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PROLOGUE

 


Craig Edmonds stared at hands sticky with
darkening blood.

His hands.

He held them away from his body and looked
down at his chest in horror. Large, dirty-red blotches marred the
once pristine white shirt. Forgetting the blood on his hands, he
tore at the buttons, ripping the shirt open.

Breathing in short, sharp gasps, he
frantically examined his torso, looking for the wound. No cuts. No
injuries. No holes where there shouldn’t be any. His chest heaved
in relief. He wasn’t dying, after all.

But then, mid-sigh, it struck him: if it
wasn’t his blood, whose was it? His head whipped around, his eyes
scanning the room like radar on overdrive.

Even in the half-light, he quickly saw all
was not as it should be. The glass shade from one of the bedside
lamps lay in shattered fragments on the floor. The curtain rail
over the bedroom’s bay window hung at a precarious angle. Usually a
black-and-white photo of a nude, tattooed woman hung above the bed;
now the frame lay in pieces in the doorway.

He focused on the queen-sized bed. His
stomach clenched as he took in the twisted and dishevelled
bedclothes. Instinctively, he knew the dark patches on the sheets
weren’t shadows that would disappear once the curtains were
opened.

He swallowed, the acrid morning-after taste
of whisky harsh in his parched mouth.

“Kirsty?” he croaked. Clearing his throat, he
called again, hesitant but louder.

In the crushing silence, time stood
still.

“Kirsty!” he screamed, as he dashed into the
master bedroom’s compact, white-tiled en suite. He stumbled,
clutching at the doorframe. He took in the bloodied handprints
adorning the vanity unit and walls like some sort of macabre
finger-painting. Fighting an intense wave of nausea, he looked down
at the blood-smeared floor.

Trying desperately to rein in his growing
panic, he raced to the main bathroom. His wife wasn’t there either.
Next room.

Out of breath, heart hammering, he reached
the internal door that led to the double garage and opened it. The
external roller door was down and his red Alfa Romeo and Kirsty’s
silver Lexus were parked next to each other.

Gripping the door handle, he sagged against
the door. He took a deep breath. Fought for control of his
adrenaline-charged body. He lurched into the kitchen, heading for
the sink.

Hands shaking violently, he somehow managed
to turn on the cold water tap. He watched, mesmerized, as the blood
from his hands, diluted by water, swirled in a pink eddy in the
bottom of the sink before disappearing down the plughole.

Oblivious to the water dripping from his
hands, he dropped onto the pine storage-box-cum-bench beneath the
window at the end of the kitchen. Elbows on knees, he dropped his
forehead into his hands. If only the infernal pounding would let
up, he could think straight.

His memory of the previous evening was
patchy, to say the least. He had a vague recollection of arriving
home stressed after a late-night meeting at the office and,
bypassing the dried-out dinner Kirsty had kept warm for him,
heading for the bottle of Chivas Regal. After that, it was anyone’s
guess as to what had happened.

A series of short clips flashed through his
mind. In one, he saw himself shouting at Kirsty, her throwing up
her hands and yelling back. What had they been arguing about? In
another, he was picking up his car keys, and…

Damn it! Why can’t I remember? he
thought, glancing towards the door leading into the garage. It was
then he saw the set of four smudged, rust-brown streaks low on the
doorframe. He closed his eyes, praying for the nightmare to
end.

Except he had a feeling the nightmare was
only beginning…

 



CHAPTER 1

 


‘MISSING’ shouted the large, white capital
letters. Jacinta Deller studied the green and white poster pinned
to the shopping centre noticeboard. Underneath, in smaller type,
was the question, ‘Can you unravel the mystery?’ The rest of the
poster was taken up with a collage of headshots of men and women
missing from all over Australia.

She edged closer, setting down her heavy
shopping. The white noise of voices, footsteps and cash registers,
echoing in the domed confines of the multi-storey shopping centre,
receded as she concentrated on the small print under each
photograph.

People of all ages and ethnicities were
missing; had been missing for months, years and, in some cases,
decades. Had these people met with foul play, or had they
disappeared of their own accord? Whatever the reason, what must
have been the impact on the family and friends they had left
behind?

She could understand what might drive a
person to up and leave, to start life anew somewhere else, as
someone else. A fresh start. That, or jump off the nearest
bridge.

The look on her boss’s face that day had told
Jacinta the news wasn’t good, but she hadn’t expected to be sacked
as investigative journalist for The Acacia Tribune.
Technically, not sacked… ‘retrenched’ was the word used. It made no
difference to her, though. The end result was the same: she was out
of a job.

Stunned, she had left the building carrying
only her handbag and the meagre few personal possessions collected
from her desk. She hadn’t stopped to say goodbye to anyone; nor did
anyone stop her. Perhaps they thought it might be contagious.

Her life was a mess. Even with a job she had
struggled to meet her monthly mortgage payments, and more so after
kicking out her slob of a flatmate. On top of that, and only five
months earlier, her mother had died unexpectedly from a brain
aneurysm. And to make matters worse, she and Brett Rhodes, her
boyfriend of three-and-a-half years, hadn’t been on speaking terms
as a result of a massive row. Sparked by something trivial, no
doubt. She couldn’t remember what exactly.

When Brett had stormed off, all she had
wanted to do was run as far away as possible. Away from all her
problems. Away from her screwed-up life. How much easier it would
have been than staying and facing reality. She wondered if that was
what some of the people on the poster had done – she liked to think
so, anyway, because the alternative was certainly far worse. With a
sigh, she picked up her shopping and headed for the underground car
park.

 



CHAPTER 2

 


“That’s odd.”

“Hmmn?” Jacinta said, her attention not
wavering from the laptop’s screen.

Brett stopped munching and set his bowl of
corn flakes and milk on the frosted-glass tabletop, amidst the
screeds of printouts and lined pages of scribbled notes. “That,” he
said, stooping and pointing at an one of the many webpages she had
printed. He swallowed the mouthful of half-chewed cereal and tapped
the corner of the picture under the banner, ‘Have you seen this
person?’

She frowned, first at the bowl of cereal
plonked in the middle of her research, and then at the photograph
of the young fair-haired woman Brett had his finger on. “What did
you say?” she snapped, making little attempt to hide her irritation
at being interrupted.

“I said, that’s odd,” Brett repeated, picking
up his bowl from the table.

He had her attention now. She leaned back in
her seat and, turning her head toward him, waited for him to go on.
Instead he winked at her, continuing to spoon his
afternoon-breakfast, as he called it (one of his little
idiosyncrasies she still hadn’t quite come to terms with), into his
mouth from the bowl cupped in his left hand.

She sighed. And though too many hot,
sleepless nights on end had left her feeling tired and cranky and
definitely not in the mood for Brett’s games, she took the bait.
“What’s odd?”

Brett’s hazel eyes widened. “What? You mean
you don’t remember the case?”

Remember what case? she thought,
shifting in her seat so she could see him without twisting her head
right off. With one hand resting on the back of a dining chair and
the other balancing the cereal bowl at shoulder height, he looked
like one of those bronze male nude statues bearing a light-filled
orb.

She reached for the webpage printout.

“The Edmonds case. Surely you can’t have
forgotten, even if it must be nearly ten years. It was in the news
for months on end. You couldn’t turn on the TV or open a newspaper
without seeing something about it.”

“You’re forgetting, I wasn’t in the country
when this happened,” she said, running her finger down the listed
details. Name, date of birth, last seen, age, hair, eyes,
complexion, weight, height. “This woman,” she checked the name,
“Kirsty Olive Edmonds, disappeared four months after I went
travelling overseas.” She continued reading. “It says here she’s
been missing since the twentieth of January 1996, from her home in
Camberwell, Victoria. Left wallet and personal effects… Motor
vehicle still at home… There are grave concerns for her safety and
welfare.”

Brett spluttered. “Grave concerns? You can
say that again! Doesn’t it say anything about the two murder
trials?”

She raised her eyebrows and scanned Brett’s
face, looking for confirmation he wasn’t winding her up, and then
back at the printout. Besides a link to another website and what
she had just read out, there was no further information. “Why don’t
you just tell me about it?” she said, exasperation tinging her
voice. She was grumpy enough without having to contend with her
boyfriend’s teasing.

After getting over the initial shock of
sudden joblessness and not having the security of a weekly pay
packet, she had decided freelance was the way to go. She had always
wanted to be her own boss. All very well in theory, but theory
didn’t pay the bills. Sure, she’d had some success in the
intervening year, with a few articles published and even others
that had been commissioned, but not enough if she wanted to eat
and keep a roof over her head.

When Brett had suggested he move in, she
thought all her prayers had been answered and readily agreed but,
almost at once, had had second thoughts. Financial hardship was not
a good reason to move your lover in. In fact, it was a bad
reason.

She loved him, he made her laugh, made her
feel alive. But, they had only just made up – what woman could have
resisted Brett’s corny ‘roses are red’ apology and
white-handkerchief surrender on bended knee? Despite her
misgivings, she helped Brett shift all his stuff, clearing wardrobe
and drawer space like the dutiful girlfriend. Had it been a
mistake? Lying awake at night worrying only made her less tolerant,
solving neither her love nor money woes.

“Fill me in. I’m listening,” she prompted as
she reached for her notepad and pen.

Brett pulled out a chair, straddling it
backwards before launching into a monologue about ‘The Edmonds
Case’, as he referred to it. It had a practiced air, as if he had
been rehearsing, waiting for the right moment.

His take on the case had stockbroker Craig
Edmonds slaughtering his wife, Kirsty, bundling her up in a
blanket, dumping her in the boot of her car and then driving who
knows where to dispose of the bloodied corpse.

Her husband reported her missing a couple of
days after this. What had started as a typical missing person’s
case soon evolved into a full-blown homicide investigation when
blood traces and dark-blonde hairs were discovered in the boot of
Kirsty Edmonds’ Lexus, parked in the garage of their home.

Forensic investigators found further evidence
pointing to foul play inside the house, particularly in the master
bedroom and the adjoining en suite. The house had been thoroughly
cleaned, but although the bloodstains weren’t visible to the naked
eye, they were still there.

Further suspicions were raised when the
police delved into the affairs of the Edmonds. The couple had taken
out term life insurance policies of $1,000,000 on each other’s
lives, less than six months prior to Kirsty’s disappearance. Kirsty
was worth more dead than alive.

Everything pointed to her husband. If he’d
had the word ‘guilty’ tattooed on his forehead, it couldn’t have
been more conspicuous. One small problem, though: there was no
body, and the evidence was all circumstantial.

Nevertheless, that didn’t stop the
authorities from charging Craig Edmonds with the murder of his
wife. The fact that he had changed his story did not help his
credibility. First, he denied he was in the house the night his
wife went missing; then he claimed he had passed out on their bed
from too much drink in the late evening, not waking until the next
morning.

Brett paused in his recitation long enough to
take a breath, then continued. “An innocent man wouldn’t have
attempted to conceal evidence, would he? Why didn’t he report
Kirsty missing immediately, instead of waiting two whole days? His
answer: he panicked. What sort of defence is that?”

Even if Brett had Craig Edmonds convicted of
murder, two trials, both resulting in hung juries, failed to do the
same. Much to Brett’s disgust, the man — guilty or innocent — had
walked free.

All talked out, Brett took a deep breath,
crossed his arms across the back of the chair and waited patiently
for Jacinta to finish her scribblings.

If everything he had told her was correct, it
was indeed an odd case. Were the authorities just keeping their
options open by listing Kirsty Edmonds as a missing person, over
whose safety and welfare they held ‘grave concerns’, at the same
time as they had charged her husband with her murder? Twice.

And twice the jury had failed to convict him.
Not surprising, really. She knew that gaining a murder conviction
without a body was difficult, although not impossible.

Jacinta stopped writing, setting the pad and
pen on the table beside her laptop, and turned back to Brett.
“Thanks for that. How do you know so much about it, anyway?”

Brett rolled his eyes. “Everyone who was
around at the time knew about it. As I told you, the media coverage
was intense. I suppose there couldn’t have been anything more
newsworthy happening at the time.” He paused. “That, and the
missing woman’s sister, Narelle Croswell, is our credit
officer.”

The ‘our’ he was referring to was Woodridge
Research, the market research company where he worked as IT Systems
Analyst.

For a moment he held her gaze as if trying to
decide if he should continue. “I may live to regret telling you
this, but what the hell, you’d find out one way or another, anyway.
Our dear Narelle married Craig Edmonds last October. Kept her
maiden name, though.” He watched her face, waiting for the
information to sink in, the corner of his mouth lifting in a
smirk.

Her jaw dropped. “You can’t be serious? Are
you telling me Narelle married her sister’s accused killer?”

“And oh yes, Narelle and Craig were having an
affair at the time Kirsty disappeared.”

“Jesus, Brett! You can be a pain in the arse
sometimes.” She hated the way he drip-fed information to her. Was
he deliberately trying to antagonise her? “So, is that it? Have you
told me everything?” She glared at him, her lips pressed together
in a thin line.

 



CHAPTER 3

 


Brett held his hands up, palms out. “No way!”
Shaking his head vigorously, he backed away. “Absolutely not!”

From his reaction, you would have thought she
had asked him to assassinate the Prime Minister. Instead all she
had asked him to do was introduce her to Narelle Croswell, the
missing woman’s sister.

“You must have some staff function or
after-work drinks you could invite me along to. Then I could
introduce myself to her. You wouldn’t have to be involved.”

Brett’s face paled. Behind his nervous eyes
she could almost see the frenetic acceleration of his brainwaves,
looking for a way out of the predicament in which he had landed
himself.

“Look, she doesn’t even have to know I’m a
journalist.” She paused. “Not immediately, anyway.”

“But… but,” he stammered, “I thought the
article you were working on was a general overview on missing
persons, not specific cases.” He glanced past her, and then back at
her face. “And anyway, I doubt the public would be interested in a
rehash of that old case. Everyone had had more than enough by the
time it was all over. Why would you want to dredge it all up
again?”

He was right. She had been working on an
article about the 30,000 people reported missing in Australia each
year. And if Brett hadn’t said anything, she would still be looking
at that broader picture. She wagered that right about now, he was
kicking himself.

As for dredging up an old case, he had a lot
to learn about human nature. Mankind’s morbid fascination with
murder and intrigue verged on the voyeuristic. The more gruesome
the better.

Softly, softly might be the better approach.
“You’re probably right. I’ll just keep working with what I have,”
she said, waving a hand over the paper-littered table. What she had
was more than enough to get started. Brett could live for another
day.

His face softened, visibly relaxing.

After convincing him that deserting her for
his mates at the pub wasn’t a bad thing, she turned her attention
back to the laptop. Although a night out was tempting, her future
success as a reputable investigative journalist was more important.
And Brett had unwittingly provided her with what could be just the
boost she needed.

First things first: she needed to check the
information he had given her. Typing “Craig Edmonds” into Google’s
search engine resulted in 618 hits. She quickly scanned various
news articles, all of which more or less covered what Brett had
told her.

One thing he hadn’t touched on was the
question mark over the part Narelle had played in her sister’s
disappearance. With speculation rife, many media reports painted
her as the scarlet woman, a woman capable of stealing her own
sister’s husband, a woman without conscience. But a small band of
supporters had jumped to her defence, claiming she was no more than
an innocent victim drawn into a web of deceit and betrayal.

A clap of thunder overhead startled Jacinta.
The room darkened as the gathering heavy clouds blocked out the
sun. The air, still and humid, felt claggy on her skin. The calm
before the storm, she thought, standing and crossing the wooden
floorboards to the open, double-hung window at the end of the
room.

Leaning against the windowsill, she breathed
in the heady perfume of her herb garden, the scent intensified by
heat and rain. A simple pleasure in a complicated life.

She sighed and headed back to her laptop,
realising her problems were nothing compared to those of the
Croswell sisters. One was missing, presumed dead, while the other
had married the man accused of her sister’s murder.

A fine film of sweat developed on her face as
she trawled through website after website. Then she found it: the
original court transcript for the first trial, Regina v Edmonds.
Elated, she raced to download it as if it might vanish before her
eyes.

Her jaw dropped. The document consisted of
283 pages of what appeared at first glance to be mainly verbose,
longwinded legal prattle. She blinked, her eyes already gritty with
fatigue.

Pulling her long, corn-blonde hair away from
her face and neck, she pinned it in a loose knot on top of her head
and then, gathering up the laptop and her notepad from the table,
made herself comfortable on the daybed near the window. She had a
long night ahead of her.

 



CHAPTER 4

 


Smiling to himself, Craig Edmonds closed his
briefcase, turned off his desk lamp and stood up. If anyone had
told him that after everything he had been through in the last
decade he would ever find happiness again, he would have laughed in
his or her face.

He had been to hell and back. Months in
remand, accused of murdering his wife, had taken its toll on him,
both mentally and physically. But the one constant through it all
had been Narelle — his sweet, loyal Narelle. His own family had
disowned him, but her belief in his innocence had been unwavering.
He admired and loved her for that, but there were times when even
he didn’t believe in himself. How could he, when no matter what he
did, he couldn’t remember what really happened that night.

Was he capable of murder? Could he have
mutilated his wife like they said he had? No, not under normal
circumstances. He was sure of that. But why couldn’t he
remember?

 



CHAPTER 5

 


Jacinta heard the front door close and
touched her lips. Had Brett said goodbye? She had been so
preoccupied with the Edmonds case that she couldn’t remember
talking to him. What sort of mood had he been in?

She shook her head. Another black mark
against her name. Much to Brett’s chagrin, she had spent the whole
weekend reading, rereading and trying to absorb 283 pages of murder
trial transcript.

Even without a body, the prosecution’s case
had been incriminating, to say the least. Forensic testing had
matched the blood and hairs found in the house and car boot to the
missing woman. Craig Edmonds’ attempt to clean up the blood, his
delay in reporting his wife missing, the life insurance policies
and the gaping holes in his statement would have roused the
suspicions of the most trusting of people.

However, the evidence from Kirsty Edmonds’
best friend, Grace Kevron, had been especially damning. According
to her, Kirsty had phoned her during the week before she ‘went
missing,’ saying she wanted to talk. They had met the next day in a
café not far from the Royal Melbourne Hospital, where Kirsty worked
as a nurse.

Jacinta flicked back through the pages marked
with bright purple Post-it flags until she found the record of
Grace Kevron’s evidence.

It seemed Kirsty had told Grace that she and
Craig were having problems but, other than saying she was scared of
him and didn’t know what she should do, didn’t confide exactly what
those problems were. Grace had also noticed what appeared to be
relatively recent bruising on Kirsty’s lower forearm. When Grace
had questioned her about it, Kirsty had jerked her arm back,
reflexively covering it with her other hand and dropping it out of
sight under the table. The conversation had ended shortly after
that. And even though Grace had tried phoning Kirsty, she had
neither seen nor heard from her friend since.

Nevertheless, even with the prosecution’s
weighty arguments, Craig Edmonds’ lawyer had managed to instil
enough doubt in the mind of at least one of the jurors to ensure
his client wasn’t convicted. The evidence that wasn’t
circumstantial was hearsay, and therefore could not be
substantiated.

Yawning, Jacinta stood and stretched her
body, stiff from sitting in one position for too long. Collecting
the coffee pot from the table, she headed to the kitchen to
replenish it.

While she waited for the kettle to boil, she
paced back and forth across the kitchen’s slate-tiled floor with
her arms crossed, mulling over facts and suppositions.

On the surface, it certainly seemed Craig
Edmonds was guilty of, if not murder, hiding some terrible secret.
But the question was, did he realise it? Had he been genuine in his
claim that he had blacked out that night, waking the next morning
without any memory of the preceding night? Or was it just a con to
convince the jury of his innocence?

And if Craig Edmonds hadn’t killed and
disposed of his wife, who had? No question, the blood splattered
through the house and car boot had belonged to Kirsty Edmonds.

Jacinta shook her head, dropping her arms as
she turned to the kettle. Only two people really knew what had
happened that night: Kirsty and her killer.

 



CHAPTER 6

 


“Please, Grace,” Jacinta called through the
closed door. “Just ten minutes. That’s all I’m asking for. Don’t
you think you owe Kirsty at least that?” If straight pleading
wouldn’t work, playing the conscience card might. “You were
Kirsty’s best friend. She trusted you.” She was overplaying it, but
if it succeeded in getting Grace to open the door, that was all
that mattered.

Jacinta had studied the transcript of Grace
Kevron’s evidence in depth, but it was all too clean-cut. It didn’t
really tell her what sort of person Kirsty had been. How deeply had
her husband’s infidelity affected her? How devastating had the
impact been on her marriage? What had been the state of the
Edmonds’ marriage before then? Had Craig caused the bruising on
Kirsty’s arm? Was there any other evidence he had harmed her in the
past, physically or emotionally? Jacinta was brimming with
questions to which only someone who knew the Edmonds intimately
might be able to provide answers, or at least clues.

Grace Kevron, Kirsty’s purported best friend,
was the obvious choice. She had moved house since the trial, but
thankfully her phone number and address were listed in the White
Pages. Almost too easy.

“Please, Grace,” she implored again, her
voice tightening in frustration. “If you were Kirsty, wouldn’t you
want your best friend to speak up for you? She can’t.”

The door remained shut. Sighing, she stepped
back and turned to face the street.

From behind her, she heard the faint click of
the door being unlocked. She spun around. A tall, angular woman
stood in the narrow door opening, one hand against the doorframe,
the other clutching the edge of the door. Her chin-length,
straight, jet-black hair accentuated the paleness of her skin.

“What can I add to what I said all those
years ago? There is nothing more,” said Grace, in a flat, resigned
tone. “Nothing I could say will bring Kirsty back. Please just
go.”

“No, wait!” Jacinta leapt forward as Grace
moved to close the door, planting her palm against the polished
timber. “I know how hard this must be for you, but if you can just
give me a few minutes of your time…” Her voice trailed off, her
eyebrows drawing together as she held Grace’s gaze.

Grace’s shoulders sagged as she dropped her
hand, releasing the door, and without a word gestured Jacinta
inside. Grace, dressed in a loose, white, gauzy dress, seemed to
float from the small entrance foyer into the next room on the left,
making Jacinta wonder if she was just some ghostly apparition. She
didn’t even dent the carpet. In comparison, Jacinta felt like she
was wearing concrete boots as she plodded in her wake.

As if suddenly remembering her manners, but
probably more to forestall, Grace offered Jacinta a cup of tea or
coffee. While Grace busied herself in the kitchen, Jacinta waited
in the white, bare-walled, sparsely furnished formal sitting room,
seating herself in one of the contemporary, but austere, white
leather armchairs just inside the door. She gathered her thoughts,
hoping that the cold, almost clinical room wasn’t a reflection of
its resident.

*

Brett Rhodes sat near the back of the
conference room, his legs outstretched with his ankles crossed
under the seat in front of him. A PowerPoint presentation of the
latest product release of computer peripherals flashed in a blur of
meaningless colour across the large screen at the front of the
room. Even the booming voice of the presenter failed to grab his
attention.

In fact, his mind really wasn’t on the job at
all; hadn’t been all day. What had possessed him to open his big
mouth and tell Jacinta about the Edmonds murder case? Worse still,
that he worked with Narelle Croswell? Perhaps it was to get her
attention. Well, it had worked, even if only momentarily, but at
what cost?

Jacinta had backed off when he refused
point-blank to introduce her to Narelle, but he knew it would only
be a short reprieve. He knew her too well to think she wouldn’t
pursue the story with the same dogged determination she applied to
everything else in her life. That same trait that had drawn him to
her in the first place.

Funnily enough, it was at a new product
release, similar to the one he was at now, that he had met Jacinta
Deller. She had been seated in the front row, her brow furrowed in
intense concentration, when he first spotted her. But it wasn’t
until the session was well underway that he really became
interested.

Initially it was because she was asking
questions that he considered extremely basic, like ‘what is the
function of a hub?’, leaving him curious as to why an obvious
amateur would be attending a presentation aimed at IT
professionals. But when she stood her ground, undeterred by the
barely disguised sniggers and the occasional guffaw from those
around her, he wanted to know more.

At the mid-morning break, he had searched for
her amongst the people milling around the tables set out with row
upon row of white cups and saucers, plates of cakes and bite-size
savouries. The panicky fluttering in the pit of his stomach when he
couldn’t immediately see her passed as soon as he glimpsed her
collecting brochures and specification sheets from the table just
inside the double doors.

Taking a deep breath, he picked up his cup of
coffee and, trying to appear as nonchalant as possible, wandered
her way. He was taken aback when she continued looking through the
papers on the table, completely ignoring him. Of course, now he
knew from experience that she hadn’t done it intentionally.

If the theory that men could only focus on
one thing at a time while women were capable of multitasking held,
then either Jacinta was a man, or she just didn’t fit the
stereotype. And with her long blonde hair, her petite but curvy
figure, her button nose and deep-blue eyes that sucked you right
in, he vouched she wasn’t a man. More like a shortened,
freckle-faced Barbie doll with attitude. Not that he would ever
tell her so.

After much throat-clearing and cup-tapping,
he eventually attracted her attention. She looked around at him,
starting in surprise to find that she wasn’t alone. Then she
smiled, her whole face lighting up.

He could smell her perfume, a light floral
scent. The fluttering sensation in his stomach returned, worse than
before. He remembered standing there like a paralysed idiot, unable
to speak or breathe for what seemed like an eternity.

Just then the presenter called everyone back
to their seats, rescuing him, or rather her, from an awkward
situation.

He spent the next hour and a half fidgeting,
unable to concentrate on anything more than the back of the blonde
head in the front row, mentally rehearsing what he was going to say
to her — if he could stop acting like some fumbling, lovelorn
schoolboy.

The session ended at noon, providing him with
what he thought would be the perfect opportunity to ask her to
lunch. But she seemed to be in too much of a hurry to bother with
him, scarcely pausing as she turned him down flat, glanced at her
watch and strode off. Dejected and feeling like he’d been kicked in
the stomach, he had walked head down through the hall to the
exit.

About a week later, he had received a call.
It was her. It was Jacinta. Caught by surprise, he regressed to
gibbering nonsense. They hadn’t been introduced, so how had she
known who he was, or where to find him?

She laughed and reminded him that even though
she didn’t know much about computers, she could read. It took him a
moment to comprehend what she was talking about. He felt his face
reddening, glad that she couldn’t see him, as he recalled the large
plastic-encased tags detailing name and company with which each
attendee had been issued on registration. How blind was he?

Somehow, he had managed to pull himself
together enough to agree to meet Jacinta after work that day, at
some bar he had never heard of in the city centre.

Over drinks, he learned that the only reason
she had been at that IT product release was to cover for The
Acacia Tribune’s AWOL regular technology columnist.

That had been over three years ago, and yet
he still hadn’t fathomed her completely. She was as unpredictable
as ever. And that was his predicament. Should he pre-empt Jacinta
and get to Narelle first, forewarning her as well as apologising?
Or should he do nothing except stand back and prepare himself for
the inevitable fallout?

*

Waiting for Grace to answer, Jacinta leaned
forward, setting her empty cup on the narrow, bleached-pine coffee
table.

Grace stopped twisting the fine gold band on
the little finger of her left hand and looked up. “I don’t even
know for sure that Kirsty knew about the affair. I knew something
was bothering her, but that’s all.” She dropped her gaze, adding in
a half-mutter, “I only found out about it myself at the trial.”

Even after all these years, Grace’s
disappointment that her best friend had been unable to confide in
her was still evident. Had Kirsty known about the affair between
her husband and sister? Reading between the lines, Jacinta felt
sure that at least Grace thought she had. How could she not
have?

So far, Grace had not revealed much more than
what Jacinta had read in the trial transcript. Not surprisingly,
she remained guarded, only divulging information already on public
record. What had Jacinta expected? She was a complete stranger to
Grace and, what was more, a journalist.

A different approach was called for.

“Grace…” She paused, waiting for Grace to
lift her head, only continuing when she held her gaze. “Were you
aware that Craig Edmonds and Narelle Croswell had married?”

For a few long seconds, Grace sat there
frozen. Then, as if a switch had been flicked, her dark eyes
suddenly widened, her jaw dropping as her mouth gaped in a giant
‘O’. She tried to hide her shock behind visibly trembling
hands.

Jacinta had expected some sort of reaction,
but nothing as dramatic as this. So, the wedding really has been
kept hush-hush after all, she thought. She had searched the
Internet for any mention of the wedding, but had not come up with
one hit. Considering the hype surrounding the original case, that
in itself was odd. But she would still have expected someone like
Kirsty’s best friend to know about it.

With a horrible mixture of guilt and glee at
provoking such a response, Jacinta took a deep breath, her mind
racing as she tried to untangle her thoughts. One part of her
wanted to reach out as a friend to Grace, but the journalist in her
was spurring her on to strike while Grace’s defences were down.

Why not both? she thought, leaping to
her feet and making her way around the coffee table. She couldn’t
let the opportunity slip by.

She crouched beside Grace’s chair, still
unsure of what she should say. Before she could open her mouth,
Grace had dropped her hands and, with a fire in her eyes that
hadn’t been there before, turned to Jacinta.

“That bitch! How could she do it? How could
she do it to her own sister?” She shook her head, her dark hair
grazing her pale cheeks. “Tell me, what sort of person could do
that?” She stared down at Jacinta as if she should have all the
answers.

Jacinta had no answers, only questions. What
was she supposed to say? That only a cold, calculating person with
no morals could do that? Was that what Grace wanted to hear?

In the end, what Jacinta thought didn’t
matter. Grace had risen from her seat and was pacing backwards and
forwards across the room, wringing her hands and talking to no one
in particular.

Feeling like an eavesdropper, Jacinta
remained crouched beside the vacated chair, listening and trying to
make some sense of Grace’s incoherent ramblings. The news had
clearly disturbed her, and most of what she was raving about
centred on murderers and evil adulterers. What had Jacinta
unleashed?

It soon became obvious that Grace held the
same view as Brett in that Craig Edmonds, although not convicted of
his wife’s murder, was guilty all the same. Nor did she consider
Narelle an innocent party. Was it possible that the pair had been
in it together, as Grace was implying?

Jacinta felt the beginnings of cramp nipping
at her calf muscle. Flexing and bending her leg, she used the arm
of the chair to ease herself up. She continued to watch as Grace,
seemingly oblivious to Jacinta’s presence, swept from the room.
Jacinta moved to follow her, almost colliding with Grace when she
stopped abruptly and turned.

Grace stared straight through her and for a
moment, Jacinta thought she had become invisible. Then she blinked,
her eyes slowly focusing on Jacinta’s face.

“I can’t help you.” Grace’s voice quavered.
“I need to be alone.”

Jacinta nodded.

She collected her satchel from the floor
beside the chair, opened the zippered side pocket, drew out one of
her business cards and handed it to Grace. “I’m sorry. I didn’t
mean to upset you; I assumed you would already have known about
Craig and Narelle.”

At the mention of their names, Grace’s eyes
narrowed. She looked on the verge of tears, her lips trembling as
she opened the front door.

Jacinta was about to say something about the
futility of burying the truth, but then thought better of it, and
quit while she was still ahead.

“Please, Grace, think about what I said. You
can call me any time of the day or night.” She stepped through the
doorway, turned and added, “About anything, anything at all.”

“You’re talking to the wrong person.” The
door swinging closed, Grace’s ashen face disappeared from view.

 



CHAPTER 7

 


“You’re unbelievable, do you know that?”

Jacinta held the phone at arm’s length and
could still hear every word Brett was saying. Not that she could
entirely blame him.

Grace’s words rang in her ears: You’re
talking to the wrong person. What had she been alluding to?
What wasn’t she saying? Perhaps it had just been a passing comment,
intended only to send Jacinta scurrying off in a different
direction.

She had spent more than an hour sitting
cross-legged on the daybed, staring out the window at nothing,
carefully weighing up her options before finally coming to a
decision. Why couldn’t Brett understand that it wasn’t personal? It
was business, nothing more. Anyway, his reputation is still
intact and if he would just stop kicking up such a fuss, he’ll soon
realise that I would never deliberately undermine him, she
thought as, shifting position, she pulled her legs up under
her.

What was wrong with inviting a few people to
dinner? They had been talking about it for long enough. She would
do her utmost to play the perfect hostess, making sure it would be
an enjoyable evening of good food, wine and conversation. She was
already planning the menu in her head. Something simple and
elegant, she decided. It would have to be; her cooking skills
didn’t stretch much further than simple.

Brett still wasn’t convinced. “Don’t do this
to me, Jacinta.” He sighed and dropped his voice. “Don’t do this to
us… please…”

“Brett, I really don’t know what you’re so
concerned about,” she said, knowing full well what was on his mind.
“I invited,” she added, trying to allay his fears, “Patrick and
Shauna as well.”

Patrick Malcolm, an old school friend of
Brett’s, had recently become engaged to his partner of eight years,
Shauna Boise. The start-up of a new florist’s business on top of
wedding arrangements had kept the couple busy. Consequently, Brett
hadn’t seen much of his friends of late. Jacinta hoped that
inviting them to dinner might offset, partially at least, her
ulterior motive for inviting Craig Edmonds and his new wife,
Narelle Croswell.

Brett paused in his tirade. Perhaps he was
coming around to her way of thinking. Perhaps that was just wishful
thinking on her part. More than likely, on the other end of the
phone, he was shaking his head and trying to work out what her ploy
was.

Jacinta seized the opportunity. “I swear I
won’t mention anything at all about the case. You have my word.”
And she always kept her word.

“So, what’s your agenda? Why have you invited
a couple of people that you’ve never even met to dinner?” He
sounded tired. “And besides, I’m really surprised that Narelle
accepted your invitation. From what I know, they don’t socialise
much. What else haven’t you told me?”

It had taken a lot of talking and coaxing to
sway Narelle into accepting the dinner invitation. Jacinta had
implied, if not actually stated, that it had been Brett’s
suggestion and that he would be offended if they didn’t accept. Her
tactics had been a little underhand, to say the least, but they had
worked. And, true to her word, she had no intention of discussing
the disappearance of the first Mrs Edmonds or the ensuing murder
trial. Initially, all she wanted was to get an impression of what
sort of people they were. Nothing more.

Even after she told Brett all that, he still
sounded sceptical. She hung up, vowing to prove him wrong. After
all, journalism and integrity didn’t have to be mutually exclusive
terms. Quite the contrary, she thought as, unfurling her
legs, she moved to the edge of the daybed and stood up.

With the phone still in her hand, she
wandered over to the dining table she had commandeered and looked
down at the paper and documents laid out in piles around her
laptop. It was only a slight exaggeration to say the stack of
overdue bills was almost as high as the trial transcript next to
it.

Brett had wanted to pay them for her.
However, they were bills she had incurred, and she didn’t think it
right that he should bail her out. Although she disliked being
indebted to anyone, even her lover, she could make exceptions for
banks, credit card providers and utility companies. But they
wouldn’t wait forever.

Dropping the phone on the table, she reached
across and picked up a yellow-covered, spiral-bound notebook. She
had filled it with research notes, her thoughts, and any other
snippet she thought might be pertinent to the story. Somewhere
amongst all the scribblings were the threads of an exclusive. Her
big break, if only she could tie them all together. And hopefully
without snapping too many along the way.

 



CHAPTER 8

 


After kicking off her high heels, Narelle
Croswell padded in bare feet across the kitchen’s cool, tiled floor
to the refrigerator. Feeling oddly buoyant, she hummed as she
grabbed an open bottle of Hunter Valley Chardonnay from the fridge
door.

With the wine bottle tucked under her arm and
her fingers wrapped around the stem of a wine glass, she made her
way to the sliding glass doors that led out to the swimming pool,
collecting the phone from its cradle on the way. She had yet to
tell Craig what she had done.

Stepping out onto the sandstone paving, she
paused, savouring the light breeze as it caressed her flushed skin.
The hint of dampness in the air reassured her that the promised
cool change was on its way. Early evening sunlight, dappled by the
branches of eucalypts, bounced across the tiny ripples on the
saltwater pool’s surface. A scene set for entertaining.

Narelle couldn’t remember the last time she
had socialised, let alone entertained. But maybe that drought is
about to break, she thought. A small smile tweaked at the
corners of her mouth as she deposited her load onto the polished
aluminium table, poured herself a glass of wine, and settled down
in the nearest sling chair. Maybe they could start living like
normal people again. Maybe they could stop hiding from the
world.

Her first reaction had been to turn down the
invitation, but Brett Rhodes’ girlfriend, Jacinta, had been
especially persuasive. What did she have to worry about? Brett and
she had worked for the same company for nearly three years with no
problems. A private dinner party wouldn’t leave them feeling
exposed and vulnerable the same way a public restaurant would. It
could be fun.

Now all she had to do was sell the idea to
Craig. She set her wine glass on the table, picked up the phone and
pressed the quick-dial button that would connect her to Craig’s
direct line. Although he was due to leave the office shortly,
Narelle hoped that by phoning him while he was distracted by his
work, he wouldn’t say no outright. He would want to talk about it
at home. And that’s exactly what she wanted. Then the drive home
would give him time to mull over the proposition. Or at least that
was the theory.

He answered on the fifth ring. Keeping her
voice light and cheery, she asked how his day had been, making
small talk before adding, almost as an afterthought, that they had
been invited out to dinner. She tried to make it sound like it was
no big deal, that dinner invitations were commonplace for them.

She heard a sharp intake of breath and knew
she had failed.

Silence.

“Craig?”

He responded with a sharpness of tone that
she hadn’t heard before. “We’ll talk about this when I get
home.”

Click. He had hung up.

Stunned, Narelle set down the phone and
picked up the wine bottle to refill her glass. She had predicted
that he would want to discuss it at home, but nothing had prepared
her for how he had said it. It was a side of her husband she had
never experienced before. But she had heard something else in his
voice. Could fear be behind his uncharacteristic behaviour?

She picked up her wine glass from the table
and skolled its contents in two gulps. Craig would be home
soon.

 



CHAPTER 9

 


Domesticity wasn’t Jacinta’s greatest virtue.
The kitchen looked like a hurricane had just passed through it.
Dirty pots, bowls and utensils littered the bench. A thick,
garlicky pasta sauce bubbled like a hot mud pool on the stove,
splattering cooked tomato in all directions. Salad greens sweated
inside plastic bags, sharing the sink with empty tomato cans and
onion skins.

Wiping her hands on a tea towel, she glanced
at the clock, feeling a flutter of panic. Salads still had to be
made, lemons squeezed for the dressing, the pasta sauce finished,
parmesan cheese grated, the antipasto platter organised…

The list seemed endless, not to mention that
she still had to shower and change. If she wasn’t careful, their
guests would arrive and she would still be standing there, looking
like a victim of the same hurricane that had hit the kitchen.

Fortunately, Brett had volunteered — or
rather, had been recruited — to look after drinks and the music, as
well as set the table. Mentally crossing those chores off her list,
she went in search of the glass dessert bowls she knew she had; she
just wasn’t sure where they were stashed. She was quickly
remembering why they didn’t entertain often. Brett couldn’t
understand what all the fuss was about, but he wasn’t the one
running himself ragged.

Somehow she managed to finish the food
preparation, clean the kitchen, and check that Brett hadn’t set the
table with the forks on the right and the knives on the left.

The doorbell rang just as she was putting the
final touches to her makeup. She paused, relaxing on hearing voices
she recognised. Patrick and Shauna were punctual, as always. That
should make it a little less stiff when Craig and Narelle arrived.
If they arrived. Narelle had confirmed with Brett on Thursday, but
who was to say they hadn’t changed their minds since then.

The doorbell rang again, filling Jacinta with
trepidation this time. Whose bright idea was it to invite a man
accused of his wife’s murder and his new wife to dinner? What if
they saw straight through her? What if she unintentionally stared
at them? Or worse, avoided eye contact? What if she had one too
many glasses of wine and blurted out something she shouldn’t? The
more she thought about it, the more perilous it seemed.

After checking herself one last time in the
mirror, she fixed what she hoped was a welcoming smile to her face
and went to meet her guests. As she shut the bedroom door behind
her, she heard laughter and the clink of glasses coming from the
other end of the house. A good start.

She found everyone congregated in the
brick-paved courtyard off the living room, drinks in hand, being
entertained by one of Patrick’s infamous tall tales. Jacinta smiled
to herself. As long as he was the centre of attention, he was
happy. He could be guaranteed to liven up any party. So far, so
good.

Long-legged Shauna stood beside her sturdier
red-haired fiancé, rattling the ice cubes in her glass and giving a
good impression that she had heard it all before. And more than
once, too.

Brett and their other two visitors had their
backs to her, but all turned in unison when Patrick, without
missing a beat in his performance, blew her a theatrical kiss. Now
she was the centre of attention.

Smiling sweetly, she waited for Brett to make
the introductions. Narelle Croswell, with her mass of brunette
curls and model looks, was a marked contrast to her relatively
plain, fair-haired sister. The only photos of Kirsty Edmonds that
Jacinta had seen were cropped images posted on various websites.
Still, the sisters looked so different that it was hard to imagine
they shared the same genes.

Next to her, scuffing his feet on the ground,
Craig Edmonds looked much less at ease than his wife. He had aged
considerably since the photos plastered all over the Internet had
been taken. His face had thinned and his dark hair was flecked
liberally with grey. The moustache was gone and he wore rimless
glasses. Despite the ageing, he was still an attractive man, and
Narelle and he made a striking couple. They certainly didn’t look
evil.

But what did evil look like? If Grace Kevron
was to be believed, she had just shaken the hands of two
cold-blooded murderers.

Brett kept casting her sidelong glances and
she kept pretending she didn’t see them. They had talked in depth
about what subjects were off limits and what weren’t, but from the
looks he was giving her, he wasn’t taking anything for granted.
Pouring a glass of Evans & Tate’s Sparkling Pinot Noir
Chardonnay, he moved to stand directly in front of her, only
releasing the champagne flute to her fingers when he held her gaze.
It was the telepathic equivalent of a stern reminder.

After a few minutes of idle chitchat, she
headed inside to the kitchen. She had originally intended to make
the dinner a formal, sit-down affair in the dining room, but since
the evening was so balmy and everyone seemed to be comfortable
outside, she decided to take the meal to them. First course,
anyway.

As she passed through the lounge room, Kate
Ceberano’s soulful voice reflected her thoughts: “Will you still
love me tomorrow? Tonight with words unspoken…” If she kept to
her promise not to start asking questions of Craig and Narelle,
there would be no reason for Brett not to love her tomorrow. She
knew she had nothing to worry about, as long as she stuck to her
role of the perfect Stepford wife.

Hoping she was better at acting than cooking,
she started removing the lids from the plastic containers of
olives, semi-dried tomatoes and marinated eggplant she had bought
that morning. Although she had bravely attempted to grill the
eggplant slices, they had come out looking like charred bits of
dish sponge. What was more, they tasted worse than they looked.

While Jacinta was in the middle of arranging
curled, wafer-thin slices of prosciutto and coppa on the platter,
Shauna turned up with the wine bottle, offering both a refill and
assistance. Or, in Jacinta’s case, salvation.

“Narelle and Craig seem like a nice couple.
How do you know them?” Shauna popped a black chilli olive into her
mouth.

Jacinta hesitated. “Ummm… Brett works with
Narelle at Woodridge.” She quickly changed the subject, delegating
Shauna the task of setting the outside table.

By the time she had carried the antipasto
platter, a floury ciabatta loaf and a bread knife out to the
courtyard, Katie Melua’s bluesy jazz voice was flowing from the
stereo speakers. The light, lemony scent of the citronella lamps
wafted through the air.

With the aid of a couple of bottles of an
excellent King Valley Riesling, the party had soon devoured the
first course, leaving little more than crumbs and olive pits. Any
tensions that might have been there dissolved as the couples
laughed and talked. Even Jacinta had started to relax. So, when
Craig suddenly asked her what she did for a living, she was thrown
off balance for a second.

Brett quickly stepped in, filling the void.
“Jacinta is, as they say, between jobs right now. Unfortunately,”
he dropped his lower lip in an exaggerated pout, “my idea that
perhaps she could devote all her new-found free time to being my
slave didn’t work out.”

The original question was soon lost in the
ensuing laughter. Breathing a silent sigh of relief, Jacinta
collected the dirty plates, excused herself and headed back
inside.

No sooner had she started stacking the plates
in the dishwasher than she heard the click-clack of high heels on
the slate behind her. She turned, expecting to see Shauna again,
and almost dropped the plate in her hand when she saw Narelle
standing there instead, a couple of empty glasses in her hands.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to startle
you.”

Jacinta smiled at her. “No problem. I just
didn’t see you, that’s all.” She reached for the glasses, adding a
“thanks” as she placed them in the dishwasher.

Like Shauna had earlier, Narelle then offered
to help. Had they arranged to take turns, or had it just turned out
that way? Jacinta’s first thought was to politely decline and send
Narelle straight back to the party, but then a little voice in her
head piped up. When else would she get the chance to talk one on
one with Narelle? Even though she couldn’t ask the hard-hitting
questions she would dearly have liked to, there was no reason she
couldn’t get to know her better.

“Thanks,” she said, gesturing toward the
stove. “What are your sauce-stirring skills like?”

Initially, the conversation between the two
women was a little stilted, but Jacinta soon found herself warming
to Narelle. She came across as such a genuine and likeable person
that Jacinta had difficultly imagining how she could possibly have
been involved in something criminal or sordid. But did first
impressions really count?

While she waited for the pot of salted water
to come to the boil for the ravioli, she put the finishing touches
to the salad, adding a few leaves of fresh basil from her herb
garden. Everything was running like clockwork. She couldn’t have
planned it better if she’d tried.

She was starting to feel quite smug, but then
Narelle caught her off-guard and asked her what sort of work she
did when she wasn’t being a domestic goddess.

Jacinta felt like a kangaroo caught in the
glare of headlights, rooted to the spot and not knowing in what
direction to flee. She blushed, a rapid surge of heat radiating up
her face. There was no hiding it.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to embarrass you,”
Narelle said, running the words together in her rush to
apologise.

Unable to look Narelle in the eye, Jacinta
stared down at her feet, frantically trying to come up with some
response that wasn’t going to push her even further into the
corner.

She forced a laugh. “You name it, I’ve done
it.” She wasn’t lying. Backpacking around the world in her early
twenties meant finding work wherever she could. “Everything from
waitressing to fruit-picking to working in a bank.” She didn’t
mention her stint as a deckhand on a fishing trawler off Iceland,
or her time spent as a holiday rep in Rhodes. From experience, she
knew that would only invite more questions.

Thankfully, Narelle, perceptive enough to
sense Jacinta’s reticence, didn’t press the issue. Or perhaps it
was because they both had something to hide.

 



CHAPTER 10

 


The pounding in her head grew louder. Without
opening her eyes, Narelle rolled onto her back and flung her arm
out to the side. The bed beside her, though warm, was empty.

The peal of the doorbell ricocheted through
the house, embedding what felt like sharp darts behind her eyes.
She groaned, lying as still as possible, waiting for the pain to
subside. It didn’t make any sense. Had she really had that much to
drink?

Then it all started coming back to her. The
champagne, the wine, the liqueurs… She had been so wired in, she
hadn’t realised how much she’d had to drink. Why hadn’t Craig tried
to stop her? She groaned again, remembering. He had, but she’d
brushed him off as a party pooper. Now she was paying for it.

Oh, God, she suddenly thought, did
I make a complete fool of myself? Way to go, Narelle. She felt
embarrassed and peeved with herself all at the same time. What
must they think of me?

The doorbell rang again, and before the chime
had petered out, it was pushed again and again in rapid succession.
She pulled the bedclothes up over her head, her face contorting
against the resulting off-key heavy metal jangle.

Cotton sheets proved a poor sound barrier.
Hearing a woman’s strident tones, she yanked the sheets off her
head. She couldn’t quite make out the words, but there was no
mistaking the voice. Her chest felt like it was clamped in a giant
vice, the air in her lungs being squeezed out.

She scrambled out of bed, her brain like
liquid sloshing from side to side in her skull as she stumbled from
the bedroom.

Craig, motionless and mute, stood about two
metres back from the front door, his fists tightly clenched by his
sides. He didn’t turn as she approached, but she didn’t need to see
his face to know how he must be feeling.

He flinched as she reached out and touched
his naked back with her fingertips. She paused, opening and closing
her hand before dropping it back to her side.

“Craig,” she whispered. Focused solely on the
door, he either hadn’t heard or chose not to hear her.

“You depraved, sick bastard! You killed your
wife and then you married her sister.” Grace Kevron’s voice rose to
a screech. “You should both be rotting in hell for what you did to
Kirsty. If it’s the last thing I do, I’ll make sure you pay.”

Narelle grabbed Craig’s forearm, trying to
draw him away. He shook her off and moved toward the door.

“We have nothing to say to you. If you don’t
leave, I’m going to call the police.” His voice sounded remarkably
calm, but both fists twitched as if each hand was kneading a stress
ball.

“And what will they do? Lock me up? You know
I’m not the criminal here, don’t you?” Mocking laughter
followed.

Narelle tried again to pull Craig away from
the door. She looped her arm through his, feeling the tremor in his
body.

“Restraining order!” Craig shouted at the
door as if the idea had suddenly occurred to him. “I’m going to
take out a restraining order against you if you don’t leave my
property this instant.”

Grace laughed again, before dropping her
voice to a hate-filled snarl. “Perhaps if Kirsty had taken out a
restraining order against you two, she would still be alive. You
haven’t heard the last of me. Believe me, you will pay for what you
did.”

 



CHAPTER 11

 


Jacinta tossed the morning newspaper onto the
daybed and headed to the kitchen to make coffee. She passed the
dining table, strewn with paperwork and once again reclaimed as her
work desk.

She still couldn’t quite believe how well
Saturday night’s dinner party had gone. Even cynical Brett had
grudgingly admitted to enjoying himself. But what had she achieved,
besides proving to herself that you didn’t have to be a gourmet
chef to produce a tasty meal for six?

In her mind, she had achieved a lot. At the
beginning of the night, Narelle had been as reserved as her
husband, but a few glasses of wine had soon unleashed a bubbly,
outgoing woman who possessed a wicked sense of humour. She’d had
Jacinta in stitches, laughing so much that tears ran down her
face.

Although she still wasn’t quite sure about
Craig, she had begun to think that she and Narelle could be good
friends. Craig Edmonds and Narelle Croswell were no longer just
impersonal names in print; they were real people. People with
feelings. People with emotions. And yes, perhaps, people with
secrets. But what right did she have to meddle in someone else’s
life?

After that night, she had given a great deal
of thought to her career direction. When she looked inside herself,
she didn’t see the ruthlessness and hunger needed to make it in the
cut-and-thrust world of investigative journalism. Nor was she
prepared to ride roughshod over people’s lives, regardless of what
they had or hadn’t been accused of.

The clincher, though, was her bank balance.
Or lack thereof. She had been forced to transfer money from her
credit card to her cheque account just to pay her living expenses.
What she needed was a job with a regular pay packet, and fast.

As hard a decision as it was, she knew Brett,
for one, would be ecstatic when she told him. Starting from today,
she was no longer an investigative journalist ready to expose the
truth and wow the world, but a job searcher prepared to compromise
for almost any job — except selling her body — she could get. She
truly believed she had made the right decision. So why did she feel
so flat and uninspired?

She had finished making coffee and was
carrying it through to the dining room to make a start on the
employment pages when the phone rang. Maybe it was news that a
previously unheard of great-aunt she didn’t know she’d had died and
left her a fortune.

Instead it was good news of a different kind;
the kind where some effort would be required on her part. Anthea
Sutton, her old boss and the editor of The Acacia Tribune,
was calling to let her know that one of the newspaper’s regular
advertisers, Alvico Media, was looking for a copywriter. Anthea had
recommended Jacinta.

A regular job with regular money. Jacinta
didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. Although she would still have
to apply for the position, Anthea’s recommendation would certainly
go a long way.

With nothing more to do until Anthea emailed
through all the details, she decided to read the newspaper. She set
the cooling mug of coffee on the windowsill, hooking one leg under
the other as she sat down and spread the newspaper out flat on the
daybed in front of her.

As usual, the front page was full of doom and
gloom. Interest rates were set to rise. ‘Health costs us an arm and
a leg’ proclaimed another headline, which certainly wasn’t news to
Jacinta. A teenage boy behind the wheel of a stolen car had managed
to evade police, only to later wrap the car around a power pole,
killing himself and all three of his young passengers. Even the
photo of convicted terrorist Abu Bakar Bashir flashing a toothy
smile from centre page was nothing to feel good about.

Sipping her coffee, she turned the page.

ACCUSED WIFE-KILLER WEDS VICTIM’S SISTER.

For a split second, time stood still, her mug
frozen mid-air. She blinked, hoping her eyes had deceived her. Then
she read the headline again.

ACCUSED WIFE-KILLER WEDS VICTIM’S SISTER.

The day that had started out so promisingly
came crashing down around her. In slow motion she reached out to
the side and placed her coffee back on the windowsill. Transfixed
by the words, she sat staring at the article. How was this
possible? A pure coincidence?

Problem was, she didn’t believe in
coincidences.

Leaning forward, she gripped the sides of the
newspaper in both hands and lifted it up to her face, as if somehow
that would make the words easier to comprehend.

She took a deep breath and started reading
the smaller type under the heading, feeling sicker by the second.
The writer, although careful to skirt any outright libellous
statements, implied that the justice system had failed in its duty
to bring Craig Edmonds and Narelle Croswell to account for their
part in the murder of Kirsty Olive Edmonds. Craig and Narelle’s
nuptials had been cleverly used to throw even more suspicion their
way. The article’s only redeeming feature — from the Edmonds’ point
of view, anyway — was that it wasn’t accompanied by a picture.

How was she going to explain it to Brett? How
was she going to make him believe that she wasn’t responsible? He
wasn’t one for coincidences either. The fact that it hadn’t been
published under her byline wouldn’t be proof enough for him. After
all, she had published under pseudonyms before.

Someone somewhere had to have leaked that
information about the wedding to the newspaper. Why else, months
after the event, would the news suddenly have come to light?

Then the image of Grace Kevron’s shocked face
popped into her head. Had Grace, looking for some sort of
vengeance, alerted the press?

With a heavy, sinking feeling, Jacinta
realised that she was responsible, indirectly if not directly, for
thrusting the Edmonds case back into the limelight. But wasn’t that
what she had wanted? Wasn’t that the aim of all the research? If
she were honest with herself, she would have to say yes. In the
beginning, anyway.

Since then she had come to her senses,
understanding that no good could come from playing with other
people’s lives and stirring up old emotions. Her conscience had
stopped her, but had it already been too late by then? She had
unwittingly opened a Pandora’s box. The question was, could she
close it again, or was the damage already done?

Shoving aside the newspaper, she leapt from
the daybed, making straight for the phone. Halfway across the room,
she stopped. She hadn’t thought it through. What was she going to
say to Narelle? Shouldn’t her first step be to confront Grace and
confirm her assumptions? Or maybe she should talk to Brett first.
Standing there with her face buried in her palms, she wished she
could turn back the clock.

Her hands were shaking by the time she picked
up the phone. Her first call had to be to Narelle. It would be
better coming from someone she knew, even if not that well, than
reading about it in the newspaper. The old saying about ‘shutting
the gate after the horse has bolted’ came to mind as she waited for
the call to connect.

A snooty-sounding woman on the switchboard
answered, informing her that Narelle was on sick leave. And no, she
didn’t know when she was expected back. Could someone else
help?

I very much doubt it, thought Jacinta
as she hung up the phone.

 



CHAPTER 12

 


Jacinta hung her head. How many ways were
there to say ‘I told you so’? Brett was up to number ten, each
louder and more agitated than the last.

“Okay, okay, okay! I get the message. I
should’ve listened to you. But I swear I did not write that
article. You have to believe me.”

“Believe you?” Brett’s nostrils flared. “Oh,
yes, I always believe you. Believe you when you tell me that it’s
all just one big coincidence. Believe you when you tell me this
wasn’t meant to happen. Believe you when you tell me you love me.
Believe you when…” His voice trailed off. “Jacinta, I don’t know
what to believe any more.”

“Believe what you want, then,” she spat,
regretting the words the instant they left her mouth.

Brett sighed, not just his shoulders but his
whole demeanour sagging as he turned and walked away from her. She
watched his retreating back, feeling like a stranger in her own
body. Desperate to undo any wrongs, real or imagined, she wanted to
stop him and tell him how sorry she was. Instead all she could do
was sit numbly by.

The pillow on the daybed where Brett had
slept last night still held the indentation of his head. She
gathered up the quilt, hugging it to her chest as she closed her
eyes and inhaled Brett’s musky scent. Tears brimmed in her eyes,
spilling down her cheeks unchecked as she rocked back and forth on
the end of the daybed.

The sound of drawers and cupboards being
opened and slammed shut from the far end of the house quickly
brought her back to her senses. Now was no time to be feeling sorry
for herself.

She entered the bedroom just in time to see
Brett throw the contents of his sock basket into his suitcase.

“What are you doing?”

“What does it look like I’m doing?” Brett
said, tossing a bundle of shirts on the haphazardly heaped mountain
of clothes on the bed.

“You can’t leave. Not like this.”

“Why not? You do as you damned well please,
so why can’t I? No one dares get in the way of the world-wise
Jacinta Deller lest they get trampled, do they?”

Ouch!

Biting her tongue, she swallowed hard, trying
to rein in the welter of conflicting emotions. Couldn’t he
understand that she had only been trying to do her job as a
journalist? Besides, it was the information he had given her that
had started it all. Then it clicked. He wasn’t only angry with her,
he was angry with himself for telling her about the Edmonds case in
the first place.

Still smarting from his outburst, but now at
least with a modicum of understanding as to why, she tried
reasoning with him. However, he wasn’t in the mood to be reasonable
and her very presence seemed to be more than enough to antagonise
him.

Momentarily defeated and with no energy left
to continue the pointless battling, she left Brett jamming clothes
into the open suitcase on the bed.

A short time later, she heard the front door
close, followed soon after by the deep-throated V8 rumble of
Brett’s 1966 Chevrolet Impala as he backed out of the driveway.

The house felt strangely empty, as if all the
life had been sucked out of it, leaving her sitting in a vacuum. In
the heat of the moment they had both said things they hadn’t meant
but that, nevertheless, had cut deeply. Could they ever go back to
what they had before all this happened?

Jacinta shook her head. Her world had come to
an end, and the only person she could blame was herself. She had
been taking risks all her life but none had backfired as
spectacularly as this one. But life, she reassured herself, was
full of gambles. Where would she be if she had always played it
safe?

The picture-perfect scene of a husband and
brood of kids standing in front of a weatherboard cottage, complete
with white picket fence, flashed through her mind. She shuddered,
the mere thought incomprehensible.

Later, perhaps; but for now, she was in
charge of her own life and regardless of the mistakes she made
along the way, she had to live it as she saw fit. Logic was all
very well, but logic couldn’t override her feelings for Brett. It
had taken him walking out on her to make her see what her
single-mindedness had cost her.

She felt so alone, and so very tired. Craving
the respite sleep would bring, she lay down, resting her head in
the same hollow where Brett’s had once been, and pulled the quilt
up over her body.

For what seemed like hours, she lay
motionless with eyes closed, sleep evading her. Brett’s words
played over and over in her mind. Did she always put herself first,
regardless of the impact on others? She had always thought of
herself as ambitious, but was it possible she had crossed the
threshold into mercenariness without realising it?

Opening her eyes, she threw the quilt off and
sat upright.

No, damn it! Brett was wrong. Hadn’t she made
the decision to drop the story for the sake of everyone involved?
If only he had let her explain, instead of constantly talking over
the top of her.

She conceded she was no angel, but everyone
made mistakes, even him. At least she had made an effort to
understand when he confessed to having a one-night stand while in
Sydney, attending an IT conference. In her eyes, infidelity was a
far greater wrongdoing than passing on information that was on
public record anyway. Of course, that didn’t excuse her own
behaviour.

Intent on taking control rather than playing
the poor, misjudged victim, she abandoned the refuge of the daybed
and headed for the bedroom to get changed. The oversized men’s
blue-and-white striped pyjama top she wore had to go.

She was standing in the walk-in-robe,
contemplating what to wear, when she heard her mobile ringing. For
a moment, she considered ignoring it and letting it divert to
voicemail. However, curiosity and the possibility that it might be
Brett had her sprinting for the dining room.

Without time to check the caller display, she
snatched the still-ringing phone from the table, answering it with
a breathless “hello”.

“I’m not interrupting anything, am I?”

The voice was familiar, yet unfamiliar. She
clamped the phone to her ear, her breathing slowly returning to
normal. “Grace, is that you?”

“At your service,” cackled Grace. “Had to
thank you for that snippet of news…” She laughed again. “Talking
about news, read the newspaper today?”

Forget ghost; think witch. “Grace, do you
really think that was the wisest thing to do?”

“They deserve everything that’s coming their
way, and more,” Grace retorted, her voice hardening. “You might
like to know I also called on the newly-weds.”

Jacinta held her breath, hoping she really
hadn’t heard what she thought she had.

“For some reason, they weren’t pleased to see
me. Craig, the bastard, even threatened to call the police. What a
fucking hypocrite. Can you believe that?”

Yes, she could believe that. The venom in
Grace’s voice had Jacinta more than grateful that the demented
woman wasn’t there in person.

There were mistakes, and then there were
mistakes. If contacting Grace Kevron hadn’t been bad enough,
telling her about the wedding had been disastrous. Surely, if she
had been astute enough, she would have realised that Grace still
hadn’t come to terms with losing her best friend. Maybe Brett was
right after all. Maybe her zealousness was her undoing.

Her suggestion to Grace that perhaps she
should leave the Edmonds to the law was met with more derision and
contempt. Grace then started screaming about blood, bodies,
vengeance and the devil, scaring the hell out of Jacinta.

Could grief do that to a person? The woman
clearly needed psychiatric help of some kind. Jacinta was way out
of her depth and could do nothing except wait and hope that the
tirade would eventually stop.

At least Grace didn’t know where she
lived…

 



CHAPTER 13

 


Narelle stared blankly at the phone. Although
she remembered writing down Jacinta Deller’s phone number, she
couldn’t remember where. Closing her eyes, she tried to picture the
sequence of events: answering the phone, scribbling the details of
the dinner invitation on the corner of her deskpad, hanging up,
reaching into her…

Snapping her fingers, she opened her eyes and
went in search of her black handbag. Somewhere in the depths of it
was her seldom-used pocket diary, with all the information from the
deskpad neatly transcribed into it.

She had been remiss in not thanking Jacinta
and Brett for Saturday night sooner, but her good intentions had
been lost in the week’s dramas. Grace Kevron’s Sunday morning visit
had left both Craig and Narelle shell-shocked. What had suddenly
awakened the beast, as Narelle liked to think of Grace, after so
many years?

The Edmonds hadn’t recovered from that attack
when another bomb exploded in their faces. Somehow, the press had
found out about their marriage, raking up what Narelle thought was
old and buried and mixing it with the new. She couldn’t understand
what anybody had to gain from the seemingly unprovoked attack. None
of it made any sense. How much longer would they have to live with
the malicious insinuations?

Wasn’t it enough that she had lost her only
sister? Wasn’t it enough that her parents had disowned her because
of her involvement with her sister’s husband? Wasn’t it enough that
she would always carry the guilt of the affair? Wasn’t it enough
that she had been implicated in her sister’s disappearance and
murder?

Apparently not.

Narelle believed in Craig. She couldn’t have
married him if she hadn’t. She had no answers to what had happened
that fateful night. All she was certain of was that Craig could not
have killed Kirsty. Drunk and passed out on the bed, a full-scale
riot could have been happening in the house and he wouldn’t have
known anything about it. Anything could have happened.

She was sick of living life as a social
hermit, sick of looking over her shoulder. Sick of being
sick, she thought suddenly, as a new bout of nausea had her
running for the bathroom. Since Sunday, she had been battling an
upset stomach, spending more time with her head hung over the
toilet bowl than not. Craig hadn’t been sick and it didn’t feel
like food poisoning, so she blamed it on stress.

Some time later, feeling drained and
exhausted, she resurfaced from the bathroom. Like a little girl
lost, she stood in the doorway, looking left, then right. Was
stress playing havoc with her memory as well? What had she been
doing? What day was it?

She wandered around the house, careful to
avoid the windows. Most of the reporters and photographers who had
camped out on the front verge earlier in the week had given up, but
a few determined stragglers remained. She had no idea what they
expected to achieve, and didn’t much care.

Gazing at the phone, she had a sudden sense
of déjà vu, finally recalling that she had been in the middle of
looking for Jacinta’s phone number when her stomach had had other
ideas. With a quiet sigh, she picked up the phone and headed to the
bedroom.

Despite overindulging, she had really enjoyed
the dinner party. Both the food and the company. Jacinta and she
had clicked immediately, nattering away like old girlfriends.
Narelle would’ve relished the chance to get to know her better. As
it was, Jacinta must have thought it extremely rude of her not to
have contacted her already. Sure, she had a good excuse, but how
was Jacinta to know that?

Narelle dug out her pocket diary from the
bottom of her handbag, sat on the edge of the bed and flicked
through blank page after blank page until she came to last
Saturday’s date. Her round handwriting, detailing time, address and
phone numbers, spilled over into Sunday.

Mentally rehearsing what she was going to
say, she dialled Jacinta and Brett’s home phone number. She forced
a smile, hoping to portray a lightness she didn’t feel. It felt
strained and unnatural. The phone rang seven times, then she heard
a click, followed by Jacinta’s cheery tones asking her to leave a
message. Narelle hesitated, reluctant to talk to a machine.

“Umm… Jacinta, it’s Narelle Cros—”

“Hold on a sec.” After a series of clicks and
squeals, all went quiet. “Sorry about that. I wasn’t fast enough
getting to the phone.”

Narelle stammered out a few disjointed words,
her carefully rehearsed little speech of thanks in tatters.

“Narelle.” Jacinta paused. “Is everything
okay?”

If the concern in Jacinta’s voice wasn’t
enough, asking her that question was like turning on a tap.

Narelle opened her mouth to speak, but what
came out sounded something like a cross between a loud hiccup and a
thwarted cough. Uncontrollable, choking sobs followed.

As mortified as she was, there was nothing
she could do to stop it. Struggling to regain her composure, she
dropped the phone onto the bed next to her, and picked up her
pillow. Like some never-ending battle, each time she thought she’d
won and was back in control, she would start bawling again. What
was wrong with her? Over the years she’d become an expert at
keeping her emotions in check, so what had changed?

After what seemed like an eternity, her sobs
weakened to a low snivel. The pillow she had used to smother her
blubbering was sodden. Releasing it into her lap, she took a deep
breath, holding it for a count of ten before slowly exhaling.

The sight of the neglected phone face-down on
the quilt almost set her off again. She swallowed and picked up the
phone, praying that all she would hear was a disconnected tone.
Before it reached her ear, she heard Jacinta’s anxious voice,
frantically calling her name.

Narelle bit down on her lip, tasting blood.
Somehow she managed to speak, blurting out a garbled apology.
Jacinta brushed aside the apology, clearly at that moment more
concerned with Narelle’s welfare than anything else. Before she
knew it, Narelle was giving Jacinta her address.

Knowing that Jacinta would be there shortly
at least gave Narelle the impetus she needed to pull herself
together. Breaking down over the phone had been bad enough. In
person, it could only be more humiliating.

She allowed herself a few minutes for some
yoga stretching and deep breathing, feeling the benefits almost
immediately. Cold water splashed on her face further revived both
body and soul.

Running her fingers through her hair, she
pushed and poked wayward curls into position. A touch of lip-gloss
added some colour to her otherwise washed-out face. She tried
smiling at the sad face in the mirror, but it didn’t reciprocate.
She tried again. The corners of the lips lifted slightly but the
eyes remained impassive.

Even though she had been expecting it, she
jumped when the doorbell rang. With more purposefulness than she
felt, she turned and strode to the front door. Remembering at the
last moment to smile, she flung the door open.

Her face crumpled. She had seen enough of
police detectives over the years to recognise them when she saw
them. The first officer, standing about a metre back from the
doorstep, was a tall woman in her mid to late thirties, her fair
hair pulled back in a ponytail. Just to her left and slightly back
stood her partner, a clean-shaven, solidly built man in his
twenties. Both wore suits, the male detective looking distinctly
uncomfortable in his.

She would have slammed the door in their
faces if the woman hadn’t already put her foot in the doorway.

“Police,” said the woman, holding up her
identification badge. Introducing herself as Detective Sergeant
Renee White and her partner as Detective Constable Mark Fratta, she
then asked to come in.

Even though Narelle knew she had every right
to refuse them entry, she didn’t have the energy to fight. She
hadn’t considered why the police might be there. In her experience,
police equated to endless accusations and questioning.

Feeling outnumbered and vulnerable, she
stepped back from the door, wondering if she should be calling a
lawyer. At any other time, she would have wanted Craig by her side,
but his state of mind was already fragile enough.

Sunday’s visit from Grace had been the
trigger, but Tuesday’s newspaper article compounded it. She
desperately wanted to help him but every time she tried, he just
withdrew further. He had become remote, to the extent of sleeping
in the guest room. Or not sleeping.

At night, alone in their bed, she would lie
awake, listening to her husband prowl around the house. She would
hear the clink of glass against glass and know that he was seeking
solace in the bottom of a bottle. It frightened her.

Being confronted by police officers, whatever
their reason for being there, would bring it all back, perhaps
pushing him over the edge. She couldn’t risk that. She could, and
would, deal with it on her own.

As she turned to close the door, she heard
raised voices. She kept her body shielded by the door and peered
out. Standing on the footpath, dwarfed by a posse of reporters, was
Jacinta, slapping her hands at the air like she was trying to shoo
off a couple of pesky flies.

But the reporters, like flies, weren’t about
to be deterred. It wouldn’t matter what Jacinta did, they weren’t
leaving. Quite the contrary.

The visit by the police and then Jacinta
seemed to have revved up their interest somewhat. Undaunted by
Jacinta’s accusations of trespassing, the cameras followed her
every movement, microphones poised to catch every sound.

It wasn’t until Jacinta’s foot left the top
step that Narelle managed to catch her attention. Jacinta’s eyes
widened, but she said nothing as Narelle reached out, hooked her
arm and pulled her through the narrow opening of the door.

 



CHAPTER 14

 


Jacinta rubbed her arm, surprised at the
intensity of Narelle’s grip. Narelle stood barefoot in front of
her, her skin as pale and translucent as the white, loose-woven
shirt she wore. Almost as if the vivid scarlet and yellow hues of
the close to mural-sized abstract painting on the wall behind her
had sucked all the colour from her. She looked ill.

The muffled sound of a male voice coming from
somewhere in the depths of the house startled Jacinta. From the
phone call, she had expected Narelle to be home alone. Was Craig at
home, too? If so, why wasn’t he comforting his wife?

Narelle answered Jacinta’s unspoken questions
with a barely audible whisper: “Police.”

Jacinta’s mind went into overdrive. What
would the police be doing calling on Narelle? Her first thought was
that they were delivering bad news. Had someone been seriously
injured — or worse, died? Was it Craig? Was it something to do with
Grace Kevron? Had it anything to do with the old murder case?

Her thoughts were cut short when Narelle
headed up the hall, signalling for Jacinta to follow. As they
passed the airy kitchen and meals area, drawing closer to the
northern end of the house, a softer feminine voice joined the
male’s.

The open cathedral-ceiling space Jacinta
stepped down into took her breath away. Her whole home could have
fitted into the room without a squeeze. The polished timber floors,
the plush rugs, the buff leather couches and armchairs all exuded
wealth and taste. An eclectic mix of artworks, undoubtedly
originals, adorned the walls. Bright sunlight streamed in through
the expanse of glass overlooking the swimming pool.
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