
“Why is that?” Julia knew she was about to hear something of the latest wild plan of her mother’s.
“Ellie wants to have a welcome home party for you.”
Julia’s stomach sank. “No, no, no! Why does she do this?"
“You know what she’s like. Now that you’re out your mother wants the world to know she’s not ashamed of you or what you did.” She slanted a glance at Julia. “Or what you claim you did,” she muttered.
Julia ignored her last remark. She’d never discussed that day with anyone other than her lawyer and she never intended to. Dee had tried everything to get her to open up over the years and hadn’t succeeded.
“Nice of her to let the world know. Perhaps she could’ve told me first.”
“She loves you Julia. You know that don’t you?”
Yes, she did. She’d always known that. Even at the worst time, when Eleanor couldn’t function and the State stepped in, Julia knew her mother loved her. Trouble was, love was rarely enough for a child. Other more basic needs were required. Like food, shelter, and care.
Julia scrubbed at her face wishing she could scrub out the memories of that pathetic, neglected waif.
“What has she got planned? Welcoming signs? Balloons up and down the street? Marching bands?”
Dee snorted with laughter. “I wouldn’t put it past her.”
Julia gazed out the window and tried to stop the hammering in her chest. The hammering had started as soon as she’d walked out of jail and hadn’t subsided. She tried to take in where she was and what she was seeing rather than worry about what lay ahead. Live in the present, her jail meditation teacher told her. Forget the past and don’t worry about the future. She’d had a lot of time to practice that in her cell. Jail life was surprisingly uncomplicated but she suspected it wouldn’t be so easy on the outside.
The van made its way up the mountain highway and Julia started to focus on the trip. Emu Plains was at the foot of the Blue Mountains, and Katoomba almost at the top. Between were villages all linked by the ubiquitous Great Western Highway, the road that lead from the Emerald City, Sydney, to western New South Wales. Whenever she’d made this trip Julia used to think of it as making a trip on a knife edge. Even more so today.
She saw the lower mountains villages nowadays looked like any old suburb of Sydney but hoped the upper mountains still maintained their old-world charm. But the highway widening filled her with dismay.
Julia felt tears prickle at the back of her eyes as they climbed the Bodington Hill at Wentworth Falls, past the landscape nursery and the garden pot shop with its eternal sale. The full horror of the road works lay before her.
Most of the trees had gone. It was like some psychotic giant had ploughed through the area with a blunt chainsaw. A building site made of tin demountables cluttered one side of the highway and trucks and tractors were gouging out the earth. Julia thought it looked like a scene from another planet. Alien and inhospitable.
The only thing that hadn’t changed was the mist that could descend in minutes and turn the world into a gray impenetrable blanket. As if on cue, Julia thought, so I don’t have to see this wreckage.
Is this what everything will be like? Torn up and destroyed?

Dee slowed to a crawl as the mist transformed into a heavy fog. “Typical,” she muttered. “Get to Wentworth Falls and the weather changes.”
“I don’t mind,” Julia said. “At least it’s familiar.”
She calmed slightly when they got to the village itself, which didn’t look all that different. The German cake shop was still there.
“Have to stop and pick up some pretzels and a cake. Want to come?” Dee asked her tentatively.
Julia was silent as Dee pulled up the van outside the shop. She peered at the cars and the people amid the swirls of fog and took a deep breath. May as well start the way she wanted to go on. “Okay.”
Her heart started a panicky rhythm.
On closer inspection, everything here looked the same but different. Different shops, a different look to the others, a kind of spruced up look. The old post office had become a restaurant. New shops were open at the end of the strip. She didn’t see anyone she knew.
The air was much colder when she got out of the car.
“I should’ve bought you a jacket,” Dee said as Julia stood shivering outside the cake shop. “I didn’t think.”
Julia smiled and shook her head. “Don’t worry. It’s kind of nice. Mountain cold feels different. Cleaner.”
“Come inside. It’s warmer.”
Dee opened the shop door and held it for her to follow. Panic clutched her entrails in one twisting grip.
No, no, not now. 
“Maybe I’ll wait in the car.” She turned and fled. When she got to the car, she leant on it and closed her eyes. Breath in, breath out. That’s all she could do.
“Damn it all to hell.”
Her eyes snapped open to see a man bending over to pick up the paper bags he’d dropped. From the look and smell the bags were full of meat pies just bought from the cake shop. He swayed a little as if he couldn’t quite focus on what he was doing. Finally, he scooped everything up and stood peering around, looking for something or someone. His gaze fell on Julia and her heart turned over.
“Julia Taylor, as I live and breathe.”
The sound of that sneering drawl made her blood run cold. Mid forties, muscle turning to fat and muddy bloodshot brown eyes. He looked like the kind of man who had some glory days as an athlete but was starting a slow decline into heart attack land. Even at ten o’clock in the morning, she could smell alcohol on him. But there was something about him, something that made nausea bubble in her gut.
“Just got out?”
She tensed and said nothing. The cold air couldn’t stop the trickle of sweat slide down her spine.
“You don’t remember me do you?”
She couldn’t speak.
“I arrested you.”
Her breath strangled in her throat. The coppery taste of blood flooded her mouth. Images from that night, that terrible night, sliced into her brain making her gasp. She could smell stale cigarettes and disinfectant and hear the cries of Nessa in the cell next to her …
“I remember you,” she muttered, willing her stomach to stay where it was. “Gary Randle.”
He stepped closer to her and smiled.
“I bet you remember Angus O’Reardon too.”
She nodded, not trusting her voice.
“Quite the entrepreneur is Angus. Needed a bigger landscape than being a small town cop. He’s someone in this town now. Someone who matters. Who would’ve thought?”
He sneered at her, all the time sliding his muddy gaze over her body, making her skin crawl.
But something else rose to the surface in her brain, something she’d not let herself have in all the long years of her incarceration. White hot fury flowed along her nerve ends, making her hands flex convulsively. She could almost feel the pudgy, slack skin around his neck, almost see her hands squeeze tighter and tighter …
“Is that so?” she said in a voice that sounded surprisingly calm even to her. “I guess that means the good people of the upper Blue Mountains don’t know about his other extensive entrepreneurial activities.”
The sneering smile disappeared.
“I don’t know what you mean,” he said. “Angus is a prominent business man up here. He owns the Chadbourne Hotel. Bought it when it was a moldering heap and turned it into a tourist draw card. It’s his life’s work.”
“And you’re his loyal assistant. How sweet. So those rumors I heard about his sales activities were just rumors? Did all those girls coming back from visits off their faces on pills get their stuff from someone else? ”
Randle paled then inched closer to her. She fought not to throw up as stale sweat and rank breath washed over her.
“Had a little help didn’t he?” she said. “Needed someone to turn the other way on visits.”
“I think you’ve got quite a bizarre fantasy going on there. Out for some revenge are you? I doubt a convicted murderer would have much credibility if she started making accusations about an upstanding member of the community, do you?”
“Upstanding? Yeah, right. You were both very upstanding the day you arrested me weren’t you?”
Her stomach twisted as the memory she’d struggled so hard to forget came flooding back. The cold, filthy cell, the sneering laughter, the fist …
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Randle said, a smile on his oily, knowing face. “You were processed by the book.”
She closed her eyes for a moment and took a deep breath. “Get away from me,” she said through clenched teeth. “Just go.”
“Not until you agree you won’t make any wild accusations about Mr. O’Reardon to anyone.”
“Or what?” Anger continued its long dormant flow through her body.
“Or something bad might happen.”
“Don’t fucking threaten me, asshole.” She stepped forward into his face. “I’m not a sweet little kid anymore. Leave me alone.”
He stepped back, a wide smile on his face and held his hands spread, as if to placate her.
“You’ve got me all wrong. I don’t want to hurt you. But just remember, that cute little sister of yours or your mom could run into some trouble if you make unnecessary trouble. Just say’n,” he said and ambled off down the street.
Fury engulfed her as she watched him climb into a big, shiny, tank of a car. Someone else was behind the wheel. Both men sat and watched her watching them.
Dee bustled out of the shop and thrust some paper bags into her hands. The car promptly did a U turn and screamed out of the village.
“Idiots,” Dee said. “More and more of them now days. Think their powerful cars mean they can drive like hoons. Get in the car. I bought you some food.”
Julia climbed in and fought to calm her beating heart. Not even an hour out and the past reared up to slap her.
“Come on. Eat up.”
She looked down at the bags in her lap.
“A sausage roll and a black cherry slice. You always liked them.”
Food was the last thing she wanted. But she couldn’t offend Dee so she opened the bag and started eating. And found anger made her ravenous.
Biting into the hot sausage roll, covered with flaky pastry and filled with spicy meat, she almost swooned with delight. This was the first non-prison food she’d had in years. She wouldn’t let Randle’s threats get in the way of this moment.
“Oh god, oh god, this is fantastic,” she said with her mouth full. Just this one moment of total piggery in the van with Dee and she’d be over it. She could appear in front of other people without being obsessed.
Dee laughed and they took off again. Julia hardly noticed the changes through Leura as she demolished her food. Not that she could see much anyway. The fog remained, if anything becoming more dense.
As they drove slowly down Leura Mall past Craigend St toward the escarpment, Dee cursed with irritation. “What does he think he’s doing?” She peered into the rearview mirror.
“What? What’s wrong?”
“That hoony car we saw at Wentworth Falls is following me. He’s about an inch away from ploughing up the back of me. For Christ’s sake!”
Julia turned and could just make out the shadowy vehicle behind them. It seemed to slow then speed up, looking like it would hit them, then brake just before impact.
“Pull over,” Julia said. “Pull over now.”
Dee glanced at her with fear. “What if they hit us?”
“They won’t.”
Dee slowed the car and swung it into the curb. Julia leapt out in time to see the big car swerve away and roar down the street.
“What’s going on?” Dee yelled at her. “Should we call the police?”
Julia stood for a moment staring after the car as it disappeared into the fog. Cold rage settled in her gut. She climbed back into the car and turned to Dee. “No point. They’re gone now.”
“Who were they? What do they want?”
Julia grimaced. “Just some locals wanting to harass me. I guess they think a convicted murderer is fair game.”
Dee made a noise of protest, a look of distress and bewilderment on her face.
“It’s okay Dee. They’ve gone now. They won’t be back.”
“What makes you so sure?”
Julia stared straight ahead into the fog. “They won’t have any reason to.”



Chapter 2
Julia got out of the car and stood staring up at the house. It was shabbier and somehow smaller than she remembered. The Virginia creeper climbing up the side of the house still had a remnant of autumn and the lovingly tended roses in the front garden had a last flush of blowzy blooms. But she was home.
Standing at the front door was her mother. Her crazy, infuriating, wondrous mother. She’d been in the news months ago after receiving the Order of Australia in the Australia Day Honours List. All her life Eleanor Taylor produced artwork that captured the mood of the times: fierce and scouring landscapes, sometimes tortured sometimes nostalgic. A perfect summation of her mind, Julia thought. Eleanor’s landscapes always depicted her mental state. She wondered what she’d see in her studio right now.
Eleanor had visited her a total of ten times in the last ten years. After the first time, when Eleanor found out Julia had been strip-searched before the visit, her distress was so great she told Julia she couldn’t be part of that again.
“I won’t assist the sexual assault of my daughter,” she’d said through enraged tears. Julia tried to convince her it didn’t matter, that her visits were important, so they compromised. Once a year only.
And every time, she looked exactly the same as she did now. Small, dark and petite, her almost black eyes burning with creative life that drew everyone to her like moths to a flame. And like a flame she could shed light on winding pathways or burn to the bone.
As Julia walked slowly toward her, Eleanor opened her arms. Julia rushed to her and was enveloped in her scent of rose oil and turpentine. Everything she told herself over the last few months, everything about not getting drawn into Eleanor’s orbit, not being seduced by her charismatic chaos, went out the window. This was her mother, the woman who led her life like one of her canvases. Bright, uncompromising, and messy.
“My darling,” she murmured into Julia’s hair. “My darling.”
In one moment, Julia was a child again living with an artist full of creative joie de vivre. All the magic of that time swirled through her head. Eleanor took her everywhere, to parties, openings, international film festivals, anywhere the famous name of Eleanor Taylor was requested. She pushed out of her mind the other Eleanor, the one she needed to protect herself against, and let herself remember the good times. 
“Mama,” she muttered, holding her tightly, willing her to be okay and not crazy. “I’m home.”
Her mother laughed and drew back, holding Julia’s head between her hands. “I’ve been waiting for you for ten years. Ten long years. But that’s all over now. Now life begins again.”
For the first time since she woke this morning, the feeling of dread left her. She looked into her mother’s face and saw only joy and delight. No madness, no hurt, no calculation about how she could get Julia to do what she wanted.
For a long time Eleanor’s love was conditional, full of qualifications and other messy demands Julia could never quite work out. Even from her prison cell, she thought she could feel the pull of Eleanor’s desperate need for her eldest daughter to toe the line. Give her fealty and worship. For most of her life, Eleanor was a woman who needed worship.
Thank god she’d found Dee, Julia often thought, not unkindly. Dee’s total worship had taken a lot of the pressure off Julia when Eleanor demanded Julia put her mother’s needs first above all others, especially Julia’s own.
Maybe that was all in the past now. Maybe like her almost daily letters said, she really had changed and healed.
The slam of a car door had the three women turning to the house next door. Eleanor held up her arm in greeting. “June! Bill! Look who’s arrived home.”
Julia remembered her neighbors as being somewhat straight-laced and stuffy. Some things hadn’t changed. They nodded coldly to Eleanor, ignored Julia, and disappeared into their house.
Eleanor shrugged and turned back to Julia.
“They’ll come round. We’ll invite them to the party.”
“What party?”
“The party we’re having to welcome you home,”
Julia hesitated. “I don’t want a party, Ma.”
“Nonsense! The whole community wants to welcome you home.”
Julia’s heart sank. This was the old Eleanor, the one who insisted and couldn’t be reasoned with. A knot in her stomach twisted.
“I don’t think that’s such a good idea.”
“Why not? We need to celebrate.”
“I don’t want to celebrate.” She could feel the old threads of obligation and demand weaving their way toward her. She’d been momentarily pulled into her mother’s fantasies. Not again. She wouldn’t be dragged into her crazy world.
“Ellie. Get a grip. She’s just got home. Give it a rest.”
Eleanor turned toward Dee with her mouth open. Julia knew she was about to launch into a tirade. But she snapped her mouth shut and smiled.
“You’re right. It’s too soon. Come inside. Did you pick up the cake, Dee? Yes? We’ll have some tea and a quiet day.”
Julia watched her with suspicion. She didn’t normally acquiesce without a fight. When Julia raised her questioning eyebrows to Dee, the other woman just smiled and said nothing. She picked up her bag and followed her mother into the house.
*
She walked.
Through streets, past comfortable houses and gardens, down fragrant bush paths into the valley then up steep rock steps, not satisfied until her lungs burned and her legs quivered from exhaustion. Even when the frost was brittle and slippery on the ground, she walked as if each step took her further away from…
From what? The past? That wasn’t possible. The past would always be with her. Always floating at the back of her mind in a red mist, red like blood, pools of blood. So much, shining and flowing, all over the floor, all over…
She’d shake her head, shake out the red memories and walk home, silent and worn, only wanting the oblivion of sleep.
Two days. Two days of freedom and all she wanted to do was walk. Walk and sleep.
No more. She had to do more with her life. Julia knew she was in danger of falling into that terrible hole of madness she’d dropped into when she was first locked up. Change and memories. She had to deal with them.
This morning she was determined to get on. Start something. As she sipped on her breakfast tea, she vowed to snap out of her gloom.
“Blossom should be arriving soon.”
Julia’s head shot up from her cereal bowl. “What?”
“Your sister. She’s coming up today with her boyfriend.”
Julia stared at her mother while her stomach did a painful and dizzying roll. It had to come sometime. She had to see Blossom again. Not that she hadn’t seen her regularly all the time she’d been inside, but this time would be different. This time it was all over.
The sun poured into the kitchen, touching the golden wood of the solid but worn table. Everything was beloved and familiar but suffering from ten years of sadness. It was as if the sorrow of Eleanor and Dee had leached into all the objects in the house. Even the cup Julia held, her favorite, hand painted by her mother with a jaunty mermaid smiling up at her, suffered with fine cracks across the glaze.
Beautiful and sad.
Now tea sloshed down the face of the poor mermaid as Julia’s hand shook.
“Why? Why is she coming here? Isn’t she studying? She doesn’t need to come here. I thought she’d moved to Sydney permanently.”
She could hear the panic in her voice while her mother drew back in shock. This was not good. She had to keep it together. Staring at her mother and Dee, she realized they were watching her like she was a wild animal about to lay waste to the kitchen. Since she’d arrived, they tippy-toed around her, trying to give her space. Every time they spoke to her, they were optimistic and upbeat about the future and her place in it, while all she could do was either be silent or growl at them.
They were desperate for everything to be okay. She wasn’t sure it ever would be.
Stop it. Stop it. Breathe.

She would make everything okay. There was no reason for it not to be. If she wasn’t careful, she was in danger of frightening two of the people she loved most in the world. She let out a deep breath.
“I’m sorry, Ma. I was thinking about something else.” She scrubbed her hands over her face and smiled at her mother. “So what time will she be here? What’s her boyfriend like?”
They both assumed an air of impassive unconcern. While half listening to the familiar husky voice of her mother, she wondered what they were up to.
At the moment Eleanor was painting soothing water scenes full of intricate detail and glorious colors. Julia knew she was happy. Happy with Dee, happy her daughter was finally out of jail and happy that she’d reached some long-term stability in her life. If she was going through one of her manic phases, she’d start painting deserts. Harsh, bleached but still brilliant, the bleakness of the landscape belying the chaos of her mind. At least there was a warning. When aged seven she noticed her mother veering towards desert work, Julia knew it was time to find a responsible adult.
There weren’t many around in the North Coast commune where they’d lived. When it was particularly bad, she’d call her grandmother in Leura who would contact the local doctor. He’d rush out with an injection and a prescription and things would settle for a while. Until the next time Eleanor decided to stop taking her medication.
Long-familiar resentment caught in Julia’s throat. Sure, she loved her mother but that didn’t mean she’d forgotten the years of neglect and the nightmare weeks in foster care. Years before Dee arrived she’d tried to be the parent while Eleanor was the rebellious child.
Julia forced herself to pay attention, noticing the frown on Eleanor’s face.
“Sorry. I drifted off for a minute. What did you say?”
“Blossom mentioned she might drop out of university for a while.” Eleanor glanced at Dee whose face was unusually blank.
“Why does she want to do that? I thought she liked architecture.”
Dee shifted in her chair. “Her boyfriend, Rez…” – she spat the name – “wants to do some traveling. Go up north. Find some land. Grow things.”
Julia stared at the two women, as if they were speaking a foreign language. “She can’t do that.”
“She’s eighteen. She can do what she likes,” snapped her mother.
This was not the plan. This would not happen.
“We’ll see about that.” Julia scraped her chair back and moved to clear her breakfast dishes into the sink. But when she caught the look of relief the two women exchanged she stopped and took a deep breath.
Two days. Two days was all it took and she was right back where she was before that night. She wouldn’t do it again. She wouldn’t take charge and make things better.
She’d speak to her sister, but if she was determined to fuck up her life, Julia would not stand in her way. Not again. She didn’t have the energy or the will. If ten years in jail taught her anything, it was she could only be responsible for herself. Not for anyone else, no matter how much she loved them. She’d done enough.
She busied herself at the sink staring out the window to the heart-stopping view of the Jamison Valley. The sheer red-gold walls of Mount Solitary never failed to calm her. Her first act on arriving home had been to race to the end of the back garden and just stand there, feeling the cold air against her skin, and watch the black cockatoos wheel and swoop, their mournful cries cutting into some dark frozen place in her soul. She’d cried then, just for a few minutes, cried for everything she’d lost. But tears wouldn’t help. They hadn’t ten years ago and they wouldn’t now.
“Will you go into Katoomba today?”
Julia heard the hope in Dee’s voice and her heart sank. She didn’t want to go anywhere. If she could just stay in this kitchen or her bedroom, gaze out at the valley and drink endless cups of tea, she’d be fine. No need to make an effort, no need to feel the curious stares of people she hadn’t seen in years rub across her skin like sandpaper. No sense of panic and shame when she entered anywhere with more than a handful of people.
She couldn’t understand it. Jail was crowded. Sure, she had a slot of her own, but that was all. Other women crowded her space most of the day. But when they’d taken her to the nearest shopping center a month before she’d got out, fear bloomed in her gut like a poisonous night flower. She’d begged them to take her back.
“You have to deal with this, Jules,” her case worker said. “You can’t stay out of the world forever. What about getting a job, seeing your friends? They won’t always come to you. You’re young. Get back into life.”
The choice, the color, the smells, the horrible music skittered around in her brain. Bile rose in her throat. “I have to go. I can’t…”
She’d stumbled back to the car, while her case manager frowned and shook her head.
Now she couldn’t put it off. The world awaited her. She could either take some control of her life or slide into passive depression.
“Why don’t you come over to the shop and help me out?” Dee offered.
Julia smiled crookedly. “Do you think that’s such a good idea? I don’t think many of your customers would be thrilled at being served by a convicted murderer.”
Eleanor jerked in her seat and snapped at her. “Don’t call yourself that. You did the world a favor. That bastard—”
“Stop, Ma.” She held up her hand, not wanting an Eleanor tirade. “Let’s not go there. It doesn’t matter what you think, I am what I am and people won’t forget that.”
“Of course they will. People are bigger than that. The people who matter are bigger than that anyway. What the others think isn’t important.”
Julia leant back against the sink, frowned at her mother, but kept her mouth shut. This was the old Eleanor, the one who could always be relied on to discount any harsh reality that didn’t fit her world view. She usually demanded total agreement and loyalty and wasn’t above noisy arguments when she didn’t get her way.
Although, to be honest, Eleanor hadn’t been unreasonable and demanding for years. She assumed that was because even Eleanor realized Julia needed support while in jail, not emotional manipulation. Jail had succeeded in achieving what Julia has always wanted. Distance.
She shifted in her chair, uncomfortable with this new reality.
Is that what I really want?

She mentally gave herself a shake realising she’d drifted off again.
Dee snorted. “My customers are focused on the latest roses and compost,” Dee said. “All they want to know is if the latest shipment of fruit trees have arrived. And to be blunt, there are two camps in this town, Julia. Those who don’t give a toss about what you did and those who want to give you a medal. The worst thing is, they’ll all probably drive you mad wanting to check you out. You can’t avoid it. People want to see you.” She hesitated and looked at Eleanor doubtfully, then shrugged at the slight nod from the other woman. “Sally was here yesterday when you were out walking.”
Julia turned away, back to the valley. So many new jabs of pain to go through. It would be like this for a while she guessed. She took in a deep breath and squared her shoulders. Dee was right. She couldn’t avoid everyone. Get it over with, get on with life.
“How is she? I haven’t seen her for a while. She still working at the Women’s Health Center?”
“She’s good,” Eleanor said. “I guess you know she went through a rocky period after you went to jail, but now specialises in sexual assault counseling.”
That didn’t surprise Julia. At seventeen Sally had transformed herself from a wild, damaged victim on the way to a life of addiction and jail, into an avenging angel. So full of rage in the courtroom giving evidence in support of Julia. Exposing herself to the world and declaring Father Pat was a monster and she was glad Julia had killed him. Not once did she ever mention how she’d been betrayed, how Julia had deserted her when Sally had most needed her.
She placed her cereal bowl in the dish rack and turned to face the other women.
“I want to get my license renewed and I have to see my parole officer so I’ll get a lift with you, Dee. Maybe I’ll drop in to see Sal after that.”
“Do you want me to come with you?” Eleanor asked, anxiety in her voice.
She shook her head. “Best I get used to doing things on my own.” She could hear the distance in her voice. She didn’t entirely trust her mother not to play some strange mind game.
She turned back to the sink, wanting to hide the rising panic in her belly. No one would hurt her. She repeated the mantra again and again in her head.
No one would hurt her. 
The jangle of the door bell cut into her reverie, making her jump again. She had to stop drifting off. She wouldn’t survive if she didn’t pay attention.
“I’ll get it,” she said to the older women. “Stay there. Finish your breakfast.”
She wandered out into the canyon-like hallway of Chez Taylor, still feeling the sadness hanging in the bones of the house. The moldering mansion was fundamentally sound twenty-three years ago when they first moved in. Not much had been done on her since. The gutters were rusted and leaking, the weatherboards shabby with peeling paint, and the plumbing even more eccentric and unreliable. When she went to turn a light switch on she’d pause, not sure it was safe.
While the house was in a terrible state, its position was spectacular. Right on the escarpment on the border between Leura and Katoomba. Views down through the Jamison Valley and across to ancient Mount Solitary. The back of the Three Sisters rock formation poked up on the far right making it a several million dollar view. She used to talk to Meehni, Wimlah, and Gunnedoo when she was a child, sad that their father couldn’t find a way to turn them back into Aboriginal girls. Sometimes she wanted to join them, especially when Eleanor was at her worst.
There was no way Eleanor or Dee would sell the place and buy something more functional. They loved it here and so did she. The upkeep of the house might be daunting but she’d learned a thing or two inside, so maybe that could be her job. Repairing the house. Yes. Yes. 
She almost skipped to the front door, a newfound energy rising through her body. This could work. She could enrol in a TAFE building course and probably get some credits for training she’d already done at Emu Plains. Plastering the first genuine smile on her face since she got out, she opened the squeaky door.
First task. Oil the hinges.
Second task, grab her weeping sister from a man who had a firm grip on her arm.
“What’re you doing? What’s wrong?” she said, reaching for Blossom, who was now struggling to be released. “Let go of her!”
The man pushed Blossom forward. “With pleasure,” he said. “Take her. Her boyfriend’s still being processed but she was making so much noise I wanted to get her out of our hair. Is Eleanor here? Or Dee?”
“Julia!” Blossom wailed. “I didn’t do anything! Neither did Rez. These bastards always have it in for us. We weren’t hurting anyone!”
“Bloss, you can’t drive around the streets of Katoomba at high speed with pinned pupils and a car reeking of dope. Especially at six o’clock in the morning after being up all night with that pathetic excuse for a boyfriend. What did I say about him?”
“Fuck off, Dylan! He’s not a drug dealer! You had no right to arrest him.”
“Blossom. Stop it! Go inside. I’ll deal with this.” Julia grabbed her and pushed her into the hallway. The guy was a cop. In plain clothes but a cop nonetheless. Great. Just great.
She turned back to him. Attack first. Get him off center. “What are you arresting her for? She’s not going anywhere without a solicitor.”
“Oh, for Christ’s sake. I’m not arresting her.” He pushed his fingers through his dark hair, making it stand on end. Exasperation radiated from him. “Although God knows, I probably should. This is the last time, though. She’s rapidly using up any sympathy the town has for her.” He paused. “You must be Julia. I heard you were out.”
A chill slid down her back as his eyes raked her from head to toe. Flinty gray eyes, cold and sharp.
“I’m sure you did. So if you’re not arresting her, thanks for delivering her home. We’ll take it from here.” She started to close the door, but the cop moved forward, into the doorway.
“Some people think you’re a hero,” he said in a voice of ice. “I don’t. Especially since playing God hasn’t worked out so well for the rest of your family. But I doubt you thought of that when you decided to be judge, jury, and executioner.”
She stood stock still. A rock. She was a cold, hard rock that no words could pierce. Not for one moment would she give him the satisfaction of seeing a reaction. That was reserved for the night, when minute after tortuous minute she allowed herself to be punished, reliving again and again the look of agony on her mother’s face when she was taken to the cells. Then Dee cried out, a piercing wail that haunted her nightmares. Along with the blood, all the red blood…
He was tall. Suffocatingly tall. He towered over her while she fought not to panic at the sight of all that muscle. He could crush her with one fist. Just one well aimed blow to her belly, just like that first night in the cells…
Her skin prickled with heat then cold, while a roaring noise in her head blocked out whatever else he said. The coppery smell of blood was in the air. She gripped the door frame, willing herself to stop shaking.
Breathe. There is enough oxygen. Breathe in and out. Concentrate on the breath.
He stepped back. “Are you okay?”
She nodded. “Perfectly fine,” she gasped. “Thank you for asking. Your concern for me and my family is touching. Now if you’re not arresting any of us, go away.”
She could hear the chaos behind her through the pounding blood in her brain. Eleanor was yelling at Blossom who was wailing as if she was being pierced by a thousand arrows.
“But I didn’t do anything, Ma,” she screamed.
Dee pushed past them to the front door. “What happened, Dylan?”
His eyes softened at the sight of the older woman. “I’m sorry, Dee. The usual. We got a call from the hotel down at Echo Point that someone was doing wheelies there. Blossom and Rez were off their faces when we arrived. He’s still down at the station but he’ll be released soon. He’ll have to appear in court in about a month.”
“And Blossom?”
“I won’t charge her this time, Dee. She wasn’t driving and didn’t have any drugs on her. But this is the last time. She needs help. I know she’s had a lot to contend with…” he glanced at Julia… “but this has to stop. She’s going to hurt herself which is bad enough, but I can’t stand by while she hurts other people.”
Dee’s shoulders sagged. “Okay, okay. Thanks, Dylan. You’re a good friend.” To Julia’s amazement she leaned forward and hugged the cop, who enfolded her in his big arms.
“Send her off to Doc Sinclair,” the cop said as he broke the hug. “He should be able to get her into rehab.” He walked down the pathway to the police car lifting his arm in farewell, but not before he shot a cold look at Julia.
She knew that look. Prison officers looked at her that way every day.
“Just what we need,” Dee muttered. “Blossom in a state.”
“How long’s this been going on?”
Dee shrugged. “About six months. She met him at uni and it’s been downhill ever since.”
“And the cop?”
“What about him?”
“You seem very friendly with him.”
Dee frowned at her, puzzlement on her face. “What’s wrong with that? We wouldn’t have been able to manage her without his support.”
“He’s a cop.”
“And?”
“They’re bastards and they can’t be trusted.” Her heart was pounding with fury. She had to make Dee understand.
Dee put her hand on Julia’s arm. “Not all of them are,” she said softly. “Not all.”
Julia covered her face with her hands and shook. When Dee reached for her, she stepped back, pushed her hair back and took in a deep breath. “It’s okay. I’m all right. Just a freak out for a minute. Let’s join the party,” she said.
She linked her arm through Dee’s and prepared to fight for her sister’s life. Again.
*
Blossom stood at the sink, still crying.
The last time Julia saw her was seven months ago. This was not the same person.
Always skittish and nervy, which was yet another worry for Julia to torment herself with in the small hours of each morning, Blossom nevertheless did well in school and seemed to be on the right track for the future.
She was beautiful. A young Audrey Hepburn, almost a carbon copy of Eleanor at the same age. And like her celebrated mother, just as talented. Now and then, at the back of her mind, Julia worried about the other similarities to their mother, but hadn’t wanted to go down that pathway too much. She told herself Blossom had a stable life full of people who loved her.
When Julia heard she’d moved to Sydney to share a house with some of her fellow students, she’d been happy for her. She could be a normal young woman about to embark on the best years of her life.
Until now.
Nothing could have prepared her for this strung out vision of torment. Dyed black ratty hair, piercings through her nose and lip, heavy dark eyeliner which was now running down her face, and, most worrying of all, rake thin. Under her cheap T-shirt her collar bones were sharp and distinct while the rest of her was hardly there. The smell of stale rum and patchouli wafted from her.
She fumbled with a glass, trying to turn on the kitchen tap for some water. Her eyelids drooped and she swayed, trying and failing to get the glass under the tap.
“It wasn’t my fault, Ma. We weren’t doing anything,” she whined.
Julia’s heart sank. The familiar refrain of every woman who woke up in Silverwater Women’s Correctional Center after a drug-fuelled crime spree. So off their faces they couldn’t remember what they’d done.
Blossom finally noticed Julia standing at the door. She dropped the glass in the sink where it promptly shattered, and tottered over to her sister, flinging herself into Julia’s arms.
“Jules, Jules, I’m sorry,” she wailed. “I just wanted to get up here and see you. I didn’t know Rez had some stuff. We weren’t doing anything. Dylan just has it in for me ‘cause he doesn’t like Rez. You know? You do know, don’t you? You know all about those cop bastards.”
Julia held her. She was all bone and incoherence.
“Sure, Bloss. I know all about it. Let’s get you to bed, okay? You need to have a little sleep. What did you take?”
“Nothing, Jules. I swear. I didn’t have anything.”
“It’s okay, Bloss. Just tell me what you had or we’ll have to call an ambulance.”
“Don’t do that! Please don’t do that. It was just some xannies, that’s all. Nothing much.”
“How many?”
“Five,” she mumbled. “Maybe more. Maybe ten.”
“Ten Xanax! For God’s sake, Blossom! What were you thinking?!” Eleanor pulled her away from Julia and pushed her onto a kitchen chair. “We’ll have to call an ambulance anyway. She smells like she’s had a lot to drink as well.”
Julia nodded and made a grab for Blossom as she started a slow slide off the chair. Eleanor snatched up the wall phone and started dialing.
“Let’s get her into the lounge room,” Julia said to Dee.
Dee took one arm and Julia the other. They half-carried, half-dragged her to the couch in the lounge room and laid her on her side, careful to make sure she was breathing properly.
“This is the worst she’s ever been,” Dee said. “I can’t believe how bad she’s gotten in six months.” She stood ringing her hands, a look of devastation on her face. “I tried everything, Jules. Talking to her, shouting at her. I called her every day to make sure she’s okay but she stopped taking my calls. Then I found out Rez threw away her phone. I don’t know what to do anymore.”
Julia put her arms around her. “We have to get her into detox then rehab. But if she won’t go there’s not much you can do. This isn’t your fault, Dee.”
She hugged her as they waited for the ambulance. Eleanor joined them while Julia shook Blossom when she thought she was losing consciousness. “Stay with us Bloss, stay with us.”
Blossom muttered while her eyes rolled. The sound of sirens filled the air. Finally, Julia heard Eleanor open the front door, letting in the paramedics.
“What did she take?” one asked.
Julia filled them in as they loaded her onto the trolley.
The older one, a bloke, grunted. “We’ll get her up to the hospital quick smart.”
“I’ll come with you,” Eleanor said.
Julia and Dee followed them out to the roadside and watched as Blossom was loaded into the back of the ambulance. Eleanor climbed in after her.
Dee sighed and ran her hands through her hair. “What a disaster.”
“I meant what I said back there. This is not your fault or Ma’s.” They stared after the ambulance. Julia finally stirred and turned back to the house. “I’ll get some things together for Blossom. We should follow them up to the hospital.”
Dee nodded, a look of devastation on her face. Julia put an arm around her shoulders.
“I never told you how grateful I was that you visited me every week. I know I told you I didn’t want you to, but you wouldn’t listen and then I got to rely on you.”
Dee leaned her head on Julia’s shoulder. “I couldn’t leave you in that place alone, Jules. Ellie’s not strong, not really. She could only manage a few times.” She lifted her head and looked into Julia’s eyes. “Do you resent her for that, Julia?”
Julia stroked the older woman’s back. “Yes and no. She wrote to me almost every day. Did you know that?”
Dee shook her head, sudden tears appearing in her eyes.
“They were wonderful, a gift. Full of love and longing. All the intricate details of your lives together. Every week for ten years, I waited for those letters, craved them. They were my drugs.” 
Eleanor’s letters were her lifeline to the real world, to a place Julia dreamed of every night, glimpsed through the terrifying bars of her nightmares. All the gossip, changes, and silliness of the upper mountains community allowed Julia to live vicariously through the power of her mother’s words. As the seasons changed, she could see the garden and the bush, the light on Mount Solitary, the greedy parrots on the plum tree, just as her mother described them.
Part of her believed they were her mother’s usual strategy of pulling her back toward her, only to push her away later on, but still, Julia treasured them, re-reading them and dreaming of freedom.
Freedom was here.
She stared after the ambulance.
Freedom might have to wait a while.



Chapter 3
The hospital arranged for Blossom to stay in overnight then go into detox for a week, down on the plains at the bigger Nepean Hospital. Julia wanted her to go into rehab after that, but no beds were available at any she called. Not that Blossom would go. She insisted she was fine, she’d just taken a few too many pills and she didn’t need to even go to detox. When Julia played the emotional manipulation card and told her Dee was so devastated by Blossom’s behavior, she blamed herself, and that Eleanor was painting deserts, Blossom reluctantly agreed to detox.
“But I’ll be fine after that, Jules. You’ll see.”
After a night in Katoomba Hospital, she was propped up in a bed waiting to be transferred down the mountains to the detox ward. Her words were still slurry but a least she wasn’t crying. Her face was scrubbed of makeup and she looked like a child again, a child with too many burdens. Eleanor had just left, satisfied Blossom was being cared for appropriately. Julia stared at her sister, appalled at her transformation.
“Rez has had enough of the drugs too. We thought we could move back here permanently and start painting. Rez is an artist too. He’s good. You’ll see. All we need is a new start and we’ll be fine.”
She avoided Julia’s eyes and picked at a loose thread on the hospital blanket.
“Rez has been in some trouble in the past, but it’ll be okay now.”
“What kind of trouble?’
She shrugged. “Just a bit of dope. The cops claimed he had a lot more than he really did. I’m sure they loaded him up. He got a suspended sentence.”
Julia’s heart sank. The cop was right. Rez was a drug dealer and Blossom was in thrall to him.
“Where is Rez, Bloss? Has he been to see you?”
She nodded. “He's staying with some friends but dropped in this morning.”
Julia couldn’t believe it. What were the hospital staff thinking?
“Did he give you anything?”
“What? What do you mean?”
“You know what I mean. Did he give you any pills?”
Her eyes immediately filled with tears. “You don’t trust me, do you?” she wailed.
“Not particularly. I’ve done ten years with women who were much more skilled than you at lying and cheating. Where are they?”
“Go away! I hate you! Saint Julia! You do everything to make yourself look good.” She was yelling now. Julia rifled through Blossom’s toilet bag and clothes looking for what she knew would be there.
“Even after ten years in jail everyone thinks you can do no wrong,” Blossom snarled.
Sure enough, Julia found a strip of pills in a tampon package. Blossom grabbed her arm.
“They’re mine. Leave them!”
“Stop it, Blossom. You can’t go on like this.”
Julia pulled away from her, the pills in her hand.
“You don’t understand,” Blossom whispered. “I have to have them. If I don’t have them the red comes back.”
“What?” Julia’s heart gave one painful lurch.
“The red. Red blood everywhere…”
“No. No.” She sat on the bed and pulled Blossom into her arms. “No, there’s no red. It’s just a dream. Forget it.” She rocked her back and forth, dark despair falling over her. “Shh, shh. It’s okay. Nothing will hurt you. I won’t let anything hurt you.”
“But it’s there. The red and that smell. I can’t remember what it is, but there was a smell…”
Julia tightened her hold on her sister, willing away the demons.
“It was nothing. Remember? You were sick with the flu. That’s why Father Pat brought you back early from the school excursion. He used to wear that awful aftershave. That’s the smell you remember. Then I was foolish and went and saw Father Pat after Sally told me what he’d done. That’s what happened. It’s just confused in your head. It was a bad time for a little girl, but it’s over now. It’s all over.”
“Don’t leave me, Jules. Don’t leave me.”
“I won’t, baby girl. I won’t.”
She rocked her, holding on to her fragile, skeletal body. When the staff came to transfer her to Nepean, she was asleep. Julia gently laid her back on her bed, then stood and stared after her as they wheeled her away.
*
Weariness fell on Julia like a dark, heavy cloak when she left the hospital. All she wanted was to crawl into bed and block out the world, but the words of the cop penetrated her brain like a pneumatic drill. Most people were sympathetic when they found out what she’d done, which made her sick. Rarely did anyone give her a hard time for hurting her family. She did that herself every night. No doubt about it, she had to give Dylan credit for unerringly hitting on the one truth that haunted her.
Her family suffered because of her.
Not that she and that particular truth weren’t well acquainted. But now she was back, the reality of her actions confronted her full force. She didn’t regret what she’d done. She’d do it again in a flash. But maybe a little more skillfully…
This wasn’t the time to regret the past and fall into a heap. She had to get on with life. Get control of it and make something of herself instead of becoming dependent on her family. Eleanor’s success as an artist and the money she inherited from her parents meant they were far from poor, but Julia had no intention of living off her mother. She’d work on the house, build up her skills, and maybe set up a small business as a decorator.
It was a short walk to the Council Chambers were she could renew her driver’s license. Then she’d be on her way to getting around the place without relying on Eleanor or Dee.
She trudged down the highway, past the showground, bending forward against the wind. It was only early June but there was a feel of snow in the air. Eleanor had bought her scarves, gloves, and a beanie then forced them on her as she left the house. She’d been irritated at all the fuss, but now she was grateful for her mother’s unaccustomed attention. Dee normally fussed, not Eleanor. But this morning she’d hovered around Julia like a fussy hen.
“Are you sure you’ll be okay? I can come with you after we see Blossom.”
Julia shook her head. “I’m fine. Have to do this on my own some time.”
Eleanor nodded, a worried look on her face.
“Take my phone.” She thrust it into Julia’s hand. “Call me if you need to.”
Trying to make up for all the years of neglect again? She had to hold back from biting off her mother’s head. Too little, too late. After several years of therapy with Dr. Devlin, she saw this was the pattern of their relationship. But maybe Eleanor’s letters told a different story. Maybe she’d changed, gotten older, exorcised her demons.
“Are you still going to Narcotics Anonymous meetings?” she asked her mother, not yet willing to put the past behind her.
Eleanor nodded, an eager light in her eyes. “And I’ve been stable on medication for ten years. No breakdowns, no crises. Even my paintings are better.”
Her pleading look shamed Julia. She took the phone, squeezed her mother’s hand and was silent in the car on the way to the hospital.
Now, as she plodded along the highway, she hoped her mother was better for good. Coping with her madness while Blossom seemed to be going off the rails would be too much. Julia had to find her some help. Maybe this doctor the cop mentioned…
Her thoughts crashed around in her head as she rounded the corner of the highway to spy the Council Chambers. Now days the Road and Traffic Authority couldn’t afford rent on a separate premises so had moved into the local Council building. The pink concrete monstrosity perched on the side of the highway, looking like some misguided architect’s idea of late sixties modernity. Completely out of place with the rest of the town’s shabby Art Deco sensibility.
She’d quickly go in, get her license, then cross the square to the parole office. Get everything unpleasant over and done in one hit.
Her heartbeat sped up at the sight of the automatic doors. She could do this. She had a right to live just like normal people. Stepping onto the rubber door mat, she jumped as the doors whooshed open. Her skin again prickled with cold and heat. The foyer was crowded with people who all looked up as she stood there, letting in the frigid air. The rushing in her brain started and her limbs shook.
“Make up your mind, love,” a voice complained from somewhere on her right. “It’s bloody freezing and looks like this queue isn’t going anywhere.”
Faces crowded her in. Faces with cruel, glittering eyes and sneering mouths. A low muttering penetrated the blood pounding in her brain. She had to get out, get away from all the faces with mouths and eyes hating her, wanting to push and shove her…
She backed away, out of hell, and turned to flee.
And slammed into a wall of uncompromising muscle.
Hard hands grabbed her arms to stop her falling. She had to get away. She pulled against him in terror. He would throw her back in, she knew he would, throw her to the wolves…
“Hey. Hold on. What’s wrong?”
Dylan stared at her with his chilly gray eyes.
“Nothing. I didn’t… I couldn’t…”
The shaking wouldn’t stop. Try as she might, she couldn’t make her limbs obey her. “Let me go.”
He shook his head. “Not yet. You’re coming with me.”
*
Dylan Andrews led the struggling woman away from the Council building, across the square to the wisteria-covered picnic area. Gray and bare, the twisting vine hung down in a dense veil, providing minimal cover from prying eyes. Luckily few people were around on this freezing morning.
“What’re you doing? Let me go!”
Through her struggles Dylan could see she was still gasping for breath and shaking. The dark circles under her eyes stood out in stark relief against the complete whiteness of her skin.
“Sit down,” he ordered. “You’re having a panic attack. Just sit there and breathe.”
She collapsed on a bench and leaned against the stone picnic table.
“I’ll be all right in a minute,” she said in a small voice.
He stared down at her, irritated with himself and his reaction to her. Everything he knew about Julia Taylor indicated she wasn’t the run of the mill ex-crim, yet his hackles rose when he was around her. He knew he wouldn’t have to keep an eye on her like most crims first out of jail. She wasn’t a user and murderers had a low recidivism rate. Many people thought her crime was justified and there was certainly no doubt the pedophile priest was no loss to the world.
That was the problem. She didn’t have the right to make that decision. No one did except a court of law. Sure, she’d been young and foolish, but he’d seen first-hand what out of control vigilantism did. Some nights the vision of Dale Rowe’s dismembered limbs still visited him…
Her breathing returned to normal and some color appeared in her face. No doubt about it, the Taylor women were stunners. Blossom was a carbon copy of her mother, but the woman in front of him was equally compelling. Instead of dark and petite like the other women in her family, Julia was taller with round curves, pale skin, and chocolate-honeycomb hair. She pulled off her woollen beanie and strands of gold flashed in the filtered winter sun. Looking into her eyes, he could get lost in that riot of color. What were they? Green, hazel, brown? Large eyes filled with pain and something else. Something he didn’t want to think too much about.
Yearning. That’s what it was.
Not surprising, he supposed. You don’t spend ten years in jail without yearning for freedom. But wanting was a double-edged sword, as he knew only too well. What you wanted wasn’t always good for you.
He sat on the bench opposite her, aware his size intimidated her. That was okay in some situations but not in the midst of a panic attack. He watched her scrub her hands over her face and push back her hair. Pulling her scarf free from around her neck she took in a deep breath and let it out.
The skin of her neck was creamy and pale. He couldn’t help following that track of smoothness down toward her buttoned shirt. It was a little too tight and the first button pulled, stretching to open.
He gave himself a good mental slap. Of all the women in the world to lust after, this was not the one. Apart from the fact she was just out of jail, was suffering from a bad transition to the real world, and he might have to arrest her sister at some stage, there was something about her he knew was dangerous. Not dangerous for others, just for him. Under that tough persona he could see she was too vulnerable, too lost.
“Do you want me to get you some water?” he said.
She shook her head.
“How often does it happen?”
She finally met his eyes and he saw wariness had replaced yearning. Good. She needed to be on guard.
“Just when I come across a crowd of people in an enclosed space. I thought I was over it. I guess I’m not.”
“You had one yesterday when I brought Blossom home. There wasn’t a crowd there.”
Hard bitterness leached into her eyes.
“I wasn’t expecting to see a cop on my doorstep so soon after getting out. You reminded me of someone.” She wound the scarf back around her neck and stood up. “Thanks for saving me,” she said with a wry smile. “It’s a first for me.”
“Being saved?”
“Being saved by a cop.” She crammed her beanie back on her head as the wind picked up. “I’m okay now. Time for another go. This time I’m prepared.” She turned toward the Council Chambers.
When she was halfway across the square he called after her.
“Who do I remind you of?”
She stopped and turned back toward him.
“The cop who punched me in the gut then pushed me into a filthy police cell the night I was arrested. He didn’t rape me. He’d done that already to the woman in the cell next to me. I was lucky, wasn’t I?” She shrugged. “He went on to bigger and better things, though. Quite a business man in more ways than one.”
She lifted her hand and saluted him then went on her way. A chill, colder than the icy wind, settled into his bones as he watched her go.
*
Julia stood in the queue waiting for her number to be called and repeated her mantra again and again in her head.
Nothing can hurt me. Nothing can hurt me.
Sure, in the past many things had hurt her, but standing in a queue, doing one of the most boring and ordinary of tasks, did not involve contact with psychopathic figures of authority. The rather sweet-looking girl behind the counter, who chatted with her customers as she took their money, would not attempt to assault her. Julia doubted she was even capable of rudeness. She would be fine. All she had to do was concentrate on the mundane. Ignore everything else. Especially the feel of that stormy gray gaze, tracing the line of her neck.
Why the hell had she mentioned what happened that night? The words came out of her mouth before she could stop them. Something about wanting to put him in his place, to make him know she was no one’s fool.
He – Dylan, she had to start thinking of him as Dylan if he was a friend of Dee’s – was the first man in a long time who’d stirred something in her. She didn’t like it.
Before jail, men came on to her all the time. She’d enjoyed their attentions. Not anymore. Not after the stories of the women who came and went in custody and not after experiencing the casual and not so casual brutality of most of the prison officers. Although, to be totally honest, the female POs were sometimes worse than the men.
She swore she’d never be with a man again after her first couple of years inside. Once she seriously considered having sex with some of her friends, but knew she didn’t really want to have sex at all. Jail had killed her desire along with everything else. Thirty years old and she’d only experienced one casual relationship with a fellow student about six months before that hideous night. She was virtually a virgin.
Which made her response to Dylan the cop inexplicable. She could tell he responded to her as more than just a damsel in distress and by the perplexed frown that stayed on his face for most of their encounter, he wasn’t happy about it either.
There was something about him, something repressed and exciting. Like he wanted to devour her whole but couldn’t let himself want. She knew all about that. Wanting was dangerous. Better to always be in control of emotions, desires, or anything else that could betray you. Most women in jail never learned that most basic of lessons. Not her. She was the mistress of control. But the feel of his hands on her as he led her across the square stayed with her. He was strong, but not overbearing. He knew immediately what was wrong with her and hadn’t taken advantage.
And those eyes… Cold when he needed to show contempt, then stormy and passionate against his better judgement. But she couldn’t deny seeing concern there too. She shifted in her seat, annoyed at the blossoming of sexual interest in her body. Just her luck to get interested in the last man in the world she’d ever consider as a sexual partner. An anonymous fuck was what she needed. Or what her mates in custody talked about, a friend with benefits, who could be relied upon for sex with no attachment. Problem was, she didn’t know anyone. Maybe the cop…
All that strength and concern just for her.
All those muscles and that burning gray gaze sliding over her skin…
They could keep it secret. Just between them. Illicit and forbidden. Maybe he was married. They could meet in some out-of-the-way place like a seedy motel and have wild, uncontrolled sex… and maybe pigs would fly and the sun turn purple. She held her hands to her over-heated cheeks, appalled and amused at the twists and turns her crazy thoughts took her on. No doubt about it, long dormant desire was making a comeback.
Her number was called by the young woman who smiled at her and told her to sit in a chair in front of a camera. She took her photo, while all the time chatting about the weather, wondering if it would snow so early in the season.
“There you are, Julia,” she said, after all the paperwork had been done and the plastic card presented to her. “A nice new license. This one even has a halfway decent picture of you. You should see mine. I look like I’m dying of some horrible disease.” She laughed. “Say hello to your mom for me.”
Julia stared at her nonplussed. “You know my mother?”
“Sure, everyone knows your mother. She’s a Katoomba fixture. I did one of her art classes a couple of months ago. She was so excited about you coming home. How’s it going? Everything okay?”
Julia couldn’t speak from the tears tightening her throat. She nodded.
“Great,” said the woman. Mel was the name on her name tag. “Take it easy.”
Julia nodded again and made her way to the exit. Tears blurred her vision. She thought hostility would be the hardest to bear but Mel’s simple kindness made her want to howl. So much for control.
Julia left the building and started to make her way across the square to the Parole Office, next to the Court House. Weariness swept down on her again. It seemed every time she experienced some intense emotion she wanted to sleep. She knew what her psychiatrist would say.
“You’re depressed, Jules. You want to escape in dream land. You’ve got two choices. I can give you some medication or you can start moving. Get those endorphins going.”
That’s when she’d taken up walking. In her cell, around and around the compound, then when she hit minimum security at Emu Plains, down to the dairy to milk the cows.
Dr. Devlin was right. It did help. She spent most of her sentence walking.
But now she couldn’t face another intense experience. Seeing her parole officer wouldn’t be a picnic. Her appointment was at eleven a.m. and it was only ten fifteen, which astonished her. She felt she’d lived through a whole day. Maybe she could nick over to Zuppa’s and get some coffee.
Her mind made up, she crossed the highway and walked through the railway underpass, now painted with colorful murals as a way of discouraging graffiti. When she reached the top of the steps, she found the wind had dropped and the sun was out. A classic mountains winter’s day. Clear and crisp. Full of sudden optimism, she entered Cafe Zuppa and hoped the coffee was as good as ten years ago.
Sally sat at a table in earnest conversation with an older man who looked vaguely familiar.
Another first. It seemed the day was full of them.
She walked slowly out of the sunny day into the darkness of the cafe. Wood paneling topped with mirrors lined the walls in classic Art Deco style. As she made her way to Sally’s table she caught sight of herself and stopped. She looked haunted and wraith-like. Dark circles under her eyes and a look of desperation on her face. Her plan to not look like a victim didn’t seem to be working.
As soon as Sally saw her, she leapt from the table and threw her arms around her.
“Jules! It’s so good to see you.”
Julia stood stiffly and let herself be hugged, then slowly relaxed into her old friend’s embrace. Sally visited her sporadically but consistently throughout the ten years, always making it clear she would not forget or abandon her. Sometimes Julia wished she wouldn’t come, not certain Sally didn’t visit her out of a sense of guilt.
Guilt. Someday they had to resolve what was between them.
“If I’d kept quiet about Father Pat, you wouldn’t be in this horrible place,” she’d tearfully said to Julia the first time she visited her.
“That’s not true, Sal,” she replied, knowing Sally wouldn’t believe her. It was the truth, no matter what Sally thought. “What I did was my responsibility and no one else’s.”
Sally shook her head then dried her tears. They never mentioned it again.
Now, Sally broke her embrace and held Julia away from her, peering into her face.
“You’re pale. Sit with us and let me buy you a big, gooey cake with lots of cream. And a double shot café latte. Make you fat and speedy at the same time.”
Julia laughed. Sally always had the ability make her laugh. She felt relaxed for the first time in a long time. Sally would ignore the last ten years and just pick up where they left off. Which usually involved sitting in this cafe, drinking coffee and giggling. What she wouldn’t give to do exactly that right now. But the other occupant of the table didn’t look like the giggling type.
“Jules, this is Douglas Sinclair. He’s a psychiatrist up here and does some work at the Health Center. This is my old friend Julia Taylor.”
“Good to meet you, Julia,” he said, standing and holding out his hand. “How’s it going?”
She let him take her hand and studied him. Tall, maybe in his forties, with salt and pepper shaggy hair and kind eyes that regarded her with friendly sympathy. She made herself smile wondering if Eleanor saw him as a client. She’d mentioned she’d been seeing a psychiatrist over the years. If she did see him, he probably knew a lot about the notorious Julia Taylor. Most people knew a lot about her. That realisation hit her with sudden force. She thought she could become anonymous and disappear into the ether after she got out, but that wouldn’t happen for a while, if ever.
“Sit,” said Sally. “I’ll order something for you.”
She hailed the waitress and ordered coffees and cake.
“Nothing for me,” said Douglas.
She scoffed. “Don’t tell me you’re on a health kick again?”
He laughed and patted his stomach. “It’s never a good idea to put on the pounds. Not at my age.”
“You’re not too old.”
There was a tone to Sally’s voice that made Julia look at her sharply. Sally smiled at him, a flirtatious gleam in her eye. When Julia glanced at him to see his reaction, he smiled widely but remained silent.
As if suddenly remembering Julia was present, Sally patted her hand.
“How’s Blossom? I ran into Dee earlier and she told me what happened.”
Julia grimaced. “She’s in a bad way. She needs rehab, but I don’t think she’ll go. Have you met this boyfriend of hers?”
“Rez?” She shook her head. “Just heard about him. Nothing good, I’m afraid. He’s heavily involved in the Western Sydney drug scene. Every time the two of them have visited your mom over the past few months, he’s been seen doing the rounds, selling and scoring. He’s seriously bad news.”
“When does Blossom get out of detox?” Douglas asked. “If she won’t go to rehab, would she do some out-patient counseling? I do a clinic at the Community Health Center. I’d be happy to see her.”
Julia regarded him with interest. This must be the Doc Sinclair Dylan mentioned.
“I’ve met you before, haven’t I?”
He nodded. “I moved up to the mountains a couple of years before…” He looked embarrassed as if he couldn’t find the right words. There weren’t any right words for what she’d done.
“Before my fall from grace,” Julia said, with a sigh. “It’s okay. I won’t fall to pieces if you mention it.”
He smiled awkwardly. “I met you one day at Dee’s nursery. I’m a gardener and Dee fuels my addiction.”
Julia laughed. “I haven’t heard gardening referred to like that. It’s a good addiction to have.”
Their coffees arrived, which gave Julia some space to watch the two of them watching each other.
Well, well. Big age difference, but what did that matter? He seemed nice and friendly and God knew, Sally deserved someone nice and friendly in her life. Half her luck.
“Some out-patient counseling might be possible,” Julia said. “Have you met Blossom?”
He nodded again. “A few times. At the shop or with your mother.”
“Did you treat Eleanor?”
He shifted in his seat and took a sip of water out of the glass in front of him, avoiding her gaze.
“That’s not something I can talk about. You need to ask her.”
Julia shrugged. “I only ask because Eleanor seems well. Whatever treatment she’s had over the years seems to have helped.”
He raised his eyes and regarded her impassively.
Sally laughed. “Give it up, Julia. You won’t get anything out of him. I’ve never come across a health professional who keeps everything so close to his chest. The soul of absolute discretion.”
“It’s a small town. No one would see me if I got a reputation for breaching professional ethics. Nor should they.”
Defensive with a hint of pomposity. Ah, well. Each to his own.
“And on that note, I must go.” He looked at his watch. “Damn it. I’m running late for my next appointment. I have to go down to Nepean Hospital later. Would you like me to look in at Blossom, Julia? See if she’s willing to see me professionally?”
Julia smiled at him with gratitude, a little shamefaced at her uncharitable thoughts. “That would be great, Douglas. We’re all at a bit of a loss about what to do with her.”
He patted her shoulder as he passed her on the way out.
“I’ll see what I can do.”
*
Julia picked up her coffee cup and eyed Sally speculatively. “He seems nice.”
“Douglas? Yes, of course. Someone like that who works for next to nothing seeing people who can’t afford a psychiatrist has to be a decent human being.”
Julia said nothing but raised her eyebrows questioningly.
“What?”
“Did I detect a little frisson of something going on between the two of you?”
Sally turned pale and stammered. “No! Not at all. God, Jules he was my therapist. I saw him for a couple of years after the court case. I don’t know what I would’ve done without his support.”
Julia almost dropped her cup onto the table, sloshing coffee over the rim.
“I’m so sorry, Sal. Just ignore me.” Her throat tightened with shame-filled tears. “I don’t know anything about men or relationships or anything,” she blurted. ‘I don’t know how to read them. I’m an idiot.”
She felt Sally’s concerned gaze on her while she avoided looking at her friend. If the earth could just swallow her up…
“Jules, it’s okay. Don’t worry about it. You’re bound to find it difficult for a while. Make mistakes. I’m your friend. I want to support you.”
She reached out and squeezed Julia’s hand. “You haven’t had any of this divine lemon meringue pie. Do I have to feed it to you? I will if you don’t start on it.”
Julia tasted the tangy pie and almost swooned.
“This is fantastic. Mmm…”
Sally exploded into laughter. “You look like a teenager again. I need to see more of that look on your face.”
“I feel like a teenager. Gormless and awkward.”
“It’ll pass. Most people won’t notice.” She took a sip of her coffee. “Tell me more about Blossom.”
Julia filled her in about Dylan’s delivery of Blossom to the Taylor doorstep.
“Mmm. The dishy and mysterious Dylan Andrews. A man that’s set the female hearts of the upper mountains community a-flutter.”
“Mysterious? Why mysterious?”
Sally shrugged. “No one knows much about him. He’s friendly enough and has a reputation of being fair and compassionate, which is a nice change in a cop. Transferred here about two years ago. There’s been some speculation he had some trauma in his past that made him want to get out of Sydney. He’s on the Domestic Violence Steering Committee and gets on well with the Coordinator, Jenny, which is a miracle since she doesn’t have much time for men and even less for cops. Which reminds me…”
Sally paused and narrowed her eyes at Julia. “I want you to come onto the Management Committee of the Women’s Health Center. We’ve all discussed it and we think your experience would be invaluable.”
Julia almost fell off her chair. “Me? What experience? I went into jail when I was twenty. I’d hardly done anything in my life before that. What could I possibly have to offer your management committee?”
“Ten years of doing time in New South Wales prisons. That’s a lifetime of experience worth a lot.”
Julia couldn’t believe her ears. “But I don’t know anything. No. No. I can’t…” She stammered. “I can’t… I don’t know them…”
“Shh. It’s okay Julia. Don’t worry. They’re a great bunch of women. Think about it. Maybe in a few weeks after you’ve settled in.”
Julia fought to keep the panic reined in. This was silly. Why couldn’t she be on a committee? But the thought of facing people she didn’t know, who knew all about her, was too hard.
“Shit! What time is it? I have to go and see my parole officer. I can’t be late.”
“It’s just before eleven. Come on, I’ll walk you over.”



Chapter 4
Julia sat in the chilly foyer and contemplated the notice board in front of her. If she used drugs, had unprotected sex, or was homeless the information would be relevant. She couldn’t see anything about crazy sisters, guilt-stricken mothers or sexy cops. Sighing, she glanced down at the card in her hand. David Warren.
As instructed by her case worker before she left custody, she’d rung him late in the afternoon on her third day out and endured his irritable snarl that she should’ve contacted him as soon as she arrived home. Not wanting to get him off side, she’d apologized, trying to sound suitably servile. This man could recommend she go back to jail if she didn’t toe the line. Not that she had any intention of being rebellious. Quite the opposite. A quiet life was all she wanted.
A weak wall heater was attempting to heat the bare space unsuccessfully. She glanced at the receptionist behind the perspex barrier, certain her heating was keeping her toasty warm. As if she’d spoken, the receptionist looked up and frowned at her. ‘Doreen’, said her name tag. Blonde hair with just a hint of black roots, talons for nails that clicked on her keyboard as she typed, and a deep vertical frown line on her forehead. She looked like life constantly disappointed her. Not so surprising in this office. 
Julia pulled her coat more closely around her as the door slammed open and just as quickly slammed closed. Her heart sank as she realized who’d arrived.
Rez. It couldn’t be anyone else. His resemblance to Blossom was both horrifying and fascinating.
“Fuckin’ cold out there, isn’t it?”
They were about the same height and build, had the same ratty dyed black hair, facial piercings and bizarrely the same dark eyeliner. If anything, he looked even more skeletal than Blossom. She wondered if he modeled himself on Captain Jack Sparrow. Unfortunately he had all of the trash but none of the whimsy of the Johnny Depp character. The smell of stale sweat and cigarettes filled the small area.
His dirty black jeans hung from his thin hips while his sheep wool lined jacket was grubby and torn. This was the wonderful Rez, the man her sister was willing to throw her life away over? A black tide of fury slammed into her. She fought to keep her mouth shut and her gaze averted from him. Closing her eyes, she again remembered to breathe and let go of her anger. After Blossom had been admitted to detox, she’d given herself a good talking to, determined not to take responsibility for Blossom’s life. She’d done that once but wouldn’t again. She would support Blossom in whatever way she could, but in the end she had to make her own decisions.
He sauntered over to Doreen and muttered his name. She snarled at him and directed him to a seat. Good old Doreen. An equal opportunity grouch. He shuffled back to a seat and threw himself into it.
“Fuckin’ bitch,” he muttered.
Julia glanced at Doreen wondering if she heard, but her head was bent over her typing.
“Thinks she’s better than everyone else. All these parole people are the same.” He turned to her. “How long you been waiting?”
She debated ignoring him but saw he was jittery in his seat. Probably had a shot of something before he came. He was dumb as well as aggressive. Any parole officer could see he was under the influence. He’d be lucky not to be breached.
“Not long,” she said.
He snorted then stared around him. Too jumpy to sit still, he stood and peered at the notice board.
“What crap,” he muttered.
He shoved his hands in his pockets and did a slow perusal of the foyer as if looking for something that could entertain him. His eyes rested on Julia. She could see his over-cooked brain trying to compute something.
No, no, no. Just ignore me.

“Hey. You’re Julia, aren’t you?” He smiled widely revealing a chipped front tooth. “I’m Rez. Blossom’s boyfriend. We came up to see you.”
He bounded over to her and threw himself into the seat next to her.
“I saw her this morning. She’s okay. Just a few pills, nothing serious. She didn’t need an ambulance, you know.”
Julia turned to him and saw the look of calculation in his eyes. As if weighing up whether to go on the attack or get her on side.
“You don’t think? The fact she was almost unconscious didn’t warrant medical attention? Is that what the two of you normally do?”
She kept her voice low, trying to give him the message any conversation was unwelcome.
He sneered at her. “What we do doesn’t concern you. Unless you want some stuff? Just out of jail and all. Most chicks are gagging for a little taste. And not just of gear.”
He leered at her while doing a quick perusal of her body.
“You’ve got more flesh than Blossom. I like that.”
The rage continued to pulse at the back of her eyes.
“What you like doesn’t concern me, you repulsive piece of dirt. Stay away from my sister.”
He leapt out of his seat and backed away from her, then tottered back to stand over her.
“Who the fuck do you think you are, bitch,” he yelled. “Blossom and I can do what we like without getting permission from you, cunt. You can’t control everyone, especially me.”
Julia glanced at Doreen who was on the phone speaking animatedly to someone, a look of panic in her eyes. Maybe if he went right over the top, they’d call the cops and breach him right away.
“But I can make life very difficult for you, asshole. Although you’re well on the way to doing that yourself. You don’t think this David Warren guy won’t notice you’re stoned? He’ll know you’re facing further charges so when I tell him what’s happened to Blossom, he’s going to breach you, probably right now. You’re a complete fuck up.”
“Don’t you speak to me like that.” He grabbed her by her coat and threw her against the wall. “No one speaks to me like that.”
Her head hit the wooden paneling with a thump. It hurt but wasn’t as bad as the rank smell of Rez up close. His crazy bloodshot eyes bored into her. They better get their act together and either call the police or do something. He was on the verge of hitting her.
“Why not? Because you slap it out of them? Is that what you do to Blossom? Big man. Tough man. Not so tough when they throw you inside.”
“Stop it!” yelled Doreen. “I’ve called the police.”
That seemed to penetrate his drug-hazed mind. He let go of her and made for the door. Julia grabbed his arm just as the inner door to the parole office opened.
“I meant what I said. Leave her alone or you’ll answer to me.”
He shook her off and stumbled out the door, then ran across the square and down the street.
Damn it. He could still do a lot of damage to Blossom while on the run.
“What’s going on here? What are you doing?”
She turned to see a pudgy man with tussled wire-like hair, eyeing her suspiciously.
“She was fighting with another one who ran off,” Doreen said, breathlessly. “They almost came to blows.”
Julia held up her hands in denial. “No fighting here. He was off his face and just went for me. I didn’t say anything.”
The man frowned at her and turned to Doreen. “Call the police. Tell them what happened and I’ll call them in a bit.” He sighed and muttered to himself. “I had a bad feeling about that bloke when I agreed to his transfer up here.”
We looked at Julia and narrowed his eyes. “Come inside. We’re overdue for a talk.”
She followed him into the office and sat in a chair in front of his desk.
He picked up her file and sat opposite her. “Nothing like a little drama to start the day,” he said breezily, as if assault was a usual occurrence in this office. Maybe it was. She had no experience of being on parole so maybe this was normal. But his next words put paid to that idea.
“If I find out you’re involved in anything, anything that’s in anyway illegal, dodgy or otherwise a bad idea, I’ll breach you so fast you won’t have time to draw breath. Am I making myself clear?”
“Crystal,” she said. “But I can’t help it if your other clients won’t control themselves.”
“Don’t be smart with me, Julia. I know damn well who Rez is and his relationship with your sister.” He pushed his fingers through his hair looking frustrated and tired.
“Look, he’s a train wreck and he’ll be breached and picked up. I know you don’t want him around your sister and I sympathize, but you can’t goad him into something stupid. Apart from the fact he’s quite capable of doing that on his own, it’s dangerous. He’s unstable and he could hurt you, if he hasn’t already. How’s your head?”
She shrugged. “Fine.”
He slumped into his chair and stared at her for a long minute. She stared back, not dropping her eyes.
“I’m on your side, you know. I don’t want you to go back to prison and from the look of your file there’s no reason for you to.” He leafed through the thick file. “You’ve never had a history of drug and alcohol use, you participated in therapy and education and didn’t get one misconduct charge the whole time you were in. That’s pretty impressive and not something I see every day.”
He paused and narrowed his eyes again.
“What do you want to do with your life?”
What did she want to do with her life? 
It was the question everyone asked her before she left custody. All she could come up with was finishing her degree and maybe getting some kind of low-paying job until the universe revealed something to her. But the state of Chez Taylor had given her ideas about what she wanted to do.
She hesitated. “Decoration. House decoration.”
“Interior design?”
She nodded. “Although not just that. More a total make over service. I’m good with color and decoration. At Emu Plains I did some building courses. I can do woodwork and painting.” She could feel some of her stiffness softening with the man in front of her. “My mother’s house is in a bad way. I thought I could complete the building qualifications I started at Emu Plains and learn as I go by fixing her house.”
He nodded his head and smiled at her. “That’s a good plan. Let’s get you in contact with TAFE.”
He pulled out some forms and for the next hour, Julia gratefully focused on her future plans. He really did seem to want to help her. By the time the hour was up, she’d enrolled in a TAFE course over the phone, had discussed doing a small business course, registered for a tax file number and an Australian business number, and accepted his advice to stay away from Rez.
“Leave him to the police. Don’t have any contact with him at all.”
She nodded and hoped Dylan and his colleagues would pick him up soon.
*
Julia Taylor’s haunted look preyed on Dylan’s mind
He wasn’t foolish enough to discount an accusation of abuse at the hands of police. It made his blood boil. He knew she wasn’t making it up. She didn’t have that air of being a drama queen that never failed to set off his bullshit detector.
And he knew who assaulted her.
Angus O’Reardon. Ex-cop, now owner of the biggest and most successful hotel in Katoomba.
He’d been medically retired from the police force just after the priest’s murder. Although from what Dylan heard, he was on the verge of being investigated by the Police Integrity Commission after one too many accusations of assault. No one mentioned a rape.
His mind made up, Dylan crossed the busy office of the Katoomba Police Station and knocked on the open door of his boss, Local Area Commander Bill Pringle.
The older man was on the phone but waved Dylan in, pointing to a chair. Dylan sat and smiled, shaking his head as he listened to the one-way conversation.
“Yes, Mrs. Daley. That must have been very irritating. No, no. I can’t send anyone out right now.” Silence as he rolled his eyes at Dylan. “But there was no damage? Just some noises. Yes… Yes… Maybe it was a possum. No?” He sighed. “Okay, Mrs. Daley. I’ll drop in on my way home. No, no. No trouble. I’ll see you then.”
He hung up the phone and gazed at Dylan, with a face full of gloom.
“She thinks someone tried to break into her house last night. Last night and three days ago. Unfortunately she lives just down the street to me so I dropped in to take a look. It’s obviously possums, but she won’t believe me.” He sighed again. “She’s lonely, the poor old duck. I’ll speak to my wife. Maybe she can get someone out to talk to her.”
His gaze sharpened as he focused on Dylan. Most people saw him as genial and easy-going, but Dylan knew better. Nothing got past him. His carefully cultivated laid-back charm hid his razor sharp mind. He’d been the LAC at Katoomba for the last two years. In that time, it became more and more obvious to him and to Dylan just who was responsible for the growing drug trade throughout the Mountains and the Central West.
Years of experience as a Senior Sargent within the New South Wales Police Service meant O’Reardon was adept at covering his tracks. But Dylan and Pringle kept chipping away at the investigation, adding seemingly random facts to the growing body of intelligence about the distribution of drugs in the local area. So far, the investigation was under wraps. No one knew that the most prominent and well-respected public figure in Katoomba was a major drug distributor.
“What have you got for me?”
These were Pringle’s usual words of welcome, offered to everyone from investigating officers like Dylan to the lady in the sandwich shop.
“Julia Taylor.”
“Oh yeah?” He frowned. “I wouldn’t have thought she’d be in trouble so soon. If at all. Crime of passion by someone young and foolish. If it’d been up to me she would’ve got a suspended sentence. Yeah, yeah…” He waved away Dylan’s objections. “I know you have a different idea. But what those dropkicks did to Dale Rowe was the result of too much alcohol and misplaced moral indignation. They killed a child killer because what they thought he did was a hair’s breadth from what they did to their own kids.”
Dylan shifted in his chair, knowing Pringle was right. Most of Dale Rowe’s neighbors had kids who’d either been removed by child protection authorities or were being investigated by them. Up until the death of little Eva, they’d seen Rowe as a friend and neighbor. Someone to chew the fat with and maybe score some drugs from. But he stepped over the line when he was suspected of beating his de facto’s daughter to death. His dismembered, half-burnt body was found in a field not far from the public housing estate where he and his girlfriend lived. The smell seemed to hover in the air for weeks afterward. One more reason Dylan left Sydney.
Drugs and poverty. The two facts of life that would keep the police in business forever.
“She’s not in trouble. I ran into her a few days ago and she told me something that could be related to O’Reardon.”
“Yeah? I didn’t think she was a user.”
He shook his head. “She’s not. It’s about the night she was arrested. She said she was assaulted in the cells and the woman next to her raped.”
Pringle grimaced, his dark eyes flat with anger.
“Sounds like his MO. Although no one ever accused him of rape.” He picked up a paper clip and slowly unwound it. “Is she willing to make a statement?”
“I didn’t ask her, but I doubt it. She’s not a woman who’d give much assistance to the police.
Pringle snorted. “I don’t suppose she would.” He shot a sharp look at Dylan. “Why’d she tell you?”
Dylan ran his hand through his hair and contemplated what to say. He had nothing to be ashamed of. He’d helped her for God’s sake. But lusting after someone so obviously distressed didn’t sit well with him.
“She was having a panic attack up at the Council offices. I made her sit and breathe. Told me I reminded her of someone. Turned out to be O’Reardon.”
“The only thing you two have in common is your size.” The paper clip now straightened, he threw it onto the desk. “Do you know who else was arrested that night besides Julia Taylor?”
Dylan nodded. “Vanessa Hunt.”
Pringle groaned. “Now, why does that not surprise me?” He pushed himself away from his desk and stood. “Where is she now?”
“She got out of Dillwynia a couple of months ago. Haven’t come across her yet but it’ll be only a matter of time.” He hesitated. “I want to talk to Julia again. Thing is, she hinted at something to do with his ‘business’ interests. I think she knows he’s behind the drug trade into the prison. I might be able to convince her to make a statement.”
Dylan felt the searching gaze of Pringle study him.
“She was an attractive young woman I seem to recall. No doubt she still is.”
Dylan took in a deep breath. “What are you trying to tell me?”
“Keep away from damsels in distress. She has a family who can look after her.”
Heat crept up the back of Dylan’s neck. He stood and faced the older man. “I know that. I’m not interested in her that way.”
“You’re not interested in anyone that way.” He threw his arm around Dylan’s shoulders. “Come on, let’s get some lunch. You know my wife is threatening to invite you to one of her famous dinner parties?”
Dylan started at his boss in horror. “No! No. You can’t let her do that.”
“Not up to me, son. Ever since she convinced herself she played successful matchmaker for Jared and Suzi, she’s got it in her head she needs to make sure all the single officers under my command get the benefit of her skills. I’d start dating someone if I were you.”
Dylan grimaced. He’d been out of the dating game since Melanie’s death. Although they’d split up months before she died, he couldn’t bring himself to enter into that part of his life again. Better to have an occasional weekend in Sydney, pick up a woman wanting sex and only sex, and forget about anything else. He was bad luck when it came to anything more intimate.
“It’s not that easy,” he muttered.
“It never is. Not even after thirty years of marriage.” He paused, a ruminative frown on his face. “Might be a good idea to call up Taylor and Hunt’s files. See if there’s any paperwork that might be useful. You never know. O’Reardon might’ve stuffed something up. Come on, food awaits.”
Dylan followed Pringle out of his office and thrust away thoughts of smooth, creamy skin and haunted eyes.



Chapter 5
“How’d you go Gaz? Did you pick up the stuff?”
“All in the basement, boss. Good quality too. That new bloke down at Fairfield knows what he’s doing.”
Angus O’Reardon regarded him with distaste. Gary was becoming a problem. He’d let himself go, allowing alcohol and gambling to rule his life. He was drunk already and what looked like food stains, probably from the meat pies he was so fond of, trailed down his shirt.
O’Reardon didn’t let anyone or anything rule his life. Once you allowed an external force to dominate you, you were fucked. Time and time again he’d seen men lose their focus and control because they’d given their power away. He’d almost done it himself, getting lost in the joy of inflicting pain on others, seeing their fear and vulnerability. But he’d pulled back before he ruined his life. No, instead of being the instrument of pain, he let others do his work.
“Good. Get the others onto it. Had a call from out Canowindra way. Some blokes out there looking for some product. We should be able to do a run by the end of the week.”
He turned back to the paperwork on his desk and frowned. His legitimate business interests needed his attention. Something didn’t add up between the amount of alcohol they’d ordered in and what they were selling. He was being ripped off and he had a fair idea by who. Idiot. No one got away with conning Angus O’Reardon.
“Sure, boss, I’ll get onto it. Rez is in town looking for some extra cash. You know he’s going around with that Taylor girl? Julia’s sister.” Gary hesitated, as if deciding what more to say.
“Yeah?” He didn’t have time to listen to one of Gary’s pathetic stories of big-noting himself with the locals, although anything about the Taylor girls was worth listening to. He rustled his papers and turned on his computer. He’d have to give some thought about what to do about old Gaz.
“Ran into Julia at Wentworth Falls a few days ago. She’d just got out. Was with that dyke her mother lives with.’
A sliver of unease trickled down O’Reardon’s spine. So she was back. Didn’t necessarily mean anything. She made her choices for God-only-knows-what reason ten years ago. She’d never said anything about that night. In fact, she’d never said anything much about the whole matter. He was grateful she’d gone a bit loopy because it gave him the chance to look after another aspect of his growing business interests. Thankfully, he shut down that particular stream when he realized it was too risky. And frankly, even for him, distasteful. That priest was seriously fucked up.
But she was unfinished business and he didn’t like anything he couldn’t control. If she decided to tell the truth after all these years, someone else might start asking questions.
“What’d you say to her?”
Gary shrugged. “Just that we had other business interests now.” He paused again.
There was something up, something O’Reardon sensed he didn’t want to mention.
“The thing is, she knows about the supply into jail.”
O’Reardon stilled. “Anything else?”
“I think she knows about Ingram.”
O’Reardon swore. “What did you say to her?”
Randle shrugged. “That she better not say anything to anyone or her family could get hurt.”
“How’d she take that?”
He shrugged again.
“I need to know, Gary. Is she going to be trouble?’
He ducked his head and shifted on his feet. “She was angry.”
Great. Just great. “Angry enough to tell anyone?”
“Maybe.”
O’Reardon lumbered to his feet and moved to the front of the desk. Grabbing Randle’s shirt front he slammed him against the wall.
“You idiot. Your big-noting has got me into quite a bit of trouble over the years. You need to get control of yourself. Smarten up or get lost. I can’t afford your fuck ups anymore.”
He let go of Randle’s shirt.
“Get her in here. We need to have a little chat. She needs to understand just exactly what would happen if she told anyone.”
He glanced toward the safe. He’d kept the DVD in case the person who really knew what happened to the priest started making trouble. But it wouldn’t hurt to tell a little white lie. Make the Taylor woman believe her worst fears could be realized.
He smiled. Good times ahead.
*
The next day as she walked down Katoomba Street, Julia’s heart started a panicky tattoo again. In all the drama of Blossom and Rez, she’d forgotten about being in the world. Apart from her brief visit to Cafe Zuppa and coffee with Sally, this was the first time she’d walked down the main street in ten years. It hadn’t changed much. Not really. Maybe more people, different shops, and a remarkable number of cafes, but there was still a sense of grunge about the place.
Jail didn’t mean she was completely cut off from the outside world. Far from it. There was always a TV on somewhere, either in someone’s cell or in the main living area. Most of the time the noise drove her mad. Newspapers were available. Lots of women came into custody on short sentences then left and came back again. She knew about the Global Financial Crisis and how it affected communities. Katoomba didn’t look like it was immune. There were a few empty shops and more people who looked like they were struggling.
Pulling her coat around her, she headed down the hill to get a newspaper. With a growing sense of dread, she spied Nessa swaying in the wind just near the entrance to the newsagency.
“Hey,” Julia said, softly. “How’re you going?”
Nessa turned, her eyes unfocused and glassy. She smiled widely and threw her arms around Julia.
“Jules! When’d you get out? We should celebrate!”
Julia found herself holding Nessa up as she lost her balance. Struggling with an almost dead weight, she propped her against the wall.
“A few days ago. Are you okay, hon? Do you want me to call anyone? You don’t look too good.”
Nessa smiled again like a dreamy two year old. “No one to call, Jules. Not anymore.” She cackled which made her double over into a coughing fit. Straightening she peered at Jules. “Can you lend me some cash, Jules? I can pay you back. Just need to get some ciggies. I get paid tomorrow.”
Julia's heart sank. She wasn’t prepared for this. Apart from the fact she only had a few dollars on her, she didn’t know what she should do. The money didn’t matter. If she gave it to Nessa she knew she’d never see it again but she hated to think Nessa would use it for more drugs which, inevitably, she would.
“I’ve only got a few bucks on me, Nessa. Where’re you staying?”
“Houso have got me on a waiting list. Should get something soon. I’m in the hotel up on the highway.”
Julia knew the place. Dee told her the housing crisis meant down and out people like Nessa either slept rough or got seven days of emergency housing at a hotel. What happened after that was anyone’s guess, but from the look of Nessa she’d be heading back to jail sooner rather than later.
“What about Vinnies or the Salvos? Can they help you out?”
She sneered. “Sour faced bitches. Took one look at me and threatened to call the police. Won’t be going back there again.”
Julia thought there was probably more to it than that, having once seen Nessa go berserk after a drop of ice hit the jail. Her mind made up, she took out her wallet and gave her ten dollars.
“Don’t get pissed off with me, but use it to buy food. You need to start looking after yourself.”
Nessa peered at her again and for a moment her eyes were clear and sharp. “You’re a soft touch, Julia. Always have been.” She grasped Julia’s hand and smiled a sweet, sad smile. “You look after yourself. Don’t let those bastards get you down.” She jerked her head over to a car parked on the other side of the road. Dylan sat in the front seat staring at her. Another cop was beside him.
Great. Just great. He probably thinks I’ve just scored.

Nessa let go of her hand and shuffled off up the street. Julia stared after her, sudden tears blurring her vision. Once Nessa had been young and full of life. Ten years of being yoked to Angus O’Reardon had done their damage. She’d be lucky to see another ten years.
She felt rather than saw Dylan stand beside her.
“She has a couple of kids, did you know that?” she said, turning to him. “God knows where they are because she doesn’t. Probably in some foster home somewhere waiting to become the next round of drug fodder.”
She brushed the tears from her eyes and went to push past him.
“Julia. I need to talk to you.”
She stopped and frowned at him. “About what?”
“The night you were arrested. You said you were assaulted.”
She shrugged. “Forget it. It was a long time ago.”
“I know who it was. He’s bad news. We need to stop him. And I’m guessing you know a lot more about his activities in prison than most people.”
She stared at him as a shiver went through her body.
“No. I can’t help you. I don’t want to be part of that world again. I won’t.”
“Then I’m right? He is behind the drug trade into prison?”
She shrugged. “So what if he is? If it isn’t him it’d be someone else.”
She stepped into the shop and picked up a newspaper, all the time aware of Dylan at the entrance staring at her intently. She took the paper to the counter and fished out some coins from her wallet.
“Don’t come back again.”
Her head snapped up. “What? What did you say?”
The man behind the counter glared at her with hard, accusing eyes.
“Don’t come back in here again. I don’t need your type in my shop. And keep your drug deals away from Katoomba Street or I’ll be calling him myself.” He jerked his head toward Dylan.
She grabbed her paper as a cold, bitter tightness settled in her bones. This is what her life would be like. Mel at the motor registry was the exception. This was real.
She passed Dylan still standing at the entrance of the shop. Holding up her hand as if to ward him off, she shook her head, unable to speak.
“What happened? What’s wrong?” he asked, following her down the street.
“Get away from me,” she croaked. “Leave me alone.”
She broke into a run, wanting to leave him, wanting to leave everything behind. When she got to the end of the street, she stopped and caught her breath.
She would not be defeated. If she let herself fall into despair, she’d become like Nessa. That wasn’t an option. Turning, she stared up Katoomba Street and watched the flow of people as they went in and out of shops, got into their cars, waited for buses. This was her home. She would make it her home again.
As she stood pondering her next move, she saw Dylan had followed her down the hill. He slowly walked toward her as she stood, still panting from her sudden run.
“What was that all about?” he asked, a hard glint in his eyes.
“Nothing you need to concern yourself about,” she said, preparing to brush past him.
“You were upset.”
She looked into his face with curiosity then shrugged. “The life of an ex-crim. People generally don’t like us.”
He caught her arm as she walked away. “Was Vanessa Hunt in the cell next to you the night you were arrested? Is she the one who was raped?”
She stilled and turned to face him.
“Why do you ask? What does it matter? It was a long time ago.” She shook off his arm. “Did you think I was scoring from her?”
He shook his head impatiently. “You assume I think the worst of you. I don’t. I just need to know about Nessa.”
She turned to face him fully, a swirl of indignation coursing through her. “You were happy to think the worst of me the first time we met. Didn’t you say something about being judge, jury, and executioner? Sounds pretty bad to me.”
He shifted from foot to foot, looking abashed, which surprised her.
“It was a bad day. Dealing with Bloss and that waste of space she calls her boyfriend put me in a bad mood.”
“Are you apologising?”
“Yes,” he said, after a moment’s hesitation. “Yes, I am.”
Taken aback, she found herself lost for words.
“Okay then,” she said finally. “Apology accepted. I have to go now.”
“Can you tell me about Nessa? About that night? About O’Reardon?”
She shook her head. “I can’t. I can’t go there again. You understand that, don’t you? I just want to leave it all behind me.”
He let out a noise of frustration. “Sure I understand, but it’s not just about you is it? O’Reardon hurts a lot of people. You could help us stop all that. Isn’t that important?”
“He’s dangerous. I can’t take that risk. Don’t make me.”
He lifted his arm as if to touch her with reassurance, but changed his mind, a stricken look on his face.
“I wouldn’t make you do something you didn’t want to do.”
She stared at the hard planes of his face, his tousled black hair and those compelling gray eyes, and let herself want him, just for a moment.
She sighed. This man was not for her. Not now, not ever.
She shook herself and smiled at him. “I know you believe that,” she said, softly. “But I can’t take that chance.”
He opened his mouth to say more, but she turned and walked away. She felt the heat from his eyes on her back as she made her way back up the hill. Back to real life.



Chapter 6
Julia peered into the shop and tried to stop the rising tide of panic in her gut. Not because she was about to enter an enclosed space with lots of other people, but because for the first time in ten years she wanted to buy some clothes. Specifically the gorgeous royal blue sweater in the front window. She hadn’t been into a shop since the disaster in the newsagency a few days ago, but was determined not to let that experience cripple her need for a normal life.
Instead of downtown Katoomba, she decided to check out Leura. Prosperous and much more middle class than most areas of the upper mountains, people either loved it for its small, village atmosphere, or hated it for its chi-chi pandering to the tourist market.
Julia loved it, but had to admit that in the ten years since she’d last been there Leura had become even more prosperous. More cafes, more up-market designer shops, more out-of-towners window shopping, ready to spend their money.
The famous cherry blossoms planted down the center of the main street were winter bare, but Julia realized with a burst of delight she’d be there to see them bloom in October when they dropped their petals on the crowds at the Garden Festival.
Immediately, a terrible stab of guilt pushed its way into her mind. She knew she was lucky. Lucky to have no real money worries, no panic and fear about where her next meal would come from or where she could live. Unlike Nessa and most women who were newly released from jail, she had support. She could buy new clothes and not have to scrounge through the bargain table at the Salvos or apply for food vouchers. The worst experience she could have was rudeness and scorn, and that had already happened. She’d lived through it and would again.
Pushing away the guilt, she took in a deep breath, squared her shoulders, and opened the glass door. The woman behind the counter smiled at her and resumed reading the paper. There were a couple of other women browsing through clothes. So far so good.
She spied a range of sweaters and other knitted tops and started to go through them. The royal blue one she wanted wasn’t there. As she continued looking, a loud ringing squawk broke the serenity of the shop. The noise was coming from her bag.
In a panic, she slipped the bag off her shoulder and started fumbling through it trying to get to the cell phone. Finally she found it then stared at it in terror. She had no idea what to do next. She hadn’t owned a cell phone before she went to jail. It kept ringing in a dreadful cacophony then stopped. Her heart was beating so hard she was certain the other women in the shop could hear it.
“New phone?” said one of the women near her.
She nodded not able to speak.
“I’m the same. Every time I get a new one it takes me weeks to work out how to use it.”
As Julia stared at her, the phone bleeped once, making her jump.
“What does that mean?” she asked the woman.
“I guess you have a message,” she said, growing curiosity on her face. “Do you know how to retrieve it?”
Julia shook her head.
“Here. Let’s see if I can work it out.”
Julia handed her the phone. The woman frowned at it. “I know how to work this one. You press this to listen to your messages, and this one to answer the phone.”
She gave the phone back to Julia who wanted to hug her.
“Thanks. Technology’s not my thing.”
“Me either. I just want it to work.” The woman smiled at her and went back to browsing through the racks of clothes.
Julia’s heart settled. She could do this.
The sales assistant sidled up to her. “Can I help you with anything?”
Julia whirled around to her. “Yes. I was looking for that sweater in the window.”
The sales assistant’s eyes widened. “Sure,” she said, tripping over her words. “I’ll, um, I… think we have some out the back.”
Julia frowned. Something had spooked her. Moving over to the front counter to look at the earrings, Julia’s gaze fell on the local paper. A ten-year-old picture of her was on the front page with a screaming headline: ‘Murderer returns to the scene of her crime.’
The air whooshed out of her lungs. She hadn’t expected this, but she should have. With shaking hands she lifted the paper and read. It was bad, but not as bad as it could’ve been. The article didn’t call for her to be run out of town. A brief recitation of the facts of Father Pat’s murder and the subsequent revelation of his pedophile activities. There was a mention of Eleanor and Dee. No mention of Blossom. That was good.
She put the paper down and made for the door, aware of all eyes on her.
“Don’t go,” said the woman who helped her.
She turned to her, trying to control the shaking.
“It’s okay. Don’t worry about it,” the woman said.
The other woman in the shop averted her head and quickly left, just as the sales assistant returned.
“Sorry. The one in the window is the only one we have and I don’t think it’s your size,” she said in a rush.
“Really?” said the woman as she held up the sweater Julia wanted. “What’s this?”
“Okay, that’s fine. I’ve changed my mind,” Julia muttered and again made for the door. When she got outside, she stood still and closed her eyes only to find the helpful woman had followed her out.
“Are you okay?” she said.
Julia nodded. Opening her eyes she smiled ruefully at her. “Have to get used to it if I want to stay here. I guess it might get better.”
The woman shook her head and frowned. “That was disgraceful. I’m not going to shop there again unless that woman apologizes to you.”
Julia stared at her. She was about Julia’s age, well dressed with expensive jewelry and perfect hair.
“You know who I am?”
The woman nodded. “I recognized you as soon as you walked in.”
Julia sighed. “It doesn’t matter. I don’t think I could’ve afforded it anyway.”
“That’s not the point. You shouldn’t be treated like that.”
Julia felt tears in her eyes. First Mel, now this unknown woman.
“Come on, let’s get some coffee. I need some after all that. I’m Larissa.”
Larissa ushered her into a nearby cafe and ordered coffee. She fixed Julia with a stern eye and frowned. “Has this happened a lot?”
Julia shrugged. “A bit. I just need to get used to it. I’m not going anywhere so it will eventually die down.”
Larissa sipped her coffee and brooded. “What are your plans?”
“What do you mean?”
“Are you going to work? Study? What?”
“I’m going to fix up my mother’s house and finish my qualifications in painting and decorating. I’d like to do more in interior design.”
Larissa brightened. “You can draw? Paint? Are you any good? What am I saying? You’re Eleanor Taylor’s daughter.”
Julia laughed. “I’ve got the gene. So has my sister Blossom. She wants to design buildings while I want to design what goes in them.”
She hadn’t thought about it before in those terms, but that’s exactly how it had worked out. Even as a child Blossom mucked around building and drawing elaborate structures while she’d always created her own unique spaces. Eleanor had encouraged both of them, training them to look at the world through the eyes of an artist.
Larissa fished in her bag and drew out a card.
“When you get yourself organized, come and show me some of your work. I’m always looking for new designers.”
New Concept Designs, the card read. Julia smiled at her. “You don’t know me. You don’t know if I’m any good.”
Larissa shrugged. “If you’re not, I’ll tell you. I’m a business woman first and foremost. I don’t do charity, so make sure what you show me is your best.”
She stared levelly at Julia. There was no pity or curiosity in her eyes, just normal regard. Julia realized it was a look she hadn’t experienced from anyone in quite a few years.
“Okay. I’ll contact you. Thanks.”
She sipped her coffee and watched Larissa. Most people would see her as a typical Leura matron, well dressed to display a comfortable but not too ostentatious level of wealth. Her jewelry was gold and heavy which suited her blonde hair and gray-green eyes.
As she lifted her hand to push her glossy hair off her forehead, Julia noticed some pale scars under the wide band of her bracelet. She knew what they meant. She had some of her own.
Larissa noticed where her gaze rested and smiled ruefully. “We all have our demons,” she said as she grasped the bracelet and twisted it back and forth around her wrist.
“I’m sorry,” Julia said. “None of my business.”
Larissa shrugged. “The result of bad choices and self-delusion. I let a man get to me when I was at a low point in my life. How many times have you heard that story, eh? Boring.” She waved her hand in front of her face as if to push away her pain. “Now tell me some more about your plans for the future. That’s much more interesting.”
Julia smiled at the other woman. Demons hovered around both of them but kept away, at least for a while.
*
Julia’s encounter with Larissa energized her. All her embryonic plans, half thought out and tentative, sharpened into focus. She raced home and dragged out art books and magazines, pouring through them and making notes.
Cushion covers, wallpaper, furniture designs, everything swirled through her head as she doodled and drew, wanting to get her ideas on paper as soon as possible. She wanted rich, jewel colors for furnishings in a stark minimalist room.
Sprawled on the floor with books, paper and magazines in front of her, she dimly registered the light was fading. It was getting late and she was the only one home.
Wandering into the kitchen, she decided it was time for her to take some responsibly for cooking something for dinner instead of expecting Eleanor or Dee to wait on her. With a pang she remembered Blossom. She would be out of hospital in a few days and would need to be looked after. Still determined not to go to rehab, she would be fragile.
Julia opened the fridge and inspected the contents. She could make tuna and parsley pasta with some toasted pine nuts and a touch of lemon juice.
No lemons.
The shadows where lengthening but there was enough light for her to walk up to Leura to the supermarket. If she was lucky, there might be a lemon on someone’s tree she could nick. She snickered. No, maybe not such a good idea.
Grabbing her bag, she scribbled a hasty note telling Eleanor and Dee not to cook, that she had it under control, and headed for the door.
It was a beautiful evening. The sun still touched the top of the trees and the birds swooped in the air preparing for night. It was cold, but clear and brisk. Just how she liked it.
As she walk down Leura Mall, she tried to identify the feeling growing inside her and with a laugh realized it was happiness. One conversation with a kind person was all it took to transform her mood. Part of her, the hyper-vigilant prison inmate, told her it couldn’t last and to watch out for the next kick in the guts. But just now, at sunset with a crimson parrot swooping in front of her, she let herself dream.
She told herself later her dream state was why she didn’t notice the gray four-wheel drive slide up beside her and Randle with one of his mates bound up to her. They grabbed her by her arms and before she could even react, had her bundled into the back seat with a hood over her head. Far too late she tried to scream and struggle, only to find herself jammed tight in the space between the front and back seats.
“Don’t try anything,” the disembodied voice of Randle muttered. “We won’t hurt you if you’re a good girl. Someone just wants a word with you.”
Fuck, fuck, fuck. Why did this have to happen? She thought they understood she didn’t want anything to do with them or their fucked up ‘business interests.’
She briefly tried to struggle but stopped when Randle slapped her head. The sting was just enough to quieten her.
Soon she sensed by the change of light filtering through her hood and from the noise of the four-wheel drive they were entering an enclosed space, heading down a hill. Maybe a driveway? Underground? The car stopped. She was dragged out by Randle and hit her shin on the corner of the door. The pain slammed into her making her cry out and stumble.
“Sorry, love,” Randle said, pulling her forward. “Accidents happen.”
He pulled her forward into what felt like a narrow corridor. His mate was behind her pushing her when she stumbled again.
“Why are you doing this? I told you I don’t want anything to do with whatever O’Reardon does. I don’t care. He can sell drugs to whoever he wants. It’s got nothing to do with me.”
“I’m glad to hear it,” a deep, strangely attractive voice said. Her hood was pulled back and she found herself in a basement, probably at the bottom of the Chadbourne Hotel.
O’Reardon. He was a frequent visitor in her nightmares over the years. Always with the same charming smile and the movie star voice that would croon her into treacherous trust. Just at the point where she thought this time, maybe this time he’ll help me, he’ll get me out of here, he’d raise his fist and smash it toward her belly. She’d wake up gasping for breath, filled with white hot pain convinced he’d punched her again, just like he had that first night.
Just like he had in countless nights since then.
She stared at him trying to keep her limbs still, willing the sizzling sparks of fear racing through her blood to calm. He was a man who fed on fear. She couldn’t, wouldn’t make herself vulnerable to him again. She’d survived ten years of prison. She would survive whatever he dished up.
Without his police uniform, he was both older and more attractive. She could see why some of the women she did time with wanted not only the drugs he supplied but him as well. He was a powerful man, always an attractive trait to the powerless.
Reluctantly, she recalled a story one of her wing mates, Liz, told about him. They’d been hanging their clothes on the line. Nessa was there too. Julia had tried to shut Liz up but she didn’t get the message.
“Mate, he wanted me to give him a blowjob before he gave me any gear.”
Julia could still hear her cackling laughter, a cigarette between her lips.
“I made it the best one he ever got. Spent a great weekend holed up in the hotel of his in the mountains snorting ice and fucking. He was a bloody great ram. The bastard kicked me out on Monday morning on the dot. A prick but a great fuck. Good drugs too.”
Nessa said nothing but her face drained of color. Lots of awful, abusive people had been in Nessa’s life, but she hated no one like she hated O’Reardon. But she kept going back. As soon as she got out, Nessa would always end up back at Katoomba trading sex for drugs from him. From the man who’d hurt her the most.
The same man who stood in front of Julia watching her, his eyes giving nothing away.
“Long time no see, Julia. Very different circumstances now, hmm?”
She said nothing and continued to watch him.
“You had a lot to say to Gary just then. Not anymore?”
She stared at him.
He smiled and gestured to a chair. “Sit.”
She eyed it and stayed where she was.
“I said sit.”
Randle pushed her onto the chair where she sat and gazed up at O’Reardon.
“Wait outside,” O’Reardon said to Randle. “Julia and I need a private talk.”
Randle frowned like a school boy deprived of sweets and dragged his feet as he left.
“Now. I know you know a lot of my customers and because of that, certain information has come your way. Am I right?”
She shifted in the chair and said nothing.
“Unlike all the other women who get out of jail and end up here, looking for some product, you remain pure as the driven snow. Don’t get me wrong, I admire that. God knows, if I had to spend ten years in jail for something I didn’t do, I’d be into the smack like nobody’s business.”
Julia reared back as if he’d punched her again.
“What? What do you mean?”
“Oh, oops. I forgot. No one was supposed to know that. Especially not that sweet, rather troubled young sister of yours.”
He started to walk slowly around the chair, then bent over so his mouth was just at her ear.
“Terrible if she found out what really happened wouldn’t it? The guilt. The realization that Father Pat had another victim no one knew anything about. Except her sister. She’s not traveling very well at the moment is she?”
“I… I don’t know what you mean.” Julia could taste copper in her mouth where she’d bitten the inside of her cheek. He couldn’t know. No one was there.
“Yes, you do Julia. You know what happened that day. Father Pat was a computer geek, remember? That’s how he groomed all those poor kiddies. He had it all recorded on DVD. Nasty slug. Your sister did the world a favor. Do you want me to tell her?”
Julia bent over gasping, her head between her knees, trying to get breath into her lungs.
“But it wasn’t just what happened to him on the DVD.” His smooth, velvety voice pounded into her skull. “No, indeed. Your sister killed him for exactly the reason you assumed all those years ago. It’s all on the DVD. Do you think she should see it? See what happened to her all those years ago?”
She sat up and glared at him. “What do you want?”
He lightly brushed his fingers against her brow, then let them slide down the side of her face to her neck. She tensed as he flipped open one button, then another on her shirt. He stroked the curve of her breast, but with a regretful sigh, stepped away from her.
“Not much. Just silence.”
“But I told Randle I wasn’t going to say anything,” she said as she quickly re-buttoned her shirt. “I don’t want to be part of anything to do with drugs or jail. Why go through all this? Why do this to me?”
He smiled his movie star smile.
“I’m a business man. I need all my bases covered and you are unfinished business. I don’t like unfinished business.”
She stood and faced him. “I need to go home now. My family will wonder where I am.”
“So we have a deal?”
She nodded, not looking at him.
“Excellent. I’ll get Randle to return you.”
She made for the door, then turned back. “This wasn’t just about unfinished business was it?”
He smiled at her. “Perhaps not. Sometimes I miss the old days.”



Chapter 7
Nessa sat on the bench at the bus stop opposite the gates of the Chadbourne Hotel. She pulled the hood of her sweatshirt up over her head and let her hair fall in her eyes. Randle’s silver four-wheel drive slid down the driveway and out onto the street. Julia. She was sure Julia was in the back seat.
Fury boiled in Nessa’s blood. The only reason Julia would be visiting O’Reardon was if he demanded it. Now she was out he probably wanted to show her who was boss. Wasn’t that what he always did?
She closed her eyes and let her mantra run through her head. This too will pass. The craving clawed at her gut, but she would not give in. She’d got off the gear in the last three- month lagging she’d done and hadn’t had a taste since she’d got out. She wouldn’t ever again. After ten years of chaos she’d come to understand the reason why she continually fucked up had to do with Angus O’Reardon. 
She grimaced. Julia would tell her she was deluding herself, that she had choices, she just had to choose what was best for her. Nessa knew she was right. She could put her life behind her, put the foster homes, the sexual abuse, the drugs, all behind her and start afresh. Get herself together and prove to the authorities she could have at least some contact with her kids.
At the thought of her babies, the craving reared up more ferocious than ever, pulling at her to make a short trip to any number of her ‘friends’. She could get some stuff easily. Her legs started twitching and she shifted on the bench. No. No more. She had a plan and needed to carry it through.
She stood and made herself wobble. Most people would see a bombed-out junkie who should be off the streets, not making a nuisance of herself in front of a popular tourist area opposite Katoomba’s grand hotel.
Crossing the road, she entered the pub next to the Chadbourne Hotel’s driveway. The guy behind the counter eyed her suspiciously, probably wondering how long it would take before he’d have to call the cops. She ignored him and went to the ladies room. Pushing the hood off her head, she peered at herself in the mirror. Clear eyes and clear skin. Rummaging in her bag, she pulled out a brush, a tube of mascara, an eyeliner pencil and a hair clip. She quickly made herself presentable, twisting her wheat-colored hair up and circling her green eyes with makeup, making her look vaguely exotic.
She pulled down the zip of her hoodie just to reveal a hint of breast covered by the black lace of her camisole. He liked her like that. Cheap and slutty. He liked all his women like that. A man who could pay for the best still preferred blowjobs from drug fucked crims who begged him for stuff. She’d done it herself countless times since that first night in the cells. He’d raped her then, but he didn’t need to after that. She’d been more than willing to do whatever he wanted as long as he gave her what she wanted. Heroin, ice, pills. He had them all and was generous after a good fuck.
She stared at herself in the mirror. She’d never had sex with him while straight. Hell, she’d never had sex with anyone without drugs. Nausea burned in her throat. She had to do it again. Everything depended on convincing him she was the same old Nessa out to score.
It shouldn’t be that difficult. Everyone said he was a good fuck. If she could just concentrate on that and block out everything else, maybe she could get through it. The problem was the thought of him touching her made her want to throw up. She had to get a grip.
The door of the ladies room slammed open.
“What are you doing in here?” the guy behind the counter snarled. “Don’t make me have to call the cops.”
“I’m not doing anything. Just some repair work. A girl has to look her best.”
He grunted at her and had the grace to look abashed. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to offend you.”
“No offence taken.” She patted his arm. “I’m going for a job interview. How do I look?”
He grinned. “Like a million dollars. Knock ’em dead.”
She smiled.
That’s exactly what she planned to do.
*
Julia sat stiff and silent in the back of the four-wheel drive as Randle drove back down Leura Mall. He stopped where they’d picked her up and she scrambled out, slamming the door behind her.
“Don’t forget, now,” he yelled at her. “Be a good girl.”
She ignored him and turned toward home. After a few steps she stopped, bent over, and threw up in the gutter. Wiping her mouth with the back of her hand, she saw the lemon tree in the front garden of a house on the other side of the road still with a few late season fruit. Crossing the road, she looked around her and at the house. Looked like a holiday let. The grass was long and it had a deserted air. She walked down the driveway and quickly pulled a lemon from the branches.
Feeling more like a criminal than she had the whole time she was in jail, she made her way home, trying to block out the velvet voice of O’Reardon. As she got to the front gate, Dee and Eleanor drove up. They were laughing about something as they got out of the car. She stared at them. They were happy. After ten years of misery, life was falling into place for them. They’d even talked about traveling again, something they hadn’t considered while she was inside. She knew even though her mother couldn’t bring herself to visit her often, that their lives had been on hold all that time.
She wouldn’t let anything interfere with their new found contentment. Not O’Reardon, not Blossom, not the demands of Dylan.
Dee noticed her standing at the gate and smiled. “What are you doing there? Just get home?”
Julia shook herself out of her reverie and held up the lemon. “Just needed a lemon.”
“You didn’t buy it did you? There’s a tree on one of the houses on Leura Mall. The owner lives in Sydney. Doesn’t mind us helping ourselves.”
Julia laughed, sounding even to her ears like the laughter of the doomed.
“And there I was, feeling guilty for nicking a solitary lemon.”
She felt Eleanor’s sharp gaze on her.
“What is it? What’s wrong?”
“Nothing. Nothing’s wrong. Quite the contrary. I’ll make dinner and tell you about this amazing woman I met today. She wants me to do some designs for her.”
She continued chattering about Larissa as they walked up the path and into the house, hoping they couldn’t hear her forced cheerfulness. Finally, her mother’s concern dissipated as Julia injected more enthusiasm into her voice.
“Well, that’s a great contact,” Dee said. “We can have a look at your designs after dinner.”
Julia went into the kitchen and placed the lemon on the bench. She poured herself a glass of water to get rid of the foul taste in her mouth.
Later. She’d think about O’Reardon later.
*
Nessa waited till dark before she made her way up the sloping driveway of the Chadbourne Hotel. Instead of climbing the stairs of the grand old building, with the twin statues of nymphs holding lamps aloft, she diverted to the right, into the undercover parking area. Right down the back, past the parking spaces, she turned the corner and came back into the light. In front of her was a black wooden door. She knocked softly and waited, knowing the camera above her would let Angus know who she was.
The door clicked open. She stepped into a small foyer and closed it behind her. He stood at the doorway into the rest of his apartment, smiling slightly. Her heart pounded hard, just once. She had to make this work, but seeing him set off an automatic response to get stoned as fast as possible. That’s why she’d always made her way here as soon as she’d got out of jail. She could be guaranteed he’d supply whatever she needed to get off her face.
“So you’re out?” he said, in a voice that wrapped itself around her chest and pressed, leaving her breathless. He had a voice that could charm the birds out of the trees as her old ma used to say.
“Yeah,” she said, shifting from foot to foot.
“After some product?”
That was her plan but when it came to it, she found she couldn’t bring it off. She shook her head, grimly pleased at the surprise on his face.
“No. I… I wanted to let you know I won’t be around anymore. I’m off the gear and I want to stay off. But you’ve been good to me in the past and I just wanted to let you know.”
“Good to you?” He barked out a short laugh. “Yes, I suppose I have. Come in, come in. Tell me about the new you.”
She was suddenly at a loss. What was she going to do now? Her whole plan was to get close to him so she could hit him when he was vulnerable.
“Sit down.”
She perched herself gingerly on a plush couch. Many times she’d shot up and had sex with him in this room, on this couch, but now she sat and stared around her as if seeing it for the first time. It was weird. It was as if his two main interests in life, business and sex, were catered for in one large comfortable space.
His desk was in one corner of the room and looked like the control deck of some out-of- this-world spaceship. A sleek aluminum and glass computer sat in the center, surrounded by leather office trays filled with papers, and what looked like an expensive fountain pen casually resting on more papers. Tasteful wooden filing cabinets lined the wall behind the desk. No tacky metal ones for him.
On her side of the room, the couch she sat on was enormous. Two people could easily lie stretched out with comfort, and in the past had. A glossy coffee table stood in front of it. Off to the side was a matching sideboard that contained a small refrigerator stocked with a vast array of alcohol.
He extracted a bottle of champagne then sat next to her.
“Want some?”
She shook her head.
“Come on. For old time’s sake. We need to celebrate this part of your life.”
“Not a good idea. I need to stay off everything.”
She sat and avoided his eyes while sensing him studying her. When she finally met his gaze he had a look of puzzlement on his face. And something else. Something that set a thin slide of triumph sliding down her spine and prickling her skin. He wanted her.
“Where are you staying?”
“Up at the hotel on the highway.”
“That doesn’t sound like fun.” He paused as if thinking something through. “Why not stay here?”
She did a mental double take. “Here? With you?”
“Sure. Why not? It’s a big apartment. It’s got more bedrooms than I ever need or use. Just until you get back on your feet.”
His gaze rested on her like a carrion bird waiting for the best moment to strike.
“In exchange for what?” she said, not wanting to look too keen.
He shrugged. “We used to have a good time. We still could. I seem to recall you didn’t mind that part of our relationship.”
Hot, searing, fury blasted through her. If she had any means to obliterate him now she would. But she stilled herself, took in a deep breath and smiled at him.
“That would be great.”
He sipped his glass of champagne then set it down. “Come on then, I’ll show you the rest of the place. I don’t think you’ve ever seen it have you?”
She smiled grimly as he crossed to open the door to the rest of the flat. No, she hadn’t. Drugs and sex were something he’d reserved for his office. She’d never seen or needed to see the rest of his flat. They proceeded down a small hallway with several doorways leading to bedrooms.
“The first manager of the hotel had one of those big nineteenth century families, so the flat was built to accommodate him, while the owner stayed in opulence in the main hotel. But I find I like this better. More privacy. None of the guests know I’m here.” He stopped and opened a door to a perfectly furnished bedroom in what she assumed was the style of the late nineteenth century. Not that she had a clue. A brass bed with a sumptuous quilt. A big, dark wardrobe and old fashioned dressing table. She stood, wide-eyed, taking in the luxury.
“This can be your room. When I renovated I made sure each room had their own ensuite bathrooms so you’ll have everything you need.” He paused and glanced at her body. “Got any money?”
She shook her head.
Extracting a wallet, he pulled out several fifties and handed then to her. “Get yourself some clothes and whatever else you need.”
She’d done this hundreds of times. Sex in exchange for money. That’s how she’d stayed alive in the brief times she was on the outside in the last ten years. But now something in her shrivelled and died in the act of taking the notes.
No. She would not let shame and fear rule her again. This man had hurt her and hurt her badly. He would pay and with more than just money.
“Thanks,” she said, smiling at him. “Appreciate it.”
“I’m sure you do,” he murmured. He lifted his hand to push a curl off her face and she had to steel herself not to flinch. “Perhaps you could show me how.”
This was it. This was the point where she would have to toughen up and remember her goal.
He moved his hand to the zipper of her hoody and slid it down. His eyes glittered at the sight of her black lace camisole. In a swift, rough movement, he ripped the cheap material apart baring her breasts to his gaze. Smiling, he placed his hands on her shoulders and pushed her to her knees.
“You know what to do.”
She did.
*
Nessa woke up when the light hit her eyelids. She didn’t open her eyes, thinking if she could just stay in bed, cocooned and warm, everything she had to face, everything complicated and messy, would just drift away into nothingness.
But gradually her full bladder and the stiff and sore muscles of her body made her open her eyes and sit up. She winced as the ache between her legs intensified. The sensation wasn’t entirely unpleasant. O’Reardon had worked her hard. Once upon a time her drug-induced haze would’ve allowed her to join in without feeling anything much. No more. Every thrust, every hard kiss and bite was etched on her brain as well as her body.
Some part of her mind registered he was good. All the ribald talk about him from the other girls inside was true. He was a ram and he liked to fuck. Somehow that made it worse. At one point when she knew she was about to climax, she could feel panic and shame flowing through her. Thankfully, her brain gave a distinct click and she drifted off into another place, just as she did with the pills. Maybe her brain was a lot more sensible than she realized, able to protect her when she needed it.
She threw the covers off the bed then padded into the bathroom. After a pee and a blessed hot shower where she scrubbed every inch of her body and washed her hair, she stared at herself in the mirror.
She was fine. Fine. The craving was back but she could deal with it. She had to deal with it. 
Opening the bathroom cabinet, she reached for the moisturizer she had spied on the shelf yesterday. Instead her hand landed on an all-too familiar packet of Valium. She was sure it hadn’t been there last night.
The packet was smooth under her fingers. Breaking the seal she slid out a foil strip and stood staring at it, the craving a screaming, demanding entity in her mind.
Take them, just take them. Do what you need to do.

She pushed the strip back in the packet with jerky hands and shoved it back on the shelf.
So that was his game. She thought his sudden acceptance of her newly achieved drug-free state was strange. He wanted her to start using again.
Hot, bitter rage slammed into her. She would not succumb. She would not.
On the other hand…
She picked up the packet of pills and popped out three. They sat in her hand staring up at her. With a quick jerk, she threw them into the toilet then placed the packet back in the cabinet.
Staring at herself in the mirror, she made her eyes go out of focus. If she kept her hair messy and unkempt, he might be fooled.
Two could play at this game.
And it was better this way. She still had no clear idea of what she wanted to do with Angus. She could kill him. That would be easy. Just get a knife from somewhere and do the job. But that was too easy, too predictable. She wanted to hurt him. Oh yes, the craving for that particular pleasure was as strong as her craving for pills.
Her brain whirred with plans, always coming back to his trafficking into jail. She could go to the police and tell them everything she knew. And have them laugh in her face. Her credibility with the cops was zero. She was pretty certain he’d have some paid flunky still in uniform who’d report back to him if she told the cops anything, so that wasn’t any good.
She turned away from the mirror, crossed back to what was now her bedroom then quickly dressed. The money Angus had given her the night before was still in her bag. She shrugged. May as well get something out of this nightmare.
Julia.

The last time she needed money Julia had helped her as she always did. She rummaged through her bag and found her make up bag. Unzipping it she pulled everything out and with a sigh of relief, found a ragged slip of paper at the bottom.
Julia’s phone number. Just before she’d been released, Julia gave it to her and told her if she need anything to call her. Nessa had scolded her, told her she should never give her number to a hopeless junkie. Julia had smiled and hugged her telling her she wasn’t hopeless, had never been hopeless.
The memory made her eyes blur with tears. She sat on the bed with the scrap of paper in her hands and realized Julia was the only real friend she had left. All through the last ten years, Julia had talked to her, not judged her, but slowly, inch by inch, encouraged her to get real about treatment. It took her the last three years of getting out of jail, going into rehab, busting and back to jail a few times before she got the message, before something fell into place about staying clean.
But Angus must have threatened Julia. Why else would she be coming out of the hotel with that slime Gary Randle at the wheel? Maybe Julia needed help, maybe they could work out what to do about Angus together.
She rummaged in her bag again and pulled out her phone. Out of credit as usual, but not for long. With new found determination, she made for the door. It opened just as she reached for the handle.



Chapter 8
She was up. And if he wasn’t mistaken had indulged in his little present. A spike of disappointment warred with triumph in his head. He knew it wouldn’t take much for her to start using again but he had to admit a clean and sober Nessa was an interesting experience. Last night had been a revelation. Her body felt different, responded with more tension and resistance than she had in the past.
Except for the first time, of course.
He was all too aware she hated him but couldn’t stay away from him. Without drugs, the battle in her mind wrote itself in the set of her muscles, in the bewildered lust on her face. When she came, her scream was one long agonized release. He liked that. He liked that a lot.
But he needed to be sure she was bound to him and the drugs ensured that. Theirs was a relationship formed from need and greed. Always had been.
He wasn’t deluded enough to deny there was something about Nessa, something that clawed its way into his soul all those years ago and wouldn’t let go. After he’d hurt her the first time he knew he was out of control, wasn’t thinking straight. He’d gotten out of the police force with a little medical assistance before Internal Affairs started investigating.
But he never forgot the first time Nessa turned up on his door step looking for drugs. She knocked on his door late at night, searching for oblivion and prepared to do anything to get there. She didn’t mention what he’d done to her months before and neither did he.
They’d shared a lot over the years. But until last night they’d never really shared themselves without the props and artifice drugs provided. He was sorry it couldn’t last. He knew without the drugs, hate would start to take precedence in Nessa’s mind. He couldn’t risk that.
“How are you feeling? Good sleep?”
She smiled dreamily at him and raised her arms, performing a slightly dazed twirl. “Great,” she said. “Best ever.”
She stopped and faced him. He wound the mass of her wild blonde curls around his hand and pulled her to him, making her head tip back. Her nipples were tight underneath her T-shirt. He slid his hand under the cloth and pulled on one. Not hard, just enough to make her moan low in her throat. He kissed her as he pulled on her hair.
Interesting. That tension was still there. She mustn’t have taken much Valium. He could tell she wanted to push him away, but instead she placed her hands on his hips and pulled him against her.
God, he was rock hard. She undulated against him and kissed him back, her tongue thrusting into his mouth. What was she playing at?
He pulled away from her. Laughing, she twirled around again. This was the Nessa he knew. Off her face and wanting to party. Disappointment hit him again. Maybe he could ration what she took so she wasn’t always so out of it.
“Don’t have time for this now, Nessa. Maybe later.”
Her face crumpled into a moue of protest.
“Keep off the pills. We can have some coke later.”
“Okay,” she said, like a kid just promised a Christmas present.
*
Dylan stretched his arms up as far as he could, resulting in his chair tipping dangerously backward. Just as it seemed it would topple, he slammed forward and leapt up. It was the most physical activity he’d had in some hours. His neck and back were stiff and he needed coffee. But more than anything else he needed answers.
The exciting life of a cop. He strolled over to the coffee maker, all the time musing that on some days chasing crims and protecting the community didn’t happen. Some days he was lucky if he got outside at all. Paperwork took up most of the time. Usually it was boring routine stuff, forms to be filled out in triplicate, reports and time sheets of his staff to check, but today was different. He’d gone through Julia Taylor’s files and couldn’t make sense of what he read.
Any lawyer with a tin pot degree and a bit of common sense could’ve gotten her off or at least a dramatically reduced sentence. The confession of guilt and the DNA evidence certainly indicated she’d killed the priest. But after the committal, where the judge assessed the police brief and concluded that indeed a crime had been committed and that she should stand trial, she’d opted for an immediate sentencing with no trial. None of the evidence had been presented in court other than at the committal hearing.
Something else nagged at him. The police investigation revealed the whole sorry story of Father Pat and his pedophile activities. Several interviewees, all teenagers, confirmed the priest had raped and molested them often over several years. It also became clear that some of his victims were much younger, which then resulted in a major investigation by the Department of Community Services.
Many of the kids told similar stories. Father Pat had groomed them through their interest in all things related to computers. Apparently he was a whiz with technology and made his top-of-the-line computers available for kids to use, which inevitably meant some time spent alone with him. He always made a point of befriending the kids’ parents, which made a lot of them feel they couldn’t complain.
The usual depressing story, Dylan thought. People’s lives shattered because of one man’s perverse needs.
But as he went through the file, he expected to see some analysis of the computers. It was inconceivable that a pedophile as active as Father Pat wouldn’t have some child porn on his computers. He scanned the list of evidence and saw nothing to indicate the computers had been taken into evidence. What happened to them? From the statements of the kids who’d been molested, the priest had at least two, a laptop and a desktop as well as a variety of cameras and video equipment. None of that was on the evidence list.
He could understand what had happened to some extent. Julia had confessed the day after the body had been discovered, even before all the forensic evidence had been collected. People get sloppy when they know a crime has been neatly tied up. There’s nothing to prove, nothing to dispute. But even so this seemed to him a major gap. It looked as though the computers were removed before the forensic team arrived.
Very likely. In 2001, the Blue Mountains Area Command had a small team based further down the mountains. The emergency call by the priest’s housekeeper was made at ten o’clock in the morning, the first responders arrived at ten fifteen, but the senior detectives and the forensic team didn’t arrive until twelve thirty that afternoon. Plenty of time to remove the equipment.
When he saw who the first responders were, it all fell into place. Angus O’Reardon and Gary Randle. Of course.
He stood sipping his coffee and made a slow perusal of the squad room. Normal day. Everyone was either on the phone or working computers. They were a good team. A mixture of old hands and relative newcomers like him. He spied Norm Grady, a senior constable who was a long-standing Katoomba resident and signalled to him he wanted a word. Norm had been with him the day he’d tried to convince Julia to give him information about O’Reardon. Norm hadn’t asked Dylan anything about Julia which, now that he thought about it, seemed strange.
“What’s up?” Norm asked as they settled into Dylan’s office.
Dylan paused before answering. Norm was a bit of an unknown quantity. Did his job without any dramas, seemed pleasant enough. He certainly had a lot of corporate memory and was often sought out by other staff who wanted a potted history of the local crime scene in the upper mountains.
No one in the LAC knew that Dylan and Pringle were building a case against O’Reardon. Most people in the upper mountains thought O’Reardon was a hero because he’d taken over a crumbling and beloved local landmark and turned it into a thriving tourist mecca. No one thought to ask where a run-of-the-mill sergeant in the police force got the money for such a venture.
Did someone like Norm wonder? He must have been surprised.
The problem with investigating police or even ex-police was never knowing who they were still friendly with. If he let Norm know even a part of his suspicions, O’Reardon might be put on the alert. Maybe that wasn’t such a bad idea. Maybe it was time to crank up the heat.
“Do you remember the murder investigation into the pedophile priest?”
“Father Pat? Sure do. No one will forget that one in a hurry. That was who you were talking to the other day wasn’t it? Has she done something?”
Dylan shook his head. “I’m looking at some anomalies about the investigation that have emerged. Do you remember who the first responder was after the emergency call came in?”
Norm shifted his gaze to the window and frowned, thinking. Dylan saw the precise moment he made the connection. His eyes widened fractionally and he ducked his head, swiping the back of his neck with his hand.
“Can’t say that I do. It was a long time ago.”
“The priest had a lot of computer equipment that didn’t make it into evidence. It seems strange that no one noticed at the time.”
“She confessed, didn’t she? I guess they didn’t see it as important.”
“But his murder resulted in another major investigation into his pedophile activities. No one seemed concerned about the missing computers.”
Norm shrugged.
“Angus O’Reardon was the first one on the scene.”
Silence. Norm stared at him unblinking.
“This is the time where you tell me everything you know.”
“I don’t know what you mean.”
A fine sheen of sweat appeared on Norm’s upper lip.
“Come on. He left the force about three weeks after Julia Taylor was arrested. Three weeks after those computers disappeared and she and Vanessa Hunt were assaulted in the cells the night they were taken into custody. Was his assault of people he’d arrested so usual you don’t remember anything about it?”
“It had nothing to do with me.”
“So you do remember what happened.”
Norm leant forward, a look of desperation on his face.
“You don’t know what it was like, working with someone like that. He’s seriously bad news. Everyone was terrified of him. The day he quit was the best day of my life. No more looking over my shoulder wondering if he had something on me, no more wiping up the blood in cells where he’d gone berserk. There were days when we all worried that going on shift with him meant we’d get pulled into his craziness. Get blamed for something he did.”
“Why didn’t you tell anyone? Report him?”
Norm shook his head. “Not with someone like that. The only reason he got out of the force was because of the clean out at head office. He didn’t have his protectors any more. He got a medical retirement organised. Claimed he had post-traumatic stress disorder. He knew he was being looked at by Internal Affairs and thought he’d get out while he could.”
“And after he left?”
Norm laughed bitterly. “You think I’d go all righteous and complain then? I just wanted to forget all about him. I still want to forget about him.”
Dylan leant back and watched him.
“What did he have on you?”
Fear replaced resignation on Norm’s face.
“Nothing. He had nothing.”
Dylan waited.
“If that’s all, I have work to do.” Norm lumbered to his feet and out of the office, leaving behind the smell of sweat and panic.



Chapter 9
The rest of the week rushed past in a blur for which Julia was grateful. The confrontation with O’Reardon pulled into sharp relief her decision to put the past firmly behind her and concentrate on the future. She would avoid anyone and anything related to O’Reardon. That included Nessa.
Finding out what she had to organize for her TAFE course, then negotiating with Eleanor and Dee about what needed to be done to the house, took up a large part of her time. That and making sure Blossom was still in detox. Rez seemed to have disappeared. Hopefully he’d gone back to Sydney where it was easier to get lost.
The gnawing anxiety about the DVD O’Reardon possessed remained with her. How could she have forgotten about Father Pat’s well-known computer skills? She made herself think back to that terrible day, forcing herself to block out the horror of finding Blossom naked and unconscious and instead focused on what was lying around the priest’s house. She had a vague memory of a laptop and a light, some kind of strong floor lamp near the couch. He must have had everything set up.
Fighting despair, she prayed Blossom would never have to know what really happened that day. There was no reason for her to know.
To Julia’s surprise, Eleanor became immediately enthusiastic about the house project. A little too enthusiastic. Julia worried she’d take over, then blame her if the end result wasn’t what she wanted.
“You could fix up the weatherboards and then we could paint the whole house a dark slate gray with white trim around the windows and a thin sliver of fuchsia just around the glass. It would look modern and dramatic.” Eleanor beamed at her with delight.
“You don’t think some colors more in fitting with the bush would be better?” Julia asked, knowing what her reply would be.
“Nonsense! Boring! Federation green and that washed out cream? Not on this house.”
Julia sighed. Her mother had paint samples everywhere. She watched as Eleanor slapped a dark gray patch on the side of the house, followed by a strip of white and a narrow strip of fuchsia. She was right. It looked fantastic. Julia could see the rose garden Dee lovingly tended as well as the old fashioned perennials covering much of the garden would be set off to advantage by these colors.
But old resentments were hard to let go. She grumbled half-heartedly then was consumed with guilt when Eleanor put down her brush and stepped back.
“Of course, you’re probably right. Something sensible would be better. You let me know what you decide. I have an account at the hardware store. Just put everything on that.”
She turned to go back toward her studio in the garden. Julia pulled her back.
“No, Ma. Don’t go. I like these colors. The garden will look fantastic.”
Eleanor turned and Julia saw the tears in her eyes.
“I’m sorry, Ma. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”
Her mother nodded then squared her shoulders. “I know you don’t, but that’s what happens. I’m not the same person as I was ten years ago, Julia. But you can’t seem to see that. I know you put up with a lot when you were a child, but that was a long time ago. I’ve been in hospital, in therapy, I go to NA meetings and Dee won’t let me get away with anything. I have a life here with good friends. I’m part of this community and people seek me out for advice and support. But every time I open my mouth around you, I feel like you judge me. I do enough of that myself. I don’t need you to do that as well.”
Julia opened her mouth to reassure her, only to snap it shut. Reassurance was her typical response. Denial that her mother behaved badly and there were consequences for that bad behavior. She faced her mother.
“I spent long hours in my own therapy talking about you and what life was like all those years ago. Talking about how I had to pick you up after a bender and get you to a doctor when you went on a wrecking spree. Or when you pushed me out of the house in the middle of the night because I was ‘sucking the creative juice’ out of you. But of course the next morning all was forgiven and I could come back into the house to make breakfast for you and whatever hopeless jerk you were currently fucking. I was removed remember? You were so out of it, you couldn’t look after a seven-year-old child.” She was yelling now and it felt great. “If I judge you it’s because you hurt me. You hurt me…”
Her voice broke along with her spirit as she stared at her mother’s devastated face. She turned away from her and hid her face in her hands, not able to stop the shuddering sobs. She hadn’t cried like this since that first night when she wanted to kill herself. She would’ve, but they watched her too closely.
Her mother’s arms came around her and she slumped into them. The familiar smell of turpentine and rose oil surrounded her.
“We can’t go on like this, Julia. We’re both damaged but we have to stop hurting each other. You’re my daughter and I love you. Not a day goes by when I don’t think of those terrible days and how I hurt you. I want the best for you now. Somehow we have to lay those ghosts to rest.”
Julia put her arms around her mother and her head on her shoulder. They stood together for a while, leaning on each other. The sobs finally subsided. Julia was the first to break the embrace. She wiped her face and smiled crookedly.
“What about we have an exorcism before we fix up the house? Get someone to do a smoking ceremony. Cleanse it. Then we can tart it up and you and Dee can live here like the eccentric old dames you both really are.”
“What about you? You’ll still be here won’t you?”
She shook her head. “I can’t, Ma. I have to break free from you sometime. You understand that don’t you?”
Eleanor nodded her head. For the first time Julia could see a network of fine lines in her mother’s classically beautiful face. She looked tired and every inch her age.
“But don’t go far, will you? Even though it hasn’t been easy between us, I like having you here. And Dee loves you.”
Julia smiled again. “No, I won’t leave the mountains. I like it here. The bush is my home. Which reminds me,” she said, pulling herself up straight to change the subject. “It’s Dee’s fiftieth birthday soon. What are we doing?”
“Well…” Her mother launched into a detailed explanation of a party she’d started organizing. Julia smiled as she listened. Eleanor wanted a party and if Julia wouldn’t cooperate with a welcome-home party, Dee’s fiftieth would work. She was at her best when she had a plan. Julia hoped with everything she had that whatever resentment was between them could be laid to rest.
Her reverie came to an abrupt halt when she focused on her mother’s words.
“How many people?”
“Sixty.”
“My God! What are we going to feed them? And where will we put them?”
“Don’t worry about that. Sixty people can get into this house easily. And it’s being catered. Everything’s under control. You don’t have to do anything.”
“But I haven’t done any work on the weatherboards. She still looks terrible.”
Eleanor snorted. “She’s looked terrible for the last twenty years. A little while longer won’t hurt. After all, she’s been the worst house in the best street for a long time. When she’s tarted up she won’t know herself.”
She linked her arm through Julia’s. They both stared up at the ramshackle old house.
She’ll look grand when I’m through with her.

And then what?
Julia thrust that thought out of her mind. Concentrate on the now.
*
Julia peered through the front window of the little cafe in the Katoomba Arcade. It was dark, but she could see Nessa at a table down the back. Ever since Nessa’s phone call and the urgency she heard in her voice, Julia had to fight a growing sense of dread. She wanted to help Nessa, she always had, knowing what she’d gone through in her life, but she wasn’t sure she had it in her to help anymore. Just before Nessa got out the last time, Julia had been convinced Nessa would make it. That didn’t seem to be the case after all, if what she was like when they’d met in the street was any indication of Nessa’s state of mind.
Nessa lifted a hand and smiled when she saw Julia at the doorway. No way out of it now. Julia sat at the table and breathed with relief when she saw the other woman was clear eyed and alert. Nessa grasped her hands and squeezed.
“It’s so good to see you,” she said. “I know what you’re thinking but it’s not true. I haven’t used since I got out.”
Julia winced, trying to turn it into a smile. “That’s okay Nessa. You don’t have to explain yourself to me.”
“No, really. I… I have a reason for wanting people to think I’m still using.”
“Why would you want to do that?” Julia asked, perplexed.
Nessa looked down at their intertwined hands then pulled away. She dropped her gaze from Julia’s face and much to Julia’s consternation, a tear fell from her eye. She raised her head, wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and took a deep breath.
“I can’t let O’Reardon go on and destroy a whole lot of other women’s lives the way he destroyed mine. I have to do something.”
Julia’s pulse kicked up. “What do you mean?”
“I saw you. The other day. That creep Randle was driving you out of the hotel. Why? Why did you see him?”
Julia stiffened. “I… it has nothing to do with you. Forget it.”
“He threatened you didn’t he? Told you to shut up about the drugs. He wouldn’t bother with anyone else but with you he would. Everyone knows you don’t use. He’d be scared you’d found out about Ingram. He was right to be scared. I should never have told you.”
Julia shrugged. “What’s done is done. I don’t want anything to do with him or that world.” She paused and stared at Nessa intently. “If you’re clean you should stay right away from him. Why aren’t you?”
Nessa fiddled with the teaspoon on her saucer. “I want to hurt him,” she said in a voice of ice. “I want him to pay.”
Julia shook her head. “That’s crazy, Ness. You can’t do that. Stay away from him.”
She smiled, a grim, scary slash across her face. “Too late. I spent the night with him last night. He’s letting me stay with him. I told him I was straight and he seems to see that as a bit of a challenge. Keeps leaving stuff around for me to use. Valium in the bathroom cabinet, a bit of coke in the bedside table.” She barked out a laugh. “Fucker. Can’t say I’m not tempted, but I’ve got something else in mind.”
“What?”
“Did he threaten you? Your family? You could go to the police. They’d believe you. You could tell them everything about how he gets drugs into jail. There’s a lot I didn’t tell you. We could go now…” Her face lit up and her voice rose several levels.
“No! No. Stop it,” Julia hissed. “I can’t do that.”
“Why? Why not?” Her face fell into stark desperation.
Julia hesitated. “You’re staying with him? At his place?”
Nessa nodded.
“He has something that would hurt my sister. A DVD. He threatened to upload it to the internet.”
“That’d be right. Bastard. What’s on it? Did she do something stupid with a cell phone when she was drunk? Isn’t that what silly young kids do? Have sex with their boyfriends while someone films it?”
Julia shook her head while her heart pounded. Should she tell her? No one would believe her if Nessa told anyone else. They’d assume she was lying the way she’d always lied.
“It’s a DVD of the murder of the priest. I… I didn’t do it.” She lowered her voice so Nessa had to lean forward. “Blossom did. She was only a child. But…” she swallowed then took a sip of water. “He molested her, or maybe tried to, and she killed him. He was filming it but O’Reardon got the recording. He kept it. Now he’s threatening to upload it to the internet if I tell anyone about Ingram and the rest.”
Nessa stared at her with wide, wild eyes. “You didn’t do it?”
Julia shook her head.
“Fuck,” Nessa said. She put her elbows on the table and her head in her hands. “Fuck. Why on earth…” Her head shot up. “Does your sister know?”
“No, and I don’t want her to know. She’s got her own problems. This would tip her over the edge.”
Nessa stared at her with doubt in her eyes. “Don’t you think she’d be happy to clear your name? She was a child. Even I know she wouldn’t be held responsible now? Why did you do it? Why did you take responsibility?”
Why did she?
Julia stared down at her hands, aware the usual explanation she gave herself about wanting to save Blossom wasn’t the whole story.
All those nights in her cell, listening to the nightmares, the moans, the despair of other women was her punishment for her own self-absorbed betrayal of her best friend.
“I knew about Father Pat quite a while before he attacked Blossom. I just didn’t want to do anything about it. My friend Sally told me months before that day, but we’d had a falling out over…” she couldn’t stop the sob in her voice even now, after all these years, “…over a stupid boy. When she told me about Father Pat, I thought she was being a drama queen. Trying to get attention. She’d done that before, made up stories that weren’t true about all sorts of people. I thought she was doing the same thing. Turns out her lying and crazy behavior were classic symptoms of sexual abuse. She needed me and I wasn’t there for her. What’s worse, she and several other kids had to endure abuse for months before he attacked Blossom. That was my fault.”
“No,” Nessa murmured. “No, Julia. That’s not your fault. He was the monster not you. Don’t you remember what you used to tell me in jail? It wasn’t my fault that I got raped by O’Reardon. It wasn’t your fault that Father Pat hurt other people.”
Julia grasped her hands and started picking at her cuticle. “But I could have stopped him earlier. I know I could.”
Nessa closed her hands over Julia’s and pulled them apart. “One bad choice didn’t deserve ten years in jail.” She sat back in her chair with a look of consideration on her face. “I could get the DVD back. Better that you have it so you can decide what to do about Blossom. Then we could go to the cops.”
Julia’s heart leaped into her throat. So many problems would be solved if she could get that DVD. But the risk…
She shook her head. “No. It’s too dangerous. You need to get away from him, away from all the drugs he’s tempting you with. You’ve got too much to lose, Nessa. Give it up and get away. Do you want to stay with me? My family won’t mind, we’ve got heaps of room.”
Nessa smiled. “You were always so generous, Jules. Maybe I’ll take you up on your offer, but I want to snoop around a bit, see what I can find. He’s got some kind of hidey-hole in his office. He thinks I don’t know, but I know it’s there. Just have to work out how to get into it.”
“Nessa…”
She held up her hand to ward off Julia’s objections. “Don’t worry about me. I know how to look after myself. I wouldn’t have survived this long if I didn’t. I’ll get him. If it’s the last thing I do, I’ll get him.”



Chapter 10
Amazing what a week could do in a detox. Blossom looked shaky but much more a real person instead of a wraith. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail which enabled Julia to see just how gaunt she was. But she had more color and her eyes were clear.
Not so her mind. She tried to put on a good front, but Julia could see she was struggling with some demons. Anger sizzled around her. Anger with Rez and, increasingly, anger with her family. She snapped and snarled whenever Julia tried to talk to her. Thankfully, she’d taken up Douglas Sinclair on his offer of counseling. Julia hoped she was talking to him. If she was traumatized by that awful night, he could set her straight.
Julia knew enough about referred pain and the power of suggestion to know that people could believe in events that hadn’t happened. Memory was unreliable and Douglas could help Blossom through whatever she thought had happened that night. There was enough information on the public record that provided an account of the murder of Father Pat. Some of it was even true. If Nessa could just find that DVD…
A tight band of guilt pulled painfully in her chest. Nessa risked everything staying with O’Reardon. But she couldn’t be reasoned with. She was determined to find the DVD and…
Then what?
Julia put the whole dreadful mess out her mind and concentrated on what was in front of her.
She scraped the chisel over the worst of the flaking paint, happy to be outside and in the sun. The cold snap of a week ago had disappeared. Now it felt like a summer reprieve before winter in the mountains again descended. Not that she disliked cold weather. As much as she liked the glitz and glamour of Sydney, to her mind there were no real seasons there. No frost to make the garden bare and dormant, no occasional days of snow, where everyone went crazy and hurled snowballs, no need for roaring fires and thick sweaters. Sure Sydney got cold, but not that bone deep freezing that made Julia realize deep in her heart that respect had to be paid to the elements.
She smiled to herself. She was becoming as eccentric as her mother and Dee, philosophizing about the world and her place in it. There were worse things to mull about she supposed. Like psychopathic ex-cops. Or the other cop who visited her dreams with his compelling gray eyes.
She knew a little more about Dylan but wished she was still ignorant. Dee had taken her aside a few days ago, a look of worry and what Julia could see was embarrassment in her eyes.
“You know I’m a member of AA.”
“Of course I do. What’s wrong?”
They were standing at the side of the house, Julia with the chisel in her hand about to start on the scraping and Dee with a trowel, about to start weeding. What a couple of old ducks we look, Julia thought with amusement. A house of slightly dotty women.
“I don’t go to meetings in Katoomba. I prefer to go to meetings further down the mountains where people don’t know me.”
Julia’s heart lurched. She knew why. Even though what was mentioned in twelve step meetings was under the strictest of confidentiality, the program was full of humans just like everywhere else. People gossiped and stared.
“It doesn’t bother your mother. She’s happy to go to NA meetings up here, but I don’t. It probably wouldn’t matter nowadays, since all of that was a long time ago, but I got into the habit and now I like barring my soul, so to speak, away from this community.”
Julia nodded. She was taking an age to get to the point.
“The thing is, I usually get a lift with someone else.”
Ah, this was it. Whoever it was had to come to the house and, of necessity, break their anonymity.
“It’s okay, Dee. You know I’d never gossip about people in twelve step programs. That’s your business and not mine.”
She shook her head impatiently. “It’s not that.” She hesitated. “It’s Dylan. He picks me up and we go together.”
Julia smiled and patted Dee on her arm while her heart beat a little faster. “That’s good. I’m glad you have someone to go with.”
“You don’t mind? You seemed to have a strong reaction to him that day you met him.”
Julia shook her head. “Just nerves. I’m sure he’s very nice. He didn’t arrest Blossom so that’s in his favor. If he’s a friend of yours then he’s fine.”
A look of relief crossed Dee’s face. “That’s good then. He’s coming to my fiftieth.”
Julia smiled again, cursing fate and all the gods combined. “Great! If anyone gets unruly, we have someone who can deal with it.”
Dee laughed. “No one gets unruly at the Taylor house. Not anymore. The wildest we get is staying up late to watch the stars.” She looked thoughtful. “Your mother and I haven’t done that for a while. I must drag her out.”
Julia turned her head and took a good look at Dee. She’d aged well. Iron gray hair cut into a smooth, sleek bob that suited her pointy chin and dark brown eyes. She had an extraordinarily diverse collection of earrings. No matter what she wore, whether it be overalls or flowing silk jackets, she always had great earrings on. Today they were tiny bunches of grapes made from garnets. They winked in the sun.
“I’ll bet you never knew what you were getting into that first day when you turned up to mow the grass,” Julia said. “The mad artist and her difficult children. Whatever possessed you to stick around?”
Dee barked out a laugh. “I ask myself the same question nearly every day, especially when your mother is infuriating.” She continued smiling as she gazed at Julia fondly. “Your mother was mesmerising. She still is. Then she had two-year-old Blossom and fourteen going on forty-five you and she was struggling with sobriety. She’d been trying to be the perfect mother for some years after getting you back from your Grandmother. Not that your Gran was awful or anything.”
Julia nodded. “Gran was great. She always told me living with her was temporary and one day, when Ma was better, I’d go back.” Julia suppressed a shudder at all the events leading up to her stay with her grandmother. She’d been seven and remembered feeling both relieved and grief-stricken at the loss of her mother. In many ways those two feelings summed up her whole relationship with Eleanor.
“I’d been sober for about five years and thought I could make everything all right for her,” Dee continued.
“You did. When you came into our lives everything settled down.”
Dee shook her head. “It wasn’t me. Not really. It was always her decision. She saw she could have a different life and she took it. I went along for the ride. Mind you, we had some rocky times.” She held up her trowel and stared at it, a million miles away. “But that’s all over with now,” she said softly, then wandered back to her garden bed.
As Julia turned over their conversation in her mind, she had a sense Dee wasn’t talking about that night. She’d never really thought about her mother’s relationship with Dee. Sure, she’d assumed they’d gone through the usual adjustments from both being straight to being in a committed lesbian relationship but even in the early nineties, and especially in the mountains where there was a thriving lesbian community, no one really cared.
But it couldn’t have been that easy. Dee’s marriage broke up a short time before she and Eleanor got together, so maybe there were some difficulties there.
Too much information. She didn’t need to know about the ins and outs of their relationship. They were her parents and she loved them. That was enough.
*
Blossom sat in the armchair and waited. Waited for her heart to stop hammering and the terror to subside. He’d taken her through it all again, trying to get her to understand. She tried, she really did, but she could still see the knife.
“So what does the knife look like?” Douglas asked. “Is it long, serrated, what?”
He hadn’t asked her about the specific details until today. Instead they’d spent the last session examining why she was so firm in her belief she’d killed Father Pat.
She frowned. What did it look like? 
“Long. A carving knife I think.”
“Where did you get it?”
“What do you mean?”
“How did it get in your hand?”
“I… I don’t know. I just have a memory of holding the knife. It was covered in blood and… and the blood was on my hand.”
“When you say you have a memory, is it a memory you’ve always had or has it emerged only recently?”
She stared down at her hands while the squirming, awful guilt churned in her gut. “It’s the drugs,” she whispered. “When I started using, I started to remember.”
“Six months before your sister was due to get out of jail.”
Her head shot up. “So you think all this is about Julia?”
“What do you think?”
“That’s crap.”
He raised an eyebrow and regarded her steadily.
“Father Pat took me home from the school camp. I remember that. Everyone else says that’s what happened. But I don’t remember anything else until I woke up the day after he was murdered. Except for that one flash about the knife and the blood.”
“Your family says you were sick with a bout of the flu and Father Pat drove you home from the school camp and deposited you into the care of your sister.”
“No, my family doesn’t say that. Julia says that. Ma and Dee weren’t there until later.”
“So you think Julia is lying?”
She nodded. “She was trying to protect me. I think I killed the priest and Julia found me. She tried to cover it up but did a piss-poor job and ended up taking responsibility.”
He took off his glasses and pinched the bridge of his nose.
“Okay. Let’s say that you’re right. You killed the priest and Julia found you and took you away. Why would she say that she did it? You were eight. For a start you couldn’t have been charged with murder because you were under the age of criminal responsibility. Even if you were older, there’s no way you would have been convicted of murdering a man who must’ve taken you to his house for criminal purposes.” He hesitated. “Do you have any memories of anything else that happened in the priest’s house?”
“You mean did he rape me?”
Douglas nodded.
“No. Nothing like that. I think she got there in time.”
He sighed. “Blossom, is there a chance, just a small chance that the memory of the knife with the blood is not real? Memory isn’t reliable you know. We make up all sorts of things to explain unpleasant thoughts and feelings. You say you didn’t start having the memories until you started using drugs. And you started using six months before Julia was due to get out of prison. What do you think the connection is?”
She stared out of the window then closed her eyes, not wanting to go there. Not wanting to admit the thought of Julia finally getting out had terrified her. For ten years she’d been the good daughter, never causing her parents any worry, knowing they had worry enough. Julia in jail was like a break on her behavior. But when she’d moved to Sydney to go to university, their worry stopped being so important. Then she met Rez.
Opening her eyes, she stared at Douglas, not sure what to say. She could come clean or… Or what? End up like her mother?
She sighed. “You know my mother has bipolar disorder.”
He shifted in his chair and said nothing.
“I think I do too. As soon as I moved to Sydney I went on a binge. Within a week of starting university I’d fucked three guys and started using coke. I was off my face for a couple of weeks and then I met Rez. The last six months have been one long drug-fuelled party.”
He smiled sadly at her. “That doesn’t mean you have bipolar disorder. A drug and alcohol problem, yes. Some faulty decision making and bad choices, sure. Maybe a little more extreme than your average eighteen year old but not by much.”
“You think it’s normal to wake up in someone’s bed and not know who they are? To start snorting coke first thing in the morning?”
“I think you went wild for a period of time after a fairly protected childhood that became even more protected after Julia went to jail. It’s not the end of the world. You don’t have to punish yourself by making yourself believe you were responsible for Julia going to jail. Don’t you see that that’s what your memory of the blood covered knife is? A memory your mind has created to punish you for not being a ‘good girl’.” He stopped and regarded her gravely. “Did you ever read anything about Julia’s trial?”
“What do you mean? She didn’t really have one.”
“But you’ve read the sentencing comments?”
She pushed her hands through her hair and nodded.
“When? When did you read them?”
Unease prickled at the back of her neck.
“When I first moved to Sydney. I didn’t know I could download them from the Attorney-General’s website until then.”
“So around about the same time you moved to Sydney and started going off the rails, you read a detailed account of the murder of Father Pat. A murder your sister was convicted of. Do you think that might have had something to do with this memory that suddenly emerged?”
Blossom shifted in her chair. Maybe he was right. She couldn’t remember anything else about the murder, just the knife. But it was so clear. If she closed her eyes she could recall the feel of the handle, the blood dripping down her wrist and a terrible metallic smell. There was another smell too. Something she’d could almost identify but not quite.
Douglas put his glasses back on and glanced at the clock. “Our time’s up. Next session we need to start some work on your using and maybe your relationship with Rez. Is that okay?”
She nodded and stood, gathering her bag. “Thanks Douglas,” she said softly. “I really appreciate you seeing me. I don’t think I would’ve coped with rehab. And the others don’t understand.”
“Rehab isn’t for everyone, Blossom. We’re doing some good work here.”
She smiled and crossed to the door. “See you next week.”
Out on the footpath she pulled her scarf around her neck and walked up Waratah Street to get the bus. The wind was cold, making her shiver. Not quite as bad as the shivering in her brain. She needed to have a serious talk with Julia. No more beating about the bush. She wanted answers.



Chapter 11
The Chadbourne Hotel was lit up like a Christmas tree. Which was exactly the effect Angus wanted. It might be June, but Yulefest was a great money spinner in the Mountains with the punters wanting a pretend White Christmas. And they might just get it. Snow was forecast and the wind was howling outside. It was going to be a cold winter.
He smiled at the crowd of dinner patrons being escorted into the grand dining room by a piper fit out in a full tartan kilt and playing the bagpipes. Over in the lounge the monthly meeting of a raucous women’s book group was underway. They called themselves some weird name. What was it? BITCH. Books in the Chadbourne Hotel. He snickered. More an excuse for a booze up than a discussion about books, but they always had a good time.
“Angus, me mate.”
Jacko Sullivan grabbed his hand and pumped. “Grand night for Yulefest. Good crowd. You joining us?”
Angus shook his head. “Not tonight Jacko. Maybe next week. Too much work. This place doesn’t run itself.”
“Ah, and you do a great job. Don’t know what this town would’ve done without you.”
Satisfaction blossomed within his breast. He’d repaired the fortunes of this town and everyone knew it. Even Jacko, who’d doubted a medically retired cop would have the wherewithal to get this place together, now oozed gratitude. It was a balm to his soul.
“Go on. Go in and have a good time,” Angus said. “We’ll have a drink later. Got some good stuff in my office.”
“I might just take you up on that,” Jacko said with a nod and a wink toward the bar.
Angus turned to see Nessa sitting on a stool leaning on the bar. He’d never seen her like this. She could pass for a patron, not a spaced-out junkie. Obviously she’d used his money to buy some decent clothes instead of more drugs. She wore some kind of simple black dress with matching high heels and her wild blonde hair was tamed with a comb. He itched to remove it.
“Sure, sure,” Angus said, losing interest in the other man. He had to get her alone. He crossed to the bar and took her arm, at the same time aware at least one member of the book group watched him. Sally Stuart. Links to the Taylor women seemed to be everywhere.
“Come with me,” he said, an urgency in his voice that made him twitchy. She tipped her head toward him and smiled.
“Okay.”
Clear eyes. God, how he wanted her. He almost dragged her through the corridors to the back entrance and into his apartment with her laughing all the way.
When he got to the front door, Gary materialized from the shadows.
“Boss,” he said in a low worried voice.
“What? What now?”
“It’s Rez.”
Angus paused and shifted his gaze from Ness to Gary.
“I’ll be inside,” she said. “Take your time.” Her smile promised a night of everything he wanted.
He frowned as he turned back to Gary. “Make it quick.”
“He’s here.”
Rez emerged from the shadows looking even more disreputable than usual.
“What the fuck are you doing here? Where’s my stuff?” Angus hissed, furious he had to rely on such incompetents. They would both pay.
“Don’t worry. I haven’t lost it,” Rez said, sounding both servile and sulky. “I can get it anytime I want.”
“Just make sure you do. I’ve got people wanting that product. People who’d be very pissed off if they miss out. They’d be unhappy with me which means I’d be seriously unhappy with you. And bad things happen to people I’m unhappy with, don’t they Gary?”
He glared at his offsider who ducked his head and muttered, “Yeah, Boss.”
“Get it and bring it here. No more delays or excuses. You understand me?”
Rez nodded. Even in the gloom, Angus could see he’d paled.
“Tomorrow. I want it tomorrow. Now get out of my sight both of you.”
As they scurried away he turned back to the doorway, impatient for Nessa.
*
Julia stumbled through the bush and fell over a tree root. Someone was following her. Someone dark and wild, with needle-sharp teeth and grasping hands. His arm held something. As he lifted it, the light from the moon glittered like fire against the metal. But the knife was edged with darkness, darkness that dripped like blood, so much blood. His arm slashed down toward her, the blood from the knife scattering drops all over her…
She threw back her quilt and sat up, gasping for breath. She hadn’t had one that bad for a while. Reaching for the glass of water on her bedside table, she shook her head, trying to dislodge the toxic images still clinging to the back of her eyelids. She held the cool glass to her forehead, aware the room was cold but she was perspiring. The pounding in her head gradually subsided, allowing her to register other sounds coming from the house. Someone was screaming. She heard a thump and what sounded like Dee, furious.
Julia put down the glass. She fumbled her way into some shoes and pulled a sweater over her pyjamas as she crossed to her bedroom door.
Rez stood in the corridor, his hands on Blossom, shaking her. Dee pulled at him, yelling, while Blossom hysterically sobbed. Eleanor was nowhere to be seen.
“You fucking bitch. Where is it? What did you do with it?” He shook her some more, banging her head against the wall.
“Leave her alone you animal,” Dee yelled. “The police are on their way.”
“Fuck off, Rez. I don’t want you here anymore. It’s over between us,” Blossom shrieked, trying to pull away from him.
“It’s over when I say it’s over. I asked you, where is it?”
“What’d you think you’re doing, asshole? Get away from her,” Julia shouted.
“I threw it off a cliff. It’s gone.”
“You idiot!” he screamed at her. “Do you realize what you’ve done? My life’s worth nothing unless I get those oxies back!”
Before Julia could get to him, Rez backhanded Blossom. She fell to the floor, screaming. Julia swung back and punched him a hard one, right in his left eye. He yelled and fell to his knees. Before she could kick him, he scrambled back across the hallway out of the range of her foot.
Eleanor shouted up the stairway. “The police are coming.”
Sure enough the faint sound of sirens could be heard.
Rez leapt to his feet and staggered down the stairs. Julia made a grab for him too late. She got to the head of the stairs only to see him push Eleanor roughly out of the way then run to the front door. By the time she got downstairs and out the front of the house, he’d disappeared down the road and into the bush.
The police car roared to a halt and two uniformed cops emerged.
“He went that way,” she pointed.
The two officers took off in pursuit.
Julia turned back to the house where Dee held a sobbing Blossom while Eleanor looked like she wanted to kill someone. An effect heightened by the rifle she held in her hands.
“What the hell are you doing? I thought you got rid of that years ago. It’s not loaded is it?” Julia asked her, horrified at the sight.
Eleanor shook her head. “I graduated from killing snakes when we lived up north to the rifle range here. I thought it might scare him.”
“Put it away. It’s scaring me. Do you have a license for it?”
Eleanor shrugged. “Of course. I like shooting.”
“Ma! Get rid of it! The cops are coming back.”
Eleanor held the rifle in one hand and massaged the top of her arm with the other.
“Are you hurt?”
“No. I’m fine.” Eleanor grimaced and jerked her head to the lights going on in houses all along the street. “The neighbors are going to get very tired of us.”
Julia herded them all back into the house. “Too bad. Come inside. And get rid of that thing.”
Blossom was still crying, but furious tears. “That bastard,” she sobbed, holding her face where he hit her. “I should never have let him in.”
“You let him in?” Eleanor said sharply to Blossom as they made their way into the lounge room.
From the look of her face, Blossom would have a fine shiner. Julia hoped she’d hit Rez hard enough to compensate. She lifted her hand and inspected it. Grazes across the knuckles but nothing broken. She wouldn’t be using it to scrape paint for a few days.
Blossom sat back on the couch and avoided her mother’s gaze. “He wanted to see me. I thought he was concerned about me but he’s only concerned about scoring and making money.” She bent forward, held her head in her hands and started rocking back and forth. “I’m an idiot. A fucking idiot. Why did I ever let that dropkick into my life?”
Eleanor sighed with exasperation. “Don’t ask me,” she muttered on her way upstairs to stow away the gun. Julia refrained from offering an opinion, more concerned about what he wanted.
“What did you throw off the cliff, Bloss?”
Blossom sat back up, her eyes filled with fear. “Oxycontins. About twenty packets all bundled up. Oh, God. I am in such trouble.” She stood suddenly and made for the stairs. “I have to get away. He’ll be after me. I can’t stay here, it’s too dangerous.”
Julia pulled her back and made her sit.
“Stop it. Stop panicking. The police will be back in a minute. We need to tell them and let them take it from there.”
“I’m going to call Dylan,” Dee said.
Julia’s heart sank. But she nodded. They need some advice from someone more senior.
As Dee bustled out to call Dylan, the uniformed police burst through the door, confirming Rez had disappeared. They started the process of taking statements, while Eleanor saw to Blossom’s face and Julia’s knuckle. Within a few minutes, Dylan arrived, looking frazzled. She couldn’t blame him. It was three o’clock in the morning and freezing.
“Oh God, Dylan. We’re so glad you’re here,” Dee said. “We don’t know what to do.”
He gave her a brief hug. Julia avoided his gaze, too conscious of their last encounter and the inconvenient interest her body seemed to take in him. While she banked up the fire and listened to Dee’s version of the night’s events he asked a couple of questions, then sat next to Blossom on the couch. Julia stayed away from his line of sight, but hovered, listening to him question the now considerably quieter but furious Blossom.
“Tell me how many oxies were in the package, Bloss.”
“There were about twenty packets with fifty in them. A lot.”
“Do you know where he got them from?”
She shook her head.
“And why did you have them?”
“I didn’t know I had them,” she cried, clutching him arm. “Truly. After I got out of detox I was going through my car and found them in the boot. He planted them there. When I saw them I was so furious, I took them and threw them off the cliff.”
“Which cliff, Bloss?”
“Just at the bottom of the garden.”
“How long ago?”
She hesitated, thinking. “When I got out, so that’s, what, three days ago? Yeah, that’s right.”
Dylan grunted and stood, frowning down at her.
“You’re sure he didn’t tell you where he got them from?”
She shook her head. Julia could tell she told the truth. Blossom had a tendency to over explain when she lied.
“Okay,” Dylan said. “If he’s out there it’s too dark to find him. Knowing him, I doubt he’ll be hiding in the bush on a cold night like this, especially when the drugs aren’t here anymore. He’ll be holed up at some mate’s place planning his next move, which hopefully will be trying to find the oxies. You’ll need to show me exactly where you threw them tomorrow, Bloss. In the meantime, I’ll have someone stay here for the next few hours until dawn.”
He looked over at the two uniforms and sighed at their appalled faces.
“Looks like that’ll be me.”
Julia turned away and fiddled with the wood burning stove. “There’s no real need for you to do that. I don’t think he’ll come back.”
“Yeah, well, that’s not a judgement call I’m keen to make.”
Julia straightened away from the stove only to see a reproachful look on Dee’s face, a reproachfulness directed at her.
“We’d be grateful if you could stay, Dylan. I’ll make up the spare room,” Dee said.
He shook his head. “Better if I stayed down here, Dee. If Rez does come back, I can deal with him more quickly. Your couch and a quilt will be fine.”
“I’ll put on some coffee,” Julia said, making for the kitchen. Her heart sank when Dee appeared at her elbow.
“I know you have a problem with the police, but rudeness to my friends is not acceptable,” she hissed. “He’s trying to help us. Blossom could be in a lot of trouble.”
Julia felt her cheeks heat. If only that was the real problem. He wanted information she couldn’t give him. Information that would drag her back into a world she wanted to leave behind. The fact she could barely meet his eyes without noticing the dark stubble on his cheeks or the way his dishevelled hair curled at his collar, didn’t help.
“Sorry,” she hissed back. “It’s just that Rez is probably long gone. There’s no need for him to put himself out. And I don’t have a problem with him.”
“Then stop behaving as though you do. It’s unnecessary and childish.” She grabbed some cups and swept out of the kitchen, leaving a trail of disapproval.
Julia gritted her teeth. Dee hadn’t spoken to her like that since she was a teenager. Then she’d been relieved that she cared enough to reprimand her. Now she just felt silly.
*
She had to put a stop to whatever strangeness was going on between her and Dylan. Nothing could come of it. Bad for his career and as for her, the thought of anything intimate with a man made her break out in a cold sweat. She wasn’t frightened of him, just wary. No, she could see he was a decent man doing a hard job. But revealing herself in that way to anyone was too much to consider. Complicated and dangerous. Particularly now with all this chaos around Blossom.
She carried the coffee plunger and a jug of milk into the lounge room, determined to be friendly and cool.
Dylan moved around the room, checking the locks on the windows. He grunted when she offered him a cup and shook his head at her offer of milk. Dee bustled back in with a quilt and some pillows and started to arrange the couch. Eleanor and Blossom had gone back to bed.
“You know where everything is, Dylan?” Dee asked.
He smiled and nodded. “Sure do. Go to bed. You look done in. I’ll have this coffee and settle in for the night. You should go to bed too,” he said to Julia, without looking at her.
“Yes,” she said, injecting what she hoped was just the right amount of bright friendliness into her voice. “I will.” She waited until Dee disappeared up the stairs. “Contrary to what I said earlier, I really do appreciate you staying here tonight. Everyone feels much safer.” Even in her ears she sounded pompous and artificial. “I mean… I…” She started tripping over her words, which got worse as his sharp gaze pinned her like a butterfly in a display case.
She pushed her dishevelled hair away from her face. “Look. I’m sorry. Everything I say to you seems to come out the wrong way. I guess I’m still trying to work out how to live in this world and I didn’t expect you to—”
“To what? To help you? To be a human being?”
“Something like that,” she said, in a small voice. She took in a deep breath and let it out with a whoosh. “None of my experiences with the police have been particularly good. But you’re a friend of Dee’s and she doesn’t make friends with people who are… are…”
“Psychopaths?”
She threw up her hands in defeat and plonked herself down in an armchair. “Shit. I can’t do this. I’m kidding myself.”
Dylan considered the woman in front of him with surprise. He didn’t intend to make it any easier for her. He settled himself onto the couch and sipped his coffee, studying her. She wore a battered old woollen sweater over stripped men’s pyjama bottoms. Her feet were thrust into some old shoes and her hair was a rat’s nest. At the moment she gazed at him with something like gloomy resignation in her eyes. He firmly shut down all thoughts of her as anything other than someone who had information he wanted. If he could just get her to trust him, she might tell him all about O’Reardon’s drug trafficking in jail.
“Can’t do what?” he said.
“Have a reasonable conversation with anyone without sounding like an idiot. I have arrested development.”
He snorted with laughter.
“Don’t laugh. It’s true,” she said with feigned dignity. “I went into jail when I was barely out of teenager-hood, and now I’m expected to behave like an adult. I feel like I’ve just come out of a convent.” She shrunk into the armchair, scowling. “Every time I open my mouth, I offend someone.”
“That’s the first time I’ve ever heard jail described as a convent.”
“You’d be surprised,” she said. “There are lots of similarities. No men, except for prison officers, lots of repression, and a twisted view of the real world.”
“I don’t think convents are like that anymore,” he said, willing to play.
“My point exactly. They saw how destructive living that way was, so they changed. Can’t see that happening anytime soon with jail.”
“No, I suppose not.” He smiled at her over the rim of his cup. A slow warmth settled through his bones when she smiled back and held his gaze, the beginnings of a flirtatious gleam in her eyes.
And just like that, it was gone. She dropped her eyes and climbed out of the chair.
“I’ll leave you alone to get some sleep if you can.”
“What are you frightened of?” He didn’t know why he’d blurted out the question, but it made her stop.
She stood in profile to him, her whole body thrumming with tension. Fight or flight? She looked as though she was trying to decide. Finally, her shoulders slumped and she turned to him a wry smile on her face.
“Frightened?” She sat back on her chair and ran her fingers through her long hair, pushing it off her face. “Where to begin?” she muttered. “I was in a shop the other day. Ma had leant me her cell phone but I didn’t know how to work it. It rang and I panicked. Didn’t have a clue what to do with it. The shop keeper freaked out when she saw my face on the front of the local newspaper. I guess she doesn’t get convicted murderers in her place very often. She wasn’t as horrible as the newsagent but she was close. So I guess, yeah, there are a few things I’m anxious about.”
“That wasn’t what I meant.”
“No? Then what did you mean?”
He sipped his coffee and continued to watch her, debating on whether to bring it out in the open. ‘It’ being whatever was happening between them.
“It doesn’t matter,” he said, with a burst of welcome good sense. “Thanks for the coffee. You should go get some sleep.”
She didn’t move but sat with a quizzical frown on her face.
“And what are you frightened of?” 
He grunted out a laugh. “That’s a long list.”
“Yeah?” She stopped as if wanting to ask some more but not sure of the wisdom of the question. He knew all about that dilemma. When she opened her mouth to speak, he realized whatever good sense he’d drawn on was rapidly disappearing. Somehow he found himself not caring.
“When you first met me, you made a comment about being judge, jury, and executioner.”
He winced. “I know. I thought I’d apologized.”
She waved that away. “That doesn’t matter. But it made me think you had a pretty strong reaction to someone who was convicted of taking matters into their own hands. Being a vigilante.”
He let out a sigh and reached forward to put his cup on the coffee table. “Yeah. I guess that’s true.” He didn’t offer more, but didn’t count on her ability to wait. “I worked on the Dale Rowe case.”
“Ah,” she said, a look of sadness in her eyes. “The lovely Alisha.”
“You know her. Of course you do.”
She nodded. “I was in the working in the reception wing as a sweeper when they bought her in. She was screaming and crying she had nothing to do with murdering her daughter.” She sighed. “Most of us knew as soon as we saw her that wasn’t true. She insisted her boyfriend had done it.”
“Yeah, well, she convinced her neighbors. They lynched him.”
“I remember. A couple of them went down for his murder didn’t they?”
He nodded, remembering the sanctimonious drug-addled ravings of the two main offenders. When they found out Dale Rowe had nothing to do with little Eva’s murder and that they were both looking at long stretches inside, they fell over themselves to blame each other.
“And she eventually went down as well,” Julia said with another sigh. “She and I belong to the same club.”
“You’re nothing like her,” he said sharply. “Nothing.”
“And yet there we were in Dillwynia hanging out our washing and chewing the fat. That was after she got out of the nut house.” She laughed shortly. A bleak and hopeless sound. “Which gave us even more in common.”
A spike of fury made his pulse quicken. “She was a monster.”
“A monster? That hoary old chestnut. What makes her more a monster than me? Because she killed a child and I killed a pedophile priest? Am I a better class of murderer?”
“That’s not what I meant,” he said, trying to control his anger. “What you did was wrong but you faced up to it. Not only did she deny what she’d done, she did everything she could to pin it on her hapless boyfriend, knowing he’d be on the top of the list of suspects. We all know loser boyfriends are more likely to kill their de facto’s kids than anyone else. That’s what everyone thought. That’s why he ended up a charred mess of flesh and bones lying on a vacant lot in Shalvey. The result of her manipulation and lies.”
Julia watched his growing distress with concern. His face was chalk white and his hands were curled into tight fists in his lap.
“Is that why you moved up here? To get away from all that?”
He glared at her but something about her question seem to diffuse his rage. He scrubbed his face with his hands and leaned back in the couch.
“Sorry. It was a bad time for me. Dead babies and burnt bodies are not a great mix. But that wasn’t the only reason I moved up here. My marriage broke up and I needed a change.”
“Away from Western Sydney to the peaceful upper mountains.”
He snorted. “Yeah, right. Not with O’Reardon around. Drugs and violence go hand in hand. The mountains unfortunately are not immune.”
And there it was. The elephant in the room. He wanted something from her about O’Reardon and she couldn’t give it to him.
Silence descended as they stared at each other.
“Time to let you get some sleep,” Julia said as she climb out of her chair.
She passed him on the way to the stairs.
“Jules.”
She stopped and turned.
“Thanks for the coffee.”
She nodded and climbed the stairs, leaving him to ponder until dawn.



Chapter 12
Sleep eluded Julia. At six o’clock she gave up and decided to start the day. She threw herself into the shower, dressed in jeans and a new, closely-fitting black sweater then tied her hair up with a clip. Hesitating, she shrugged and put on some tiny fake emerald earrings. A bit of color wouldn’t hurt.
She crept down the stairs not wanting to wake Dylan but curiosity set in, pushing her to check on him. She poked her head around the lounge room door and saw him face down asleep on the couch. He’d removed his sweater and the quilt had slid off his torso.
Okay… 
The fire had burnt down so the house was chilly. Paralyzed with indecision, she hovered in the hallway.
“Damn it,” she muttered and crept in to cover him.
Her pulse hammered as she reached for the quilt. She could touch him, just slide her hand across the smooth, hard plane of his back. If he woke she would say it was cold and she was covering him. That wouldn’t be a lie. Her hand twitched…
He grabbed her wrist.
She jumped and let out a small scream.
“Shit! You scared me.”
He’d turned over but still held her. His chest, with a narrow line of hair disappearing into his unbuttoned jeans, made her mouth go dry.
“It’s cold. The quilt fell off,” she stammered.
He stared at her, a small smile in the corner of his mouth.
“Time to get up anyway,” he said, letting go of her.
She stepped back but couldn’t look away as he stretched and ran his hands though his hair. Hot, insistent lust hit her right in the pit of her belly and traveled down. She had to stop herself from stepping forward, straddling him, and letting her hands roam over his chest and up into his hair. She would move against him…
She turned away and made for the kitchen, grateful for the noises she could hear from above. “I’ll put some more coffee on. Would you like some toast?”
He murmured something that sounded like a yes. As she busied herself in the kitchen she made herself think of what she needed to do on the house.
“How’s the hand?”
She spun around to find him close to her, too close. He lifted her hand and inspected it while her heart raced. She prayed he couldn’t see her blush but, from the heat on her face, she was certain he could.
He frowned. “You won’t be doing much with this for a day or so. You really should bind it up.”
“It’s fine.” She pulled away then turned back to the toaster. “Are you going to look for the pills now? Do you think you’ll find them?”
He shrugged. “Probably not. If she did a good job of it, the package will be right on the valley floor. Call me cynical, but I can’t see Rez climbing down all that way in the freezing cold with no certainty they’re still there.”
“I guess not.”
The toaster made a ticking noise which sounded deafening in the silence. He leaned on the kitchen counter and crossed his arms, a frown on his face.
“What is it you don’t like? Me or what I do?”
A spike of adrenaline surge through her. She let her eyes search his face then turned quickly away.
“I don’t dislike you.”
“You’re nervous around me.”
“Aren’t a lot of people like me nervous around you?” She couldn’t look at him. If she did, she’d start stammering and blathering.
He smiled and her pulse pounded. “Only if they’re guilty of something. What are you guilty of?”
She turned to face him and got lost for a moment in his gray eyes. She never knew gray could be so compelling. Like the tumbling mist in the valley…
He raised his hand and gently flipped her earring.
“Pretty.”
She closed her eyes when his hand cupped her cheek, his thumb brushing her lips. He gasped and drew in a ragged breath when her lips enclosed him. She opened her eyes and saw the mist transform into a storm as she gently sucked on his thumb. He moved closer to her. Unable to resist, she slid her hand under his sweater, across the smooth hardness of his back. Heat, wild and freeing, surged through her. A long forgotten pulse of need throbbed between her legs. She wanted him, she could have him…
The clattering of someone coming down the stairs made them spring apart like guilty teenagers.
“Ah, you’re up.” Eleanor bustled into the kitchen. “And coffee made. Excellent.” She reached for a cup and gave a quick good morning kiss to Julia.
“Did you get any sleep, Dylan? We’re so grateful you’re here. And you know, I think the whole experience has been a turning point for Blossom. She’s angry with Rez now which is a whole lot better than mooning about him. Hopefully, she’ll be in a better frame of mind to get herself together. What’s that you’re making? Toast? Come on. We can do better than toast for this poor man. How about some omelets? Set you up for the day. Get out of the way. I’ll make them.”
Julia let her mother take over and fled to the back veranda. This was impossible. She held her hands to her overheated face and took in deep breaths of the cold, clear mountain air.
Get a grip. This can’t happen. A convicted criminal and a serving member of the police force does not make for happily ever after. Not that she believed in happily ever after, even in the best of circumstances. 
Eleanor called from the kitchen. “The omelets are ready.”
After building up the fire, she made her way back to the kitchen with a pounding heart, determined to put Dylan out of her mind. Easier said than done when he took up so much space in this house of women. Dee and Blossom had appeared which made him seem even more like a wild male animal. He sat at the end of the table, unshaven and tousled, wolfing down omelet and toast. She wanted to devour him. Slipping onto a chair, she played with her food and avoided looking at him.
Tried to at any rate. She couldn’t resist a quick glance only to see his gaze resting on her, a look of burning intensity on his face, as if she was a puzzle he needed to work out. Her gaze seemed to decide something for him. He shook himself, smiled at Dee and Eleanor then pushed back his chair with a clatter.
“I have to go. Thanks for the omelet Ellie. I may need to speak with you later today, Bloss. I’ll call you.”
With that, he scooped up his keys and jacket and disappeared through the back door.
“Thanks, Dylan,” Eleanor yelled after him.
Dee frowned at Julia. “What was all that about?”
“What?”
“He couldn’t wait to get out of here. Did the two of you have words?”
Julia shook her head.
Dee continued to frown at her while Blossom made strangled noises into her tea cup.
“What’s wrong with you?” Dee snapped at her irritably. “This isn’t something to laugh about.”
Blossom snorted. “I don’t think they exchanged words.”
“You need to put some more ice on that eye.” Julia grabbed Blossom’s arm and pulled her toward the bathroom.
“Hey! That hurts! Stop it,” Blossom said, her voice filled with laughter.
Julia pushed her down the corridor and into the bathroom. Part of her was happy to hear Blossom laughing, but she still slammed the door and took in a deep breath.
“Don’t go there, Bloss.”
“What do you mean?” she said, giggling.
“You know what I mean. It’s an aberration that will go away. He’s attractive and I’m just getting back into the world. It doesn’t mean anything. I’m finding my way.”
“What about him?” Blossom said, suddenly serious. “He’s not exactly ignoring you.” She stared at Julia with pain-filled eyes. “He’s a good man, Jules. He went out of his way to try and keep me out of jail when he didn’t have to. He likes you. Maybe you should let yourself have some fun.” She turned to look at herself in the mirror. “You gave up a lot. You don’t have to anymore.”
A knot of dread tightened in Julia’s belly. “What do you mean?”
Blossom glanced at her in the mirror as she gingerly touched the swollen flesh around her eye.
“I know what you did. I know you took the blame for Father Pat instead of me.”
“No! That’s not true! Where did you get that idea?”
Blossom turned to face her with tears in her eyes. “From my dreams. From memories that have been leaching into my mind for the past six months. It’s weird the way the drugs brought it all back. I was there with Father Pat. I don’t remember stabbing him but I remember the blood. All that blood, all over me.” She shuddered and hugged herself tight.
Julia shook her head. “It wasn’t like that, Bloss.” She took in a deep breath. Everything depended on what she could make Blossom believe. “What do you remember of that day?”
Blossom shuddered again. “I remember there was a school camp down south at Bundanoon. Father Pat came with us. But we came back early because it got rained out. And I was getting sick I think. Fluey. He insisted I drive back in his car rather than the bus. I remember the car and getting closer to home, but I can’t remember a lot of what happened. I think he told me we had to go to his place to pick up something before he could take me home.”
Her voice sounded dreamy and disconnected. Julia grasped her hand which seemed to bring her back to the present. “He must’ve drugged me.”
“No. That’s crazy. When he bought you home, you were really sick. So sick I thought I’d have to take you to the hospital. You were hallucinating. I got you into bed and gave you some paracetamol and you slept for twelve hours straight. While you were asleep I went up to see Father Pat… to confront him. I wasn’t thinking straight to have left you alone when you were so sick.
“But I remember the knife. I remember holding the knife.”
“You weren’t there, Blossom. I don’t know why you keep thinking you were. Have you talked about this with Douglas?”
Blossom stared at her for long seconds as if her gaze could penetrate her skull and into the truth lodged in her brain. Julia stared back unflinching, willing her sister to believe her.
Blossom turned away from her. “He thinks I’m deluded. He’s nice. I like him, but he’s wrong like you. I know you’re lying.”
“No I’m not! Stop being a drama queen. Just accept what I say. Listen to Douglas. Let him help you.”
A sharp rap on the bathroom door made both of them jump.
“What’s going on? What are you doing in there?”
“Just fixing Blossom’s eye, Ma. We’ll be out in a minute.” Julia took her sister by the arms and shook her. “Stop this craziness, Blossom,” she hissed. “You didn’t do it. Let it go.”
Blossom wrenched herself away from her sister’s arm and flung open the bathroom door. She smiled at her mother.
“Aren’t we having a party for Dee soon? We better get to work.”
Julia stared into the bewildered face of her mother.
“She’s right. Let’s get going shall we?”



Chapter 13
The late afternoon sun was still warm on Julia’s back. There was just enough time for a short walk in the bush. She’d go down the path from Gordon Falls and along the Prince Henry Cliff Walk.
She tried to thrust all thoughts of Blossom to the back of her mind and made her way down into the bush. Blossom would get over it. There was no reason for her to keep on about what happened that night in the face of Julia’s continual denials. At least she hoped that’s what would happen. The fact that memories were coming back to her wasn’t the end of the world. They could remain just that, memories. Douglas Sinclair would work with her and help her see they weren’t real. That had to be better than the truth, surely. The truth could tip her right over the edge, a place Blossom didn’t need any more exposure to.
The nagging worry about O’Reardon and the DVD he said he had was the beached whale at the back of her mind. What if he decided for some perverse and perverted reason of his own that it would be more fun to show Blossom the DVD? He admitted he enjoyed inflicting pain and that DVD was a whole world of pain for Blossom.
On the other hand, that fact that he had it at all compromised him. The only way he could’ve got it was taking it from the crime scene, an act that would attract criminal charges. He wouldn’t want that to happen. All in all, the DVD was probably safe enough where it was. She just had to keep to her end of the bargain with O’Reardon. That, and convince Nessa to get out of there. Somehow she had to contact her and make her see sense.
Thoughts crashed around her mind like toxic bubbles. She used a meditation technique her teacher taught her where she gathered all her thoughts, put them in a box and gently but firmly shut the lid. Taking a deep breath, she focused on what was around her. The gray-green of the foliage and the flashes of colored parrots swooping through the canopy calmed her.
As her mind quietened, other thoughts intruded. Thoughts about piercing gray eyes and the feel of her hand sliding across hard, warm muscles. His story about Dale Rowe went someway to explaining why he was seen as mysterious by the locals. He had his own demons to contend with. Demons she didn’t need in her life. He was definitely an admire-from-afar man.
Julia continued on her way through the bush and marveled that as the only one of her family to have spent time in custody, she was also the only one without a history of problematic drug and alcohol use. She meant to keep it that way.
So far, except for Blossom, Nessa, and her own inconvenient lust for Dylan, everything was going along okay. She knew where she was with O’Reardon. He would leave her alone. She was certain that any hostility from the locals would dissipate and she was working on some designs for Larissa. Her confrontation with Eleanor had left both of them tentative and careful with each other, but Julia could see Eleanor was right. She was a different woman to the mother of her childhood. Julia had to let that go.
The work on the house felt solid and real, grounding her and giving her a sense of purpose. When she went to the hardware store, she went as a tradesperson with experience and an eye for what she wanted. After a few interactions with the blokey sales assistants, she established herself as knowledgeable and capable.
One of them, Des, had delivered some new weatherboards and some paint one day, then stayed a few minutes to watch her work.
“You got your work cut out for you here, Jules. I’ve been telling Ellie for years she needed to get someone to work on this house. Good to see it finally happening.”
Julia took this to mean he approved of her work. She smiled at the memory then grabbed for a branch as she tripped on a rock. Righting herself she jumped when she saw a figure through the branches. Damn it. She came out here to get away from people.
Too late she realized who he was and that she couldn’t avoid him.
If only she was a different person with no history and no fear. Because any red-blooded woman would take one look at this fine specimen of manhood and welcome the sizzle of anticipation in her blood or the quickening of her breath.
Dylan was sex personified. Low-slung faded jeans and what looked like a well-loved and comfortable black sweater molded his muscles and made her hands itch to touch him.
That couldn’t happen any time soon.
She stopped on the track and waited till he stood in front of her. Small talk. She had to dredge up her small talk skills, instead of philosophical discussions about good and bad murderers.
She nodded at him. “Hi there. Out for a walk? It’s nice this time of day.”
For God’s sake. If only the earth would swallow her.
“It is,” he said. “Not too cold.”
He stood and stared at her. His small talk skills seemed as good as hers.
“How’s the painting going?” he asked.
She looked down at herself. Undercoat was splattered across her overalls. Overalls. She didn’t think a walk in the bush required a clean up. Boy, did she get that wrong.
“Good. Good. Getting there.”
“Dee told me you’re going to do inside and out.”
She nodded. Silence.
“It’s beautiful out here,” she said, turning to Mount Solitary. “I can’t believe these mountains were once taller than the Himalayas. Puts our puny time on the planet into great perspective.”
She sensed him relax beside her.
“I went on a camping trip to Alice Springs last year. The MacDonnell Ranges have the same effect.”
“Yeah,” she said, turning to him with a smile. “Eleanor took me there once when I was a teenager. I’d love to go back. All those gorges. Ormiston Gorge was my favorite. It was like an outdoor cathedral.”
“And when you camp out, you can’t sleep because the stars are so bright.”
“Or because a rock is digging into your back.”
He laughed. “There is that. But there’s a great sense of peace out there. I think it’s because the traditional owners still sing the land. They look at the hills and all the different markings and can read the meaning in the slopes and planes.” He sighed. “Not like us. We lost that connection to the land a long time ago.”
There was a sorrow in his voice that intrigued her.
“Is that another reason why you shifted up to the mountains? To make a connection with the bush? Lots of people do that up here.”
He shifted from foot to foot and frowned. Julia cursed her stupid awkwardness. Why did she feel compelled to delve deeper with him?
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to pry.”
“You’re not prying, and you’re partially right. I did move up here to get away from the city. Life sends you a curve ball sometimes and you need to do something different.”
“How long have you been a cop?”
He shot her a quick glance. “Ten years.”
“What do you do? I mean, what’s your rank?”
“I’m a Detective Inspector.” He paused and glanced at her. “How is Blossom now she’s out of detox?”
Okay. Message received. He’d done enough taking about himself the other night. No more.
She grimaced. “All right so far. She’s seeing Doctor Sinclair. He’s the doctor you mentioned isn’t he?”
Dylan nodded. “He’s got a good reputation for working with people with drug and alcohol problems.”
Julia thrust her hands into her overall pockets and kept her eyes on Mount Solitary. “That’s good,” she murmured. Time to change the subject. “Did I tell you I met the wonderful Rez before he ended up at our house?” she asked. “What a stunner.”
Dylan sighed. “We haven’t picked him up yet. I’m hoping he’s gone back to Sydney. He can be someone else’s problem. Has Blossom said anymore about him?”
She shook her head. “She hasn’t said anything much. Spends a lot of time sitting in the sun drinking tea. Which is just what she should be doing. But she won’t go to rehab.”
They both stood on the track and kept staring at the view. Julia could almost hear the cogs in his brain turning, trying to decide what to tell her. With her eyes away from him, all her other senses came to life. She heard twigs cracking as he shifted from foot to foot. The bush all around them smelled of eucalyptus and damp earth, but she was close enough to him to smell the remnants of something citrusy and fresh. Her stomach tightened in pleasurable pain at the thought of him naked and wet, slapping on aftershave with his damp, curling dark hair unruly, crying out for her hands to feel and play…
“I didn’t go to rehab when I got sober. Did it at home with a doctor friend and some AA mates.”
His words were a much needed jolt back into reality.
She nodded. “Dee mentioned something about you and AA.” She blundered on. “She didn’t mean to break your anonymity or anything, she just thought I might think it strange to see you when you picked her up…”
“It’s okay, Julia,” he said smiling. “She told me she’d mention it to you.”
“She did? Oh. Right. That’s good then.”
Silence again.
“Well, better get back to it…”
“Julia, what you told me about the day you were arrested. About what happened to you and Nessa.”
She stiffened.
“Did you ever tell anyone? Ever make a complaint?”
She couldn’t speak. This was not where she wanted this conversation to go.
He thrust his hands into the pocket of his jeans and frowned.
“Look. I know it would’ve been hard. The thing is…” He hesitated.
Her stomach took a nosedive.
“I mentioned before that O’Reardon is behind the drugs trade in this part of the world. If we can get something on him we could shut him down.”
No, no, no, no…
“I don’t know what you mean. You must have misunderstood me. I wasn’t assaulted that first night in the cells. It was the first night in Silverwater Women’s.” Her voice sounded cold and bleak even in her ears.
He stared at her with an incredulous look on his face. “That’s not what you said.”
She turned to him with what she hoped was an expressionless face. “But that’s what happened. I have to get back now.”
She turned to go, to flee but felt his hand on her arm. “O’Reardon is seriously bad news. You saw what Nessa was like. People like her are his bread and butter. You’ve been in jail so you know he’s responsible for most of the drug trade inside. We need all the evidence we can get. You could help us.”
She shook her head, trying to pull away from him.
“There were strange anomalies about the crime scene of the priest. I need to ask you about what you remember about the scene.”
She stilled. “Anomalies? What do you mean?”
“Father Pat had computers. Was well known for being a bit of a geek. But none were found in his house which doesn’t make sense. Someone took them and I think I know who. The question is why? Why would O’Reardon have taken those computers? Did you see them? Do you remember them being there?”
Julia stared at him with a growing sense of horror. If he went down this investigative track he could find exactly what she’d bargained with O’Reardon to keep hidden.
“I don’t remember. I don’t think there were any computers. I didn’t see any.”
“Are you sure? It was one of the ways he lured his victims into his house. The promise of using his top of the line computers.”
“I told you, I don’t remember seeing them.” She couldn’t look at him. “I better get back.” Turning to go, she stopped when he grabbed her hand.
“Are you scared of O’Reardon? You know if you make a statement we can protect you.”
She laughed, the sound bitter and despairing. “You don’t really believe that, do you?” She hoped her exaggerated incredulity would make him realize just how impossible his suggestion was.
He leaned back onto a rock and regarded her stonily. “I wouldn’t make the offer if I didn’t mean it.”
Something about his determined ferocity eased her contempt. He’d be a great person to have on her side. He believed in right and wrong and, from the look on his face, wouldn’t rest if he thought anyone under his protection was threatened. She couldn’t remember the last time anyone wanted to protect her. She was usually the one everyone else relied on. Even inside, the other women came to her for advice and support. She didn’t know what it was like to willingly seek out the protection and support of another person.
But what he wanted was impossible. She wouldn’t risk the safety of her family. Not after all she’d been through and more importantly what Blossom had been through. Dylan Andrews would have to understand that somehow.
“I’m not scared of him.”
He made a sound of frustration.
“Leave it Dylan. Just leave it. There was nothing I remember seeing.” She stared into his eyes wishing yet again that she could accept all he had to offer. Other women in her situation would be grateful and show their gratitude with a smile or a casual hug. What she really wanted was to kiss the frown lines on his forehead, then move to the lines at the corner of his eye, then lightly, so lightly, touch her lips to his.
He stood away from the rock and reached for her arm.
“Julia. Please…”
His hold was firm and warm. She stared into his eyes, lost for a moment in the cool crystalline depths.
“Don’t go,” he said softly. “Not yet.”
With his other hand he brushed her hair away from her forehead. He was close to her now, so close he let go of her and slid his arm around her waist. Bending his head, his pressed his lips to her skin. She made a noise, halfway between a gasp and sob as she tilted her head back and tasted the softness of his lips on hers.
He was gentle, so gentle as if fearful of scaring her. She didn’t want that. She was tired of fear. She wanted more. Wrapping her arms around him, she pressed herself closer, ignoring the warning voice in her head telling her she was out of her depth. Instead she let the warm taste of his mouth, the feel of his body, tense with expectation, to dominate her senses, making her dizzy with need.
She lost her balance in her need to get closer, to take what she’d never really had. But he caught her, holding her tight, surrounding her with all his strength and passion. She was greedy for him, kissing him, abandoning all thought of good sense.
She didn’t care who he was or what she’d done, she just wanted him.
A sharp snap of a branch and a muffled curse came from behind her. She broke away from Dylan, her pulse pounding and her brain scrambled. His gaze switched from heated passion to sharp interrogation in a heartbeat. In one smooth movement, he pushed her behind him and faced the third person on the track.
“You’re early, John. We agreed I’d always meet you at the cave.”
Julia stepped from behind him, irritated and aroused in equal parts. Struggling to get her heartbeat under control, she peered at the man on the track. The late afternoon sun cast long shadows through the bush giving a sinister light to the figure in front of her. He could’ve been something out of a fantasy novel. A hermit or a troll. His clothes were dark and shapeless and if she wasn’t mistaken, filthy. His hair was matted and he had a patchy beard. A rank smell emanated from him.
“I couldn’t wait,” the figure said. “I need to get to the picnic ground before the rest rooms are locked. Time for my weekly wash.”
He laughed with a rusty wheeze.
“I’ve left some clothes up there from Vinnies. You look like you need them.”
“That I do,” the man muttered. “That I do. Who’s this?” He jerked his head toward Julia.
“No one. Forget her. Go on ahead and I’ll catch you up.”
The man stared at Dylan for a moment, uncertainty on his face as he gazed from Dylan to Julia. Finally, he shrugged and lumbered past them, up the track. As he passed Julia, he peered at her. Something in his eyes made her skin crawl. It wasn’t just the dirt and smell, it was his avid perusal of her body.
“John…” Dylan growled a warning.
He shuffled past and disappeared up the track.
“Who on earth was that?”
Julia turned to him, using curiosity to push out any other thoughts careering through her brain.
He hesitated. “Someone who can’t be around other people. He lives in the bush.”
“Why are you meeting him?”
He shrugged. “To keep an eye on him. He’s no longer under legal supervision but he and I came to an agreement that I’d check on him. Unlike a lot of other sex offenders, he knows he has to stay away from people.”
Julia stared at him, a thousand questions on the tip of her tongue.
“Why you?”
His eyes were flat and hard as he regarded her. “I saw first-hand what could happen to someone the community hates. They become like wild animals, crazy and out of control. I couldn’t let that happen to someone else again.”
“Like Dale Rowe?”
He chopped his hand through the air as if cutting off all communication between them. “It doesn’t matter. It’s in the past.”
The sun was almost gone. The light was purple and gray around them but she could still see the anger on his face.
“I’m sorry, Julia. That shouldn’t have happened. I don’t normally…” He broke off. “I need to go. Think about what I said. I’ll be in contact.”
He turned and bounded up the track, not looking back.
Julia stood for a minute and watched him disappear into the bush, wishing he could disappear from her mind as quickly. But the feel of his strong arms around her would stay with her for a long time.
An insidious thread of doubt snaked its way into her mind. Did he want her, with all her awkward need, or the information she had? As soon as she told him who’d arrested her all those years ago, he’d made it clear what he wanted from her. Information to put O’Reardon away.
She couldn’t sacrifice Blossom’s wellbeing and peace of mind to satisfy Dylan’s demands. Her sister’s mental health versus a drug distributor who no doubt would be easily replaced by someone else. That was the way of the drug world.
Turning, she made her way home, cursing all men and their seductive ways.



Chapter 14
Julie woke suddenly and completely.
Not again.
It wasn’t a yell that roused her. She wasn’t sure what she’d heard.
The house was dark and quiet. Throwing back her quilt, she stood quickly, wobbling on still sleepy legs. Silence settled around her. She crossed to the window and looked. Nothing. The moon was a sliver in the sky providing minimal light.
There. Again.
She turned to the doorway.
A click as if someone was trying to not make a noise.
Probably just Dee or Ma going to the bathroom.
But that didn’t sound right. For a start, it sounded like the back door. She peered out the window again. There was nothing in the back garden. Crossing to the doorway, she opened it and stood hesitating. Everything was still.
Padding down the hallway to the top of the stairs, the fine hairs on the back of her neck rose as she realized someone had been in the house. She didn’t know how she knew, but she was certain someone other than her family had occupied the air around her only minutes ago. She scanned the hallway again.
A noise from Blossom’s room made her move quickly to her sister’s door. It was slightly ajar. She pushed it further open to see Blossom tossing and turning in her bed, a low muttering coming from her mouth.
Julia crossed to the bed and placed her hand on her sister’s arm. Blossom jumped as if scalded.
“What? What?”
“It’s okay. You were having a bad dream.” She sat on the bed and smoothed Blossom’s hair off her face. Her skin was hot and clammy. “Are you feeling all right? You’re hot.”
Blossom shook off her hand.
“I’m fine.” She rubbed her wrist over her forehead. “Did I make a lot of noise?”
Julia shook her head. “Not you. I thought I heard something else and got up to investigate. Your door was ajar so I could hear you muttering something in your sleep.”
Blossom frowned. “My door was open?”
Julia shrugged. “Maybe Ma looked in on you.” She paused. “What were you dreaming about?”
Blossom glared at her. “The usual. Blood and mayhem. I don’t dream about anything else.”
Julia stared at her sister, worry knifing through her gut. “How’s it going with Douglas?”
Blossom shrugged. “Okay, I guess.”
“And Rez?”
“What do you mean?”
“How are you feeling about him? About what happened?”
Blossom scowled. “What do you want me to say? That I’ve reformed, realized what a bad girl I’ve been and turned over a new leaf? Yeah, he’s a jerk and I’m an idiot. But I don’t like being lied to.”
“I’m not lying to you.” Even to her ears the words sounded hollow and unconvincing.
“Sure,” Blossom said. “Look, I’m tired. I need to sleep. She pulled up her quilt and lay back down, her back to Julia.
This couldn’t go on. What the hell was she going to do?
Her mind was full of holes like an old cloth fraying in the wind. She made her way back to her bed wondering if Rez hadn’t been visiting, who had?
*
Dylan needed more information. There had to be something in the evidence files about the computers. But search as he did, there was nothing. He threw the last file on his desk then pressed his fingers against his tired eyes. Scrubbing his face with his hands, he stretched, heard his back click with protest, then slumped back into his chair.
Why the hell had he kissed Julia? Now all he could think about was the feel of her in his arms and the taste of her mouth. He had to be out of his mind. He wanted more. And that couldn’t happen. It was bad enough she was a parolee. Having a known drug dealer as her sister’s boyfriend was as bad, maybe even worse. Sure, she was nothing like most people who’d been to jail and Dee was always going to be important to him, but he had to stay away from the Taylors. Too complicated.
His gaze rested on the file of witness statements. Frowning, he pulled it toward him for another look.
The housekeeper.
Father Pat lived in a remote house on Mort Street, past the RSPCA, right on the edge of the bush. Even though a house next to the church was provided for him, he apparently told his superiors he loved the bush and preferred to rent his own house. The church hierarchy didn’t mind, they were able to use the house for other purposes. After the priest’s criminal activities were revealed, they insisted that all their parish priests must live in the house provided for them, where they were under more scrutiny. As if that would stop someone who abused children. Dylan had seen enough of the devious grooming of pedophiles to know they always found a way.
He flipped open the file and scanned the statement of Colleen McKenzie. She found the body at ten a.m. in the morning, after the priest had been dead for between eighteen and twenty-four hours. It was a straightforward enough account of what must have been one of the most traumatic events of her life.
If anyone knew about the computers, she would.
His decision made, he grabbed his keys and phone then made his way out to his car. He needed to have another talk with Mrs. McKenzie.
After a lot of run around, he found her at the place he should have first looked. The church. Finding the body of a murdered, pedophile priest had not affected her dedication to her faith. She was doing the flowers.
He stood in the doorway of the church and peered in. The amber glass of the northerly facing windows cast a strange, ethereal gloom over the space. This congregation still held onto some of the old traditions. Instead of a restrained Cross representing the crucified Christ, this parish preferred the real thing. As real as they could get it at least. The pale, blood-splattered statue with his crown of thorns hung suspended against the far wall. Dylan had a sudden memory of his own Catholic childhood, doing the Stations of the Cross at Easter and listening for the high, sweet voice of his mother in the choir. On Easter Sunday, flower girls had strewn the aisle with rose petals in honour of the risen Christ.
Then the priest was all powerful and never to be questioned. All that had changed with revelation after revelation of the extent of sexual abuse among the clergy. He wondered how women like Colleen McKenzie continued to serve a church after a litany of such hypocrisy. Particularly after her experience.
He watched her place the vases on the altar, step back to study her work, then make a few minor adjustments. Satisfied, she turned and started to walk down the aisle, not forgetting to turn and genuflect before the Cross. As she walked toward him, her eyes widened in surprise.
“Can I help you?” she asked.
She was in her seventies he judged, with short red hair threaded with white. Her back was ramrod straight and she looked capable of hiking through the bush for hours without breaking a sweat. Sensible shoes, sensible skirt, and a no-nonsense manner.
“Mrs. McKenzie? I’m Detective Inspector Andrews. Do you have a moment? I wanted to ask you some questions about Father Patrick O’Donnell.”
She narrowed her eyes. “Can’t imagine why. I said all I knew years ago.”
“Some other matters have come up and I need to ask you about what you saw in his house.”
“What I saw? What I saw I’ve tried to forget. Slaughtered in his own house. A man of God.” She shook her head. “It was a bad time for this parish and best forgotten.”
She still had a slight Scottish brogue to her voice.
“You were his housekeeper.”
“I was. For twenty years I served the priests of this parish. Now they travel up from Springwood. Say there isn’t enough of a congregation for a parish priest for Katoomba. They won’t get any more coming to Mass unless we have a priest here full time.”
“I need to find out something about Father Pat’s computer equipment. He was known to have a bit of experience in that area.”
She nodded. “He was always mucking about with this and that. He liked to show the youngsters. He was a good man and he did a lot of good in this community.” She glared at him as if daring him to contradict her.
“You didn’t think he was guilty of child abuse?”
“I did not,” she said. “A lot of young layabouts with nothing better to do than accuse a dead man when he couldn’t defend himself. What evidence did the police have except the word of drug users and wastrels?”
Dylan couldn’t help it. He was fascinated. How on earth could she have maintained such a belief in the face of such overwhelming evidence?
“And that Julia Taylor claiming she stabbed him because he ‘interfered’ with her friend. Poppycock. Look at the family she comes from. Deviants. I even saw one of them the day before at Father Pat’s. She was probably in on it too. Come to find the lay of the land.”
Dylan’s head spun trying to decipher her words.
“I’m sorry, what? Who did you see?”
“That nursery person. Dee. She came to Father Pat’s house the day before I found him wanting to see him. I sent her off with a flea in her ear.”
“You saw her the day before? What time?”
“I finished at the house at about one p.m. Father Pat was on his way back from Bundanoon. I was just leaving when she knocked on the door.”
Dylan’s stomach lurched. There’d been nothing in the files about this. Dee had told the investigating police she and Eleanor were out camping on Mount Solitary.
“When you found Father Pat, do you remember seeing his computer?”
She thought for a second.
“Sure. He had one in his office and a laptop. I remember it was on the floor.”
“The laptop?”
She nodded and stared past him, back to her memories. “I thought it odd. It looked like it’d fallen. But everything went out of my mind when I saw Father Pat’s body.”
“What about later when you cleaned up?”
She shuddered. “I didn’t clean up. The church sent someone in especially to clean. Said they didn’t want me to have to do it. And as much as I liked Father Pat, I was glad not to. But later when I helped to pack up his things there were no computers. I assumed the police had taken them.”
Dylan smiled trying to hide his triumph. This could be enough to question O’Reardon.
“Thanks Mrs. McKenzie. You’ve been a great help.”
“It was a tragedy, you know. A great tragedy. That man shouldn’t have had his reputation besmirched like that.”
He gazed at her, sad at her desperate need to hang onto what she thought was right in the face of so much evidence to the contrary. “People are capable of good and bad, Mrs. McKenzie,” he said gently. “Those children didn’t lie.”
Her face crumpled. “They must have.” She turned to face the Cross. “They must have. Or else how could He let it happen?”
Dylan left her clutching the back of a pew, not knowing the answer.



Chapter 15
Instead of heading back to the station, he found himself pulling up outside Julia’s house. He drummed his fingers on the wheel and frowned. Julia knew a lot about O’Reardon, a lot about his drug trafficking into prison and about the missing computers. Somehow he had to get her to tell him. If he could get some more corroboration about whether the computers where in the room at the time of the murder, he might have enough to formally interview O’Reardon.
He needed to talk to Dee too. In the scheme of things, what Mrs. McKenzie told him didn’t change much, but it was strange. Why didn’t Dee say something at the time? Maybe the housekeeper was wrong. People got confused about events all the time. Memory was unreliable.
He sat in the car and stared at the house. Julia had done a lot of work on it already. It had that half-completed look with some parts prepared for a coat of paint while others still waited.
What was he really doing here?
His job. Just his job. Anything else was impossible.
But he couldn’t get the feel of her in his arms out of his mind. Those few short seconds of contact were the most intensely arousing he’d experienced in months, years. Since everything went disastrously wrong with Melanie.
And with that memory intruding like a sharp stiletto into his brain, he unclipped his seat belt and climbed out of the car.
Nothing could happen with Julia. Not only because she was who she was, but because he was not cut out for anything other than uncomplicated, unattached sex away from this community. It was safer that way. He couldn’t be hurt and more importantly he wouldn’t risk hurting someone else. He might be sober but in his heart of hearts he knew there was still that black chip of ice in his soul that hadn’t thawed. It made him a good cop but a bad husband. Melanie had proven that.
He knocked on the Taylors’ door and waited, forcing himself to pack away any lingering interest in Julia into a tightly-shut box in his mind.
He heard the clatter of someone running down the stairs and across the hallway. Julia flung open the door, looking as though she was expecting a wonderful gift. Her face was open and animated and her wild hair was haphazardly piled on top of her head, stuck through with what looked like colored pencils.
The tightly shut box in his mind collapsed.
“Hi,” she said. “You’ve just missed Blossom. She’s gone to see Douglas.”
“Actually, I wanted to talk to you. Are you in the middle of something?”
“Some design work I’ve started.”
He saw the moment when their last interaction came into her consciousness. She frowned and looked away from him, a bloom of embarrassment on her cheeks.
“Come in. It can wait,” she said with a lot more caution in her voice. “Why did you want to see me?”
He hesitated but followed her as she led the way to the kitchen. Standing awkwardly, he watched her put on the kettle.
“You want some tea?” she asked.
“Sure.” He pulled out a chair and sat. “I have to ask you some more questions.”
She turned to face him, a look of puzzlement on her face. “About Rez? How would I know anything?”
“It’s about Father Pat.”
Her face shuttered in an instant. She turned back to make the tea in silence, a silence that screamed in the familiar comfort of Dee and Eleanor’s kitchen.
“I told you all I know. What more is there?”
“This is incredibly important Julia. Your evidence could make a huge difference to our work to get him off the street.”
She jerked as if hit, then cursed as something shattered.
“Fuck! Well, it was bound to happen,” she said, cradling her hand. “That cup was on its last legs, but it was my favorite.”
He stood, pushed back his chair and crossed to her as she grabbed a tea towel to wrap around her hand.
“There’s a first aid kit in the pantry. Could you grab it for me?”
“Sure.”
He rummaged around until he found it. “Sit. How bad’s the damage?”
She did as he instructed then opened the now bloodstained towel. “It’s not bad. It’s already hardly bleeding.”
He peered at it. She was right. The cut wasn’t deep but it was awkward, slashed right across her palm. “It needs binding though, or else it’ll keep opening every time you use your hand. Hold it there and I’ll put a couple of band aids on it and wrap it in some gauze.”
They sat in silence as Dylan doctored her. He made himself concentrate on her hand only, forcing himself to ignore the rest of her body. But he couldn’t ignore the scent of her, soap and some long remembered fragrance from childhood. Pencils.
He glanced at her hair. “What’re you designing?”
“Fabrics. Cushion covers and maybe some wallpaper,” she said without looking at him. “I need to pull my weight. I can’t live off Eleanor forever.”
“I doubt she’d mind.”
“I would,” she said. She glanced at him with a flicker of annoyance in her eyes. “Wouldn’t you?”
“Yeah.”
He finished binding her hand then returned to sit opposite her. “The thing is, whether you like it or not, I’m investigating O’Reardon. I need to know everything about his activities, past and present. He was suspected of corruption and being heavy with his fists when he was a copper. It’s pretty clear he just transferred his operations to the civilian world and expanded dramatically. You know that and I know that.”
She stared at bound hand and wouldn’t meet his eyes.
“Why do you need me to give you any information? Surely there’s any number of people who could tell you all you need to know about O’Reardon.”
“No, there isn’t. They’re frightened or they’re quite happy for him to continue his business. Sure, there’s word on the street about what he’s up to, but no hard evidence. You could give us that.”
“Even if I did know anything, which I don’t,” she said with a quick glance at him, “why would anyone believe me? I’m not exactly the citizen of the year.”
“You’re not the run-of-the-mill ex-crim,” he said, bluntly. “You have a well-respected mother.” She frowned at this and lifted her head to meet his gaze. “There are a lot of people who think you got a raw deal going to jail.”
“You don’t though, do you?”
“Yes, actually I do. I can’t understand why you did ten years. What kind of solicitor did you have?”
She shrugged. “He did what I needed him to do.”
“What does that mean?”
“Look, I can’t help you. I’m sorry, I really am, but I just can’t get involved in something that could rebound badly on my family. I don’t want anything to do with O’Reardon.”
Dylan sat and watched her as she fiddled with the gauze on the hand. She still wouldn’t listen to him. Then it dawned on him.
“He’s threatened you hasn’t he? You’re not just scared of him in the abstract, he’s actually contacted you. What did he threaten? To hurt Dee and Eleanor?” She still wouldn’t look at him. “Or Blossom?”
She shot him a quick, fierce look and her hands stilled. “I just don’t want anything to do with crime or drugs or psychopathic ex-cops. I have enough to contend with.”
“Julia…”
“No.”
She stood and pushed back her chair with angry force, making it topple. She grabbed it with her cut hand, letting out a small sound of pain and frustration. The chair crashed to the floor.
“Watch it,” Dylan said, standing to help her. “You’ll make it worse.”
“It can’t get any worse,” she yelled, rounding on him. Fury sparked in her eyes accentuating the green flecks. The pencils came loose in her hair. “I’ve got a sister with a major drug problem and a lunatic ex-boyfriend, an ex-cop who wants me to know who’s boss, I’m trying to work out my relationship with my mother and then you come along.” She scrubbed her face with her hands, looking the epitome of frustration. “You kissed me, then nothing. How could my life get any worse?”
He stood close and lifted her bound hand. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to treat you like that. It’s just that… it’s not…”
“It’s not a good idea. I know that.” She sighed and turned from him. “I know that,” she muttered with weary resignation. She stood at the sink with her back to him, staring out to Mount Solitary.
The urge to touch her, to pull her against him and press his lips against her neck, was a compulsion he couldn’t resist. Her body was tight with resistance when he slid his arms around her waist and held her. But after he tasted the creamy skin on her neck, all resistance left her. With a soft sigh, she tilted her head, giving him more access to the long line of her neck. He tightened his arms around her and pressed slow, light kisses against her skin.
Julia groaned in surrender, then turned in his arms. Wrapping her arms around his waist she leant her forehead on his chest. “God, Dylan.” She lifted he gaze to his. “What are we doing?”
Not waiting for a reply, she kissed him, putting everything she had into telling him what she wanted. And from his response he wanted her just as much. She felt his hands on her body, pulling her closer, stroking her back, inching up her sweater to slide against her hot, bare skin.
He lifted her then, up onto the kitchen bench, all the time kissing her like he would never stop, would never want to stop. She wound her legs around his hips and lifted her arms as he pushed her sweater up over her head, then dropped it to the floor.
She made a guttural noise in her throat when he fumbled with the clasp of her bra. “Quickly, quickly,” she muttered as he cursed and crushed her to his chest, peering over her shoulder to see the stuck clasp.
“I can’t…”
They both stilled at the sound of a slamming car door.
“For god’s sake,” Julia said, struggling to get off the bench. “It’s probably Ma.”
Hysterical laughter almost overtook her as yet again they leapt apart like guilty school kids. She scooped up her sweater and threw it on.
Dylan tucked in his shirt and straightened his tie all the time looking like a man condemned.
“We can’t get a break can we?” he said, incredulous frustration in his voice.
“Maybe the universe is trying to tell us something,” Julia said in a small voice as she repinned her hair.
“I’m not sure I want to listen,” Dylan said, staring at her with storm-colored eyes.
She smiled at him as her mother swept in the front door.
“Hooroo,” Eleanor called. “Everyone well?”
“Fine,” Julia said. “Never better.



Chapter 16
Dylan drove back to the station, resisting the need to bash his head against the steering wheel.
Forget her. Forget her.
But he couldn’t. Not after she’d almost confirmed O’Reardon had gotten to her. Everything else he had to put out of his mind. Now and forever.
He pulled into the station car park and sat for a few minutes, determined to get his equanimity and focus back. Getting O’Reardon off the streets was the goal. Julia was a means to that end.
He kept telling himself that as the feel of her smooth skin under his hands and the taste of her mouth flashed into his mind. Not to mention his growing need to protect her. He’d known it from the beginning, from when he first helped her when she was having a panic attack. Her vulnerability was dangerous for him.
He climbed out of the car and made his way to Pringle’s office, a kernel of an idea amid the chaos of frustrated confusion in his head.
Pringle looked up as Dylan stood at his doorway.
“What’ve you got for me?”
“Julia Taylor.”
“What, again?”
Dylan closed the door behind him and sat across from Pringle. “I went through the files of the investigation into the priest’s murder. There were computers missing from the crime scene, computers that everyone who knew the priest said he had. Crucially, Mrs. McKenzie, his housekeeper who found the body, said they were there but there’s no mention of them in the evidence log.”
Pringle frowned. “If he had computers, he would almost certainly be accessing child porn. You think O’Reardon took them?”
Dylan nodded.
“And Julia Taylor?”
“I questioned her about whether she saw any computers at the crime scene,” he said, his pulse pounding in the aftermath of his questions. “She all but admitted O’Reardon had threatened her and her family if she told us anything at all about his activities.”
Pringle steepled his hands in front of him. “Hmm… What do you think? Why would O’Reardon bother taking the computers? By that stage he was about to retire from the force. He was a man with quite a few financial resources. I wouldn’t have thought a couple of computers would interest him much. Unless… Were he and the priest friendly?”
Dylan nodded. “They both coached the under ten soccer team. Word around the traps is they were seen now and again having a drink at the pub after a game. Given what we know about both of them and the fact the computers went missing after O’Reardon first got to the crime scene, I wonder if he took them to get rid of any evidence that implicated him in the production of child porn.”
“Christ. And if the priest was filming his activities, there’s a very good chance all the local kids who were assaulted by him might have images of themselves floating around the internet.”
“It was ten years ago. If those images were uploaded, our chances of finding any of them is remote.”
They stared at each other, the implications of the priest’s actions growing more horrifying with every minute.
“All we can do is contact the child pornography task force and let them know of our concerns.” Pringle scrubbed his face with his hands. “After all this time, I doubt there’s much they could do.”
“But this might give us some leverage with O’Reardon,” Dylan said. “I’m wondering about raising the stakes. If we question him about the missing computers, not making any accusations, but more seeking his assistance about what he remembers, he might slip up. He wouldn’t be expecting a focus on the priest.”
“So you’re thinking if he denies seeing any computers we can use that as an excuse to get a warrant to search his place? I doubt a magistrate would agree, but we could get some advice.”
“It all contributes to the case against him. If I can get Julia to confirm he threatened her or more, that he’s involved in trafficking drugs into prisons, we’re cooking with gas.”
Pringle pondered a moment. “Can’t do any harm. Take Grady with you.”
Dylan hesitated. “I’d prefer to take Ryan. I think it’s best to have people involved who had no contact with O’Reardon. Ryan’s new like me.”
“There’s something you’re not telling me, isn’t there?”
“Just a feeling. I think Norm Grady is compromised in some way, but I don’t know how.”
A look of gloom appeared on Pringle’s face. “Just what I need. Not surprising when I think about it.” He sighed. “Get the interview done and then we’ll worry about Grady. If he is compromised in some way in relation to O’Reardon, we need to find out sooner rather than later.”
*
“So Detective Inspector Andrews. What can I do for you?” The question was full of barely repressed smugness.
He thinks he can get away with anything. Not surprising. He has until now.

They sat in the office attached to his apartment, away from the main hotel. Not for the first time, Dylan speculated how a run-of-the-mill copper could have amassed enough money to restore such an extensive historic hotel. While some of it must have been drug money, he made a mental note to look into any other business partnerships O’Reardon was involved with.
“We need to do a follow up on a case you were involved in some years ago. No big deal but some questions have come up about procedures. You know how it goes.”
“Sure. Happy to help. But I’ve been out of the force for a long time. Don’t know if the memory is up to it.”
“I’m sure you remember the murder of Father Patrick O’Donnell.” Maybe he was imagining it, but he saw O’Reardon’s eyes widened fractionally. You and…” He looked down at his notes. “…Gary Randle were the first responders. Basically, one of the kids who was molested by Patrick O’Donnell ten years ago is suing the Catholic Church.”
“Yeah? Good luck to him or her. ’Bout time someone made them accountable. They knew all about that sick fuck and just shifted him around.” He shook his head, a look of sorrowful concern on his face. “A lot of lives got hurt in the process. But what’s that got to do with me?”
“The lawyers for the kid reckon it was likely that Father Pat filmed his assaults on his victims. Goes with the territory with a lot of pedophiles and we know he liked his computers. Trouble is, no computers were found in his house. That seems pretty weird.”
O’Reardon nodded. His forehead creased with grave consideration.
“You’re right. I thought it strange at the time. We searched the whole house and the church but couldn’t find a thing. I always thought he had another place where he did his assaults but we never found where.”
Dylan nodded, matching O’Reardon’s concern. “He probably did, but we need to check out everything. He paused. “So you didn’t see any computers? No video equipment?”
O’Reardon shook his head. “No, it was all pretty straightforward. Father Pat was dead with stab wounds to his stomach. We called the Homicide team and left it for the forensic boys to process. You know, it was sheer luck that Taylor girl was found so quickly. The housekeeper told the investigating team about the argument between O’Donnell and Eleanor Taylor. They were following up and were as surprised as anyone when she confessed.”
“Yeah. From what I could see from the files, she would have had a good case for manslaughter and a suspended sentence or at least only a few years. But she pleaded guilty and went straight to sentencing. Very strange.”
O’Reardon shrugged. “Must’ve thought she deserved it or didn’t want to go through the whole trial. Who knows what goes through the minds of murderers?”
Dylan’s hands clenched and unclenched. The need to throttle him reared up like a living entity. Instead he smiled. “You’re probably right. Just thought we’d double check. At least we can tick off this line of enquiry.” He stood and started to pack his notebook into his briefcase. Looking around he smiled at O’Reardon. “You’ve done very well here. The hotel looks amazing. Must have taken a hell of a lot of money to do it up so well. I hear it was a labor of love for you.”
O’Reardon narrowed his eyes. “I put a lot of hard work into this place and made it attractive for investors. That’s the only way to survive in the hotel business.”
“I’m sure you’re right,” Dylan said. “Must have been quite a change from police work.”
“A welcome change. No dead bodies to worry about.” He stood to show Dylan out. “Now is that all? Anything else I can help you with?” A note of impatience had crept into his voice, as if he wanted Dylan to know he was a busy man with limited time.
The door leading to the rest of his apartment opened and a face appeared briefly. O’Reardon frowned and shook his head. The face quickly retreated.
Nessa.
Rage made a sudden, vicious arrival in Dylan’s blood. He made a movement toward O’Reardon with clenched fists, but reined himself back with monumental effort.
“The things is,” Dylan said making his voice deliberately laid-back. “The housekeeper, Colleen McKenzie, remembers seeing at least a laptop computer on the floor when she found the body. But you say you didn’t see anything.”
O’Reardon stilled, his black eyes dead and cold.
“What are you implying? If you want to accuse me of something come out with it.”
Dylan shook his head. “No accusation. Just trying to work out what happened. She could’ve been mistaken. The only other person who could tell us about the crime scene isn’t talking much.”
O’Reardon flinched. “What do you mean?”
“Julia Taylor. Not a woman who wants to give much help to the police. Says she can’t remember any computers.”
“Well then. Both she and I are saying the same thing.” There was a note of triumph in his voice.
“I think she’s frightened. I think someone’s threatened her to keep quiet.”
The two men stood face to face. Dylan kept his eyes on O’Reardon’s face but sensed the clenched fist ready to strike.
“Our interview is over,” O’Reardon said in a voice of ice.
“For now,” Dylan said. “But it’s been fun, so I think we’re bound to repeat the experience. I’ll see myself out.”
*
Angus O’Reardon watched the arrogant prick close the door behind him. This was not good. Not good at all. He resisted the urge to hurl a glass paperweight through the window with supreme effort.
Over the past ten years he’d prided himself in not attracting the attention of the police. He never used any of the locals for courier activities or buying and selling. Always better not to foul one’s own nest.
But this was different. Why the priest’s murder after all this time?
Julia Taylor. It all came back to her. She must’ve said something despite what Andrews said. Something that sparked off this line of inquiry. Stupid bitch. She would pay and so would her family.
He pulled out his cell phone and keyed in some numbers.
“Gaz? Where are you? I’ve got a job for you.”



Chapter 17
He crouched behind a tree and peered into the Taylors’ backyard. The sliver of moon didn’t provide enough light but he couldn’t risk a torch. All he needed to do was get into the house, find Blossom, and deal with her. For days he’d been scoping the place out, trying to work out if there was any pattern to their comings and goings.
The Taylor women had to be silenced. Julia’s return was in danger of bringing up old secrets that needed to stay good and buried. If they didn’t keep their mouths shut, he and O’Reardon would be in big trouble.
He was in luck. Julia had gone off to somewhere and the others were out too. Blossom was alone. He started to creep toward the house when a shadow emerged from the side.
Shit. That loser Rez.
He crouched down and groped his way back to the shelter of the tree. His heart was racing and sweat prickled on his skin, even though the night was cold. He couldn’t stay here long, someone could find him. He jumped when a dog started barking furiously.
Fuck, fuck. He had to get out of here.
“Stop it, Curtis, you stupid dog. Get in here,” yelled someone from over the road. He could just see a front door open, then close after the dog was pulled inside. Silence. But what was Rez doing?
“What are you doing here?” Blossom sounded furious.
He peered through the bush. She was leaning out her bedroom window. He could just see the shape of messy dark hair around her head.
“I’m sorry, Bloss. I didn’t mean to hurt you. I’m in a real fix. I need to find the pills. I won’t bother you again if you could just tell me where you threw them. Can you come down? Just show me? Then I’ll piss off and you won’t see me again.”
“Just piss off now. I don’t want anything to do with you.”
“I know that, Bloss. But just show me before your mom gets back and I’ll get out of the way.”
Blossom was silent. “Hang on,” she finally said.
He grimaced as she closed the window. Idiot. Why did she have to have anything to do with this waste of space? What was he going to do? Climb down into the valley? With any luck he’d fall.
Time was running out. He shivered and crouched lower to the ground.
Blossom appeared at the back door. He couldn’t quite work out what they were saying. She was angry. Rez was pleading with her. He grabbed her arm and she shook it off. Then she walked quickly to the garden wall with Rez following.
“Over there,” she said. “I climbed over the wall and let it drop. If you want to climb down there and get it, more fool you.”
Both of them stood peering over the low wall. Rez sat on it and swung his legs over. There was a wide ledge before the sloping drop into the valley. He wouldn’t go over, would he?
He leant forward trying to see what Rez was doing. A low growl sounded from behind him. He spun around to see a small black dog bearing its teeth at him.
“Fuck,” he muttered. He better leave and try for another night.
“Rez!” he heard her yell. “What are you doing?”
The dog continued to growl. He backed away from the tree and made his way back to the front of the house. He’d parked his car a few streets away.
A door opened over the road. 
“Curtis, you wretched dog! Come back here!”
He ducked between two parked cars, his heart almost exploding out of his chest. Curtis had followed him up the Taylors’ driveway to the street and was now standing on the road, growling at him and ignoring his master.
“I said come here!” Curtis’s owner barreled out into the street, grabbed the dog by the collar, and dragged him back to the house. “Right,” said the owner. “The laundry it is.”
Curtis whined as he was dragged, twisting his body, trying to get away. His owner was having none of that. Finally, master and dog disappeared into the house.
He stood and walked quickly back down the driveway, then paused. She was sitting on the garden ledge, no doubt waiting for dropkick Rez. Some women never learn.
Drawing out his knife, he crept up to her.
Problem solved.
*
Sally pulled the car up to the curb and turned to Julia.
“The meeting wasn’t that bad was it?”
Julia laughed and leant across to hug her.
“It was fine. Only a bit overwhelming. They are some serious women. I’m amazed they haven’t sorted out the whole world long before this.”
Sally shrugged. “The Blue Mountains is enough. If we can just get the local State member to wield some influence with Macquarie Street, we might be able to get some more funding for the mental health day program. He’s sympathetic but not necessarily in the right faction.”
Julia shook her head as she gathered together her bag, coat, and scarf. “I’ll leave that firmly with you lot. Politics is well and truly out of my league. I have enough on my plate.”
Sally turned off the ignition, signaling she was settled in for a talk. Julia wasn’t sure she could deal with any deep and meaningful discussions after the events of the past few days but she resigned herself to being grilled by Sally.
“How are you? Is Blossom okay?”
Julia contemplated telling Sally everything. Everything about that night, about O’Reardon and about Dylan. She stared at her best friend and shrugged.
“Okay I guess, but she’s working through something. She’s angry. Cold and distant with it. Douglas says she’s talking to him, which is great, but she’s shut down around us.”
Julia’s sense of helplessness about Blossom tormented her. Increasingly she knew she had to tell her the truth, had to tell all her family the truth, but she hesitated. The truth would devastate them, she knew that.
She couldn’t shake the idea that Blossom would fall to pieces. But maybe that wouldn’t happen and if it did, Blossom would recover. Maybe the tormenting memories were making her worse. Through it all, Julia knew she was taking responsibility for all the people in her life, just as she had before she went to jail. She had to stop. In her heart of hearts she knew she was probably making it worse.
Staring out the window at the house she resolved to tell Blossom, Eleanor and Dee the truth about that night. If it lead to further hurt, then so be it.
She turned back to Sally. There were other hurts that needed healing as well.
“What about you? How’s everything going in your life?”
Sally shrugged and smiled ruefully. “Okay, I guess. I like my work and this is a good community.”
“But?”
Sally shook her head. “No buts. I’m fine.”
Julia swallowed nervously. It was now or never.
“We never talked about what happened before Father Pat.”
“What do you mean?”
“Andy.”
Sally’s forehead creased in bewilderment. “What about him? Haven’t seen him in years. I think he lives in Sydney.”
“Sal. You told me all about Father Pat months before… before… I killed him. I didn’t believe you. I didn’t want to believe you. Andy and you were an item and I was jealous. When you told me about Father Pat I thought you were being a drama queen. You and all the others went through more hell because I was pissed off with you.”
Julia watched as the blood drained from Sally’s face. She turned away and closed her eyes then let out a huge sigh.
“You’ve been tormenting yourself about this for ten years haven’t you?” She shook her head and turned back. “No one believed me, Julia. I was out of control, all over the place. Yeah, sure there were good reasons why, but how were you supposed to know that?” She paused as if trying to make a decision. “You were a couple of years older than me and when we became friends, I knew we’d be friends for life. Staying at your place with your family was like a holiday for me, away from my mad family.”
Julia knew all about Sal’s family, her strict, abusive father and ineffectual mother.
“But then Father Pat came to town and everything changed. I was fifteen and he told me he’d kill me if I told anyone. I believed him. I still do.” She stopped and stared off into space looking to Julia like she was reliving that terrible time.
“I started to try everyone’s patience. My parents, my teachers, and you. When you hooked up with Andy I was so consumed with jealousy I swore I’d take him away from you. So I did. By then I knew all about sex, all about what men liked, so it wasn’t hard. Not many nineteen-year-old boys can resist someone willing to give them blowjobs, any time, any place, no questions asked.”
“Sal…” Julia started to reach for her.
“It wasn’t your fault, Julia,” Sally said fiercely. “Father Pat raped me and corrupted me, let me think that the only way to get on in the world was through my cunt.”
The harsh word made Julia jump. Tears blurred her vision and trickled down her face.
“It took a lot of years of therapy for me to see how wrong that was, how destructive.” She stared off into space again. “Douglas helped me with that,” she said softly.
Julia sobbed as she held her now crying friend in her arms, wishing not for the first time that Father Pat had never ended up in Katoomba with his sly charm and flash computers.
When they’d exhausted their tears, Julia pulled away and wiped her face with the back of her hand.
“Well you were right about one thing,” she said.
“What?”
“We will be friends for life.”
Sally laughed and in an instant pain dissipated like a mountain fog after the sun came out.
“Thanks for the lift,” Julia said. “We’ll catch up in the next couple of days. Okay?”
Sally hugged her. As Julia climbed out of the car and waved as Sally drove away, she knew she didn’t have the energy to have an even more difficult conversation with her family. The truth had waited for ten years. It could wait a little longer.
The night was cold and clear and crisp. Instead of making her way inside she skirted around the side of the house and into the back garden, wanting to get a grip on her emotions. Even in the darkness she could sense the whole expanse of the Jamison Valley in front of her. Sitting on a wooden garden bench, she tipped her head up. Stars filled the night sky. Of all the things she’d given up by going to jail, watching the night sky in the middle of the mountains was what she’d missed the most.
As a child she’d sneaked out in the middle of the night to sit on the cliff edge and dream she was on a spaceship heading for the stars. Eleanor might have been a slapdash and neglectful mother, but even she would have hit the roof if she’d known about Julia’s night time forays. It was a long drop into the valley.
Julia breathed in the night air and prepared to go inside. Sighing, she stood and took one last look at the living, breathing darkness of the valley.
Something didn’t look quite right.
Normally, even in the dark, the stone path to the cliff edge glowed pale silver in the night. Right at the edge of the cliff was a low, dry-stone wall. There was a dark patch on the pathway right up against the wall.
She walked down to investigate, every step increasing a sense of impending doom. As she got closer to the black lump, terror flared, sharp and bright in her belly. It was a body.
She stood next to it and forced herself to look.
“Blossom! No!”
She threw herself down and pulled on the shoulder only to scream with shock as the body flopped over. The face stared with sightless eyes up at the stars.
Not Blossom.
Rez.
She stood and backed away, horror filling her senses. With a moan of distress, she turned and ran up the pathway to the house.
“Blossom,” she screamed. “Ma, Dee, anyone!”
The back door was locked. She banged and rattled the door, all the time fumbling in her bag for her key. She finally found it as Dee unlocked and opened the door.
“What’s wrong? What’s going on?” she asked, a curious frown on her face.
“It’s Rez,” Julia said, pushing past her to head for the phone.
“What? He’s out there? That bastard. We’re not putting up with this. This time, we’ll keep him here until the police arrive.”
“We can’t,” Julia said, dialing. “He’s dead. He’s at the end of the garden near the wall and he’s dead.”
Dee gasped and turned to the back door at the same time as Blossom and Eleanor appeared at the kitchen door.
“What is it? What’s going on?” Eleanor said.
“Rez is out there at the end of the garden. Julia says he’s dead.”
Blossom cried out. “No! He can’t be. He was only here an hour ago.”
Eleanor stared at her aghast. “You invited him back here again?”
“No, no! He tried to convince me to let him in but I wouldn’t. I showed him where I’d thrown the drugs and he disappeared into the bush.”
“Why didn’t you tell us?” Eleanor said.
“I… I… didn’t want to worry you. I made it very clear I didn’t want to see him and I was pretty sure he got the message. I just didn’t want the police around here again.”
“Well, not much choice about that now,” Julia said. “They’re on their way.”
“How… how… did he die?” Blossom asked.
“I don’t know, Bloss,” Julia said, crossing to her. She put her arm around her and hugged her. “Maybe it was an accidental overdose. It happens sometimes.”
Blossom shivered. “I… I’m cold. I need to put something warmer on. I can’t face the police again in my pyjamas.” She disappeared upstairs leaving the others to stare at each other in dismay.
“I wonder if he’s been around before,” Dee said. “I mean, in between when we last saw him and tonight.”
Julia frowned. “I don’t think so. She seemed very committed to not wanting to see him.”
Eleanor pulled a chair out from the kitchen table and collapsed into it. “What a disaster this all is. And it’s all my fault.” She ran her fingers through her hair then rested her head in her hands. “If I’d been anything like a decent mother, my daughters wouldn’t have to have gone through this horror.” There was a sob in her voice that cut Julia to the bone.
She sat beside her. “That’s not true, Ma. What happened to me had nothing to do with you. I made decisions as an adult. It was my responsibility.”
Eleanor patted her hand. “Nice of you to stay so, but I think I had something to do with it too.”
A rap at the door made them all jump.
“No sirens this time,” Eleanor said. “I guess we can be thankful for that.”
She pulled herself up from the chair while Julia went to let them in. Two uniformed police, a man and a woman, stood at the door. Behind them was Dylan.
Julia felt blood rush to her face. This was not the time to recall steamy interludes with inappropriate men.
She ushered them in and gave them a brief recount of what she found. The two uniformed cops pulled out their torches and made their way to the back garden.
“Are you okay?” Dylan asked her softly. She didn’t think he was just referring to finding a dead body.
She nodded. “Although I can’t say the same for Eleanor. She’s taking it badly. Blaming herself for everything.”
He stroked her arm briefly as he passed her to enter the kitchen. She felt his touch like a warming balm on her soul. He murmured something to Eleanor and patted her shoulder as he made his way out the back. Standing next to her mother as she watched him walk down the garden path, Julia’s sense of dread returned. She was fairly certain it wasn’t an accidental overdose. There was blood on Rez’s face. A lot of blood.
She moved to the back door and peered into the night. Torches bobbed around and a low murmur of voices could just be heard. Eventually, Dylan started to returned to the house. She met him halfway along the path and saw the puzzled frown on his face.
“We’ll have to get the site covered. Hard to do anything in the middle of the night. The forensic team is on the way and can do the basics, but we need better light. I’m afraid you’re in for a sleepless night.”
Julia nodded. “How do you think he died?”
Dylan glanced sharply at her and shrugged. “Not sure, but it wasn’t an overdose.”
One of the other officers called to him. “Chief. Over here.”
Dylan turned back to his officers and Julia watched all of them peer at something on the ground. The light from the torches spread out in a fan as they searched for something. To Julia it looked like a track or trail as they focused on a particular spot and started following it up to the house. They stopped at a point just under Blossom’s window.
Dylan noticed her and pulled her away. “You need to go back into the house and don’t come out. Keep the others inside. Constable, go with her.” The cold, impersonal tone of his voice sent shards of terror through her. She was on parole and someone had just been murdered in her backyard. This was not good.
She and the constable returned to the kitchen and a circle of questioning faces. Blossom had re-emerged dressed in black jeans and a black sweater as if in mourning. Julia shook her head. “It wasn’t an overdose. I think someone killed him.”
Dee drew in a sharp breath and crossed to Blossom who had gone deathly pale.
“Sit,” she said.
Blossom shook her off. “I’m all right.”
“I’m not,” Julia said and collapsed into a chair.
“I’ll make some tea,” Eleanor said.
“The great panacea,” Julia muttered. “Don’t think it’ll help this time.”
She couldn’t go back to jail. She just couldn’t. But Rez was a known drug user and supplier who’d been found probably murdered on the property where she lived. And she was a convicted murderer, after all. Panicky thoughts crashed around her brain until she remembered the most important fact. She had an alibi. All night she’d been with six other people besides Sally. They met at six thirty, broke up at eight thirty, and then had a meal at a Thai restaurant on Katoomba Street.
“What time did Rez get here, Bloss?” She turned to her sister who was chewing her nail and had a blank, vacant look on her face. The hovering presence of the policeman in the corner was like an elephant in the room.
“Bloss?” Julia said loudly, breaking into her trance.
She jumped. “Sorry. I was miles away. What did you say?”
“What time did he get here?”
Blossom thought for a moment. “About nine I think. I was reading and I heard him call me. When I looked out the window, he was standing on the path and wanted me to let him in. I told him to piss off but he wanted me to show him where I’d thrown the pills. I thought he’d cause more trouble if I didn’t show him. You were due home soon, so I went down and showed him. Then he left.”
She paused as if making sure she had the story straight in her head. “I guess it’s possible he came back. I could smell cigarette smoke so I think he was down there for a while. And Curtis was barking. I peered out again after about half an hour, but he was gone.”
Julia nodded. A rap on the front door made them all jump. The constable went to find out who it was. Soon the whole kitchen was full of men and women carrying equipment and wheeling trollies. A blinding klieg light was set up in the backyard which lit up the whole area. Soon lights were coming on in neighboring houses.
“Here we go again,” Eleanor muttered.
“Ten years of quiet, then I arrive and the neighborhood goes to the dogs,” Julia said.
Dee snorted trying not to laugh. Soon all of them where giggling, right on the edge of hysteria.
“Do June and Bill some good,” Eleanor said between laughs. “They need a bit of excitement in their lives.”
“They’re getting it,” Julia said. “I bet they hope I go back to where I came from.”
The laughter died as if shut off by a tap.
“That’s not going to happen,” Dee said, her voice full of worry. “They can’t see you as having anything to do with this.”
Julia shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s not a good look to spend ten years in jail for murder and then have someone murdered in your backyard within a month of you getting out.”
“But Rez was involved in all sorts of drug-related crap,” Blossom said. “Any one of a number of people could’ve done it.”
“But why here? Why at our house?”
A nagging thought inched its way into consciousness. The first time she’d seen Rez she’d been amazed about how much he and Blossom looked alike. Same clothes, same hair and same build. What if whoever did this was after Blossom? It was dark, it would’ve been an easy mistake to make.
Julia’s blood froze as realization dawned. O’Reardon. He’d threatened her family if she told anyone about his drug distribution into jails. But she hadn’t. So why was he doing this? It didn’t make sense. Maybe he’d seen her with Dylan. Maybe he thought she was planning to tell Dylan everything she knew about the way O’Reardon did drug drops. But then he’d come after her, not Blossom.
Her brain ached, trying to put the pieces together.



Chapter 18
And continued to ache hours later as Dylan took her yet again through her statement.
But that wasn’t the worst part. The virtual ransacking of the house was terrifying. She knew they had to do it; anywhere a body turned up had to be thoroughly search for evidence. As the house was turned upside down, the look of misery on Eleanor and Dee’s faces cut her to the bone. Julia had told her mother she’d never leave the mountains; maybe for their sake she should. If this kind of attention was going to follow her, getting out of the mountains might be best for everyone.
Julia knew her statement was straightforward and that Dylan hadn’t spent nearly the same time with her as he had with Blossom. For all her anxiety at being an object of suspicion, she’d not considered that Blossom would be considered a likely ‘person of interest’. But of course she would be. She was the last person to see Rez alive. Or at least the last person who admitted to seeing him alive.
“So you left the women’s health center at eight thirty then went to the Thai restaurant with Sally and some other women. Who exactly?”
Julia frowned, trying to put faces to names. She’d met them all in one rush at the beginning of the meeting so wasn’t sure she had their names correctly sorted. When she mentioned Jenny, the coordinator of the domestic violence support group, Dylan smiled.
“You had dinner with Jenny?”
Julia nodded.
“I’ll check with her later. She’ll give me a good bollocking.”
“Why?”
“She’ll claim I’m harassing you unnecessarily and it’s all part of a conspiracy to keep women subservient and controlled.”
“She didn’t strike me as being that unreasonable,” she said dubiously.
“She’s not. It’s a game we have. She tells me I’m part of the fascist, authoritarian patriarchy and I tell her she’s full of left-wing paranoid crap. We have a great time, then we tell each other everything we both need to know about the dropkick blokes who think beating their partners is all part of a good night out.”
Julia smiled and leant toward him, over the kitchen table where they were seated. “You like that part of your work, don’t you?”
He lifted his gaze to hers. Everything within her stilled as he looked into her eyes. While she knew a little more about him now, she was aware he was still a man who hid behind layers of protection.
“It’s important. Protecting the innocent is always important,” he said. They were alone in the kitchen while the constable stayed with the others in the lounge room. He threw his pen onto the kitchen table and leant back in his chair, expelling a breath.
“Julia, I don’t know what’s going on here. Not with Rez, not with Blossom, and certainly not with you.”
A chill inched inexorably up her spine. “It was a mistake, wasn’t it?” she asked softly.
He shook his head, his eyes bleak. “Just bad timing. I know you’re not involved with what happen to Rez but somehow his murder is connected with you getting out.”
“What about Blossom? You spent a lot of time with her.”
He dragged his hands through his hair. “She was the last one to see him and she was angry with him. We’ll know more over the next few days. The guys from the homicide squad will be doing most of the work.”
“You won’t be in charge of this?”
He shook his head. “We do the preliminary work and they’ll take over. We don’t have the resources for a full-on murder investigation.”
He glanced at her. “You should try and get some sleep.”
She snorted. “I don’t think so.”
*
The telephone call came just as she was drifting into sleep. Hours of questions, endless cups of tea. The homicide squad arrived as Dylan said. The crime scene was processed and from what Julia could glean, Rez had been stabbed in the back while sitting on the stone wall smoking.
They’d all been questioned even more thoroughly by the detective from the homicide squad who of course was particularly interested in Julia. He was a no-nonsense, brisk type with sharp green eyes and a deceptively calm questioning style, who seemed resigned to the fact she had nothing to do with the murder. Julia could tell he thought she was involved in something.
“So. A well-known petty drug dealer, who’d been in a relationship with your sister and had been turfed out of this house some weeks ago, turns up murdered in your back yard. Doesn’t look good does it?”
“I don’t know, Detective Palmer. I leave that to you. All I know is that I didn’t have anything to do with Rez’s murder and neither did anyone in my family.”
He grunted, not happy but not able to disagree with her. Julia knew they’d found no forensic evidence in the house. No bloodstained clothing, no trail leading from Rez to the house.
“You’ll be seeing me again. The investigation’s just beginning.”
She nodded, weariness falling on her with sudden, crippling force.
After the body was removed, they packed up and left. At three in the afternoon she crawled into bed and prepared to sleep like the dead. A phone call ended all that.
Eleanor put her head around Julia’s bedroom door. “It’s for you. David Warren from the parole office.”
Julia groaned and dragged herself out of bed and to the phone in the hall.
“Get in here now,” he snarled.
“Now? I was up all night. Can’t it wait till tomorrow?”
“Now,” he said and hung up.
She held the phone in front of her and stared at it, dread making a sick, sour twist in her gut. He couldn’t breach her on this, surely?
“Are you okay?” Eleanor hovered anxiously at the end of the hall. Behind her, the window showed a day stark with gray skies.
“Yeah. After the fun of last night he seems to need to see me now. Where’s Blossom?”
“Gone to see Douglas.”
Julia grunted and made her way to the bathroom. Maybe a cold shower would wake her up.
But she became wide awake when she sat in front of David Warren’s desk and listened to his tirade.
“You are in real danger of being breached. I told you to leave that fuckwit Rez alone and he turns up dead in your back yard.’
“I had nothing to do with it,” Julia said in cold, precise words. “Check with the police. You can’t breach me for something I didn’t do.”
“Don’t bet on it. You can be breached for associating with known criminals. So far, you threatened Rez in my office after provoking a fight with him, a fact I’m obliged to tell the police about, and you were seen talking to Vanessa Hunt on the main street of Katoomba. A woman who’s spent the last ten years in and out of jail. What are you playing at, Julia? Off on some vigilante run again?”
“What? What do you mean?” she said, shock and fear coating her vocal cords.
“I mean the cops might not be able to prove anything against you but I wouldn’t put it past you to have conveniently organized one of you mates to get rid of your sister’s inconvenient ex-boyfriend who no one would much mourn. Just like the priest. You take the law into your own hands to get rid of scum. That’s it isn’t it?”
Julia sat in stunned silence. This was bad. This was a disaster.
“That is so far from the truth I don’t know where to begin. You’re not really serious are you?”
“I’m deadly serious. There’s something going on in that head of yours that will get you back into jail if you’re not careful. Okay, I might be wrong and you have nothing to do with Rez’s death. I sincerely hope so. But the only way you’ll prove that is by staying away from known criminals. That means Nessa and any other of your mates from jail. Do you get it?”
She nodded, the action setting off a swirl of dizziness in her head. She seemed to be staring at him from the end of a telescope. Shaking her head, she stumbled to her feet and swayed, searching for the door. She had to get out of this room.
“Hang, on, hang on.” He leapt out of his chair and caught her, easing her back into her chair. “Don’t faint on me. Here, have some water.”
He fumbled with a jug on his desk and placed a plastic cup in her hand. The cool water cleared her head.
“Who told you about me being seen with Nessa?”
He shuffled and looked uncomfortable. “I can’t tell you that.”
“It was that cop, wasn’t it? The one sitting in the car with Dylan Andrews. Did he tell you that Dylan spoke to me afterwards and was satisfied I’d just run into Nessa and was trying to give her some support?”
He shook his head, avoiding her eyes. “It wasn’t a cop.”
“The newsagent then.”
“Look, just drop it. Just stay away from Nessa or anyone like her.”
She placed the plastic cup on his desk and left without a backward glance.
*
“She’s involved someway, Dylan. I don’t know how, but she’s connected.” Palmer sat opposite Dylan in his office and played with a pen, the click-click irritating even against the backdrop of a noisy office.
Dylan frowned but said nothing. He knew Julia was connected to Rez’s murder too, but unlike Palmer was certain O’Reardon was behind it. Trouble was, he had no idea why. Rez was thought to be a courier for O’Reardon so his connection with the Taylor family was troubling, even though he knew it was an association none of the Taylor women wanted, even Bloss.
But none of it made sense. It wasn’t like O’Reardon to get himself involved in something like this. He was much more underhand and subtle. Maybe Rez had some kind of rival in the drug trade. Maybe it had nothing to do with drugs.
He stirred in his chair uncomfortably as Palmer went on to speculate about Rez’s murder.
“When she was sentenced for the murder of the priest the judge said Julia was on some kind of vigilante kick. I wonder if she’s doing the same thing here?”
“But she wasn’t anywhere near the murder scene and has a number of witnesses who can confirm that.”
“She could’ve got someone to do it for her. She was seen talking to one of her crim mates recently.”
“Nessa?” He snorted. “You’ve got to be joking. I saw Julia and Nessa talking and it was nothing to do with murder. Nessa can barely look after herself. She’d be incapable of doing something like this.”
“People can do anything if their drug supply starts to run out.”
Dylan shook his head. “Take it from me, I’ve known Nessa for years and it would amaze me if she was involved. And at the moment there’s no chance of her drug supply running out. She’s shacked up with one of the upper Mountains’ major drug dealers.”
Palmer nodded, looking gloomy. “I guess you’re right. It was a bit of a stretch.” Dylan felt the other man’s speculative gaze on him. “You seem keen for Julia Taylor not to be involved. Something going on I should know about?”
Dylan stared back at him calmly and shook his head, all the time willing his pounding heart to calm. “I’m a friend of her parents. Can’t avoid that in a small town. But I hardly know her. Only met her a few times.” And each time we could barely keep our hands off each other.

Palmer grunted. “What about her sister? Sounds like she and Rez had a major falling out. She was the last one to see him.”
“No evidence anywhere. Wouldn’t you expect some blood on her or in the house?”
“Yeah,” Palmer sighed. “She could’ve taken off her clothes, I guess. But I can’t see it. And after speaking to her, I doubt she’s involved. She strikes me as a bit of an innocent. Pretty upfront about what happened between her and Rez and ashamed of it. And essentially what forensic evidence there is, points to someone coming down the driveway and hiding in the bushes. An ambush. That’s why I’m wondering about any of Julia’s crim mates.”
“Who told you about Julia being seen with Nessa?”
Palmer looked down at his notes. “Ah, Grady, Norm Grady. One of yours.” He paused while Dylan felt his searching gaze on him again. “No love lost between you and Norm, is there?”
“Why do you say that?”
Palmer shrugged. “I got the impression he thought you wouldn’t tell me about Julia and Nessa. Why would he think that?”
Dylan let out a long sigh, all the time contemplating just what to tell Palmer. From everything he’d heard about the other man from his colleagues, he was a good copper, honest, hardworking with a dry as dust sense of humor. Maybe it was time to broaden the investigation of O’Reardon, let Palmer in on just what they were up against.
“There’s something you should know,” Dylan said. “It’s about Angus O’Reardon. We’ll need to talk to Pringle.”
Palmer raised his eyebrows but said nothing.
“Come on, it’s time to raise the stakes,” Dylan said, pushing back his chair. “Nothing to lose now.”



Chapter 19
Julia took a deep breath and opened her mouth. Not soon enough. The woman in front of her ploughed on, not interested in what Julia had to say.
“And from what the Prisoner Action people say, most screws aren’t averse to torture and other human rights violations. Is that what you found?”
She’d been trapped in the woman’s passionate espousal of prison reform. Too late she realized she’d mistaken the look of greedy voyeurism for genuine concern. Now she was cornered in a dark room with loud rock music from the seventies and eighties blaring, a whirling, happy crowd of dancing figures, and a growing sense she was on the verge of throwing up.
“I heard they used to watch lesbian women have sex with each other. Did that happen to you?”
She stared at the woman with cold fury, her anger cutting through her unwillingness to be rude.
“No. I generally invited them in. If you’ll excuse me, I need some air.”
She pushed past the flabbergasted woman, made her way through the gyrating dancers and into the kitchen. Dee was spooning humus into a bowl and swaying to the beat of an Annie Lennox song.
“Who is that awful woman?” Julia picked up a celery stick and scooped up some dip.
“Which one?” Dee placed the bowl on a platter of cut vegetables. “There are a few here,” she added, sotto voce.
“The earnest one who wants to know about my sex life in custody.”
“Ah. That would be Kirsty Brien. Bit of a bore.”
“Why did you invite her?’
Dee shrugged. “Partner of Allie Turner. You remember Allie don’t you? One of my best friends. Just has terrible taste in women. I don’t think Kirsty will last. Even Allie’s beginning to get irritated by her.”
Dee picked up the platter and made for the lounge room, back to the swirling bodies and throbbing music. “You okay? You look a bit pale.”
Julia smiled at her, seeing that Dee was having a great time. Surrounded by her friends, reliving her glory days and, Julia knew, happy she no longer had to worry about Julia in jail.
“I’m fine. Just need some time out.”
“No panic attacks?”
She shook her head. “Not so far. But it was a close thing with Kirsty.”
“Don’t worry. Having a panic attack around Kirsty is normal. She has that effect on most people.” With a grin, she disappeared into the throng of people.
Julia munched on her celery and moved out onto the covered veranda. She could see into the lounge room without having to be part of the crowd. Amazing that an alcohol-free party could still manage to rage on with everyone high on music and each other’s company.
It was good to see Eleanor in this setting. She was both relaxed and energized. When new arrivals came into the room, they threw their arms around her and hugged her tightly. Dee was the star though, bopping around the room like a manic fairy dressed in garnet silk harem pants and a black sleeveless top.
Some more people came through the front door and with them, Larissa. Julia smiled widely and crossed the floor to her.
“Hey, glad you could come. I wanted to you to meet my parents.”
“They don’t mind a stranger at your stepmother’s birthday?”
Julia shook her head. “The more the merrier is their view. Come, I’ll introduce you.”
As they made their way through numerous gyrating bodies toward Eleanor, Larissa was welcomed by a few of the guests who knew her already.
“See, you’re hardly a stranger.”
Larissa smiled and visibly relaxed. As she and Eleanor chatted, Julia scanned the rest of the room.
Someone had cranked up the sound system and with it the energy in the room. With the only light coming from a string of fairy lights across the ceiling and a few tea lights on the dining room table, the room resembled, amazingly, a dance floor from some city club. The floor boards vibrated from the increasingly energetic dancing as Springsteen, Bowie, the Talking Heads, and other classics from the eighties boomed out across the room.
Julia smiled as the room full of baby boomers relived their youth. Everyone looked like they were having a great time. Except for Sally and Douglas. She peered through the darkness and flickering lights to see them away from the main action in a corner, arguing. At least she thought they were arguing. They faced each other and Douglas was talking to Sally earnestly. He grabbed her wrist and she shook him off roughly.
Concerned, Julia started to cross the floor to them, but was pulled toward Larissa by Eleanor.
“You didn’t tell me Larissa had offered you a contract,” Eleanor yelled over the noise, a look of delight on her face. “That’s fantastic!”
“I was going to tell you after the party,” Julia yelled back. She smiled at the two women then turned back to see what was going on with Sally and Douglas, just in time to see Sally storm off out the front door.
Frowning, she turned back to her mother, wanting to excuse herself and find out what was going on with her friend, only to see Larissa pale and shaking. Eleanor had turned away, grabbed by a group of her friends who wanted her to dance.
“Are you okay, Larissa? What’s happened?” Julia asked the now visibly upset woman.
“Nothing. I’m fine, just a ghost from the past. I’m sorry, Julia, I need to go. I can’t… I… I’ll see you later.”
“Larissa, wait—”
The other woman shook her head and quickly moved through the dancing throngs and out the front door. Julia moved to follow her but was caught up in a group of revelers who insisted she dance with them. By the time she’d extracted herself and got to the front door, she couldn’t see any sign of either Sally or Larissa.
Strange. She turned back to the party scanning for Douglas, but couldn’t see him. The party had reached a new level of wildness with nearly everyone on the floor, dancing.
Except for Blossom. She hovered around the edges of the party, looking haunted and lost.
“She’ll get there eventually.”
Adrenaline spiked through her body as she turned toward that deep voice. Dylan stood behind her staring at Blossom. He glanced toward her and smiled ruefully.
“Not an easy path, but then, it never is.”
“I didn’t see you come in.”
“I can only stay for a minute. Just wanted to give Dee a birthday present.”
Their last few encounters flashed inconveniently into her mind. Heated kisses and interrogation for a murder. Great basis for a relationship. A relationship? God almighty. She had to get that adolescent idea out of her head.
“I guess it’s not a good idea for you to be attending a party at a house where you’re investigating a murder.”
His smile was more a grimace. “No, not really. I thought you might call it off.”
Julia shook her head. “Not Eleanor. She was determined to have a party no matter what.” She turned to find Blossom again in the crowd. She was standing near Eleanor, trying to get her attention.
“This must all seem so different for you,” he said.
“What?”
He jerked his head toward the party. “Life. People doing what they do and not thinking about it. Fun.”
She shrugged. “We had fun in jail, strange as it may seem. Most people assume it’s a twisted kind of fun, crazy, involving lots of lesbian sex. Is that what you mean?”
He straightened and stared at her with a perplexed look on his face. “No. That’s not what I meant at all. What made you say that?”
She sighed and shook her head. “Sorry. The first half of the evening was taken up with an earnest pain in the ass trying to pump me for the salacious details of my sex life behind bars. I think she’d find it hard to believe genuine friendships could exist in that place.”
“Maybe that’s a good reason for you to help me get O’Reardon. Men like him are no good for your friends.”
She stared at him with narrowed eyes but even as she opened her mouth to reply, a nearby crash grabbed her attention.
The dining room table had been pushed against the wall to give more room for dancing and to serve as a buffet. Dips, bowls of chips and other finger food, as well as vases of flowers and tea light candles festooned the surface. Blossom stood at one end between Douglas and Eleanor, arguing fiercely with them. Julia couldn’t hear what they were saying, but could see the crash was the result of Blossom pulling away from Eleanor’s hand on her arm. She’s fallen back against the table and a vase of flowers had toppled over.
“Something’s wrong,” Julia murmured as she moved toward her sister. Dee was on the move as well, leaving the other guests to watch.
“I’m right. I know I’m right.” Blossom’s voice was high with hysteria and anger. She glared at Douglas and Eleanor as they tried to placate her.
“Come on, honey,” said Eleanor. “It’s okay. I know it’s been hard for you but this isn’t the time…”
“When will it be the right time, Ma? She went to jail for something she didn’t do.”
Julia froze, acutely conscious of both the hush that descended in the lounge room and the indrawn breath of Dylan behind her.
“We’ve talked about this Bloss. You know that’s not right. Come on, come away from here and let these people get on with having a good time.”
“No! They need to know!”
She wrenched herself away from her mother and her psychiatrist and climbed onto a chair. Julia rushed toward her with her arms outstretched.
No, no, no…
“Blossom—”
“Everyone. Everyone,” Blossom yelled. “You need to know. Julia went to jail to protect me. I’m the one who did it. I killed Father Pat.”
A collective breath from the crowd exploded into a jumble of protests and cries of disbelief.
“Stop it Blossom.” Julia reached up to her sister and pulled her off the chair. “You’re being ridiculous. I told you what happened.”
Grasping her arm tightly and signalling to Douglas to hold onto her other arm, Julia bustled the now weeping Blossom into the kitchen and deposited her on a chair. She glanced up at Dylan who’d closed the door, shutting the party out. She grimaced at him, then let out the breath she’d been holding. Dee and Eleanor were still in the lounge room and from the sounds of their voices, were explaining that Blossom was having a hard time and wasn’t herself.
That was an understatement.
“But it was me. I know it was,” Blossom repeated over and over. “I remember the knife and the blood.”
“No,” Julia said. “No."
Douglas pushed his fingers through his hair. “She’s been obsessing about this for a while. I thought she’d moved on but apparently not. I think it might be a good idea to give her a sedative and get her back to hospital.”
“No!” she cried. She leapt out of the seat but not before Dylan caught and held her.
“Stop it Bloss. You’re being a drama queen for no reason. There’s no way in the world you could’ve killed Father Pat.”
Julia stared at him, momentarily taken aback.
“But…” Blossom stuttered.
“No. I’ve read the forensic report. Your sister’s blood was at the scene because she cut herself when she stabbed him. Not only that, but Father Pat was killed by an adult and with some force. You were eight years old. You couldn’t have killed him.”
Dylan held Blossom as she sobbed into his sweater.
“But I keep having dreams,” she said. “Dreams about blood and knives… And I was there. She denied it but I know I was.” 
“We talked about this, Bloss,” Douglas said gently. “Your sister who you loved was convicted of a crime that a lot of people thought she shouldn’t have gone to prison for. Now she’s out of jail and you’re bringing into consciousness all that repressed pain and fear about losing her. I think you want to be guilty so you can rework history.” He smiled at her sadly while patting her like a fond uncle. “It won’t work. You know it won’t work.”
*
Dylan held her closer and glanced at Julia. Her face was chalk white and she swayed where she stood. Transferring Blossom into the arms of Douglas, he quickly stepped toward her and caught her.
“Are you alright?”
“Yes. No. I don’t know,” she whispered. “I think I’m going to throw up.”
She pushed away from him and ran out of the kitchen down the hallway and into the bathroom. He stood where he was, torn between helping Douglas with Blossom or seeing if Julia was okay. From the sound of retching sounds from the bathroom, she wasn’t. Eleanor had joined Douglas in dealing with Blossom, so he made his way cautiously down the hallway. When he got to the doorway of the bathroom, he saw Julia sitting on the side of the bath, wiping her face with a wet face cloth. She was still pale and shaking. He crouched down in front of her.
“It’s okay. Eleanor and Douglas have taken her upstairs and put her to bed. Dee’s dealing with the guests. I think they took it in their stride. Most people seem to know Bloss is just out of detox.”
She nodded and avoided his eyes.
“It’s not your fault,” he said quietly.
“Then whose is it if not mine? I have to see if she’s all right.” She stood and brushed past him but seemed to have second thoughts. She hesitated and turned to him.
“Why are you so certain a child couldn’t have killed Father Pat?”
“I read your file. All the forensic evidence was there.” Something was wrong.
“Yeah, I guess that’s right.”
She gazed off into a world of her own that made the hairs raise on the back of his neck. “Julia? What’s wrong?” He put his hand on her arm but she shook him off as if snapping back to reality.
He followed her as she went back to the kitchen. Dee was stacking dishes in the sink. She turned as Julia almost slammed into the kitchen table. She was still unsteady on her feet.
“Whoa! Hang on a minute. Sit down.”
“I’m okay. Where’s Blossom?”
“Douglas and Eleanor have put her to bed.”
There was a tightness to her voice that Dylan couldn’t quite decipher.
“Did she say any more?”
“Any more? Didn’t she say enough? I had no idea this was going through her mind. If we’d known earlier we could’ve done something about it.” She stared at Julia with eyes full of reproach. “Why didn’t you tell us?”
Dylan watched Julia with increasing concern. She seemed on the verge of panic.
“I… I didn’t take her seriously. I thought she was just attention getting. The whole thing was absurd…”
She laughed, which immediately transformed into tears. Standing in the middle of the kitchen, Julia bent over and howled. Dee caught her in her arms.
“Shh. Shh. It’s okay. Everyone’s gone home. It’s been a big night. Time for bed for all of us I think.”
Dylan watched as Dee led Julia to the stairs. “Go on up. Go to bed. I’ll see Dylan out.”
Julia shuddered and squared her shoulders. It looked to Dylan as if she was forcing herself to get control. She turned and faced him.
“Why did you read my file?”
“You know why. I was looking for something else. What we talked about before. It’s important, Julia,” Dylan said.
She stood at the foot of the stairs and glared at him.
“You won’t give up, will you?”
He regarded her levelly and said nothing.
Her shoulders slumped and she turned to climb the stairs. “What does it matter now, anyway? What does anything matter?” she muttered, and disappeared up the stairs.
Dee turned to him.
“What’s going on Dylan? What did she mean?”
He shook his head. “I can’t tell you Dee.” He frowned. “I know what Blossom said upset her, but it was more than that. Did she ever talk to you about what happened that day? About the murder?”
Dee sighed. “Not really. She didn’t talk to anyone about it much, not even her solicitor. As soon as the police arrived the day after and searched the car, she admitted she did it. All the evidence pointed that way.”
There was hesitance in Dee’s voice.
“But you had some doubts?”
She sat in a kitchen chair as if the weight of the world had descended upon her.
“The whole thing just seemed incredible to me. Incredible that Julia would’ve gone up there in the first place. She’s a sensible girl. If her best friend told her the local priest had molested her, I would’ve thought her first response would be to get her some help, not confront the molester. I tried to talk to her about why she went up there but she wouldn’t say anything. Just muttered some nonsense about saving others.”
“And you, Eleanor, and Blossom weren’t around. Is that right?”
Dee nodded. “Bloss had gone on a school camp at Bundanoon. The whole thing was a nightmare. Because she was away for a few days, Ellie and I decided to do an overnight camp in the bush. When we got back on what would’ve been the day of the murder, we found Bloss had been sent back early because she’d been sick. She had a raging fever and Julia was nursing her.”
Something tingled down Dylan’s spine. “Blossom was with Julia?”
Dee nodded.
He frowned. That detail wasn’t in the file. He sat on a kitchen chair opposite Dee.
“In the file and sentencing comments, it’s obvious the only reason the police turned up at your place in the first place was because Eleanor was heard to have a loud and aggressive fight with Father Pat some days before. And when I talked to Mrs. McKenzie, Father Pat’s housekeeper, she said you were at his house the day before he was found. But you said you’d gone camping. What’s that about, Dee?”
She shifted in her chair and avoided his eyes.
“Did she say that? I can’t really remember.”
He watched her with surprise and growing concern. “Come on. This is me you’re talking to. The man who’s bared his soul to you and lived to tell the tale. What happened?”
She lifted her head to him. Tears were shimmering in her eyes. “It was a bad time for us, Dylan. We were going through a rough patch.” She took in a deep breath and pushed it out. “Ellie had busted.”
Dylan stirred in his chair and reached for her hands.
“Somehow Father Pat found out her relapse and threatened Eleanor with blackmail. Told her if she didn’t pay him he’d report her to the authorities and get Blossom taken away. That was Ellie’s worst nightmare.”
“Blackmail? I wouldn’t have thought Eleanor would ever let herself be blackmailed.”
Dee smiled. “She didn’t. Told him to go to hell in loud and uncompromising ways. But beneath it all she’s fragile. It didn’t help her relapse.” She hesitated. “You know about Father Pat, don’t you Dylan?”
“That he was a pedophile? Everyone knows that.”
She shook her head. “Not that. Before that became known. Father Pat was very well loved by lots of people in Katoomba. He was charming. Charismatic. Both Ellie and I were refugees from Catholic childhoods and had nothing to do with the church. When he arrived in Katoomba, he went about getting involved in a range of groups and causes to do with social justice and everyone thought he was great. A breath of fresh air. Young people loved him,” she said wryly. “We entertained him in our house, for god’s sake. Not only did he abuse everyone’s trust through his activities, but it became clear he’d been collecting information about a whole range of people and was blackmailing them.”
“There was nothing about this in the files.”
“I don’t think the police even knew. There was no point. Julia confessed and that was that.”
Dylan thought there was a lot more to it. Although, on one level she was right. Once Julia confessed, any other lines of enquiry would’ve been abandoned by the investigating officers.
“So why did you go and see him?”
Dee pushed her fingers through her hair, making it stand on end. “Ellie and I had gone camping to get away from everything. She was struggling with staying sober and we were arguing. I got fed up and drove back into town, determined to go and see Father Pat to tell him I’d expose him. I was furious. But he wasn’t there. I found out later he’d been down at Bundanoon with Blossom’s school excursion. So I drove back to the camping site. We worked it out,” she said with a sad smile. “Why are you asking me these questions? What does it all matter now?”
“He was with Bloss?” he said sharply. “I didn’t know that.” He stared at his friend with his mind racing. There was something just on the edge of that picture he couldn’t get in focus.
“What? What are you thinking?” Dee asked.
He squeezed her hands and got up to leave. “It doesn’t matter. I’m just trying to get a picture of that time. Something else has come up about events that happened around then involving some of the cops who worked Julia’s case. Don’t worry about it. Go to bed. Happy birthday, by the way.” He pulled out a small package from the pocket of his jeans. “I didn’t get a chance to give this to you.”
Dee smiled as he placed the box in her hands.
“Open it later.”
“No way. I’m opening it now,” she said, pulling off the tissue paper. Inside the box was a gold chain. She lifted it up and laughed with delight to see a tiny gold life buoy hanging from the chain.
He bent to kiss her on her forehead.
“Just a reminder what you did for me and some other people we both know too. You’re a life saver Dee. Don’t forget that.”
She stood to hug him, tears now freely flowing down her cheeks.
“Thanks Dylan. It wasn’t hard you know. You did all the work yourself.”
He shook his head. “On the first anniversary of Melanie’s death you were there for me Dee, when I doubt I would’ve gotten through the night alive let alone sober.”
“You’ve come a long way since then, Dylan. It’s great to see. You’re a good man.”
A dark whisper in the back of his mind laughed at him.
She doesn’t really know you, does she? Doesn’t really know what you’re capable of.

He stomped it down and smiled down at her.
“Get some sleep. I’ll see you later.”



Chapter 20
“She needs to go back to hospital, Eleanor. She’s unstable and vulnerable. This fantasy about her and the priest has become an obsession. If she doesn’t get proper treatment she could relapse or worse.”
Julia stood on the stairs and listened to Douglas plead with Eleanor and Dee.
She’d spent an almost sleepless night, fighting nausea and turning over and over Dylan’s words in her mind. He seemed so convinced a child could not have killed Father Pat. But what about the DVD? O’Reardon had confirmed that it showed Blossom killing the priest but he was hardly a reliable source. What if he was lying? But why would he? And if that were the case, someone else had to have set the whole thing up, leaving Blossom unconscious and vulnerable.
Julia continued her way down the stairs, her mind in torment. She had to talk to Dylan, find out exactly what was in the forensic evidence.
Douglas stood beside the kitchen sink close to Eleanor, almost standing over her. Dee sat at the table sipping on a cup of tea, frowning at him.
She doesn’t like him, Julia thought. Unusual. Dee tended to like everyone.
Eleanor stepped away from him and stood closer to Dee. “We can look after her Douglas. It’s better she stays here. We just need to explain to her that what she thinks happened, couldn’t have happened. She’ll understand eventually.”
Eleanor glanced at Julia with a pleading look on her face.
“That’s right,” Julia said. “She needs to know the truth.”
“That’s an odd choice of words. She knows the truth now,” Douglas said, frowning.
Julia opened her mouth to tell them but something about the expression on Douglas’s face stopped her.
“I mean she needs to understand the truth. What about we keep her here for a few days and see how she is. If she keeps up the fantasy we’ll reassess with you. How does that sound?”
Douglas looked at her doubtfully but finally nodded. “Don’t hesitate to call me if she becomes unstable again. I don’t want anything to happen to her.”
“Of course we will.” Julia hesitated. “Is Sally okay? She didn’t seem too happy last night.”
He looked at her blankly for a moment then smiled. “Yeah, she’s fine. She’s pissed off with me, but she’ll get over it. I told her I’m moving down to the south coast and she’s annoyed with me. It means there won’t be a consultant psychiatrist up here for a while.”
“That’s a big decision,” Eleanor said, clearly put out. “When are you leaving? Does Blossom know?”
“Not yet. I’m going to tell her at our next session so don’t mention anything to her.” He smiled at Eleanor. “I’m not leaving for a month or two. Time to get my patients referred to a couple of my colleagues down on the plains.” He hesitated, searching Eleanor’s face with concern on his face. “Life goes on Ellie. You know that. I’ve been wanting to live near the sea for a long time. Now is the time.”
Eleanor sighed and nodded. “Of course. It’s just that, regardless of what happened last night, Blossom’s been doing well. Off the drugs and clearer about her future. We just have to get over this hump.”
“And we will,” he said. “If you think you can look after her without her going back to hospital and I see her more intensively, I’m sure we can do a lot in a couple of months.”
“Thanks Douglas. You’ve been a great help,” Eleanor said, ushering him out. Something passed between the two of them as they moved into the hallway. Julia could hear a continued murmured conversation go on as they stood at the front door. She turned back to Dee who was staring out the window with a blank look on her face.
“What’s wrong? Are you okay?”
Dee shook herself like a dog emerging from water and smiled.
“I’m fine. Did you get any sleep? You look pale.”
“I’m okay. Just a little muzzled around the edges.” She paused then opened a kitchen cupboard and pulled out a cup, regretting again the loss of her mermaid cup. Sitting next to Dee, she poured herself some tea. “What’s the story between you and Douglas?’
Dee jumped as if slapped. “What? What do you mean?’
“You don’t seem too keen on him.”
Dee shrugged. “He’s okay. Knows his stuff.”
“But?”
Dee waved her hand in front of her face as if swatting an irritating fly. “But nothing. There are more important things to worry about. Like Blossom. What are we going to do about her?”
Julia sipped her tea and stared levelly at Dee. “She’ll be fine. She just needs to keep seeing Douglas and listening to the truth.”
Eleanor came back in and sat at the table. “She doesn’t seem to want to believe the truth.”
Julia shifted in her seat and placed her cup deliberately on the table. “I’m going to talk to Dylan. See if he can have a more detailed talk with her. She might believe him if he goes through all the evidence with her.”
Which also meant Julia could get some more details herself. She needed to understand why he was so certain a child could not have killed Father Pat. She tried to remember what was said at the committal hearing and when the judge sentenced her. The whole period of time after she was arrested was a confusing swirl of darkness and pain, with patches of jagged red stabbing into her brain.
She knew she’d gone off the rails. Her mind had shattered along with her life. All she remembered thinking about was how important it was to make sure they didn’t know Blossom was in the house. She vaguely remembered being pleased that her DNA was found at the scene because she cut her finger. That seemed to be the main evidence. She couldn’t remember anything about the prosecution saying an adult must have killed the priest. But then why would they? There was never any question about it so it never came up.
But if only an adult could have killed the priest, then what was on the DVD? She shuddered as the more important fact, the fact she’d tried shutting away in her mental box, burst out in a sudden, searing blast. Ten years. Ten years of her life she’d never get back.
She bent her head and covered her face with her hands, trying to hold in the sob.
“Julia? What is it? What’s wrong?” her mother asked, reaching for her.
She scrubbed at her face with her hands, then raised her head, pushing her hair back off her face. “Nothing,” she said. “I’m fine. Just a little tired and overwhelmed by it all.”
Eleanor gazed at her dubiously.
Steps on the stairs made them all turn their heads at the same time.
As if we have something to hide.

Julia shook off that train of thought and watched Blossom as she ignored them all, crossed to the cupboard and removed a cup, sat in a chair at the table and poured herself a cup of tea. Pulling the Sunday paper toward her, she flipped the pages and became engrossed in, what looked like to Julia, the latest story about Kim Kardashian.
“How are you feeling this morning?” Dee asked cautiously.
Blossom looked up from the paper with a blank expression. “Fine,” she said, and resumed reading.
“Give it up, Bloss,” said Julia, mentally rolling her eyes. “You can’t drop a bombshell on us like that and expect everything will go back to being normal.”
“Why not? Isn’t that what this family does so well? Ignore the truth and hope it will go away?”
“Blossom, how many times do you have to be told that you didn’t kill Father Pat? Even Dylan confirmed it. What more proof do you need?” Eleanor grasped her daughter’s hand then sighed loudly as Blossom pulled away.
“Proof is unreliable, isn’t it Julia? Proof can be tampered with.”
“Not in this case, Bloss. You didn’t kill Father Pat.”
“But I remember,” she said. “He may have drugged me, but I distinctly remember having the knife in my hand.”
“Do you remember using it?” Julia turn and asked her point blank. “Do you remember stabbing Father Pat?”
Blossom paled and shook her head. “No… no… I can’t remember that bit.”
“That’s because you didn’t do it.”
Blossom stared at her with big, bewildered eyes. “Are you sure?” she asked in a whisper. “I keep seeing things…”
“I am certain,” Julia said in a firm voice. “Of course it haunts and disturbs you. But you didn’t do it. You didn’t.”
For the first time, Blossom looked convinced. Julia knew it was because for the first time she herself was convinced. Truth had a way of being persuasive.
“I’m going to get Dylan to talk to you. He might be able to go over the evidence with you in detail. Do you want him to do that? Would it help?”
Blossom nodded.
“I’ll go and talk to him now. Better sooner than later. Can I borrow the car?”
Eleanor nodded, looking like she’d been hit by a bus. Dee just continued to stare at Julia with eyes full of questions.
That couldn’t be helped. Finding out the truth was what mattered.
And then what?
Julia pushed away the burgeoning thought that she’d let someone get away with murder.



Chapter 21
She stood behind the grove of silver birches and peered at the house. Smoke drifted in a lazy spiral from the chimney and the windows were painted a cheery red, like something out of a children’s story book. Not the kind of house she expected a detective in the police force to live in. Not only was it cute, it was set off the road on a big piece of land. Isolated from neighbors or other potential annoyances. Said something about the man, she guessed. He liked his privacy.
She pulled her coat closer around her body and shivered. The day was overcast and windy; the sky looked bruised as if waiting to expel a load of toxins. Matched her state exactly. He whole body felt like she’d been hit by a car. She still felt nauseous.
Saint Julia, Blossom had called her. Idiot Julia. Insane Julia. Deluded Julia.
She’d been so sure she’d done the right thing, even after she got out, even after seeing the state Blossom was in. She’d reasoned if she hadn’t done what she’d done, Blossom could be worse or dead. At eight years old she’d been vulnerable and unstable. More so since Eleanor had relapsed. She’d needed protection. The kind of protection Julia didn’t have at the same age.
With long practice, Julia shut out what had happened to her all those years ago when she’d gone into temporary foster care after Eleanor’s last and catastrophic drug-fueled breakdown. Instead, a cavern of loss opened like a physical wound in her chest.
She gasped and bent over as grief pounded her again. She never knew a feeling could hurt so much. It was a fist gipping her heart and squeezing. The guilt, despair, and misery she’d felt when she was first locked up were nothing compared to the loss of ten years of her life.
Straightening, she took in a deep breath and let it out. She’d been doing a lot of that lately.
She needed some answers and Dylan had them.
Stepping out from behind the trees, she walked over the leaf litter, hearing it crunch under her boots, the sound like gun shots. He must be able to hear her. But the door remained closed. She lifted her fist and hesitated.
No. Don’t pike out now.

Holding her breath, she rapped lightly. A shuffling sound from inside as if someone had put down a newspaper. He opened the door and stood with a look of surprise on his face.
“Hi. Everything okay? Is Blossom alright?”
Julia nodded, trying to find the right words.
“Want some coffee?” he asked.
Julia nodded again and followed him in, feeling like an idiot.
She stood in the center of a big open plan lounge and dining room. Unlike the outside of the house, the space couldn’t be described as cute. Comfortable and thankfully warm, but a man’s space. Not much clutter, but not exactly tidy. Newspapers and what looked like a motorcycle magazine were scattered across the dining room table. Beyond the dining area, a step down, was a lounge area with a long, comfortable couch in front of a wide screen television. She could see him stretched out, watching the footy on the TV. Boys and their toys.
In the corner was a wood burning stove. She placed herself in front of it and watched him make the coffee, marveling that in such a prosaic domestic task he could still manage to look like something out of GQ. Most of the cops she had anything to do with were unfit slobs. No, not quite true. No one would say that of Angus O’Reardon. He was in a category of his own. Psychopathic charmer. She pushed O’Reardon out of her mind when Dylan glanced at her with a speculative look. 
The heat from the stove worked its magic. As he crossed the room with big mugs in his hands, she took off her coat and draped it on the back of the couch. He handed her a mug and stood next to her warming himself.
She sipped her coffee. It was black, the way she liked it.
Silence. She could hear a clock ticking and a sudden gust of wind against the window.
“What’s up?”
She glanced at him, crossed to the couch and sat on the edge. She put her mug on the coffee table and took in a deep breath.
“I want to ask you some questions about what you read in my file.”
He sat near her and placed his coffee next to hers.
“And why is that?”
She hesitated. Not just because she had to choose her words carefully, but just like every other time she’d been near him, she wanted to touch him.
“I decided to opt for immediate sentencing because I didn’t want to put my family through the torture of a trial. I realize now there was some evidence I didn’t hear about. Evidence that would help Blossom understand why she couldn’t have murdered Father Pat.”
He stared at her with eyes full of doubt.
“Look, I had a breakdown after I was arrested,” she said quickly. “I was barely functional all through the committal hearing and sentencing. I can’t remember much about the trial.”
He frowned and looked past her, a look of abstraction on his face as if he was sorting through an internal filing cabinet. “It was all fairly straightforward. The evidence was clear cut and you pleaded guilty. But what doesn’t make sense is why your solicitor did such a piss-poor job in defending you. You could’ve got a greatly reduced sentence or even a suspended sentence if he’d done a better job.”
She shifted from foot to foot. “I just wanted it over with.” She couldn’t look at him. “So there was no doubt that an adult killed Father Pat? That’s what Blossom needs to know.”
“None at all. The forensic report was cut and dried. The angle of the knife, the force with which the killing stab was made. A child certainly couldn’t have done that damage.” He paused and frowned at her. “There’s more to this than you’re telling me isn’t there? Why is Blossom so convinced she killed Father Pat?”
She shrugged. “Douglas thinks it’s guilt about me. Something about being outside while I went to jail.”
“But she was only a child. Why would she feel guilty about something she had nothing to do with and no control over?”
Julia smiled grimly. “In my experience rationality has nothing to do with guilt.”
“Do you think Douglas will help her?”
“Maybe. He was pretty keen to get her back to hospital which none of us think is a good idea. But after we talked to him, he thinks if she sees him more often she should be okay. But if you could take her through the evidence, that might help.”
“Sure, sure.” He stopped and frowned at her. “There’s more to this, isn’t there?”
She glance at him quickly then away. “No,” she said in a small voice. She felt his gaze on her like a high powered microscope.
“Look. I know O’Reardon’s threatened you in some way. I get that. But there’s something else… Bloss didn’t kill him. But she’s involved in some way isn’t she?”
Julia closed her eyes and cursed herself for thinking she could waltz into his house and not expect any questions.
Maybe it was time. Time to come clean and to hell with the consequences.
Dylan watched her take a sip of her coffee then set down her cup.
“What did you read about me in my file?” she asked.
“Exactly what you said. You pleaded guilty immediately and opted for sentencing.”
She nodded. “What else? Anything about the past?”
“Sure. There was a detailed pre-sentence report. You were placed in foster care when you were seven years old.”
She winced as if even now the memory was still a raw wound.
“I suppose it all started then. Eleanor was the worst she’d ever been. We were living in a commune near Byron Bay. She was just starting to make a name for herself through her artwork. By some miracle her agent was a sensible person who realized she was unstable and managed her money properly. But she couldn’t manage away Eleanor’s craziness. The child protection authorities in the Department of Community Services got involved after she locked me out one night then let me go to school starving and filthy. I was removed and placed into temporary care until my grandmother from Leura came and got me.”
*
Dylan’s heart sank. He had a bad feeling about where this story was going.
“It took DOCS a while to find and contact her, then more time before she could pick me up. Two weeks.” She picked up her cup and took another sip. “The family I was placed with had a teenage son.” She slid a quick glance toward Dylan. “You can guess the rest.”
He could indeed and his heart ached for her. He took her hand and squeezed it. “Did you tell anyone?”
She shook her head. “I was seven. I thought the whole thing was my fault for bringing DOCS into our lives. And in the end, everything changed for the better. Eleanor went into rehab and saw a good psychiatrist. When she got out, she moved to Katoomba near Gran and after six months, I went home to her. Gran was around and life was a lot better. She still had the occasional lapse, but never as bad. I thought if I told anyone about the abuse I’d experienced in foster care, I’d be taken away again. And then I just got older and wanted to forget it.”
She stood suddenly and started pacing around the room.
“When I was eleven Eleanor got pregnant again. Blossom’s father is as unknown as mine, although I think she knows but won’t tell. We were incredibly lucky when Dee came into our lives. For eight years everything was fine. Gran died when I was fifteen and left Eleanor a lot of money. By then she was doing well anyway. She was clean and stable for a long time. Then something happened.”
She dragged her hands through her hair and kept pacing.
“I don’t know what it was, but she relapsed big time. Starting drinking and using pills. She and Dee fought in a way they never had before. That’s why they were away. They went bush to sort themselves out.”
She was talking feverishly now, as if she had to vomit it all out in one toxic burst. Dylan watched and tried to quiet his pounding heart. She was going to tell him something that would change everything.
“Blossom had gone on a school camp down the south coast. Sally had told me about Father Pat, but I didn’t believe her, thought she was making it up. I knew he’d gone with the school on the camp. Then I got a phone call from one of the teachers telling me he’d left early to bring back Blossom because she was sick. She was just ringing to find out if they got back all right. From what she said they should’ve been back hours ago. I was furious. And terrified. I realized everything Sally said was true.
“I raced up there and banged on the door, screaming at him to let me in. I couldn’t hear anything and the curtains were drawn. I ran round the backdoor and found it unlocked.”
“What?”
“The door was unlocked.”
Dylan was silent as she resumed her story, but his mind refused to let that fact go. Why would a man like Father Pat, set on abusing a young child, not secure the house?
“He… he…”
She swallowed and turned away from him. Crossing to the window she stared out as if lost in memories. Lost described her exactly.
“Take it slow,” he said.
She turned and smiled at him, a smile full of despair. Shaking her head she started pacing again.
“When I got inside, it was dark except for one blinding light coming from a floor lamp. All the curtains were drawn. I couldn’t work out what I was seeing at first. On the floor was Father Pat face down. Under… under him was Blossom. She… she was unconscious and… and… naked and she had a knife in her hand.”
Dylan’s heart lurched into his throat. “Are you telling me he was already dead?”
She jerked as if shot, then nodded.
“For Christ’s sake Julia!” He stood and crossed to her, grabbing her upper arms and peered into her face. “What the hell did you do?”
“Both of them were covered in blood. So much blood…”
She pulled away from him and covered her face with her hands then looked directly at him.
“It was everywhere. I’d never seen anything like it. I knew immediately what had happened. At least I thought I did… Are you sure? Are you sure she couldn’t have done it?”
He nodded. “She was eight. And from what you say it sounds as though she was drugged. The depth of the wounds would’ve had to be made by someone both relatively strong and at an angle where the murder was at least as tall or taller than the priest. She possibly could’ve managed it if she stood on a chair.”
Julia shook her head. “There was nothing like that. Just a couch and the blinding light.”
“Where was the light?”
“What do you mean?”
“Was it pointed to anything?”
She thought for a moment. “The couch. It was pointed to the couch.”
“Did you see a computer or a camera?”
“Yeah, there was a laptop. It looked like it had fallen off the table. It’s just as you assumed. O’Reardon took them. He was first on the scene and he took them.”
“How do you know?”
She avoided his eyes. “When I got out he threatened me. Told me I had to shut up about his drug dealing in prison or take the consequences. He… he said he has a DVD showing Bloss being assaulted by Father Pat and her killing him. If I said anything about his dealing he’d release it on the internet.”
She took in a deep breath as if trying to stop herself from throwing up. “I believed him. I believed him because that’s what I thought happened. It all comes back to him doesn’t it?”
Dylan frowned trying to piece it together.
“O’Reardon was medically retired a few weeks after you were arrested. We’ve always assumed he arranged it because he was feeling the heat. The PIC was making noises about an inquiry. But maybe that wasn’t it. Maybe he had something to do with the priest’s death.”
“If the DVD he says he’s got doesn’t show Blossom murdering Father Pat then what does it show? Maybe he’s lying about everything and it doesn’t exist at all?”
“But why would he bother taking the equipment in the first place?” Dylan murmured. “Unless there was something on them he had to get off. And after all, he knows you didn’t kill Father Pat.”
“Doesn’t that mean he did it? There’s no other explanation. He’s psychopathic enough to set up a scene which would implicate an eight-year-old child.” There was a sob in her voice. “He must’ve thanked his lucky stars when I came along and took the rap.”
“But that doesn’t make sense. If he murdered the priest and set up the scene he would’ve taken the computers then, not later. No, someone else must’ve been involved.”
Dylan stared at the woman in front of him. The look of naked pain and loss on her face pierced the dark chip of ice in his heart. He wrapped his arms around her, just to hold her and keep her safe.
“I have to report everything you’ve told me to my Commander, Julia. You didn’t commit a crime you’ve been convicted of and the real murderer is still out there. You need to clear your name.”
She slumped against him. “No one will believe me, Dylan. You do because,” she pulled herself away from him. “…actually I don’t know why you do. Everyone will think I’m lying. And for what? To drag Blossom through it all again? Something happened to her in that room, something awful and abusive. I can’t put her through that.”
“You might not have a choice. And why do you believe you have the right to make that choice? It happened to Blossom. She has a right to know, no matter what happened. You can’t protect her forever.”
Julia looked at him doubtfully. “But she’s so unstable.”
“She’s unstable because she knows something happened to her but she doesn’t know what. It’s sending her crazy. Tell her everything. She’s an adult. Trust her. Better you do it now rather than later when it will all come out.”
Julia dragged her fingers through her hair and started pacing again, her eyes full of worry. “I guess you’re right. God, it will kill Eleanor. She’s doing so well too. Everything is working in her life.” She laughed bleakly. “Since I’ve got out everything’s fucked up. It’s like the whole house of cards was teetering on the edge, just waiting for me to turn up.”
He grasped her arms and turned her, making her look at him. “You can’t take on the whole responsibility for what happened. Someone killed Father Pat and it wasn’t you.”
The sorrow in her eyes made him want to hold her again and hide her away from everything that could hurt her. He let go of her but couldn’t resist holding her face in his hands to brush away the tears sliding down her face. Then he didn’t care about anything but his lips on hers and his arms around her, feeling her warm, strong body and her answering response to his need.
*
Julia slid her hands up his back, pressing herself against him, reveling in the feel of his hard, warm muscles. He was like a furnace, hot and driven.
“There’s no one to interrupt us here, Julia,” he said, breathless between kisses. “We have to decide. Is this what you want?”
“Yes,” she said. “No more talking. Just be with me.”
The doubt in his gray eyes disappeared, replaced with singled-minded desire. Desire just for her. She’d wanted him from almost the moment she met him. Now she would have him and just in this moment, forget everything else. At least, she’d try to forget.
He pulled her to his bedroom and she followed willingly, almost tripping over her feet with impatience, need, and she had to admit to herself, terror. Terror that she’d get it wrong, that she was really a gormless nineteen year old playing at being an adult. But all that was pushed out of her mind when he grabbed her, kissed her hard then fell with her onto the bed. She laughed as he rolled over her, pinning her to the bed and started to kiss her again, all the time pulling at her clothes as she did with his.
When they sorted out the layers, getting rid of everything that prevented skin on skin contact, Julia let herself go. She strained against Dylan, trying to get closer, running her hands up the hard, warm muscles of his back, returning his frantic kisses.
His hands on her breasts, kneading and pinching her nipples, made her make little desperate sounds at the back of her throat. Sounds that became whimpers of need when he took her breast in his mouth and pulled gently on her nipple with his teeth.
“Dylan, oh God,” she moaned, as he kissed and nibbled his way down her body. She arched her back and groaned as his mouth and tongue sucked her clit, driving her insane, bringing on a climax that ignited through her body, leaving her breathless and replete.
At the back of her mind a sensible voice told her to keep something back, to protect herself against the onslaught of need that overwhelmed her senses, but she couldn’t. Even at the moment where there was a break in their rhythm, when Dylan cursed while fumbling for protection, she had no doubt and no hesitation.
Through the haze of satisfaction she watched him lean back on his haunches as he rolled on the condom. He was broad and strong and she needed him in her now.
“God, you are so gorgeous,” she murmured.
He grinned and came down on her as she reached for him. He entered her and she realized she wanted him more than she’d wanted anything in her life. She wrapped herself around him and urged him on, urged him to thrust into her hard and to keep going, so she could feel herself become part of him, lose herself in pure, blinding sensation. When he came, she held onto him, not wanting that connection with him to end. He slumped onto her and his weight was welcome as he gathered her close to him. She pulled the quilt over them and burrowed closer wanting to shut out the whole world.
“Well,” he said. “No one interrupted us.”
“We could just stay here. Sunday afternoon in bed.”
“Sounds good.”
His hands slid up and down her back in lazy strokes as they kissed and murmured to each other. Soon, a burgeoning need grew in Julia as his hands became more insistent and his slow kisses banked up the heat between her legs. She pushed him onto his back and straddled him, grasping his cock in her hand. He smiled up at her as she reached for protection, fumbling with the slippery packet.
“You know, they ran safe sex classes in prison. The last time I did this was on a banana dildo,” she said. “I was pretty good at it.”
He roared with laughter, making her giggle as she finally extracted the condom from the shiny foil.
“I’m getting a weird picture of you doing that,” he said with a gasp as she deftly rolled the condom on.
“Thankfully that image hasn’t turned you off,” she said, as she eased herself down onto him.
“No,” he said, in a strangled voice, “not at all.”
She smiled, closed her eyes and threw back her head, letting herself ride him slowly, losing herself in pure sensation, while he held his hands at her waist.
“Look at me,” he said. “Touch yourself.”
She laughed, a low, throaty, knowing sound, she’d never heard herself make as she brought herself to the edge of her climax. When he sat forward to take her breast in his mouth, she cried out as intense, searing pleasure took her.
She held him close has he came, then let herself slump against him, again wanting the world with all its complications to disappear.
But that couldn’t happen. She heard a log fall in the wood burning stove. Dylan shifted off her, still holding her close. They lay face to face, entwined under the quilt, kissing lightly with drowsy comfort.
Soon, too soon, he stretched and threw off the quilt, then made his way out to the bathroom. She curled up in the bed aware of a pleasant ache between her legs. When he reappeared at the doorway, large, male, and naked, she almost drooled with delight. But the look on his face made her pause.
He climbed back into bed. No cuddles. Instead, he sat and leant against the headboard. Julia reluctantly joined him, a chill surrounding her and not just from the cool air.
He sighed and the sound cut into her.
“I should go,” she said, pushing the quilt away and climbing off the bed. “Ma and Dee are expecting me. They’ll wonder where I am.”
He grabbed her arm.
“Don’t,” he said. “Don’t do that.”
“Do what?” She pulled away from him.
“Run away. What happened, happened. We have to deal with it.”
A thirty-year-old woman with ten years’ experience in the world of sex and relationships might have known what to do in this situation, but that wasn’t Julia. Instead she fell back on what she knew. Shut down.
“I don’t have to do anything I don’t want to do,” she said in what she knew was a voice of ice. She’d had ten years of perfecting the tone, getting to a point where even the most seasoned prison officers became wary of her.
His eyes widened but he reached for her again. “No, you don’t. But you can’t avoid the fact we just had sex.”
She steeled herself not to react to his words when everything inside her wanted to shrivel into nothingness.
“Not only that, but I’m a cop, you’re on parole, and you told me something about the murder of the priest that has direct bearing on the commission of an offence by O’Reardon.”
He did a good line in icy too.
He let go of her and scrubbed his face with his hands. “For God’s sake, Jules, get back in bed. You’ll freeze out there.”
He lifted the quilt and she climbed in next to him.
“I’m sorry,” he said, enclosing her with his arms.
She snuggled against him, breathing in his warm, male scent. If she could stay in the circle of his arms and just block out everything, her life would be perfect.
“About what?”
“About everything. About what happened to you and Blossom, about the last ten years, about being stupid around you.”
“Stupid?”
He smiled grimly. “I’ve wanted you since I first met you. I haven’t been very clever about it. It’s not what I normally do.”
Her curiosity now piqued, she remembered how Sally had described him as mysterious. She tipped her head back to look into his face.
“What do you normally do?”
He met her gaze with a flat stare. “Go to Sydney and find someone to have quick, mindless sex with.” He dropped his gaze. “I don’t think that’s going to happen with you.”
Part of her filled with delight as any woman would when a man tells her she’s important to him, while another part filled with anxiety. She didn’t know how to do this.
“Why do you do that? I would have thought any number of women up here would be available.”
He shook his head. “I’m not good relationship material.”
She snorted with laughter. “Welcome to the club. Why not?”
He sipped his coffee again. “I was married once. It didn’t work out.”
She waited.
“She was a cop too. We got married young and led a life of hard work and hard partying. Then Melanie decided she wanted to start a family. I wasn’t opposed to the idea at all, but things changed when she couldn’t get pregnant. We started on the IVF merry-go-round. She became obsessed and I became more distant. And started drinking in earnest. We split up, I kept drinking, and she got more and more depressed. Six months after the split, she killed herself.”
“Dylan, I’m so sorry. I know everyone would’ve told you it wasn’t your fault, but you don’t believe that do you?”
He shook his head. “I did nothing to help her. Just drank myself into oblivion.”
“But you got sober.”
“That doesn’t change anything. I meant it when I said I’m not good relationship material.”
Stung, she made her own gaze go flat, and pulled away from him. “You’re making a pretty big assumption here. I’m just out of jail, my life is chaos and until now I hadn’t had sex in ten years. What makes you think I want a relationship with you?”
They glared at each other then burst out laughing.
“We do a good line in soap opera, don’t we?” Dylan said, then kissed her. He kissed her some more and it was some time, after she was again satiated and replete, that he mentioned The Talk.
“This time we need to be focused. I’ll make some more coffee and meet you in front of the fire.”
Julia smiled and made her way to the bathroom, scooping up her clothes as she went. By the time she emerged, the house was full of the smell of coffee and toast. She was ravenous. Dylan had everything set up on the coffee table and was munching on vegemite toast with a frown on his face.
“We’ll need a search warrant to get into his place and find that DVD. That’s if it really exists.”
“When will you do that?” Julia asked after gulping down some coffee.
“Not sure. You need to give a statement and we need to get some legal advice. It’s not so straightforward. Everything needs to be absolutely correct or else he’ll slither through any loophole. And I have to be in court this week in Sydney to give evidence in an armed robbery. Really bad timing. There’s no way I can get out of it. So maybe next week or the week after. It’s not like television. Wheels grind slow in real life.”
Julia munched on some toast and considered. “That’s actually good timing. Nessa’s staying with O’Reardon…”
“I saw her when I went to have a little talk with him. Some things don’t change,” he said with sadness in his voice.
“Would you believe she’s staying with him so she can find the DVD? I tried to convince her not to, but she says she’s clean and wants to punish him. She’s determined. If I can have another talk with her, I might be able to convince her to get out of there.”
“She’s clean? Are you sure?”
Julia nodded. “But I don’t know how long she’ll be able to continue like that. She told me he keeps leaving stuff around to use. I really want to get her out of there.”
“You’ve stood by her for a long time.”
“She’s worth it. She just doesn’t know that.”
Julia gasped as she realized what might be on the DVD. She clutched his arm. “If the DVD really exists, it might show everything that happened in that room,” she said. “Including who really did murder Father Pat.”
He nodded. “We have to find it. Come on. You need to give a statement so we can get this ball rolling.”
“And then what?” she asked, inwardly cursing herself for sounding so needy.
Dylan cupped the back of her head with his hand and drew her forward for a long, deep kiss, a kiss that told her everything she needed to know.
“And then we make it up as we go along,” he said. “We can’t do anything else.”



Chapter 22
Julia crept into the house like a fifteen year old breaking curfew. She needed some time on her own. Time to think what to do next. Dylan was right: she had to tell her family the whole truth soon. Events were getting out of her control.
Dylan.
She made for the stairs, needing some time on her own to work out what was happening between them.
Too late.
“Is that you, Julia?” Eleanor called out from the back veranda. “Did you see Dylan? What did he say?”
Shit. She was supposed to line up a time for him to talk to Blossom about how she could never have killed the priest. Bit beside the point now.
She made her way out to the veranda. “Yeah, I saw him.”
“You were gone a long time,” Dee said, holding the weekend newspaper.
“I went for a walk after I talked to him to clear my head. Bloss can drop in and see him anytime. He’d be happy to talk to her.”
She leant against the doorway and contemplated her parents. They were rugged up against the cold, determined to laze away a Sunday with the papers, gazing out over the Jamison Valley. She smiled. They looked like Balkan peasants with woolly beanies, fingerless gloves and blankets on their laps.
“Determined to tough it out, are you?”
“Not for much longer. We try and stay out here until July, but it’s cold this year. Come on, old thing,” Eleanor said, patting Dee’s knee. “Now that you’re fifty, we better give you a break and go inside.”
Dee rolled her eyes. “Who’re you calling an old thing? You’ve got two more years to go, Ellie. Then we’ll see what’s what.”
They laughed at each other. Julia’s heart warmed as she watched them. Some people did really get a happy ending even after much pain. She sighed. She was about to cause them more.
“Where’s Bloss?”
“Gone to see her friend Emma. Which is good. They had a falling out after she started seeing Rez. I think she’s trying to get her life back.”
“Good. That’s good.”
“Are you okay? You seem a bit distracted,” Dee said, frowning.
“No, no, I’m fine. Just concerned about Bloss.” She couldn’t put it off.
“Look, I need to talk to you. Come inside.”
Eleanor stared at her with big eyes. “More revelations?”
“Yeah.”
The two older women shuffled inside with dread on their faces. They sat at the kitchen table with Julia opposite them.
“I need to tell you the truth. About Father Pat.”
She couldn’t look at them as she told them the whole story. Instead she focused on her hands, willing herself not to start tearing at her cuticles. When she finished she lifted her eyes. Eleanor stared at her, horrified, with tears running down her face.
By contrast Dee looked satisfied. “I knew it. I knew you could never have killed Father Pat. The whole thing didn’t make sense.” She slapped her hands down on the table, making Julia and Eleanor jump. “Right. We have work to do. Gotta contact a lawyer and get your conviction overturned.”
“Whoa! Hang on. It’s not that simple. O’Reardon says he has a DVD of the murder. Maybe it’ll show who really did the murder, but… maybe it’ll also show what happened to Blossom. Do you really want the whole world to see that?”
Eleanor stumbled to her feet and disappeared. The sound of retching could be heard from the bathroom. Dee leapt up and followed her.
Julia closed her eyes, willing herself not to cry. No good would come of that.
The two woman emerged from the bathroom, looking frail and worn out. She was responsible for their pain. They both sat at the table again.
“You say O’Reardon has the DVD,” Eleanor said in a trembling voice.
Julia nodded. “That’s what he said. He’s got something, because he knows I didn’t kill the priest.”
“Then we need to get it. We need to see it before Blossom does and then work out what to do.”
“Nessa says she’ll get it. I tried to convince her not to, that it wasn’t worth getting hurt by O’Reardon, but she wouldn’t listen to me.”
“Can you contact her? Find out if she’s had any luck?”
“I can, but there’s another way. If I tell Dylan everything I know about O’Reardon’s drug smuggling into jail, they’ll have enough for a search warrant. It’s possible they might find the DVD that way. I’m going to go down to the police station tomorrow and make a statement.”
“And then what?”
The three women jumped in their seats and all turned at the same time as Blossom stood in the doorway. Her eyes, full of fury, were stark against her white face.
“How long have you been standing there?” Julia asked, trying not to sound guilty and defensive even though that’s exactly how she felt.
“Long enough. Long enough to have you finally confirm that you lied to me. All this time you lied to me. I knew I was right.”
Julia pushed back her chair and stood to face her sister. “I never lied about you killing Father Pat, even when I thought I was. Nothing’s changed. Yes, you were there but you didn’t kill him. I know that for certain now. Neither of us did.” She grasped Blossom’s shoulders and peered into her face. “I don’t know what happened to you in that room, Bloss. If this DVD exists, it might show what did. You need to be prepared for that.”
Blossom stared back at Julia, her face wiped of all expression. There was waiting silence in the room as they all held their breath. She nodded once, then collapsed into a chair, her movements jerky.
“You said you are going to give a statement. What happens then?”
Julia explained about legal advice they had to get and about Dylan having to go to Sydney. “So it might be a week or so before they execute the search warrant. I want to see if I can get Nessa out of there. She can stay here Ma, can’t she?”
Eleanor nodded in a distracted way, her eyes on Blossom. “Are you okay, Bloss?” she asked, stretching out her arms to grasp her youngest daughter’s hands.
Bloss nodded and held Eleanor’s hands. “Just a bit shaky. It’s a big moment.” She pulled her hands away from Eleanor, scrubbed at her face, stretched in her chair and shook herself. “Okay. What next?” She returned the gaze of the others, a look of expectation on her face.
Julia shared quick glances with Eleanor and Dee. “Are you sure you’re okay?”
Blossom smiled. “What? You all expect me to fall to pieces? I’ve had enough of that. What happened, happened. If Father Pat sexually assaulted me, I have no memory of that. None at all. I just remember the knife and the blood.” She frowned. “So someone, presumably the real murderer, set it up to look like I did kill Father Pat, then you stumbled in, made the same assumption and got me out of there. That means whoever did it was quite happy for an eight year old to be traumatized and blamed for a murder.”
Julia nodded, still wary of this calm and focussed Blossom.
“So we really need that DVD,” Blossom said. “I don’t care what happened to me, I just want to know who set me up like that,” she said, a ferocity in her voice that sent chills down Julia’s spine. She’d never heard her younger sister speak that way.
“I’m going to try and contact Nessa tomorrow,” Julia said. “We might get lucky. Even if she hasn’t found it, hopefully the search warrant will.”
Blossom nodded. “Good. It’s about time the truth came out,” she said coldly.
*
Blossom sat in her usual chair across from Douglas, her heart racing overtime, full of all she had to tell him.
“She finally told me the truth.”
Douglas’s eyebrows shot up. “Did she? What exactly did she say?”
“That she went up to Father Pat’s house to confront him about Sally and found him dead and me unconscious, covered in blood and with a knife in my hand. So she took me away and then took the blame.”
Douglas frowned. “Why did she do that?”
“She said she thought if she told the truth I’d get taken into care.” The tears came now and she couldn’t stop them. “Ma had busted big time and Julia thought if I was discovered, the authorities would remove me because they’d claim she wasn’t able to protect me. She still went to jail because of me.”
He frowned and stared out the window. Then his head snapped back to pin her with a fierce gaze.
“Do you believe her?”
“Yes of course!”
“Are you absolutely certain? It’s an amazing story. What will she do now? Go to the police?”
“She’s already spoken to Dylan. Apparently O’Reardon has a DVD that might show the whole murder. We just need to get it.”
“A DVD? Where is it?”
“At O’Reardon’s place I suppose.”
He nodded. “I see. Well, it’s great that she’s told you the truth. Now you can concentrate on getting well because your memories were in fact true. That must be quite a relief.”
Blossom nodded. “Yeah. The memory of holding the knife is so strong. I can feel it in my hand.”
“Let’s go through what you do remember. I know you said Father Pat took you home from Bundanoon. You think he drugged you and took you back to his house."
“I was cold. So cold. There was a great booming voice and Father Pat laughed. Then I was flying. Flying with a knife in my hand. Someone was crying. Then I woke up in bed at home with my throat on fire and my head full of cotton wool.”
“You were sick.”
“Yeah. I had the flu. Everything about that time is so hazy. Poor Ma and Dee had to cope not only with Julia being arrested but with me being really sick.”
“I know this is hard, but do you remember the priest being killed? By anyone?”
She shook her head. “Not at all. I don’t remember Julia being there at all. But someone was.”
“What do you mean?”
“There was someone other than Father Pat in the room, but it didn’t seem like Julia. It was like a shadow.” She paused and tried to remember, but it was just out of reach. “I just can’t see who it was. I always assumed it was Julia. That’s what memory does, doesn’t it Douglas? Protects us from what we don’t want to see.”
He smiled sadly. “Sometimes. It’s like those earrings you have on. Bright and shiny, catching the light and our attention but not real.”
She laughed. “These are definitely not real. They’re Julia’s. Like a typical little sister, I’ve swiped her fake emerald earrings without her permission.”
“Would she mind?”
Blossom shook her head. “Not Julia. She might grumble but that’s about it.”
“So, we’ve achieved a lot today. You seem much happier.”
“Yeah. Yeah, I think I am. I know I shouldn’t be because the dead body of my ex-boyfriend has just been found in the back yard, but I know no one in our house had anything to do with it so that’s okay.”
“We need to talk about that. Are you really alright about his death?”
She stared out the window. “I didn’t want him dead if that’s what you mean and I’m sorry he is. There were only a few good times, at the beginning of our relationship when he was straight. He could be very funny. I think that’s what attracted me to him in the first place. But it hadn’t been good for a long time.” She scrubbed her face with her hands. “He had a good supply of drugs and I wanted them. In the end, that’s all there was.”
“Who do the police think killed him?”
She shrugged. “There’d be a long list I imagine. He was involved in some pretty dodgy stuff.”
He hesitated. “They haven’t mentioned Julia?”
She reared back as if slapped. “Julia had nothing to do with it. She wasn’t even there. Why would they think that?”
Douglas drew in a deep breath and let it out. “I have some connections in the police force because of the work I do with the employee assistance scheme. There is a line of investigation that Julia got one of her jail mates to kill Rez.”
Blossom exploded. “That’s absurd! Julia wouldn’t do that!”
Douglas held up his hands as if to placate her. “Don’t shoot the messenger. I’m just telling you what the gossip is. I think it’s ridiculous too. But because the murder of Father Pat was a vigilante action, they are wondering if she’s done it again.”
Cold fear settled in Blossom’s gut. It wasn’t possible. “But she didn’t kill Father Pat.”
She wound her scarf around her neck with shaky hands. “I have to go and find her. This can’t be right.”
She made for the door then turned. “Thanks for telling me. I appreciate it.”
Douglas nodded. “Forewarned is forearmed, as they say.”



Chapter 23
“I need you to help me do something.”
Julia sat across from Sally in Cafe Zippo. The late afternoon light struggled through the glass and wood front doors while the wind rattled them with increasing ferocity.
“What? What’s wrong? You look like death.”
“A good friend of mine from jail, Nessa, is in trouble. She’s up at the Chadbourne. I need to get her out.”
“The Chadbourne? What on earth is she doing there?”
Julia took in a deep breath and for the third time in as many days told the whole story. Sally listed with increasingly wide eyes and the occasional gasp.
“O’Reardon? He’s behind the whole thing? Oh Julia? I can’t… I can’t believe it.” She slumped her shoulders and tipped her head down, covering her face with her hands.
“You don’t believe me,” Julia said in a flat voice.
“No, no,” Sally said, grabbing Julia’s hands. “Of course I do. I just… I just, I’m having trouble with the idea of you going to prison for something you didn’t do? Why? Why did you do that?”
Julia dropped her gaze to Sally’s hands holding hers. “It seemed a good idea at the time,” she said in a small voice. “I was out of my mind. I…” She caught herself before the torrent of tears threatened to break out. “Look, it doesn’t matter. Nessa is up at the Chadbourne trying to find the DVD but Dylan reckons, after the cops get some legal advice and he gets back from Sydney in a couple of days, they’ll search the place. Nessa can’t be found there. O’Reardon’s also trying to get her to use again. She could bust and be on the way back to jail. I have to warn her.”
“What do you want me to do?”
“Come with me to the hotel. We’ll have a drink or something and I’ll try to find her.”
“Are you sure that’s such a good idea? What if O’Reardon sees you?”
“What can he do in a public place? If you’re with me that makes it even harder. He won’t do anything to me. It’d be too dangerous and too obvious.”
Sally frowned, her eyes full of doubt. “I saw her up there not too long ago. Nessa. She looked like she wanted to be there.”
“She has until this time. That’s what she always did. That’s how she got him to let her stay. But she’s play acting which could get her into a lot of trouble.” Julia shifted in her chair and fiddled with the coffee cup in front of her. “There’s some kind of twisted dynamic happening between the two of them. In the past drugs have always drawn her back to him, but this time it’s revenge. He’s a bit harder to work out. The other women in jail always said Nessa was special to him. Whatever it is, he’s a sick fuck and we need to get her out of there.”
Julia sipped her coffee and watched Sally. Her face was troubled and she was pale. She’d been withdrawn even before Julia told her the whole story.
“Douglas told me he’s moving to the south coast.”
Sally jumped as if scalded.
“How are you with that?”
She shrugged. “It won’t be easy, but people move on.”
“Was that what you were arguing about at Dee’s party?”
Sally stared back at her with wide eyes. She opened her mouth but seemed to have second thoughts. “Yeah. He sprung it on me and I wasn’t prepared.” She cut through the air with her hand. “Let’s not talk about that now. What if you find Nessa? What then?”
“I’ll try and convince her to come with me. She has to. She just has to.”
*
“What are we doing here?” Sally pulled Julia back from the entrance of the Chadbourne Hotel. “You just dropped a bombshell on me about O’Reardon and now you want to have a drink in his bar? We need to get out of here.”
Julia let Sally pull her out of the way of other guests to the end of the grand veranda. Twilight shimmered through the stained-glass windows spilling color across the tessellated tiles. The wind howled making both women shiver.
“Come on, it’s freezing. Let’s go home. It could snow tonight.”
Julia shook her head. “I have to try and get Nessa out of here. Please Sal. I have to try.”
Sally shook her head, but followed Julia through the entrance into the foyer. They then veered left into the bar. Julia left Sal to buy some drinks while she did a quick scan of the place, then ducked around to the lounge, hoping she might see Ness on a couch in front of the fire. No such luck. It was a weekday so not many people were around. She made her way back to the bar, where Sally was sitting at a table, two glasses of lemon, lime, and bitters in front of her. Julia sat and sipped on her drink, still scanning the place.
“I’m going to check out the billiard room. There’s a doorway out there that leads out to O’Reardon’s apartment.”
She got up but got pulled back into her chair by Sal. “Are you out of your mind? You can’t do that. He’ll see you for sure.”
“So? What if he does? I’ll ask him to show me the DVD. I’ll tell him I don’t believe he has it. Be interesting to see his reaction.”
She took off again, oblivious to Sally’s whispered entreaties to stay where she was.
The billiard room was for guests only, but Julia ignored the sign and made her way past the sumptuous leather couches, wood-paneled walls and green blaze billiard tables to the back door that lead out to the covered car park.
She opened the door and stepped out, closing it behind her. In front of her was a walkway that lead down to O’Reardon’s apartment, while on her left was a corridor that was used as the disabled access to the hotel.
He stood in the shadows, as if waiting for her.
“Ah. Julia. How unexpected. What can I do for you?”
Her heart was pounding so hard she absently rubbed her breastbone with the heel of her hand.
“The DVD. I want to see it.”
His eyebrows rose. “Do you indeed? For what purpose?”
“You say the DVD shows what happened at the murder scene.”
Something flickered in his eyes. He nodded.
“Blossom didn’t kill Father Pat. So I want to see what’s on it.”
He stepped toward her and against her will, she moved back against the wall.
“Don’t make demands of me, Julia. Didn’t I make myself clear? I’ll hurt you and your family if you step out of line.”
“And then what? The cops will be on your doorstep in a flash if anything happens to me or anyone else. You think they don’t know about you? Even before I got out of jail, they’d been watching you.”
He grabbed her around the neck with one meaty hand and slammed her against the wall. She struggled to get free, pulling at his hand, desperate to get air.
“I wouldn’t do anything as obvious as what I’m doing now. You’re on parole. I can make life very difficult for you.”
Just at the point where she thought she’d black out, the billiard room door opened and a group of hotel patrons spilled out into the cold car park, laughing and chattering.
“Shit! It’s freezing out here,” said a man, pulling his coat around him. He stopped and stared at O’Reardon and Julia. “What’s going on? Let go of her.”
O’Reardon dropped his hand and Julia pushed him away, coughing and wheezing.
“Are you okay?” said the man. His friends were behind him.
“I’m fine,” Julia said between gasps of air. “Just a misunderstanding. Don’t worry about it.” She pushed past them, back into the billiard room, running to get Sally. O’Reardon was caught at the door, trying to placate his irate customers.
She found Sally, pulled her from her table. “Quick. We need to get out of here.”
“Did you find Nessa?”
Julia shook her head as the two of them ran through the foyer, out the front doors and down the stairs. The cold air hit Julia’s face like a fist. She was an idiot. Why did she think O’Reardon would suddenly comply with her demands?
“Come on, I’m taking you home,” Sally said. “Has Dylan gone to Sydney yet?”
Julia shook her head. “Tomorrow.”
“Drop it until he gets back. You can’t do anything about Nessa. You’ll just make it worse.”
Julia nodded, certain Sally’s warning was too late.



Chapter 24
They came early, just as the wattle bird started up for the day. Later she would always shiver at that sound. A sound like a rusty gate, slamming shut.
Palmer, Senior Constable Grady, and a female police officer whose name she instantly forgot. Their faces were sombre and guarded. Except for Grady. His eyes darted around and a line of perspiration was on his upper lip.
“What’s wrong? What’s happened?” she asked as Dee ushered them into the lounge room and then was politely but firmly asked to wait outside by the young constable. Julia had been in bed when she heard the car drive up and the doors slam. She’d looked out her bedroom window and saw the three cops make their way to the front door like a line of funeral directors.
Not good.

“Yesterday afternoon at about five thirty p.m.,” started Palmer, “the body of John Henry Melville was found a little way off the Prince Henry Cliff walk. He’d been stabbed repeatedly. Can you tell me anything about that?”
Julia stared at him blankly. “John? The guy who lived in the cave?”
“So you know where he lived,” Palmer asked.
“But I haven’t been there.”
“How did you know about him?”
She hesitated, remembering the day on the track with Dylan. Something made her not want to mention their meeting and what it lead to.
“I can’t remember. Someone must have told me. I ran into him once on the Prince Henry Cliff walk.”
Palmer frowned. “Can you tell me what you were doing yesterday between the hours of eleven a.m. and five thirty p.m.?”
Julia stared at both men with a growing sense of panic. “You can’t think I have anything to do with this? Why on earth would I want to kill someone I’d met for less than a minute?”
“That’s what we need to find out, Julia. Can you tell me where you were?”
“I… I was here most of the time. Ma was here too, and Blossom.” She stopped suddenly. “I went for a walk…”
Oh, God. If they found out about her and Dylan, he’d be in big trouble.
“What time?” Palmer asked.
“About three thirty,” Julia said in a small voice. “But it was only for a little while.”
“Did anyone see you when you were out?” Palmer asked.
She hesitated then shook her head.
“We’ll need to speak with everyone who was in the house yesterday.” He rustled among his papers and extracted a plastic evidence bag.
“Can you identify this?”
Her heart hammered in her chest. The air became thick and hard to draw into her lungs. Her fake emerald earring.
“Where did you find it?” she said in a strangled voice.
“Next to Mr. Melville’s body. Is it yours?”
She nodded.
Palmer glanced at Grady who if anything became even more agitated.
“I think it would be best if you went with Constable Ryan so you can change, then come down to the police station for further questioning.
“But this is ridiculous. I didn’t have anything to do with stabbing anyone.”
“We’ll question you further down at the station.”
Toughen up. Think. You’re on your own now. Someone wants to hurt you.

“I won’t speak to you without a lawyer.”
The skin around Palmer’s eyes and mouth tightened. “That’s your right.”
Julia crossed to the lounge room door and opened it. Dee, Eleanor, and Blossom were crowded in the hallway.
“What’s happening, Julia?” Eleanor pulled her close, trying to put her behind her body. Julia could feel the tension in her mother’s muscles. A sudden wave of love consumed Julia as she realized her mother would now do anything for her, would try and protect her however she could.
“They think I have something to do with the death of a guy sleeping rough.”
“What? Why?”
“It will help if you get changed as soon as possible,” said Constable Ryan behind her.
Dee turned to the young policewoman. “Where are you taking her?” she said with fury in her voice.
“Down to the police station,” Julia said. “To help them with their inquiries. We all know what that means, don’t we?”
She made her way to her bedroom, the cop right beside her, leaving the loud arguments behind. Blossom was yelling at Palmer who was trying to placate her. From the sounds of it, without much success.
Cold ice settled into Julia’s bones. Someone wanted to frame her for the homeless guy’s murder. Was this O’Reardon’s idea? As she changed, the constable watched her. Just like jail. No privacy, no dignity. They couldn’t possibly think she was responsible. Her mind worked frantically. Where was Dylan? Did he know Palmer thought she was involved?
With a growing sense of disaster, she realized he was in Sydney and probably didn’t know what was going on. Or did he? Surely he would have warned her.
Most of yesterday she’d spent getting drawings done for Larissa. Eleanor and Blossom had been with her or in and out. They’d made comments and suggestions about her designs. And Dee had come home for lunch. But the pull of desire had been too much for her. When Dylan called after lunch and asked her to meet him at his place just before he left for Sydney, she couldn’t resist. The illicit affair she’d wanted had become reality.
She finished dressing and quickly rummaged around her dressing table for the other earring. It wasn’t there. She couldn’t remember when she last had them on. Dee’s party?
“Hurry now,” the constable said. “Let’s get going.”
Julia wouldn’t look at her or speak to her. She made her way back downstairs into a room of furious people.
“Detective Palmer, you can’t do this. You can’t.” Dee pleaded while Palmer become more and more stern and withdrawn. Eleanor and Blossom had cornered Grady who she surmised would rather have to face down an alley full of outlaw bikies armed to the hilt than two furious women.
“This is outrageous,” Eleanor stormed. “Someone turns up murdered so you go to the most convenient solution. Well, you won’t get away with it. We were stupid last time, stupid and naive, but no longer. Blossom, get my address book. I know a couple of Queen’s Counsels who’ll be only too happy to advise us.”
“Ms Taylor. I’m just doing my job. Certain evidence has emerged that makes it important for Julia to answer some questions. It would help a great deal if I could look at your kitchen knives.”
Eleanor drew in a deep breath. “No, no…” She grabbed Dee’s arm and stared at Palmer with a horrified look on her face.
“What, Ma? What is it?” Julia asked with growing terror.
“One of the Laguiole knives is missing. I noticed it last night when I was washing up.”
Palmer pounced on her words. “What does this knife look like? Show me.”
Reluctantly, Eleanor left the room then quickly returned with one of the wickedly sharp stainless steel knives. Palmer took it and glanced at Grady.
“The bee,” he said.
“They all have tiny bees on the handle. It’s the brand mark,” Eleanor said, faintly.
Julia stared at Palmer. He returned her gaze with one of sharp determination.
“Julia Taylor, I am arresting you for the murder of John Henry Melville. You do not have to answer any questions but if you do not answer…”
A loud roaring blocked out all sound.
No, no, no. She couldn’t go back. She wouldn’t.

Without thinking, she made for the doorway and ran. Out though the kitchen and into the back garden before Palmer caught her and held her.
“Julia, Julia stop, stop. This won’t help,” he muttered as she struggled against him. She was crying now, terror and panic clawing their way into her muscles and bones.
“Help me, help me,” she pleaded with him. “Don’t let them take me.”
The other cops surrounded them but Julia felt rather than saw Palmer wave them away.
“You have to go with us Julia. There’s no other way.”
Julia stopped struggling and stared into his eyes. She could feel her family hovering inches away.
“Can you contact Dylan?” she said. “I need to talk to him. Please, it’s important.”
Palmer frowned. “He had to go to Sydney for court. He should be back tomorrow. Why? Why do you need to talk to him?”
She shook her head. “I just need to talk to him. Can you contact him?”
“I’ll call him,” Dee said. “Right now.”
“You’re still under arrest, Julia. Do you understand that?”
“I understand that someone wants me back in jail. They won’t get away with it.”
The inexorable tug of Constable Ryan on her arm pulled her away from Palmer, but not before Eleanor grabbed her in a tight embrace.
“Don’t worry. We’ll get you out. We will,” she said fiercely. “I won’t allow anything else.”
*
In the end, it was only a night and a day, but it was enough. Enough time for the blackness to hover, just hover at the edges of her sight, ready to swoop in and clamor for blood.
She was prepared. She beat the dusty wings away and held on to her mind.
Not this time. I need you this time.

They took her to the station and waited for her solicitor to arrive.
“I told you. I won’t answer any questions until he arrives.”
“He’s coming from Sydney. He might not get here before the prison transport arrives to take you to Silverwater.”
Her stomach churned at the thought of getting into one of those filthy, claustrophobic vans, but if she had to do it she would.
“Then you’ll have to go down to Silverwater and question me there.”
Palmer grimaced but said nothing. But in the end her solicitor did arrive in time.
“That’s it?” he said. “That’s the sum total of your evidence? An earring worn by my client that her sister says she sometimes wore as well? Why didn’t you arrest Blossom?”
Campbell Walton, art lover and raconteur, was an old friend of her mother’s. A prominent Phillips Street solicitor, he’d dropped everything and rushed up to the mountains from Sydney after one phone call from Eleanor. Now he sat in the shabby interview room and glared at Palmer and Constable Ryan.
“Come on, Mr. Walton. Your client was convicted of stabbing a pedophile priest to death. A month after she gets out of jail, a lowlife drug dealer is found stabbed to death in her backyard. The same lowlife drug dealer she threatened after she warned him to stay away from her sister. Now another sex offender is found stabbed to death only meters away from her house and her earring found nearby. As well as that, the victim was stabbed with a knife from the Taylor house. Looks like enough to me.”
“Not nearly enough. It sounds to me as if someone is trying to set up my client in a clumsy and amateurish way. What surprises me is that you’d fall for it.”
Palmer shifted in his chair and dropped his eyes.
He didn’t fall for it, Julia realized. So what was this all about?
Campbell realized at the same time. “What’s going on here? What are you up to?”
Palmer rustled some papers around and sighed heavily.
“We have to follow procedure by the book. Ever since you got out of jail, Julia, disaster seems to have followed you. Now I don’t know if you are responsible or someone else wants to make it look like you’re responsible, but we need to take this investigation one step at a time.”
“One step at a time?” Campbell exploded. “And that includes sending my client back to jail?”
“How could we not, given all this evidence?”
Later, the magistrate agreed. She was denied bail and listed for the transport to Silverwater.
“Don’t worry. I’ll make an urgent application for Supreme Court bail,” Campbell said to her as she was taken to a holding cell. “We might be lucky and get a hearing tomorrow.”
She shook her head. “It’ll be all right. I’ll get through this. Been there before, haven’t I?”



Chapter 25
The transport to jail was as bad as she thought it would be. She was locked in a compartment away from the male prisoners being escorted to Silverwater but the sounds of distress were unavoidable. Crying, yelling, vomiting, people coming off drugs or having a psychotic breakdown, all that in one metal van heading down the highway to Silverwater. This was the run from Bathurst and Lithgow so it sounded like it was a mixture of people denied bail in the local courts and prisoners being transferred from other jails.
She blocked it all out. Kept up a mantra in her brain.
This too will pass. This too will pass.

Finally, the truck turned in to the Silverwater complex then in to the Metropolitan Remand and Reception Center where all the men would be offloaded and processed. It took a while getting them off and all their belongings sorted. More yells, orders, and a few lags greeting others like old friends.
Eventually the truck backed out of the sally port and drove a hundred or so meters down the complex to Silverwater Women’s, once called Mulawa.
Julia blinked as she climbed out of the van and into the harsh lights of the reception area. Her legs were cramped and she stank of stale air and desperation. She wanted to throw up. All the memories of the first time she was processed into Mulawa clamored in her brain like psychotic birds with harsh cries and sharp beaks. Then she’d blanked out the horror by disappearing into herself. This time she didn’t have that luxury. She had to stay together to get out of this terrible place.
“For fuck’s sake, what’re you doing here?”
She recognised the prison officer in front of her. Collins. Not a bad one, rough, but sometimes helpful.
Julia knew in that moment she’d have to toughen up or sink. She shrugged. “Some people don’t like me on the outside. They wanted me back in and made sure that’s what happened.”
Collins scanned the list in front of her. She found what she was looking for and glanced at Julia. “Yeah. That’s what they all say. Come on, we better get you tucked in for the night. This way.”
“My family will’ve driven down with some stuff for me. When can I get it?” she said, half running to keep up with the PO.
“Later. First things first.” She opened a holding cell and motioned Julia in. “Shouldn’t be long. Not many in tonight.”
Julia sat on one of the concrete benches and nodded to the women in with her. She didn’t recognize any. One leant back against the wall with her eyes closed while the other two twitched and bit their nails.
“Fuck,” one of them muttered. “What’s taking them so long? I haven’t been dosed today.”
She got up and started pacing around the cell. The woman with her eyes closed opened them and snarled at her. “Sit the fuck down and shut up. Bad enough being in here without listening to your crap.”
The other woman immediately sat and didn’t say another word. The snarling woman looked at Julia with blank, dark eyes. Assessing her. Whatever she saw seemed to satisfy her. She leant back and closed her eyes again.
Julia smiled to herself. She knew women like this one. Tough, in control and would take no opposition. Out for herself and no one else. But if you cooperated with her, she’d leave you alone.
The reality of prison life hit her again. All the hierarchy, all the subtle and not so subtle cues about what was acceptable and what wasn’t, made her tired. She took her cue from the woman opposite her, leant back, and closed her eyes.
After a while, when all the other women were called and taken to be processed, it was her turn.
The strip search. She’d forgotten. How could she have forgotten that moment, that one event that tipped her over the edge last time. After finding Blossom naked and covered in blood, after the priest, after the arrest, after all the nightmare of O’Reardon and the police cells, the act of taking off her clothes in front of cold strangers shattered her mind for months.
Not now. She wouldn’t disappear now.
It will pass, it will pass, it will pass.

One prison officer in front of her, watching, the other behind.
“Open your mouth,” the one in front of her said. She did and made her eyes go out of focus as the PO peered into her mouth.
“Run your hands through your hair.”
“Now your clothes. Hand them over one piece at a time.”
She shivered but held onto her sanity as she removed her clothes and handed them over. She wouldn’t look at them, didn’t want to see what was on their faces. They peered at her body. Would they make her squat this time?
“Quick, get dressed,” said one, indicating a pile of prison greens. “We need to get you locked away.”
She dressed quickly in the green tracksuit pants, T-shirt, and sweatshirt, shivering with cold and fatigue.
She was taken into an office where a woman in civilian clothes was reading a file. Julia tried to stop herself shaking but the hard cold of prison had started seeping into her bones.
She looked up and motioned her into a seat, introducing herself as Chris, a welfare officer.
“Okay. Let’s get all this out of the way so we can have a chat.”
Julia stopped herself from rolling her eyes. She knew it was her file Chris had been reading. She was probably shit scared she had a potential self-harmer in front of her. Julia knew for the first year or so of her sentence she was nuts, so it was fair enough the woman in front of her would be nervous.
They went through a questionnaire about her immediate circumstances, whether she had children or pets that needed looking after, whether she had any support on the outside, whether she was withdrawing, hearing voices, or otherwise not traveling well. When Julia answered in the negative to most things except for support outside, Chris sat back in her chair and stared at her.
“So what happened? Why are you back here?”
Julia contemplated what to say. If she said anything about O’Reardon and his drug smuggling activities, she’d be dead meat. Not that she had any reason to think this woman corrupt, but she’d be obliged to tell security staff what Julia claimed. Word would get out. Then she’d be dead meat. In fact, it was highly likely she was in danger anyway. A convenient suicide from a woman who had a history of instability. Arrested sent back to jail. She needed to be alert at all times.
“They’ve charged me with murder. Apparently I’m on some vigilante kick.”
The woman frowned some more and stared down at the file. She hesitated. “The thing is Julia, the last time you came into custody you were very unstable. We can’t take the risk of putting you in the main without first making sure you’ll be okay.”
Julia’s blood went cold. She knew what that meant. Down to the MPU. The Multipurpose Unit. The dumping ground for anyone who needed close watching because they were mad, withdrawing, intellectually disabled, or all three.
“I’m fine,” she said, trying to remain calm. Any hint of hysteria would make it worse. “You don’t need to put me in the MPU.”
The woman shook her head. “Not a risk I’m prepared to take.” She stood and scooped up all her paperwork. “Someone will escort you down.”
Julia bit down hard on her lip to stop herself from screaming. She had to remain sane and calm at all times or else she’d be there for a long time. The bail application had to be approved. It just had to be.
“Do you know if my belongings have arrived? My family would’ve brought some stuff down.”
“I’ll check and let you know.”
Julia doubted that. She was pretty certain she had other things on her mind, like screening the next woman off the truck to make sure she didn’t want to kill herself. The property of a newly received inmate was low on her list of her priorities.
She was escorted down to the MPU by Collins. Silverwater Women’s was such a weird space. Old early twentieth century buildings with modern ugly buildings. Once it was the main jail for all women but now it was just a reception jail and a jail for the disturbed. Everyone else was shipped out to Dillwynia at Windsor or Emu Plains. If they were really unlucky they were sent to Wellington. She shivered. If the bail application wasn’t successful, that could happen to her.
The MPU was a low red brick wing behind a wire fence away from the rest of the jail.
“Don’t worry,” Collins said. “They’re all locked in for the night. They’ll tuck you in soon enough. Should be some sandwiches there for your dinner.”
At the mention of food, Julia realized she was ravenous. She hadn’t eaten anything all day.
When she entered the wing, the noise hit her like a fist. Even though most of the women were locked into their cells, they still called to each other, screamed, laughed, and generally made as much noise as they could. It wouldn’t last at this level. Soon they’d settle down, but all through the long night there would be one or two who would yell and scream, tormented by their devils.
But that wasn’t what made her heart leap to her throat. A small, blonde man was standing at the high bench that surrounded the officer station, writing in a file. Dr. Devlin. She wanted to throw her arms around him and beg him to help her. He looked up and did a double take.
“Jules. What on earth are you doing here?”
“Bad luck,” she croaked, her eyes filling with tears. “It’s a long story.”
Dr. Devlin glanced at the PO behind the officer station. “I need to talk to her now. I know it’s late, but this is important.”
“Sure, doc. No worries. Take one of the interview rooms.”
Dr. Devlin scooped up his files and motioned to one of the interview rooms off the main area.
“Can I take a sandwich and some water with me? I haven’t eaten all day.”
He nodded and Julia grabbed the package of food. Only a few hours and she was right back in it, obsessed about food and when it would arrive.
She sat at the table with Dr Devlin opposite her.
“What happened?” he asked.
And then it all came out. Everything. All her lies, evasions, and bad judgement. She gulped down her food and in between bites and swigging her water she told him the truth about Father Pat, about Angus O’Reardon, even about Dylan.
All the way down the mountain in that metal container, she’d resolutely thrust all thought of him out of her mind. If she allowed herself to think about him and what was between them, she really would go mad. But now with Dr. Devlin she couldn’t keep it back. Couldn’t hide how much she cared for Dylan, what had grown between them.
Dr. Devlin listened to her and grew paler and paler.
“You don’t think I’m mad do you?” she asked, a sudden spike of anxiety piercing her chest. “I’m telling you the truth.”
He shook his head. “No, I believe you. It’s too fantastic not to be true. Why on earth didn’t you tell me the truth all those years ago? I could’ve done something.”
She placed her elbows on the table and rested her head in her hands massaging her temples. Then she sat back in her chair. “I thought for ages that if I told anyone Blossom could still be removed and go to jail. Then, after I realized that wouldn’t happen, I didn’t think anyone would believe me.”
“Jules.” The look of compassion on his face undid her. She sobbed as she’d never let herself cry before.
He scrubbed his face with his hands and sighed. “Okay. This is what we’ll do. You’ll stay here tonight. It’s the best option. I know it’s awful, but if what you say about O’Reardon and drug smuggling is true, then you’re much more at risk in the main. Here, everyone is watched so much it would be much harder to do anything to you. I’ll ring your mom as soon as I get out of here and find out where the bail application is up to. Who did you say the psychiatrist was who’s seeing Blossom? I’ll talk to him about doing a report.”
“Sinclair. Douglas Sinclair.”
Dr. Devlin stilled. “Blossom’s seeing Douglas Sinclair?”
Julia nodded.
“No matter. I can find someone else to do a court report.”
“Why? What’s wrong? Why can’t you use him?”
Devlin hesitated. “He’s had some trouble in the past. When you get out of here, I’d suggest you find another psychiatrist.” The look on his face was stony.
“What did he do?”
“This is in strictest confidence.”
Julia nodded.
“He has a reputation for sleeping with his clients. There was a suggestion at one stage that one killed herself because of him. Nothing was proved, and he avoided being struck off the medical register. But I’d keep away from him if I were you.”
Something clicked into place in her mind. Eleanor’s fight with Father Pat. Her relapse. Dee’s dislike of Douglas. The earring. Even Sally.
She had to get out of here.



Chapter 26
Dylan was sitting in the corridor at the Supreme Court in Taylor Square when his phone squawked. Lifting it, he saw Dee was calling. A spike of looming disaster filled his mind.
“Hey, Dee what’s up?”
His stomach fell through the floor when she told him.
“Fuck,” he said, more to himself as he stood and glanced around, looking for somewhere private to talk to her. He knew they were about to call him into the armed robbery case to give evidence. The only place was a corner near the entrance.
“That’s it? They think she did it because of the earring? That’s crazy. Hang on. You said she has no alibi between three and five yesterday. Is that what this hangs on?”
“Yes,” said Dee. “Palmer reckons she would have had ample time to find this John character and kill him.”
Dylan closed his eyes with mingled sense of dread and relief churning his guts. “That’s good Dee. That’s excellent. I know exactly where she was.”
“What? What do you mean?”
“She was with me. I’ll call Pringle and her solicitor and tell them. Don’t worry. Look, I have to go. They’re calling me.”
It took forever. Question after question, the evidence pawed over and gone through in minute detail. Everyone knew she was guilty, but her barrister wanted to spin it out as long as possible. Finally, after three interminable hours, they broke for lunch.
Dylan pushed his way out of the court, his finger on speed dial back to Pringle.
“What’ve you got for me?”
Dylan heard his commander and breathed a sigh of relief. Maybe he was in time. Maybe the charges could be dropped.
“Chief. It’s Julia Taylor.”
“What, again? She’s just been put on the transport to Silverwater.”
“Has it left?”
“Yeah. About half an hour ago. Why, what’s the problem?”
“She was with me. The time she was supposed to be killing John Melville. She was with me.”
He heard Pringle take in a deep breath. “So why didn’t she tell us that? What’s the big secret?”
“She’s trying to protect me. That’s what she does. She can’t seem to help herself.”
“Why would she need to protect you?”
“Because I’m having an affair with a parolee who’s in the frame for a murder.”
Pringle grunted. “Fuck me dead. What did I tell you? Leave damsels in distress alone.” He sighed and Dylan could visualize the look of weariness on his face.
“Have you finished down there?”
“No. The barrister wants to go over everything with a fine tooth comb. I should be out by three. Depending on the traffic I should be up there by five.”
“Right. We’ll see what we can do then. Her solicitor will apply for bail tomorrow. I’ll talk to Palmer who will no doubt want to talk to you. He may either drop the charges or not oppose bail.” He paused and took in another deep breath. “This doesn’t look good, you know. For you. But we’ll talk about that when you get back.”
“She didn’t do it, Bill. She didn’t kill the priest.”
“What? Aw, come on Dylan. Don’t go there. You can’t be serious?”
“I am. Look, I’ll tell you everything. But our friend O’Reardon is involved.”
“Then you better get back up here as soon as possible. If what you say is true, not only is the wrong person in that truck heading for Silverwater, but someone else who’s got a thing for knives and killing is on the loose.”
*
Dylan waited on the doorstep of the Taylor house, a sense of unreality making him almost lightheaded. For the first time in a long time, his need for a drink was a living, breathing scream in his head. When Dee opened the door, he almost grabbed her as the lifeline she’d been in the past.
“Dylan. Thank God you’re finally here. Come in, we’re just trying to work out what to do.”
Campbell Walton sat at Eleanor and Dee’s kitchen table and laid it all out for them.
“She has an excellent chance of getting bail. I won’t be able to make the application until tomorrow so she’ll have to spend at least a night at Silverwater.” He frowned when he was introduced to Dylan. “I’m not sure this is altogether appropriate. Is there a reason you’re here, Detective Inspector Andrews?”
“Yeah. I’m the evidence you need to get her out.”
He told them where she was and winced at the shock on Eleanor and Dee’s faces. “I’m sorry,” he said to them both.
“It’s okay,” Eleanor said slowly. “In fact, it’s great.” Dylan watched as hope dawned on both women’s faces. Eleanor turned to Campbell. “They can’t go ahead with the charges, can they?”
“They could try, but this puts a big dent in their case.”
“They won’t,” Dylan said. “I’ve just spoken to Palmer and they’re going to drop the charges.”
Dee and Eleanor grabbed each other and burst into tears.
“Well, this is excellent news, excellent news.” He scooped up his papers. “I’ll make my way home now Eleanor, and see you at the Parramatta bail court tomorrow first thing. Julia should be home by lunch time. A very unpleasant experience for her, but she’s a strong woman and will get through it. Now.” His gaze rested on Dylan and he smiled grimly. “Not a good career move for you, I suppose.”
Dylan shook his head. “I haven’t been suspended but there’ll be a disciplinary hearing. I could be then. Honestly, the only reason they haven’t suspended me is because they need all hands on deck to find the real killer. And I’ve got a pretty good idea where to look.”
“I’m sure you do.”
Dee showed him out leaving Dylan alone with Eleanor. He found he couldn’t look at her.
“You know, I’m not surprised,” she said softly. “Dee thought there was something going on between the two of you. I scoffed at her, but then I started to see what she saw.”
“Are you appalled?”
She laughed. “Why would I be appalled? You’re a good man and she needs some happiness.” She hesitated. “Is it an affair, a relationship, what? Not that it’s any of my business.”
“Are you asking me what my intentions are?”
She patted his hand and said nothing, just waited.
“I don’t know. I don’t know what it is. All I know is that I can’t stay away from her.”
She nodded. “Then it’s something. You’ll work it out.”



Chapter 27
They put her two out with the dark-haired woman from the holding cell. Karen, although she called herself Jax. Julia wondered what was so wrong with her that she ended up in the MPU. She’d looked okay in reception. After an hour or so she found out. Jax was mad. She’d learnt to cover it well but, as the night wore on, she became more and more agitated.
Since she knew she wouldn’t be getting any sleep that night anyway, mad cellmate or not, Julia threw back the thin blanket she was expected to keep warm with on this winter night, swung her legs down from the thin mattress covering a concrete block she was supposed to sleep on, slipped her feet into the Dunlop volleys they gave her at reception, and sat on her bed.
She still had on every stitch of the prison greens they’d given her at reception. Tatty trackpants and cotton top, thinning sweatshirt. She wrapped the blanket around her and called softly to the woman opposite.
“Jax. You awake?”
Jax had been muttering through her tossing and turning, talking to the voices that occupied her head. She stilled when she heard Julia’s voice, then turned over to face her.
“Yeah. What’s up?”
“Can’t sleep. Sounds like you can’t either.”
“Why? Why do you say that?” she said sullenly. “I wasn’t bothering you.”
“No, no,” Julia said quickly, knowing she had to placate her. “You weren’t doing anything. I never sleep in here. Especially on the first night. I can’t believe how cold it is. Guess I got used to it the last time I was inside.”
A loud wail pierced the night.
“That’s Lizzie,” Jax said. “She came in with me. Coming off the stuff. Didn’t get dosed before they locked her up.” They sat and listened to the shuffle of feet and the jingle of keys as an officer went to see what was going on.
“Stop it, Lizzie,” he said. “You’re not dying.”
“But I need something. I wasn’t dosed. I haven’t had anything for nearly a day.”
“Well, I can’t do anything about it now.”
Lizzie wailed again.
“He better do something about it,” Jax muttered. “This could go on all night.”
“Look,” the PO said, “I’ll call the clinic and see if they could send someone down. No guarantees they’ll be able to do anything. Just quieten down.”
Lizzie subsided into sobbing while the PO got on the phone.
“I’d forgotten,” Julia murmured, more to herself. “I’d forgotten what it was like.”
Jax grunted. “You’ve only been through this once before. I’m used to it.”
Julia stared at the other woman. “I’ve never met you before. Thought I knew most people coming in and out of here.”
Jax shrugged. “You were mostly out at Dillwynia and Emu Plains. They keep me here.”
I’ll bet they do, Julia thought. Jax was better when she was talking, less twitchy, but she was hearing voices, Julia was certain of that. She’d seen it too often in other women. That distracted look, the half turn of the head, listening to what only she could hear. Occasionally, she’d swat her hand past her head as if shooing away flies.
“Where do they put you normally?”
Jax shrugged again. “I stay here for a while but then they usually put me in the mental health unit with all the mad girls.” She laughed and started rolling a ciggie. “Mad Jax, they say. Mad, bad Jax.” She laughed out loud, a raucous, wild sound. She started jiggling her legs then stood and started pacing.
She was bad all right. Sick and not getting any treatment. She started muttering again.
“Talk to me, Jax. Sit down and talk to me. What’s going on?”
“Nuthin’, nuthin,” she said, but sat down. She lit her cigarette and inhaled deeply, then blew out. She scrapped her face with her free hand and stared at the bars of cell door. “I was born here you know.”
“Yeah?”
She nodded. “Me ma was in on shoplifting. They called the ambulance but she was too quick. Had me on the floor of the clinic. I met her for the first time when I got locked up as an adult.” She laughed again. “When she found out who I was, she marched up to me and whacked me across the chops. ‘What the fuck are you doing here?’ she said. Like mother, like daughter I said. She didn’t like that. Necked herself that night.”
She stood again and started pacing. Cold dread started to slide up Julia’s spine. She’d come across plenty of women with mental illness throughout her time in jail, but Jax was in a bad way. God knows when she’d last had any medication.
“Lizzie Curtis, will you shut the fuck up!” she roared. There was a sound of shuffling from the officer’s post, but no one appeared to quieten Jax down. Strange. She started pacing again.
Soon Julia heard the sound of a door being unlocked and realized a nurse was being let in to the unit. There was a low murmuring between the officer and the nurse, then a raised female voice telling Lizzie she could give her something to help the cramps.
“But I need more,” Lizzie wailed. “Why can’t I have my dose?”
“Because we don’t have a script for you. They haven’t sent it through.”
“But you know me. I only got released last week. You know I’m on the ’done.”
“I can’t give you any methadone without a script, Lizzie. Here, take this.”
Julia closed her eyes and wished herself away. It would be so easy just to fall into that black hole again, that land where medication was handed out to numb and sedate the despair and rage.
She couldn’t afford to drift away. Opening her eyes, she saw Jax standing still, staring at her.
“Who do you think you are?” she muttered. “It’s your fault I’m back here, locked up again. You did this.”
Julia braced herself and screamed just as Jax leapt for her, catching her around the throat, pulling her up only to slam her against the wall. She grabbed at the hand around her throat, desperately trying to pull her away. Then Jax punched her in the stomach. What little oxygen she had whooshed out. She started to lose consciousness as Jax squeezed her tighter and tighter.
Then she distantly heard shouting, the jangle of keys, and the pressure on her throat suddenly gone. She collapsed on the dirty floor curled into a fetal position, coughing and weeping.
“Come on now, Jax. Come on. None of that.” Two voices and a struggle with the now yelling woman.
“You bitch! It was her I tell ya! She set me up! She’s the reason I’m back here! I’ll kill you! Let me go!”
Julia sensed rather than saw the prison officers drag Jax out of the cell. An alarm sounded throughout the unit and after a few seconds another officer and the nurse crouched down beside her.
“Come on, honey,” the nurse said. “Come on, roll over let me see the damage.”
Julia still couldn’t speak as she tried to get oxygen into her lungs. Her stomach was on fire.
“You’ll need to call an ambulance now,” the nurse said to the PO. “She could have internal injuries.”
“Fuck,” the PO said, then stood with his hands on his hips.
“Now,” the nurse said more insistently.
“Yeah, yeah,” he said and stepped out of the cell.
Julia concentrated on breathing. In and out, in and out.
“Can you sit up for me?” the nurse asked.
Julia nodded and, with her help, sat against the wall.
“You should never have been in here with Jax,” she muttered. “What were they thinking? There’s a standing order she’s never to share a cell with anyone else.”
A coil of curiosity inched its way into her brain along with the terror and pain. “Is that so?” she said in a raspy voice.
“Yeah,” the nurse said, frowning. “How are you feeling? Can you sit up on the bed?”
Julia nodded. The nurse held onto her arm as she gingerly stood, then flopped onto the bed. More officers were pouring into the unit. A two pipper came into the cell.
“How is she? The ambulance is on its way.”
“She’s been assaulted by Jax Kelly. How do you think she’d be?” the nurse said in a fury.
“Outside,” the prison officer said.
They stepped out of the cell but not so far away that Julia couldn’t hear some of what they said. She closed her eyes and leant back, trying to hear.
“The unit’s not that crowded tonight. How the hell did they let Jax in with another woman? She should’ve been transferred to the mental health unit as soon as she got through reception. What the hell’s going on?”
She heard the low rumble of the officer’s voice.
“That’s not good enough and you know it. I have to report this, and if I were you, I would too. Someone’s stuffed up and the way this place works, they’ll try and dump it on you.”
Another rumble from the officer, then more voices as the ambulance arrived. Julia could breathe now, but every breath in and out was like a knife slicing into her chest.
Two ambos came into her cell and crouched down beside her.
“Hey Julia. I’m Rob and this is Dave. Looks like you’ve been through the wars.”
Julia smiled, then winced as the pain just above her abdomen pierced her again.
“Let’s have a look. Where does it hurt?”
“Just under my ribs.”
“Mm. That voice doesn’t sound good,” Dave said, peering at her throat, while Rob gently pulled up her clothes. “The bruising’s coming out already.”
“Yeah,” Rob said. “Think you might have a busted rib or two. Let’s get you on the trolley and out of here,” he said.
Julia nodded. O’Reardon’s reach hopefully stopped at the jail’s gates.



Chapter 28
Nessa lay on the long wide couch in O’Reardon’s office wrapped in a bathrobe, listening to him tap on his computer and trying to calm the rising panic in her chest.
She had to get out of there.
Julia was right; staying anywhere near O’Reardon was madness. Not imagined madness, not now. The sharp claws of need pursued her every minute, battering her defences and her hard won resolve.
She’d successfully avoided the pills, the heroin, even the alcohol, but couldn’t find any way to avoid taking the cocaine. Not much, just a line or two, enough to not raise any suspicion, but she knew it was only a matter of time before she was right back into everything.
She had to get away as soon as possible.
Despair as well as need swirled in her head, a lethal combination for any junkie. She’d thought she was so clever, putting on an act, being the same old out-of-it Nessa. Although, she had to admit, even in the few short days she’d been staying with Angus she’d heard and seen a lot about what he was up to. Deals everywhere. Pushing out west, trying to be the sole supplier to the furthest towns in country New South Wales.
Well, he could have it. She wanted to destroy him, but if she didn’t leave soon, he’d destroy her. She’d looked in all the obvious places for the DVD and couldn’t find it, so assumed it was in the one place she couldn’t access. The safe under the floorboards in this office.
She’d tell Julia where it was. That’s all she could do.
Stretching, she yawned and swung her legs onto the floor.
“Good sleep?” he said, still tapping on his computer.
“Yeah,” she said.
“You were pretty wired last night.”
She controlled a shudder, conscious of what they’d done, what she was like when she had cocaine in her system. Her body ached from drugs and sex: sex that was rougher and more desperate. That’s what Angus liked. That’s what he’d always liked from his girls.
“First time I’ve had coke for a long time.” She scrubbed her face with her hands and pushed back her hair. Smiling at him, she stood and made herself wobble. “I need a shower.”
He grunted and focused on his computer. Excellent. She could get herself together and get out.
She shuffled out of his office, then all but ran to her room. Gathering all her stuff together, including a substantial amount of the money he’d given her, she hesitated. She really did need a shower. The stink of him was still on her, a stink she had to get out of her life.
She peeled off the bathrobe and threw herself into the shower. Just for a few seconds she let the water soothe and warm her. But not for long.
Get out. Get out. Get out.

She dried herself quickly then dressed in the new clothes she’d bought with Angus’s money. Good jeans, warm sweater and even some sensible shoes for the cold weather. Smiling wryly, she had to acknowledge to herself her new found sobriety, despite last night’s slip up, had made her more practical. In years gone by any money left over from buying drugs went on cheap glitz and crap that fell apart after one wash.
She eyed the black dress and stilettos she’d bought, wondering if she could somehow get them out without rousing suspicion.
Idiot. You’re fighting for your life, not going to a fashion show.

Taking a deep breath, she crammed everything she could into her shoulder bag then made her way back to the office. She’d tell him she needed to go to the supermarket for something or other and then disappear.
“What?”
He was talking on the phone and didn’t sound happy.
“Fuck. When?”
He listened for a few seconds. “Thanks, Norm. I owe you.”
The phone slammed down. He stood up and saw her. “Get ready. We’re leaving. Going away for a few days.”
“What? What do you mean?” Terror sliced into her chest making her breathless.
He made for the safe under the floorboards and quickly opened it. Through her panic she saw she was right. As well as a packet of documents, a huge pile of cash, and a gun, there was a DVD case.
“There’s a bag in my bedroom in the closet. Get it,” he barked at her.
She fled back down the corridor to his room. Maybe she could just duck out the back. But the DVD was just there in his hand. This could be her chance.
She found the bag and made her way back to the office. He was rifling through his desk, scooping up papers. When he saw her with the bag, he grabbed it and threw everything from the safe into it as well as the papers from his desk and a laptop. Grabbing her arm, he pulled her with him to the front door of the apartment and out into the covered car park of the Chadbourne.
The gleaming silver four-wheel drive she’d seen Randle and Julia in was parked in the gloom.
“Quickly,” he said. “Get in.”
“Where are we going?” she asked as she climbed in. He gunned the accelerator and with a screech of rubber made his way out of the car park, down the drive, and out onto Katoomba Street. They turned left, past the railway station then over the bridge until they were on the highway heading west.
“I’ve got a house in the Megalong Valley. Time for a few days away from the hustle and bustle. Just the two of us. We’ve had a good time over the last few days haven’t we? We can have some more.”
There was an undercurrent of panic in his voice that Nessa didn’t like the sound of. She’d never seen Angus out of control.
“What’s happened? What’s wrong?”
“Nothing,” he snarled. “Not a thing. That cunt Andrews thinks he’s got something on me but he’s wrong. There’s nothing for him to find. I’m not some dumb fuck who doesn’t look after his business properly.” He gripped the wheel and stared at the road, encased in rage.
Fear swirled in Nessa’s gut in greasy waves. Angus in this state was far more dangerous than Angus when he was on top of the world. She turned away from him and stared out the window, her mind desperately trying to come up with something, anything to get her out of this situation.
The gray-green bush slid past as they made their way to Blackheath, where he turned left over the railway crossing then down to the road to the Megalong Valley.
She was fucked. One road in, one road out. A long, winding road, full of hairpin turns, patches of mountain rainforest and at dusk, leaping kangaroos. At the bottom was flat farm land. A lot less houses than the mountains. The cliffs reared up as they sped on, making Nessa want to cower in her seat, fighting claustrophobia. She couldn’t disappear here, couldn’t tell Angus she was going out for some milk and just disappear. There was nowhere to go without a car.
They passed the Megalong Tea Rooms and the Community Hall and kept going further and further out. Finally, he turned into a driveway with a chained gate.
“It’s not locked. Get out and open it, then close it when I go through.”
His voice was cold and distant and she scrambled to do his bidding. Why on earth had she put herself in this situation? She’d had her chance, she could’ve escaped before they’d headed off, but no, she still had some stupid idea of making him pay. Now she was stuck with him alone, in the middle of nowhere.
She fumbled with the chain on the gate, finally releasing it to push back the gate. He drove in then waited for her to close the gate and re-chain it. She scrambled back in and he took off, driving down a dirt track for a few kilometres. Further and further away from escape.
In the back of her mind, away from the constant terror slicing into her brain, she could see the land they were traveling through was beautiful. Undulating gentle hills, fields and the odd cow or horse. She could hear over the sound of the car engine the mournful cry of some black cockatoos. Peering up, she could see them flying in a graceful arc overhead. Three of them. Always three. Funeral birds they were called, because of the piercing, sad lament in their cry. She shuddered, hoping they didn’t linger for other reasons.
Overhanging the whole valley was the escarpment they’d come from, ancient and indomitable. That’s where she had to get back to.
She glanced at Angus who still gripped the steering wheel like it was his lifeline. He was silent and seemed to have forgotten she was there.
After what seemed an interminable time, they turned behind a grove of eucalypts into a clearing where a cottage stood. Nessa gawped. Of all the places she thought Angus could establish his bolt hole, she’d never pictured this.
A rose-covered cottage straight out of some country lifestyle magazine. In a daze, she climbed out of the car and slowly walked to the front door while Angus grabbed his bags. White rose petals drifted down onto Nessa as she stood staring up at the winding canes of some ancient rose. She reached up and touched a flower then quickly pulled back her hand when a thorn caught her. Blood welled on her finger. She sucked on it and turned when Angus came up behind her.
“Everyone does that. Reaches for what they want and gets stung in the process.” He laughed. “I keep it there as a lesson.”
He pushed past Nessa to unlock the door. Fury caught her in a sudden, blasting gulp as she noticed the canes of the old rose were densely covered in thorns. So typical of the man.
The sharp pain from the thorn cleared her mind. She had to stop being paralyzed by fear and start making plans to get away. Preferably with the DVD.
Inside, the lounge room looked comfortable but was cold. Angus switched on the lights and headed for the kitchen.
“There’s a heater over there. Turn it on. We might have a fire later.”
She did his bidding again, but kept a close eye on where the bag containing the DVD was. He’d thrown it on the couch and was talking to someone on his cell phone.
“You don’t need to know, Gary. Just hold them off for a few hours. Then come down here. You can babysit for a few days.” He snapped off the phone and came out to her.
“Something’s really spooked you,” she said. “I don’t like this. What’s going on?”
“That cop thinks he’s got something on me. He doesn’t. I made sure of that. I want you to stay down here for a few days. Have some time to yourself.”
“What? Why? I can’t stay here. What the hell are you thinking?”
“I can’t risk you talking to him. You know too much. I can’t risk you blathering to him.”
“But if he wants to talk to me, he will eventually. You can’t keep me down here forever.”
A gleam in Angus’s eyes made Nessa think that’s exactly what he wanted. Her trapped and dependent miles from anywhere. He smiled and started walking toward her. She backed away and skirted around the room, looking for any way to escape.
“Don’t be stupid, Nessa. Just cooperate and I won’t have to hurt you.”
“Hurt me? What are you going to do? Tie me up? Leave me here for days?” Her eyes scanned the room looking for anything to protect herself with. There was a poker near the fireplace but it was on the other side of the room.
They kept circling each other, with Nessa making sure there was furniture between her and Angus. If she could just make a dash for the door. And then what? He’d thrown the car keys onto the couch next to the bag.
The bag. She continued circling away from Angus while he laughed and shook his head.
“Come on, Nessa. Stop it. It’ll be only for a few days. Gary’ll come down and stay with you. Then we can go to Sydney. I’ve got a flat there too. You can stay there and Andrews won’t know anything about it. We could have a good life, you know. There was always something special about you.”
She was behind the couch now, inching her way to the doorway.
“Special? How was I special? Aren’t I just another junkie you can use and chuck away just like you do with all the others?”
His eyes darkened with some strong emotion she couldn’t read. “You were never like that. I don’t know why, but the first time you came back to me, I knew you were different to the others.”
“Yeah,” she said bitterly. “They had more sense to beg you for pills after you’d raped them.”
In a smooth movement, she scooped up the bag and kept moving. He leapt for her but she ducked out of the way, unzipped the bag and fumbled for the gun. With a roar of rage he came for her again, using his bulk to tackle her to the floor.
She fought then, fought with everything she had, kicking, biting, screaming while one hand was still in the bag, searching for cold metal. He punched her hard in the gut. All the breath left her lungs and black dots clouded her vision. But she held onto the bag. He hauled her up and grabbed the bag, pulling it away from her. She pulled back and flinched, even as her hand closed around the gun and his arm rose to hit her.
She threw herself against him so he lost his balance, then was deafened by the shot. He screamed and fell, a gush of crimson spurting from his hip.
“You bitch!” he gasped. “Fuck!”
She stood staring down at him as he writhed on the floor. In a daze she grabbed the bag and backed away from him.
“Come back here you cunt,” he yelled. “I’ll kill you!”
She stood uncertain, then pulled the now hot gun from the bag. She could finish him off. This is what she wanted. What she’d always wanted.
He stared up at her with fear in his eyes as it finally dawned on him what she could do. Then the old Angus emerged as he sneered at her.
“You won’t do it. You don’t have it in you. Never had. You just want what I can give you. What will happen to you if I’m gone? Every time you got out of jail, I was your lifeline. Even your pathetic attempt to stay clean only lasted a few hours. You can’t survive on the outside without me.”
His words cleared her mind after the shock of the gun and the blood. She smiled at him and pulled the DVD out of the bag.
“Let’s see how you go surviving on the inside. Ex-cops generally have a pretty hard time.” She darted forward and grabbed the keys from the couch. “I’ll tell the cops to send down an ambulance.”
“No!” he roared as she backed out the doorway. She left him as he crawled toward the couch, trying to get himself up off the floor.
Nessa ran to the four-wheel drive, leapt in and floored the accelerator. She’d done it. Now she had to get to Julia and Dylan as soon as possible.



Chapter 29
Julia made her way up the stairs into the courtroom, a prison officer behind her. She moved stiffly even though her ribs had turned out not to be broken. Under her clothes a black bruise covered the whole of her abdomen which matched the circle around her neck.
She turned at the gasps of shock and smiled at Eleanor and Dee. Eleanor was struggling not to cry, while Dee’s look of rage blazed out clear and cold.
Campbell Walton patted her hand as she gingerly sat on the chair at the defence table. “We’ll have you out of here in a trice,” he said.
She frowned. “It’s okay,” she said. “I don’t have high expectations.”
He just smiled at her and said nothing.
The judge came through the back door like an actor onto a stage. The court rose and shuffled then settled.
He read out the charges then looked to Campbell for submissions. Before he could get out of his seat, the police prosecutor rose.
“Your Honor, new evidence has come to light which has changed the case against the defendant. At this stage, all charges are dropped.”
Julia swiveled to stare at the police prosecutor while her heart started a steady tattoo in her chest.
The judge peered over his glasses at the bearer of good news.
“Pity you didn’t come to that conclusion sooner than this.”
“Your Honor,” Campbell said bounding to his feet. “The incarceration of my client on the flimsiest of evidence has resulted in her being assaulted. I am advised she was placed in a cell with an inmate with a serious mental illness. Furthermore, there was a standing order for that inmate to never be placed in a cell with another inmate. I believe that through either deliberate malice or negligence my client was severely injured last night.”
The judge peered over his glasses at Julia.
“Yes, you certainly look battered about. What say you Mr. Cochran?
“I have no information about the events, Your Honor. This is a matter for Corrective Services.”
“Yes, well. I want to find out what happened. No doubt you’ll take this further Mr. Walton?”
“Yes Your Honor, I will be seeking compensation for my client.”
The judge nodded and made a note on the file in front of him. “I’ll order a report.”
“Thank you Your Honor.”
“Case dismissed. Ms Taylor, you’re free to go.”
Soon she was enfolded in the arms of Eleanor and Dee which made her wince with pain.
“Those bastards,” Dee muttered. “We’ll make them pay all right. Come on, let’s get out of here and get you home.”
As they trooped out of the courtroom, Julia pulled Campbell aside. “It was deliberate,” she said.
He nodded. “I thought as much. Someone’s out to get you Julia. What’s it all about?”
“Why did the police drop the charges?”
“Dylan Andrews provided you with an alibi. You could’ve told me or the police the truth and avoided all this you know. Why didn’t you?”
She pushed her hand through her hair and shrugged. “I was going to but I wanted to talk to him first. Having an affair with a parolee is not a great career move. I didn’t want to get him into trouble.”
“In my experience avoiding the truth is never a good move. It always comes out, sometimes in the most inconvenient ways. Come on, your mother and Dee are waiting. They need to fuss over you. And then we need to have a long conversation about who wants you out of the way and why.”
She nodded. The house of cards was coming down.
Campbell lead them to a quiet coffee shop where she told them all about O’Reardon and the threats if she told anyone about his drug trafficking.
“But something doesn’t seem right to me. I can’t help thinking that whoever killed Rez that night really wanted to kill Blossom.” She turned to Eleanor and Dee. “You know they had that twin thing going on. Wanted to look like each other.”
Campbell frowned and shook his head. “I doubt O’Reardon would have had anything to do with murdering Rez. He was a mule for him. A low-level distributor. If he wanted him out of the way, O’Reardon would’ve done it in a much less complicated way. Same with Blossom. And you’re right, if he wanted to keep you silent why would he kill Blossom and not you? No. If it was an attempt on her life then it’s got something to do with her. Someone wanted her out of the way because she’s started to remember.” 
He started gathering up his papers. “We need to find out when or if the cops have initiated a search warrant for O’Reardon’s place. The sooner that DVD is found the better.”
“I want to get you to a doctor as soon as possible when we get home,” Eleanor said.
“I’m worried about Nessa. She was determined to get the DVD but she could get hurt,” Julia said.
“All the more reason to get the cops to search his place,” Campbell said. “Come on, you need to get home.”
*
Julia thought she’d lived a thousand years in two short days. For the first time in a long time, there were no secrets in her life.
Not quite true, but that secret didn’t matter anymore. She’s done her time for it.
She’d slept a little in the back of the car on the way home, while Dee and Eleanor were silent in the front.
When they arrived back at Chez Taylor, she climbed gingerly out of the car, wincing when her bruised ribs protested. She hobbled like an old woman down the pathway to the front door.
“Come on,” her mother said. “You need some food and bed.”
“Yeah. I think you’re right,” she said, weariness making her voice hoarse.
In a split second, weariness dropped from her as a silver four-wheel drive screeched to a halt outside the Taylor house. She knew that car. Randle had bundled her into it a life time ago.
“Get in the house. Call the police,” she muttered to Eleanor but then stopped, incredulous as Nessa stumbled from the car.
“Ness! What’s happening? Are you okay?” She met the panic-stricken woman halfway down the path and grabbed her before she fell.
“I’ve got it,” Ness said, breathing hard. “I’ve got the DVD.”
“Come inside quickly. Where’s O’Reardon?”
They got the almost collapsing woman inside and onto the couch.
“He did a runner down to the Megalong Valley. Took me with him. I shot him and got it.”
“You shot him?” Julia couldn’t quite believe it.
“Yeah. He’s not dead. Well, he wasn’t when I left him. Shot him in the leg I think.” She laughed, a crazy, desperate sound just on the verge of hysteria.
“I’m going to make some tea and then we’re going to watch that video.” Eleanor said in a shaky voice.
“What video?” Dee said coming in from the garden. “What’s going on?”
A clatter on the stairs made all of them turn to see Blossom at the doorway. Her gaze rested on the DVD in Nessa’s hand. “Is that it?”
Nessa nodded.
“You don’t have to watch it,” Julia said, crossing to her. She put an arm around her and hugged her tight. “There’s no need for you to put yourself through this.”
“That time is over,” she said. “I have to face up to whatever happened.” She returned Julia’s hug. “You can’t protect me forever.”
Eleanor was true to her word and made tea. They sat around the TV and DVD player looking for all the world like they were about to settle in to watch the midday movie. Eleanor poured tea and gave one to Nessa.
“There’s ginger and lemon in that; good for a shock.”
Nessa smiled at her and shuddered after the first sip. “I think I might need more than this to forget that creep.”
Julia stroked her arm. “I can’t tell you how grateful we all are that you took such a terrible risk. After we see what’s on the DVD we’ll need to call Dylan so he can send someone down to pick up O’Reardon.”
Nessa nodded leaned back and closed her eyes.
Julia looked around her. “Are you all ready?”
Eleanor was pale with a drawn, exhausted look on her face. She nodded.
Blossom perched herself on the side of the couch and looked inscrutable. She nodded too.
Julia inserted the DVD into the player and turned the TV on.
Static filled the screen but then it cleared. A figured could be seen backing away. Father Pat. He looked like he was setting up the camera. He kept leaning forward to adjust something that couldn’t be seen. He seemed satisfied, then walked out of the camera frame allowing them all to see an eight-year-old Blossom, unconscious on a couch.
Dee gasped while Eleanor covered her eyes. “I’m not sure I can watch,” she said in a voice of terror.
A vice twisted in Julia’s stomach as Father Pat moved to the couch and started removing Blossom’s clothes. Julia glanced at her sister who sat stony faced at the screen.
Then a noise could be heard. Banging. Someone was banging on the priest’s door. He hesitated, then waited till the banging stopped. Seemingly satisfied he turned back to Blossom. The banging started again. Frustrated, he moved out of the view of the camera, leaving Blossom still unconscious with rumpled clothes. She moved slightly and seemed to moan.
Voices could be head off screen. Loud male voices. Yelling.
“You can’t come in,” the priest said. He sounded angry and impatient. “I told you I want the money by the end of the day.”
A muffled voice. Julia could just make out the gist of his reply
“I’m not paying. Not anymore. I know what you and O’Reardon are up to with your fancy computers and your King of the Kids act.”
“I don’t know what you mean. Get out.”
There was a pause. Then the priest yelled and what sounded like a fight erupted. “Get away from me!”
The camera stayed on Blossom who was moaning some more and looked like she was having trouble breathing.
“So I was sick,” Blossom said softly. 
The fight continued off screen. Suddenly there was a crash and the camera was tipped over. All that could be seen was the bottom of the couch with Blossom’s legs.
“I think the camera was in his laptop,” Julia said in a whisper. She glanced around to see them all straining forward, their gazes riveted to the screen.
The fight off camera continued until the priest screamed, then was silent. Labored breathing could be heard. Soon there was more shuffling and a pair of legs in trousers came into view. He stood for a while.
“He looks like he’s staring down at Blossom,” Dee said. “He’s thinking.”
“He didn’t think to help me, did he?” Blossom said, a hard, angry edge in her voice.
The man walked out of camera and more shuffling could be heard. He’d dragged the priest’s body over to the couch. Blood was everywhere. They all gasped at the sight.
The man then started pulling at Blossom.
“What’s he doing?” Dee asked. “I can’t work it out.”
“He’s undressing me,” Blossom said. “He’s setting it up so it looks like I stabbed Father Pat.”
They watched in frustration as only his legs and occasionally his hands came into view. Father Pat lay on the floor in front of the couch.
The man now pulled the now naked Blossom, down onto the floor next to Father Pat.
“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” they heard him mutter.
Eleanor stiffened. “No. It can’t be,” she said flatly.
“Who?” Julia asked.
“Wait, wait till the end. I need to be sure.”
He walked out of the frame then returned with a knife. Julia remembered that knife. It haunted her dreams for years.
He knelt with his back to the camera and put the knife in Blossom’s hand.
Then the screen went black.
“It was Douglas. Douglas Sinclair. That bastard,” Eleanor said. She rose out of her chair. “I’m going to kill him.”
“Are you sure?” Julia said. “How can you be sure? I didn’t recognise him.”
“I know him well,” Eleanor said. “He was my psychiatrist,” she spat out. “He must have told Father Pat about the relapse.”
“What? What do you mean?”
“That’s what I argued with Father Pat about the week before he was murdered. He knew I’d busted. He tried to blackmail me. I told him to go to hell. But I guess Douglas couldn’t afford that. Father Pat must’ve had something on him.”
“Dr. Devlin told me he was in danger of being struck off because of sleeping with his clients. He said one of them might’ve committed suicide. Wait. The night of your party, Dee. Larissa was here and became really upset when she saw Douglas and Sally. I always meant to ask her what the problem was, but didn’t get the chance. I know she’s been through a rough time. She’s got scars on her wrists. I need to talk to her.”
She fumbled through her bag looking for her phone.
“So he killed him the priest instead of paying him,” Eleanor said. “Killed him and ruined my daughter’s lives. Well, he won’t get away with it.” She hesitated and glanced around. “Where’s Blossom?”
“She was here a minute ago,” Dee said, tears still on her face.
“She left a few minutes ago,” Nessa said. “She didn’t see the end of the video. I thought she didn’t want to.”
“What if she recognised him?” Dee said, her hands to her mouth. “She might do something really silly.”
“She would’ve recognised him. She’s his patient.” Eleanor said grimily.
“Okay, this is what we’re going to do. Ma, you call Dylan and tell him to get some cops over to Douglas’s place now. Nessa, I need your car.”
She grabbed the keys Nessa threw her.
“Where are you going?” Dee asked.
“Over to Douglas’s. I might be able to stop her doing something stupid.”
“Wait! I’ll come with you.”
Julia was already at the door. “Come with Ma, but call Dylan first.”
She dashed out the door and down the path, leapt in the car, and gunned it.



Chapter 30
Julia sped through the back streets of south Katoomba praying she knew where she was going. Douglas lived in a street she’d never heard of, so she’d wasted precious minutes scrambling around for a street directory when she realized she couldn’t work the GPS. After several wrong turns, she finally turned into his street and spotted his house. It was a classic mountains cottage: weatherboard with a tin roof and a wraparound veranda. The garden was a showcase of exotic cool climate plants and trees.
Eleanor’s car was parked haphazardly out the front, as if Blossom had leapt out before she’d stopped. As Julia ran up the front path, she saw the front door was ajar. She could hear Blossom shouting, furious.
“I trusted you!” she yelled. “I thought you could help me. What a joke. You assaulted me!”
“I didn’t assault you.”
Julia strode through the front door and into a comfortable lounge room. The sleek furniture and tasteful artwork were at odds with the swirling tension and rage in the air.
“What would you call it then?” Blossom sneered. “You undressed me, put a blood covered knife in my hand and left me like a lump of discarded meat next to a monster. You ruined my life. You ruined Julia’s life.”
“I didn’t have a choice!” Douglas raised his voice over Blossom’s rage. “How would I know your sister would try and cover the whole thing up? I thought the police would think you killed Father Pat in self-defence. No one would have been hurt if that happened.”
“Blossom! Come away. The police will be here soon.”
At the sound of her voice, Blossom spun around, while Douglas pushed her out of the way and ran down the hallway to the back of the house.
“Quickly. Come with me now,” Julia said, reaching for her sister to pull her away.
Blossom regained her balance, ignored her sister, and went after Douglas.
“No!” Julia yelled. “For god’s sake come back!”
With no choice she ran down the hallway into the kitchen and screamed as Douglas held Blossom tightly against him with a knife at her throat. A small trail of blood slid down her neck where he’d nicked her and there was a cut on her arm.
“Don’t,” he said. “I’ll cut her.”
“She needs a doctor. You’ve cut her already.” Julia kept her eyes on his face, watching for any chance to get Blossom away from him.
“I am a doctor,” he laughed and pulled Blossom with him to the back door. “She’s okay. It wasn’t very deep.”
Blossom had gone completely white. The cut mightn’t have been deep but Julia could see she was going into shock.
“Let her go. Just let her go.”
The three of them stilled as sirens sounded in the distance.
“The car’s out the back. Get out there now. NOW!” he roared. “Or I’ll cut her throat.”
Julia scrambled to do his bidding as the blood continued to slide down Blossom’s neck. She walked quickly out the back door and down the garden path to the back gate. A sporty, sleek four-wheel drive was in the back lane.
“You drive. Do anything other than what I tell you and I’ll kill her.”
Julia climbed into the driver’s seat as Douglas bundled Blossom into the backseat. He got in next to her and ordered Julia to drive.
“Where?”
“The back way to Katoomba. They’ll think I’ve headed to Sydney,” he muttered to himself.
She headed down the lane and made her way back to Lovel Road, up the hill toward the Katoomba CBD. Police cars with flashing lights were racing down the other side of the road. Glancing into the rearview mirror, she watched Douglas still holding the knife against Blossom’s throat.
“Don’t try anything heroic,” he snarled.
She didn’t have to. Behind them she saw the police four-wheel drive do a dramatic U turn in the middle of the street. They’d seen them.
“Floor it! Now!” Douglas screamed.
“Where am I going?”
“Head for the railway bridge. Get on the highway.”
She pressed on the accelerator, praying the car wouldn’t skid on the icy bend of Gang Gang Street. Past Lurline Street, she narrowly missed a car on the roundabout at the station. Hurtling down Main Street she vaguely registered that everyone in the street had stopped and was watching something ahead.
Flashing police car lights. One was blocking the railway bridge.
“Keep going!” Douglas yelled.
She sped through the second roundabout and onto Bathurst Road, past the fruit market and toward the second exit to the highway.
Another police car blocked it.
“Fuck, fuck, fuck!” Douglas screamed.
She turned into Valley Road and headed back to the escarpment, the wheels of the car skidding slightly on the turn. The wind gusted suddenly. She registered at the back of her mind that the temperature had dropped dramatically. As if on cue, a snowflake, then another, skated across the windscreen.
There were several police cars now following them. Julia couldn’t see how they’d escape. Her mind raced trying to figure out a way to get out of this mess. She couldn’t crash the car but could take the risk that Douglas wouldn’t hurt Blossom. She could see from the panic in his eyes, he was getting more and more desperate. He kept turning to look out the back window at the police cars then out the side windows as if searching for a magical escape. 
Julia struggled to concentrate on the winding road of Cliff Drive. She swore as a police car blocked the road.
“Turn! Turn here,” Douglas yelled.
“There’s no way out, Douglas,” she shouted as she took the next right. “This is just a loop. It comes out back at the main road.” The snow was getting heavier. She put on the windshield wipers but was having trouble seeing. Outside the light was dark and the wind rocked the car. The road curved and became steeper. As she turned the corner, they could all hear sirens in front of them and see the red and blue lights through the bush as a police car came toward them.
“Stop. Stop here.” She braked and sat staring into the rearview mirror. Douglas stared back at her blankly.
“Get out,” he said in a flat voice. “Don’t do anything silly. I can hurt her a lot more.”
She got out slowly and stood by the door.
He wrapped Blossom’s hair around his hand and stepped out of the car, pulling her with him. Her screams of pain sliced through Julia’s heart. So much for protecting her little sister.
“Let her go, Douglas. There’s no way out for you. If you hurt her more, it’ll be a lot worse for you,” Julia begged.
He backed away, all the time looking around for a way of escape. Julia had stopped the car near a bush track. He kept pulling Blossom with him, down the track. There were rocky steps leading down to a lookout over the Megalong Valley.
It was rough going on the slippery, snow-covered track and Blossom stumbled several times, crying from the pain. Her arm was bleeding even more and she could hardly stand. Julia followed them all the time begging him to give himself up. The snow keep falling.
“Please Douglas. Blossom’s getting worse. You can see that. She needs a hospital. The snow’s getting heavier.”
He stopped and stared at her, then shifted his gaze to the small viewing platform at the end of the track.
“Okay. If you want her come and get her.”
Julia stepped forward to take the now swaying Blossom when Douglas suddenly pushed her away and grabbed Julia. The sharp prick of the knife was at her throat.
“No, Julia!” Blossom screamed, as she fell on the ground. “Let her go!”
“Now it’s just us. Come on, Julia. You ruined everything with your noble sacrifice, didn’t you,” he snarled in her ear. “Well, now you’ll pay. You’ll make the ultimate sacrifice for you sister. Get moving.”
With the knife at her throat, he pulled her with him onto the viewing platform. A wire railing was the only thing between them and the drop into the valley.
“What are you doing, Douglas? Stop it. Stop it now.”
Julia could hear and finally see a handful of police moving down the track toward them. They had flak jackets and helmets on. Rifles were trained on Douglas.
And on her.
Behind them she could see Dylan. The shooters stopped at the entrance to the viewing platform, keeping their eyes on Douglas.
“Douglas,” Dylan said in a low calm voice. “Put down the knife and let Julia go. We can talk about this. I know it seems hard, but this isn’t the way to solve anything.”
“Isn’t it?” Douglas said. There was a tinge of hysteria in his voice. Julia closed her eyes and took in a deep breath. He was on the point of giving up and taking both of them over the edge.
A glint of light on metal caught Julia’s gaze. She saw a figure on a rocky outcrop a few meters along the escarpment. Dressed all in black and training another rifle on Douglas.
Fuck him. She wouldn’t go without a struggle. Lifting her leg, she grabbed his knife arm and scraped the edge of her boot hard down his shin. He yelled in fury, but kept hold of the knife. She could hear Dylan yelling something, she couldn’t hear what as she tried to get Douglas’s arm up and away from her. He pushed her further and further against the wire railing as she strained to push him away. Then she registered what Dylan was yelling.
“Stop now Douglas, or I’ll order a shoot to kill.”
Before he could finish the sentence, Douglas let go of her arm and crouched in front of her. Terror froze her blood as she scrambled to stand upright, only to feel Douglas’s hands on her ankles.
“No!” she screamed, as he tipped her over. A shot rang out.
The world cartwheeled around her as she fell. Desperately, she threw her arms out and grabbed onto a sapling growing horizontally. She slammed into the cliff face and scrambled to hold onto her lifeline. The snow continued to fall and through the pounding in her head she heard screaming.
Her face was jammed up against the crevasse where the sapling grew. Soil started to fall and the sapling shifted in her hands.
“Julia!”
Dylan was above her.
“Hold on! Just hold on!”
“It’s not going to hold,” she cried.
She closed her eyes, waiting for the inevitable, when she heard his voice, closer now, just above her. She opened her eyes and tilted her head up to see him stretching down to her. Half his body was down the cliff face, the other half held by his colleagues.
The sapling pulled out of the crevasse some more.
He reached out his arm. “Let go and grab my wrist. I’ll hold you.”
“I can’t!” she said.
“Yes you can.”
She stared up into his gray eyes and said goodbye to what could have been.
Then let go.



Chapter 31
Later, the ambulance guy told her the worst injury she got was when she hit her head on the lookout seat after Dylan hauled her to safety. Just for a moment she had known she was falling into the valley, but then her arm was caught by a grip of steel and she was flying through the air onto his body as he was dragged away from the edge by his colleagues. Her head smacked against the seat and she saw stars.
She lay on the ground, trying to get the world into some kind of order. It was cold, so cold. Ice was on her face. Snow. A face, Dylan’s face, hovered over her. Snowflakes glittered in his dark hair. She smiled and reached up to touch him. Then he swirled out of focus. She blinked and another face, Eleanor, hovered above her. Someone was crying. Blossom. That slammed her back into reality. She struggled to sit up, ignoring the starburst of pain in her head.
“Blossom? Where is she?”
“She’s okay,” Dylan said. “Just a bad cut and shock. Are you okay?”
“Yeah, yeah, I think so. My head hurts.” She looked around. “Where’s Ma? And Douglas? What happened? I heard a shot. Did you shoot him?” She started to stand then stopped when the pain became too much.
Dylan sat on the ground next to her and put his arms around her. “Stop for a minute. The ambos are taking Douglas to the hospital and Blossom is being checked out. Then they need to look at you. The sound of your head hitting the seat was pretty sickening.”
“So you did shoot him?”
Dylan held her tightly and brushed his lips against her forehead. “Not exactly.”
“What do you mean?”
“Later,” he said as the ambos came to check her out.
They poked and prodded, which only made her head and her bruised ribs even worse. She’d forgotten all about her injuries in the panic of Douglas’s craziness but now pain made her breathe in shallow gasps.
“I think we need to get you up the hospital,” said one of the ambos. “You’ve really been in the wars and I don’t like the look of that bump on your head.”
Julia nodded, with no strength to even complain. What little energy she did have was spent in trying to see Eleanor, Dee and Blossom through the crowd crammed on the narrow ledge.
Finally, when they bundled her on the trolley and started the slow climb up the track, she saw Eleanor standing with Dylan and a couple of other cops. Dee was next to her holding a weeping Blossom. All of them, even Dylan, looked shattered. Eleanor rushed over to her.
“We’ll see you up at the hospital. We’ll be right behind you.”
“Okay. What’s wrong? I’m okay. What’s the matter?”
“Nothing,” she said, staring back at Dylan. Then she turned back to Julia and smiled tightly. “Well, maybe something. We need to get you to hospital first.”
Hours later, after they determined she had a mild concussion and had broken an already bruised rib when she slammed in to the cliff face, she found out what happened. Eleanor sat on her bed and held her hand, while Dee and Blossom hovered next to her.
“I shot him.”
“You what?”
“I shot him. When he bent down to tip you over the edge, I shot him. That’s why he didn’t manage to tip you with much force.”
“That was you on the rock face?”
Eleanor nodded. “We were following the police. As soon as he turned down Cliff Drive and stopped at Cahill’s Lookout, I knew what he’d do. So I climbed down through the bush to Boar’s Head.
“Ma, what the hell were you thinking?” Tears prickled at the back of Julia’s eyes. “They’ll charge you with murder.”
Eleanor shook her head. “I’m a good shot. He’s not dead. Didn’t anyone tell you? I shot him in the back of his knee. He’s here in another ward under guard. Dylan will arrest and charge me some time later today. He told me not to skip town,” she said with a laugh.
“Don’t joke, this is serious.”
Eleanor squeezed her hands. “I know it’s serious, darling, but I had to do something. He ruined your life and badly hurt Blossom. I trusted him and so did she. You acted to protect her all those years ago when I couldn’t. It was time for me to step up for both of you.”
“But you could go to jail,” Julia said through gulping tears.
Eleanor shrugged. “Maybe. We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. Campbell will do his best for me I’m sure.”
Dee sat on the other side of the bed and held Julia’s hand, while Blossom perched herself on the bed in front of her mother and reached out to join her hands with her mother and sister. Julia couldn’t stop crying.
“Shh.” Dee made soothing noises and stroked her head. “They can’t give you anything to make you sleep because of the concussion, but you should try and rest. You should be able to go home tomorrow.”
“Where’s Dylan? And Nessa? Is she okay?”
“Yes, yes. Everyone’s fine. Dylan said Douglas is telling them everything, so he’s busy with all of that. He’ll be in to see you later.”
“What about O’Reardon?”
The three women exchanged glances and Dee sighed. “He’s disappeared. They went down to his cottage in the Megalong Valley and he’d gone. Randle was there. Dead. Looks like O’Reardon shot his trusted lieutenant and took off.”
“You mean he’s still out there? He could still hurt us.”
Eleanor shook her head. “Dylan doesn’t think so. He believes it’s more likely he’ll cut his losses, go to ground and pick up the pieces elsewhere. Too dangerous for him here. And from a conversation I heard between Dylan and Palmer, it sounds as though the authorities were too late to stop him from fleeing the country. Sounds like he had a well worked out escape plan just in case everything went pear-shaped for him. He’s probably in Thailand or some other east Asian country. No doubt with quite a lot of money.”
So he was gone. For the first time since she ran into Randle outside the German cake shop, she let herself truly relax. But she didn’t want to stay in hospital. Throwing back the bed covers she swung her legs down, ignoring the swimming sensation in her head.
“What are you doing?” Blossom asked.
“Going home. I don’t want to stay here.”
“But you’ve been hurt. They need to make sure you’re okay,” Dee said.
“I’m fine. A broken rib and a bit of concussion doesn’t require a hospital stay.”
Amid Blossom and Dee’s protests, Julia stood on wobbly legs while Eleanor was silent, watching her daughter with a small smile on her face.
“What?” Julia said. “Why are you looking at me like that?”
“No reason,” she said. “Come on, let’s get you home then. We can look after you.”
The happiness in her mother’s voice threatened to unleash another torrent of tears. “I know you can,” Julia said. “I’m counting on it.”



Chapter 32
Julia sat on the garden wall and stared out at Mount Solitary. The snow of a few days ago had disappeared leaving a washed bush that sparkled in the winter sunlight. Her ribs still ached, but her head was clear. Over the last couple of days a procession of visitors, including Larissa and Sally, sat with her over inevitable cups of tea and revealed the full story of Douglas’s twisted, secret life.
“I went to see him because I was depressed,” Larissa told her. “Some days I could hardly get out of bed. My husband had left me and I had money problems. Douglas made me feel like I was desirable again. When he told me he’d fallen in love with me I was ecstatic. Going to bed with him was inevitable. But after a few months he told me I was too needy and he was referring me to another psychiatrist. I was devastated. I realized I’d been conned by a master con man.”
Julia held her hand as the whole story came out.
“For a long time I didn’t do anything. I was too ashamed. But finally I contacted the Health Complaints Commission and made a formal complaint. They told me I was one of a long list of clients he’d slept with. They suspected one killed herself not long after Douglas terminated their affair. They even implied he might have helped one along. All of the other complainants either withdrew their complaints or were not ‘reliable’ witnesses.”
Her mouth twisted in a grimace. “When I heard that, I was determined to go through with my complaint. That was about a month or so before you got out of jail.”
“So I guess his world was fracturing when Blossom started to remember part of what happened to her,” Julia said.
Larissa sighed. “His first response was to get her out of the way. Apparently that’s what he thought he was doing when he killed your sister’s boyfriend. He thought Rez was Blossom.” She shook her head. “Such a narcissistic, selfish bastard. Well, he’s going to get what he deserves and I’m going to get on with my life. Which involves building up my business through the employment of talented designers like you.” She got up to leave. “I showed your work to some of the homeware shops in Leura. They started drooling. So hurry up and get better. We have some work in front of us.”
Julia smiled. Larissa was a survivor. She would throw off what had happened to her and expect Julia to do the same. Not a bad idea.
Later, a devastated Sally came to see her.
“He propositioned me the night of Dee’s party. Told me he’d always loved me and wanted me to move with him down to the south coast. I was furious with him. I felt betrayed. But when I went home, I remembered what you said the first time you met him. You thought there was something between us. And I had to admit our whole relationship had this undercurrent of flirtation. He helped me get over what had happened with Father Pat, but now I don’t know what’s real anymore.”
Julia held her as she wept, furious that another long road of healing was the future path for her friend. “What’s real is your life here in the mountains with your friends who love you. Don’t forget that.”
Sally nodded and let Eleanor and Dee fuss over her. They loaded her up with soup and bread and told her she had to come for dinner every week. She hugged them and left, still looking bereft.
Not so Nessa, who was blooming with good health and happiness. She didn’t care that O’Reardon had disappeared, she was just happy he was gone and she was free of him.
“He can’t hurt me or any of the other girls again.”
Julia hoped she was right. But in the back of her mind she wondered. She would have preferred to know he was in jail or dead. Like Randle.
Dee found out Nessa had a love of growing things so conscripted her to help out in the garden center. She was staying with them until she worked out what to do next. Amazingly, David Warren didn’t mind.
“Given recent events, I think we can dispense with the rules,” he told her.
So there they were. Five women in Chez Taylor recovering from a ten-year-old crime. Dee kept suggesting she talk to Campbell Walton about getting her name cleared and couldn’t understand why Julia wasn’t interested.
“Couldn’t be bothered. I’ve got other things on my mind,” she said, hoping Dee would drop it.
Dylan hadn’t visited her.
She couldn’t really blame him. She’d heard that when the truth about their affair came out, he’d been told to take some time off and think about his future.
Sighing, she shifted on the garden wall and watched a black cockatoo wheel down and down into the valley.
“It’s a beautiful day,” a deep voice said behind her. He sat on the wall and swung his legs around to sit next to her. “The sun’s warm when it’s out.”
He was in jeans and a thick sweater and looked like he hadn’t shaved in a few days. It suited him. Made him look sexy and dangerous.
“I heard you’re on leave,” she said carefully.
“Not for long, unfortunately. Going back to work in a couple of days.”
“Is everything okay?”
He glanced at her and smiled. “Yeah, all calmed down. Since it turns out you’ve been wrongly convicted of murder, my superiors are not particularly concerned about what’s between us.”
“Oh. Well then. That’s good.” Manic butterflies started to flutter in her stomach. “Can I ask you some questions about Douglas?”
“Sure.”
“Why did he kill the homeless guy, John? Did he think it would look like I did it?”
Dylan shrugged. “That was an afterthought. He hadn’t really worked it out. He killed him because John saw him murder Rez. Then he tried to blackmail Douglas. So there Douglas was, right back where he was before he murdered the priest. I guess he thought it worked then, so it would work now. He left the earring hoping you might be implicated. He was getting desperate.”
“It worked, didn’t it?” She stared down into the valley. “He broke into our house. I’m sure of it. One night I think I almost caught him. That’s when he took the knife.”
“Probably. He also helped O’Reardon get his medical retirement. And apparently he prescribed a range of drugs when O’Reardon wanted them. The DVD ensured he would do whatever O’Reardon wanted.”
“I see.” She turned to him again. “What about that prison officer, Ingram? Did he arrange for Jax to go two out with me?”
Dylan nodded. “One of our local coppers, Norm Grady, was O’Reardon’s eyes and ears. He told O’Reardon you’d been arrested and transferred to Silverwater, so he thought it a good opportunity to deal with you. I guess he thought events were getting out of his control and it was time to silence you.”
They were silent as the breeze ruffled the leaves. A crimson parrot flashed past.
“Dee tells me you’re not interested in getting your conviction quashed.”
She shook her head. “No. No point.”
He turned to her. “Why not?”
She tipped her head up to the sky and closed her eyes, reveling in the warmth of the sun. If they had any future together she had to tell him.
She opened her eyes and faced him. “Because I’m guilty. I did kill Father Pat.”
He frowned. “Run that past me again. I saw the DVD. You weren’t even there.”
“The DVD cut out just before Douglas left. So it doesn’t show what happened afterwards.”
Dylan kept his gray gaze on hers. She saw the moment he realized.
“He was still alive. Is that what you’re telling me?”
She nodded. “I scooped up Blossom and started to run. Then I stopped when I heard him groan. He asked for my help and I stood there and watched him die.”
Dylan sighed. “He would’ve died anyway Julia. Even if you had got some help.”
“But I didn’t try. You were right. I acted like I was judge, jury, and executioner.”
“Boy, am I ever sorry I said that. Come on Julia, stop it. You didn’t kill him. Douglas did. You tried to protect your sister. Not getting help for someone who intended to assault your sister and who was going to die within seconds does not make you guilty of murder. I makes you guilty of being human.”
He put an arm around her and pulled her against him. “Let it go.”
She rested her head on his shoulder and burrowed against his warmth. The manic butterflies were still working out in her stomach.
“You said your superiors don’t care about what’s between us.”
He put another arm around her.
“What is between us?” she asked in a small voice.
He pulled her closer and kissed her forehead.
“Dunno. But I’d like to spend a long time finding out. How does that sound?”
She lifted her head to see his face. He was smiling, which made her heart turn over.
“Sounds good. Sounds great.”
She lifted her face to the sun and watched the parrot flash past again.
Freedom was finally here.
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