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Chapter 1


CASHIN WALKED around the hill, into the wind from the sea. It was cold, late autumn, last glowing leaves clinging to the liquidambars and maples his great-grandfather’s brother had planted, their surrender close. He loved this time, the morning stillness, loved it more than spring.


The dogs were tiring now but still hunting the ground, noses down, taking more time to sniff, less hopeful. Then one picked up a scent and, new life in their legs, they loped in file for the trees, vanished.


When he was near the house, the dogs, black as liquorice, came out of the trees, stopped, heads up, looked around as if seeing the land for the first time. Explorers. They turned their gaze on him for a while, started down the slope.


He walked the last stretch as briskly as he could and, as he put his hand out to the gate, they reached him. Their curly black heads tried to nudge him aside, insisting on entering first, strong back legs pushing. He unlatched the gate, they pushed it open enough to slip in, nose to tail, trotted down the path to the shed door. Both wanted to be first again, stood with tails up, furry scimitars, noses touching at the door jamb.


Inside, the big poodles led him to the kitchen. They had water bowls there and they stuck their noses into them and drank in a noisy way. Cashin prepared their meal: two slices each from the cannon-barrel dog sausage made by the butcher in Kenmare, three handfuls each of dry dog food. He got the dogs’ attention, took the bowls outside, placed them a metre apart.


The dogs came out. He told them to sit. Stomachs full of water, they did so slowly and with disdain, appeared to be arthritic. Given permission to eat, they looked at the food without interest, looked at each other, at him. Why have we been brought here to see this inedible stuff?


Cashin went inside. In his hip pocket, the mobile rang.


‘Yes.’


‘Joe?’


Kendall Rogers, from the station.


‘Had a call from a lady,’ she said. ‘Near Beckett. A Mrs Haig. She reckons there’s someone in her shed.’


‘Doing what?’


‘Well, nothing. Her dog’s barking. I’ll sort it out.’


Cashin felt his stubble. ‘What’s the address?’


‘I’m going.’


‘No point. Not far out of my way. Address?’


He went to the kitchen table and wrote on the pad: date, time, incident, address. ‘Tell her fifteen-twenty. Give her my number if anything happens before I get there.’


The dogs liked his urgency, rushed around, made for the vehicle when he left the building. On the way, they stood on station, noses out the back windows. Cashin parked a hundred metres down the lane from the farmhouse gate. A head came around the hedge as he approached.


‘Cop?’ she said. She had dirty grey hair around a face cut from a hard wood with a blunt tool.


Cashin nodded.


‘The uniform and that?’


‘Plainclothes,’ he said. He produced the Victoria Police badge with the emblem that looked like a fox. She took off her smudged glasses to study it.


‘Them police dogs?’ she said.


He looked back. Two woolly black heads in the same window.


‘They work with the police,’ he said. ‘Where’s this person?’


‘Come,’ she said. ‘Dog’s inside, mad as a pork chop, the little bugger.’


‘Jack Russell,’ said Cashin.


‘How’d ya know that?’


‘Just a guess.’


They went around the house. He felt the fear rising in him like nausea.


‘In there,’ she said.


The shed was a long way from the house, you had to cross an expanse of overgrown garden, go through an opening in a fence lost beneath rampant potato-creeper. They walked to the gate. Beyond was knee-high grass, pieces of rusted metal sticking out.


‘What’s inside?’ Cashin said, looking at a rusted shed of corrugated iron a few metres from the road, a door half open. He felt sweat around his collarbones. He wished he’d let Kendall do this.


Mrs Haig touched her chin, black spikes like a worn-down hair brush. ‘Stuff,’ she said. ‘Junk. The old truck. Haven’t bin in there for years. Don’t go in there.’


‘Let the dog out,’ he said.


Her head jerked, alarmed. ‘Bastard might hurt im,’ she said.


‘No,’ he said. ‘What’s the dog’s name?’


‘Monty, call them all Monty, after Lord Monty of Alamein. Too young, you wouldn’t know.’


‘That’s right,’ he said. ‘Let Monty out.’


‘And them police dogs? What bloody use are they?’


‘Kept for life-and-death matters,’ Cashin said, controlling his voice. ‘I’ll be at the door, then you let Lord Monty out.’


His mouth was dry, his scalp itched, these things would not have happened before Rai Sarris. He crossed the grassland, went to the left of the door. You learned early to keep your distance from potentially dangerous people and that included not going into dark sheds to meet them.


Mrs Haig was at the potato-creeper hedge. He gave her the thumbs up, his heart thumping.


The small dog came bounding through the grass, all tight muscles and yap, went for the shed, braked, stuck its head in the door and snarled, small body rigid with excitement.


Cashin thumped on the corrugated iron wall with his left hand. ‘Police,’ he said loudly, glad to be doing something. ‘Get out of there. Now!’


Not a long wait.


The dog backed off, shrieking, hysterical, mostly airborne.


A man appeared in the doorway, hesitated, came out carrying a canvas swag. He ignored the dog.


‘On my way,’ he said. ‘Just had a sleep.’ He was in his fifties perhaps, short grey hair, big shoulders, a day’s beard.


‘Call the dog, Mrs Haig,’ Cashin said over his shoulder.


The woman shouted and the dog withdrew, reluctant but obedient.


‘Trespassing on private property,’ said Cashin, calmer. He felt no threat from the man.


‘Yeah, well, just had a sleep.’


‘Put the swag down,’ Cashin said. ‘Take off your coat.’


‘Says who?’


‘I’m a cop.’ He showed the fox.


The man folded his bluey, put it down on his swag, at his feet. He wore laced boots, never seen polish, toes dented.


‘How’d you get here?’ Cashin said.


‘Walking. Lifts.’


‘From where?’


‘New South.’


‘New South Wales?


‘Yeah.’


‘Long way to come.’


‘A way.’


‘Going where?’


‘Just going. My own business where I go.’


‘Free country. Got some ID? Driver’s licence, Medicare card.’


‘No.’


‘No ID?’


‘No.’


‘Don’t make it hard,’ Cashin said. ‘I haven’t had breakfast. No ID, I take you in for fingerprinting, charge you with trespass, put you in the cells. Could be a while before you see daylight.’


The man bent, found a wallet in his coat, took out a folded sheet of paper, offered it.


‘Put it in the pocket and chuck the coat over.’


It landed a metre away.


‘Back off a bit,’ Cashin said. He collected the coat, felt it. Nothing. He took out the piece of paper, often folded, worn. He opened it.




Dave Rebb has worked on Boorindi Downs for three years and is a hard worker and no trouble, his good with engines, most mechanic things. Also stock. I would employ him again any time.





It was signed Colin Blandy, manager, and dated 11 August 1996. There was a telephone number.


‘Where’s this place?’ said Cashin.


‘Queensland. Near Winton.’


‘And this is it? This’s your ID? Ten years old?’


‘Yeah.’


Cashin found his notebook and wrote down the names and the number, put the paper back in the coat. ‘Scared the lady here,’ he said. ‘That’s not good.’


‘No sign of life when I come,’ said the man. ‘Dog didn’t bark.’


‘Been in trouble with the police, Dave?’


‘No. Never been in trouble.’


‘Could be a murderer,’ said Mrs Haig behind him. ‘Killer. Dangerous killer.’


‘Me, Mrs Haig,’ said Cashin, ‘I’m the policeman, I’m dealing with this. Dave, I’m going to drive you to the main road. Come back this way, you’ll be in serious trouble. Okay?’


‘Okay.’


Cashin took the two steps and gave the man back his coat. ‘Let’s go.’


‘Charge him!’ shouted Mrs Haig.


In the vehicle, Dave Rebb offered his hands to the dogs, he was a man who knew about dogs. At the T-junction, Cashin pulled over.


‘Which way you going?’ he said.


There was a moment. ‘Cromarty.’


‘Drop you at Port Monro,’ Cashin said. He turned left. At the turnoff to the town, he stopped. They got out and he opened the back for the man’s swag.


‘Mind how you go now,’ Cashin said. ‘Need a buck or two?’


‘No,’ said Rebb. ‘Treated me like a human. Not a lot of that.’


Waiting to turn, Cashin watched Rebb go, swag horizontal across his back, sticking out. In the morning mist, he was a stubby-armed cross walking.





Chapter 2


‘NO DRAMA?’ said Kendall Rogers.


‘Just a swaggie,’ said Cashin. ‘You doing unpaid time now?’


‘I woke up early. It’s warmer here, anyway.’ She fiddled with something on the counter.


Cashin raised the hatch and went to his desk, started on the incident report.


‘I’m thinking of applying for a transfer,’ she said.


‘I can do something about my personal hygiene,’ Cashin said. ‘I can change.’


‘I don’t need protecting,’ she said. ‘I’m not a rookie.’


Cashin looked up. He’d been expecting this. ‘I’m not protecting you from anything. I wouldn’t protect anybody. You can die for me anytime.’


A silence.


‘Yes, well,’ Kendall said. ‘There are things here to be resolved. Like the pub business. You drive back at ten o’clock at night.’


‘The Caine animals won’t touch me. I’m not going to go to an inquiry and explain why I let you handle it.’


‘Why won’t they touch you?’


‘Because my cousins will kill them. And after that, they’ll be very nasty to them. Is that a satisfactory answer, your honour?’ He went back to the report but he felt her eyes. ‘What?’ he said. ‘What?’


‘I’m going to Cindy’s. Ham and egg?’


‘I’ll let you face the savage bitch? On a Friday morning? I’ll go.’


She laughed, some of the tension gone.


When she was at the door, Cashin said, ‘Ken, bit more mustard this time? Brave enough to ask her?’


He went to the window and watched her go down the street. She had been a gymnast, represented the state at sixteen, won her first gold medal. You would not know it from her walk. In the city, off duty, she went to a club with a friend, a photographer. She was recognised by a youth she had arrested a few months before, an apprentice motor mechanic, a weekend raver, a kicker and a stomper. They were followed, the photographer was badly beaten, locked in his car boot, survived by luck.


Kendall was taken somewhere, treated like a sex doll. After dawn, a man and his dog found her. She had a broken pelvis, a broken arm, six broken ribs, a punctured lung, damaged spleen, pancreas, crushed nose, one cheekbone stove in, five teeth broken, a dislocated shoulder, massive bruising everywhere.


Cashin returned to the paper work. You could get by without identification but Rebb had been employed, there might be some tax record. He dialled the number for Boorindi Downs. It rang for a while.


‘Yeah?’


‘Victoria Police, Detective Cashin, Port Monro. Need to know about someone worked on Boorindi Downs.’


‘Yeah?’


‘Dave Rebb.’


‘When’s that?’


‘1994 to 1996.’


‘No, mate, no one here from then. Place belongs to someone else now, they did a clear-out.’


‘What about Colin Blandy.’


‘Blands, oh yeah. I know him from before, he got the bullet from the Greeks, went to Queensland. Dead, though.’


‘Thanks for your time.’


Cashin thought that he had made a mistake, he should have fingerprinted Rebb. He had cause to, he had allowed sympathy to dictate.


Could be a murderer, said Mrs Haig. Killer.


He rang Cromarty, asked for the criminal investigation man he knew.


‘Got a feeling, have you?’ said Dewes. ‘I’ll tell them to keep a lookout.’


Cashin sat, hands on the desk. He had threatened Rebb with this, the fingerprinting, the long wait in the cells.


‘Sandwich,’ said Kendall. ‘Extra mustard. She put it on with a trowel.’


An ordinary shift went by. Near the end, the word came that the first electronic sweep found no David Rebb on any government database in the states and territories. It didn’t mean much. Cashin knew of cases where searches had failed to find people with strings of convictions. He clocked off, drove out to the highway, turned for Cromarty.


Rebb had walked twenty-three kilometres. Cashin pulled in a good way in front of him, got out.


He came on, a man who walked, easy walk, stopped, a tilt of shoulders, the tilted cross.


‘Dave, I’ve got to fingerprint you,’ Cashin said.


‘Told you. Done nothing.’


‘Can’t take your word, Dave. Can’t take anyone’s word. Got to charge you with trespass,’ Cashin said.


Rebb said nothing.


‘That’s so we can take your prints.’


‘Don’t lock me up,’ said Rebb, softly, no tone. ‘Can’t go in the cells.’


Cashin heard the fear in the man’s voice and he knew that once he would not have cared much. He hesitated, then he said, ‘Listen, you interested in work? Dairy cows, cow stuff. Do that kind of thing?’


Rebb nodded. ‘Long time ago.’


‘Want some work?’


‘Well, open to offers.’


‘And garden stuff, some building work maybe?’


‘Yeah. Done a bit of that, yeah.’


‘Well, there’s work here. My neighbour’s cows, I’m clearing up an old place, might rebuild a bit, thinking of it. Work for a cop?’


‘Worked for every kind of bastard there is.’


‘Thank you. You can sleep at my place tonight. There’s a shed with bunks and a shower. See about the job tomorrow.’


They got into the vehicle, Rebb’s swag in the back. ‘This how they get workers around here?’ he said. ‘Cops recruit them.’


‘All part of the job.’


‘What about the fingerprints?’


‘I’m taking your word you’re clean. That’s pretty dumb, hey?’


Rebb was looking out of the window. ‘Saved the taxpayer money,’ he said.





Chapter 3


CASHIN WOKE in the dark, Shane Diab on his mind, the sounds he made dying.


He listened to his aches for a time, tested his spine, his hips, his thighs – they all gave pain. He pushed away the lovely warm burden of the quilts, put feet in the icy waiting boots, and left the room, went down the passage, through Tommy Cashin’s sad ballroom, into the hall, out the front door. It was no colder out than in, today the mist blown away by a strong wind off the ocean.


He pissed from the verandah, onto the weeds. It didn’t bother them. Then he went inside and did his stretching, washed his face, rinsed his mouth, put on overalls, socks, boots.


The dogs knew his noises, they were making throat sounds of impatience at the side door. He let them in and the big creatures snuffled around him, tails swinging.


Thirsty, he went to the fridge and the sight of the frosted beer bottles made him think he could drink a beer. He took out the two-litre bottle of juice, eight fruits it said. Only a dickhead would believe that.


He held the plastic flagon in both hands, took a long drink, a tall glass at least. He took the old oilskin coat off the hook behind the door, picked up the weapon. When he opened the door to the verandah, the dogs pushed through, bounded down the steps, ran for the back gate. They jostled while they watched him come down the path, shrugging into the coat as he walked. Gate open, they ran down the path, side by side, reached the open land and made for the trees, jumping over the big tufts of grass, extravagant leaps, ears floating.


Cashin broke the little over-and-under gun as he walked, felt in his side pockets and found a .22 slug and a .410 shell, fed the mouths. He often had the chance to take a shot at a hare, looked through the V-sight at the beautiful dun creature, its electric ears. He didn’t even think of firing, he loved hares, their intelligence, their playfulness. At a running rabbit, he did take the odd shot. It was just a fairground exercise, a challenge. He always missed – his reaction too slow, the .410’s cone of shot not big enough, too soon dissolved and impotent.


Cashin walked with the little weapon broken over his arm, looking at the trees, dark inside, waiting for the dogs to reach them and send the birds up like tracer fire.


The dogs did a last bound and they were in the trees, triggering the bird-blast, black shrapnel screeching into the sky.


He walked over the hill and down the slope, the dogs ahead, dead black and light-absorbing, heads down, quick legs, coursing, disturbing the leaf mulch. On the levelling ground, on the fringe of the clearing, a hare took off. He watched the three cross the open space, black dogs and hare, the hare pacing itself perfectly, jinking when it felt the dogs near. It seemed to be pulling the dogs on a string. They vanished into the trees above the creek.


Cashin crossed the meadow. The ground was level to the eye but, tramping the long dry grass, you could feel underfoot the rise and fall, the broad furrows a plough had carved. The clearing had once been cultivated, but not in the memory of anyone living. He had no way of knowing whether his ancestor Tommy Cashin had planted a crop there.


It was a fight to get to the creek through the poplars and willows, thousands of suckers gone unchecked for at least thirty years. When he reached the watercourse, a trickle between pools, the dogs appeared, panting. They went straight in, found the deepest places, drank, walked around, drank, walked around, the water eddied weakly around their thin, strong legs, they bit it, raised pointed chins, beards draining water. Poodles liked puddles, didn’t like deep water, didn’t like the sea much. They were paddlers.


Across the creek, they began the sweep to the west, around the hill, on the gentle flank. In the dun grass, he saw the ears of two hares. He whistled up the dogs and pointed to the hares. They followed his arm, ran and put up the pair, which broke together and stayed together, running side by side for ten or fifteen metres, two dogs behind them, an orderly group of four. Then the left hare split, went downhill. His dog split with him. The other dog couldn’t bear it, broke stride, swerved left to join his friend in the pursuit. They vanished into the long grass.


After a while, they came back, pink of tongues visible from a long way, loped ahead again.


Walking, Cashin felt the eyes on him. The dogs running ahead would soon sense the man too, look around, turn left and make for him. He walked and then there were sharp and carrying barks.


The man was out of the trees, the dogs circling him, bouncing. Cashin was unconcerned. He saw the hands the man put out to them, they tried to mouth them, delighted to see their friend. He angled his path to meet Den Millane, nearing eighty but looking as he had at fifty. He would die with a dense head of hair the colour of a gun barrel.


They shook hands. If they didn’t meet for a little while, they shook hands.


‘Still no decent rain,’ said Cashin.


‘Fuckin unnatural,’ said Millane. ‘Startin to believe in this greenhouse shit.’ He rubbed a dog head with each hand. ‘Bugger me, never thought I could like a bloody poodle. Seen the women at the Corrigan house?’


‘No.’


They both had boundaries with the Corrigan property. Mrs Corrigan had gone to Queensland after her husband died. No one had lived in the small redbrick house since then. The weather stripped paint from the woodwork, dried out the window putty, panes fell out. The timber outbuildings listed, collapsed, and grass grew over the rotting pieces. He remembered coming for a weekend in summer in the early nineties, hot, he was still with Vickie then, a big piece of roof had gone, blown off. He asked Den Millane to contact Mrs Corrigan and the roof was fixed, in a fashion. Roofs decided whether empty houses would become ruins.


‘The Elders bloke brung em,’ said Den, not looking up. ‘He’s a fat cunt too. The one’s got short hair, bloke hair. Like blokes used to have. Then they come back yesterday, now it’s three girls, walkin around, they walk down the old fence. Fuckin lesbian colony on the move, mate.’


‘Spot lesbians? They have them in your day?’


Millane spat. ‘Still my bloody day, mate. Teachers in the main, your lessies. Used to send the clever girls out to buggery, nothin but dickheads there couldn’t read a comic book. Tell you what, I was a girl met those blokes, I’d go lessie. Anyway, point is, you ever looked at your title?’


Cashin shook his head.


‘Creek’s not the boundary.’


‘No?’


‘Your line’s the other side, twenty, thirty yard over the creek.’ Millane passed a thumb knuckle across his lower lip. ‘Claim the fuckin creek or lose it, mate. Fence that loop or say goodbye.’


‘Well,’ Cashin said, ‘you’d be mad to buy the place. House needs work, ground’s all uphill.’


Millane shook his head. ‘Seen what they’re payin for dirt? Every second dickhead wants to live in the country, drive around in the four-wheel, fuckin up the roads, moanin about the cowshit and the ag chemicals.’


‘No time to read the real estate,’ Cashin said. ‘Too busy upholding the law. Still need someone to take the cows over to Coghlans?’


‘Yeah. Knee’s getttin worse.’


‘Got someone for you.’


‘There’s a bit of other work, say three days, that’s all up. No place to stay, though.’


‘I’ll bring him over.’


Den was watching the dogs investigating a blackberry patch. ‘So when you gonna leave the fancy dogs with me again?’


‘Didn’t like to ask,’ Cashin said. ‘Bit of a handful.’


‘I can manage the fuckin brutes. Bring em over. Lookin thin, give em a decent feed of bunny.’


They said goodbye. When Cashin was fifty metres away, Den shouted, ‘Ya keep what’s bloody yours. Hear me?’





Chapter 4


THE CALL came at 8.10 am, relayed from Cromarty. Cashin was almost at the Port Monro intersection. As he drove along the coast highway, he saw the ambulance coming towards him. He slowed to let them reach the turn-off first, followed them up the hill, around the bends and through the gates of The Heights, parked on the forecourt.


A woman was standing on the gravel, well away from the big house, smoking a cigarette. She threw it away and led the paramedics up the stairs into the house. Cashin followed, across an entrance hall and into a big, high-ceilinged room. There was a faint sour smell in the air.


The old man was lying on his stomach before the massive fireplace, head on the stone hearth. He was wearing only pyjama pants, and his thin naked back was covered with dried blood through which could be seen dark horizontal lines. There was blood pooled on the stones and soaked into the carpet. It was black in the light from a high uncurtained window.


The two medics went to him, knelt. The woman put her gloved hands on his head, lifted it gently. ‘Significant open head injury, possible brain herniation,’ she said, talking to her companion and into a throat mike.


She checked the man’s breathing, an eye, held up his forearm. ‘Suspected herniation,’ she said. ‘Four normal saline, hyperventilate 100 per cent, intubation indicated, 100 mils Lidocaine.’


Her partner set up the oxygen. He got in the way and Cashin couldn’t see what was happening.


After a while, the female medic said, ‘Three on coma scale. Chopper, Dave.’


The man took out a mobile phone.


‘The door was open,’ said the woman who had been waiting on the steps. She was behind Cashin. ‘I only went in a step, backed off, thought he was dead, I wanted to run, get in the car and get out of there. Then I thought, oh shit, he might be alive and I came back and I saw he was breathing.’


Cashin looked around the room. In front of a door in the left corner, a rug on the polished floorboards was rucked. ‘What’s through there?’ he said, pointing.


‘Passage to the south wing.’


A big painting dominated the west wall, a dark landscape seen from a height. It had been slashed at the bottom, where a flap of canvas hung down.


‘He must have gone to bed early, didn’t use even half the wood Starkey’s boy brought in,’ she said.


‘See anything else?’


‘His watch’s not on the table. It’s always there with the whisky glass on the table next to the leather chair. He had a few whiskies every night.’


‘He took his watch off?’


‘Yeah. Left it on the table every night.’


‘Let’s talk somewhere else,’ Cashin said. ‘These people are busy.’


He followed her across a marble-floored foyer to a passage around a gravelled courtyard and into a kitchen big enough for a hotel. ‘What did you do when you got here?’ he said.


‘I just put my bag down and went through. Do that every day.’


‘I’ll need to take a look in the bag. Your name is…?’


‘Carol Gehrig.’ She was in her forties, pretty, with blonded hair, lines around her mouth. There were lots of Gehrigs in the area.


She fetched a big yellow cloth bag from a table at the far end of the room, unzipped it. ‘You want to dig around?’


‘No.’


She tipped the contents onto the table: a purse, two sets of keys, a glasses case, makeup, tissues, other innocent things.


‘Thanks,’ Cashin said. ‘Touch anything in there?’


‘No. I just put the bag down, went to the sitting room to fetch the whisky glass. Then I rang. From outside.’


Now they went outside. Cashin’s mobile rang.


‘Hopgood. What’s happening?’ He was the criminal investigation unit boss in Cromarty.


‘Charles Bourgoyne’s been bashed,’ he said. ‘Badly. Medics working on him.’


‘I’ll be there in a few minutes. No one touches anything, no one leaves, okay?’


‘Gee,’ Cashin said. ‘I was going to send everyone home, get everything nice and clean for forensic.’


‘Don’t be clever,’ said Hopgood. ‘Not a fucking joking matter this.’


Carol Gehrig was sitting on the second of the four broad stone steps that led to the front door. Cashin took the clipboard and went to sit beside her. Beyond the gravel expanse and the box hedges, a row of tall pencil pines was moving in the wind, swaying in unison like a chorus line of fat-bellied dancers. He had driven past this house hundreds of times and never seen more than the tall, ornate chimneys, sections of the red pantiled roof. The brass plate on a gate pillar said The Heights, but the locals called it Bourgoyne’s.


‘I’m Joe Cashin,’ he said. ‘You’d be related to Barry Gehrig.’


‘My cousin.’


Cashin remembered his fight with Barry Gehrig in primary school. He was nine or ten. Barry won that one, he made amends later. He sat on Barry’s shoulders and ground his pale face into the playground dirt.


‘What happened to him?’


‘Dead,’ she said. ‘Drove his truck off a bridge thing near Benalla. Overpass.’


‘I’m sorry. Didn’t hear about that.’


‘He was a deadshit, always drugged up. I’m sorry for the people in the car he landed on, squashed them.’


She found cigarettes, offered. He wanted one. He said no.


‘Worked here long?’


‘Twenty-six years. I can’t believe it. Seventeen when I started.’


‘Any idea what happened?’


‘Not a clue. No.’


‘Who might attack him?’


‘I’m saying, no idea. He’s got no enemies, Mr B.’


‘How old is Mr Bourgoyne?’


‘Seventy something. Seventy-five, maybe.’


‘Who lives here? Apart from him?’


‘No one. The step-daughter was here the day before yesterday. Hasn’t been here for a long time. Years.’


‘What’s her name?’


‘Erica.’


‘Know how to contact her?’


‘No idea. Ask Mrs Addison in Port Monro, the lawyer. She looks after business for Mr Bourgoyne.’


‘Anyone else work here?’


‘Bruce Starkey.’


Cashin knew the name. ‘The football player?’


‘Him. He does all the outside.’ She waved at the raked gravel, the trimmed hedges. ‘Well, now his boy Tay does. Bit simple, Tay, never says a word. Bruce sits on his arse and smokes mostly. They come Monday, Wednesday and Friday. And when he drives Mr B. Sue Dance makes lunch and dinner. Gets here about twelve, cooks lunch, cooks dinner, leaves it for him to heat up. Tony Crosby might as well be on a wage too, always something wrong with the plumbing.’


The male paramedic came out. ‘There’s a chopper coming,’ he said. ‘Where’s the best place to land?’


‘The paddock behind the stables,’ said Carol. ‘At the back of the house.’


‘How’s he doing?’ Cashin said.


The man shrugged. ‘Probably should be dead.’


He went back inside.


‘Bourgoyne’s watch,’ said Cashin. ‘Know what kind it was?’


‘Breitling,’ said Carol. ‘Smart watch. Had a crocodile-skin strap.’


‘How do you spell that?’


‘B-R-E-I-T-L-I-N-G.’


Cashin went to the cruiser, got Hopgood again. ‘They’re taking him to Melbourne. You might want to have a yarn with a Bruce Starkey and his young fella.’


‘What about?’


‘They’re both part-time here.’


‘So?’


‘Thought I’d draw it to your attention. And Bourgoyne’s watch’s probably stolen.’ He told him what Carol had said.


‘Okay. Be there in a couple of minutes. There’s three cars coming. Forensic can’t get a chopper till about 10.30.’


‘The step-daughter needs to be told,’ Cashin said. ‘She was here the day before yesterday. You can probably get an address from Cecily Addison in Port Monro, that’s Woodward, Addison & Cameron.’


‘I know who Cecily Addison is.’


‘Of course.’


Cashin went back to Carol. ‘Lots of cops coming,’ he said. ‘Going to be a long morning.’


‘I’m paid for four hours.’


‘Should be enough. What was he like?’


‘Fine. Good boss. I knew what he wanted, did the job. Bonus at Christmas. Month’s pay.’


‘No problems?’


Eyes on him, yellow flecks in the brown. ‘I keep the place like a hospital,’ she said. ‘No problems at all.’


‘You wouldn’t have any reason to try to kill him, would you?’


Carol made a sound, not quite a laugh. ‘Me? Like I’d kill my job? I’m a late starter, still got two kids on the tit, mate. There’s no work around here.’


They sat on the steps in the still enclosure, an early winter morning, quiet, just birdsounds, cars on the highway, and a coarse tractor somewhere.


‘Jesus,’ said Carol, ‘I feel so, it’s just getting to me…I could make us some coffee.’


Cashin was tempted. ‘Better not,’ he said. ‘Can’t touch anything. They’d come down on me like a tanker of pigshit. But I’ll take a smoke off you.’


Weakness, smoking. Life was weakness, strength was the exception. Their smoke hung in sheets, golden where it caught the sun.


A sound, just a pinprick at first. The dickheads, thought Cashin. They were coming with sirens.


‘Cromarty cops’ll take a full statement, Carol,’ he said. ‘They’ll be in charge of this but ring me if there’s anything you want to talk about, okay?’


‘Okay.’


They sat.


‘If he lives,’ said Cashin, ‘it’s because you got to work on time.’


Carol didn’t say anything for a while. ‘Reckon I’ll keep getting paid?’


‘Till things are settled, sure.’


They listened to the sirens coming up the hill, turning into the driveway, getting louder. Three squad cars, much too close together, came into the forecourt, braked, sent gravel flying.


The passenger door of the first car opened and a middle-aged man got out. He was tall, dark hair combed back. Senior Detective Rick Hopgood. Cashin had met him twice, civil exchanges. He walked towards them. Cashin stood.


The whupping of a helicopter, coming out of the east.


‘End of shift,’ said Hopgood. ‘You can get back to Port.’


Irrational heat behind his eyes. Cashin wanted to punch him. He didn’t say anything, looked for the chopper, walked around the house to the far hedge and watched it settle on the paddock, a hard surface, a dry autumn in a dry year. The local male medic was waiting. Three men got out, unloaded a stretcher. They went around the stables and into the house through a side door.


‘Take offence?’


Hopgood, behind him.


‘At what?’ said Cashin.


‘Didn’t mean to be short,’ said Hopgood.


Cashin looked at him. Hopgood offered a smile, yellowing teeth, big canines.


‘No offence taken,’ said Cashin.


‘Good on you,’ said Hopgood. ‘Draw on your expertise if needed?’


‘It’s one police force,’ said Cashin.


‘That’s the attitude,’ said Hopgood. ‘Be in touch.’


The medics came out with the stretcher, tubes in Bourgoyne. They didn’t hurry. What could be done had been done. After the stretcher was loaded, the local woman said a few words to one of the city team, both impassive. He would be the doctor.


The doctor got in. The machine rose, turned for the metropolis, flashed light.


Cashin said goodbye to Carol Gehrig, drove down the curving avenue of Lombardy poplars.





Chapter 5


‘CAUGHT him yet?’


‘Not as far as I know, Mrs Addison,’ said Cashin. ‘How did you hear?’


‘The radio, my dear. What’s happening to this country? Man attacked in his bed in the peaceful countryside. Never used to happen.’


Cecily Addison was in her after-lunch position in front of the fireplace in her office, left hand waving a cigarette, right hand touching her long nose, her brushed-back white hair. Cecily had been put out to graze in Port Monro by her firm in Cromarty. She arrived at work at 9.30 am, read the newspapers, drank the first of many cups of tea, saw a few clients, mostly about wills, bothered people, walked home for lunch and a few glasses of wine.


On the way back to the office, she dropped in on anyone who wasn’t quick enough to disappear.


‘Sit down,’ she said. ‘Don’t know what the world’s coming to. Read the paper today?’ She pointed at her desk.


Cashin reached for the Cromarty Herald. The frontpage headlines said:


ANGER MOUNTS ON CRIME WAVE


Community calls for curfew


‘Curfew, mind you,’ said Cecily. ‘That’s not the way we want to go. Can’t have Neighbourhood Watch calling the shots. Old buggers with nothing better to do than stickybeak. Neighbourhood bloody Nazis.’


Cashin read the story. Outrage at public meeting. Call for curfew on teenagers. Epidemic of burglaries and car thefts. Five armed robberies in two months. Sharp rise in assaults. Shop windows broken in the Whalers Mall. Lawless element in community. Time for firm action.


‘Aimed at the Abos,’ said Cecily, ‘always is. Every few years they get on to it again. You’d think the white trash were all at choir practice of a Saturday night. I can tell you, forty-four years in the courts in Cromarty, I’ve seen more Abos fitted up than I’ve had hot dinners.’


‘Not by the police, surely?’ said Cashin.


Cecily laughed herself into a coughing fit. Cashin waited.


‘I hate to say this,’ Cecily said, taking the newspaper. ‘Don’t mind telling you I’ve voted Liberal all my life. But since this rag changed hands its mission in life is to get the Libs back in Cromarty. And that means bagging blacks every chance they get.’


‘Interesting,’ said Cashin. ‘I want to ask you about Charles Bourgoyne. I gather you pay his bills.’


Cecily didn’t want to change the subject.


‘Never thought I’d say something like that,’ she said. ‘Hope my dad’s not listening. You know Bob Menzies didn’t have a house to live in when he left Canberra?’


‘I didn’t know that, no. I’m a bit short of time.’


A lie. Cashin knew how hard the ex-Prime Minister had done it because Cecily told him the story once or twice a month.


‘Paid for his own phone calls, Bob Menzies. Sitting up there in the Lodge in Canberra, when he rang his old mum, he put a coin in a box. Little money box. When it was full, he gave it to Treasury. Went into general revenue. Catch today’s pollies doing that? Take a coin out more likely. Rorters and shicers to a man. Did I tell you they wanted me to stand for Parliament? Told em, thanks very much, I’m already paid for being involved with crooks.’


‘Charles Bourgoyne,’ said Cashin. ‘I’ve come about him. You pay his bills.’


Cecily blinked. ‘Indeed I do. Known Charles for a very long time. Clients of the firm, Dick and Charles, Bourgoyne & Cromie, we did all their work.’


‘Bourgoyne & Cromie’s a bit before my time. Who’s Dick?’


‘Charles’s dad. Bit of a playboy, Dick, but he ran the firm like a corner shop, argue the toss over a couple of quid. Not that he needed to. Go anywhere in this country, all the Pacific, bloody New Zealand, B&C engines everywhere. Put the lights on all over the outback. Powered the shearing stands, made a mint after the war, I can tell you. Whole world crying out for generators.’


‘What happened?’


‘Dick kicked the bucket and Charles sold the business to these Pommy bastards. They never intended to keep the factory going. Just wanted to cut out the competition.’


Cecily was staring out of the window, smoke curling through her fingers. ‘Tragedy,’ she said. ‘I remember the day they told everyone. Half Cromarty out of work at one fell swoop. Never worked again, most of them.’


She scratched where an eyebrow had been. ‘Still, can’t blame Charles. They gave him assurances. No one blamed him.’


‘About the bills.’


‘Bills, yes. Since old Percy Crake had his stroke. Attend to matters on his behalf. Not that Charles couldn’t do it himself. Just likes to pretend he’s got better things to do.’


Cecily took a final vicious drag on her cigarette and, without looking, inserted the butt into the vase of flowers on the mantelpiece. A hiss, the sound of silk brushing silk. Mrs McKendrick, her ancient secretary, put flowers in the two rooms twice a week, first emptying urns full of foul beer-dark water and Cecily’s swollen cigarette ends.


‘Who’d try to kill him?’ said Cashin.


‘Some passing hoon, I suppose. Country’s turning into America. Kill people for a few dollars, kill them for nothing. Thrills.’ A bulge moved in her cheeks, suggested something trying to escape. ‘Drugs,’ she said. ‘I blame it on drugs.’


‘What about close to home? Someone who knew him?’


‘Around here? If Charles Bourgoyne departs, it’ll be the biggest funeral since old Dora Campbell kicked it, now that was a send-off. A lovely man, Charles Bourgoyne, lovely. They don’t make gentlemen like that any more. He was a catch, I can tell you. Still, the girls all had long teeth by the time he married Susan Kingsley. They say old Dick told him to get married or kiss the fortune goodbye. Said he’d give it to the Cromarty old-age home.’


‘What happened to Erica’s father?’


‘Erica and Jamie’s father. Bobby Kingsley. Car smash. Had another woman with him unfortunately.’


‘Charles have enemies?’


‘Well, who knows? Bourgoyne Trust’s put hundreds of kids through uni. Plus Charles shells out to anyone comes along. Schools, art gallery, the Salvos, the RSL, you name it. Bailed out the footy club umpteen times.’


‘How does attending to Bourgoyne matters work?’


‘Work?’


‘The mechanics of it.’


‘Oh. Well, all the bills come here, credit card, everything. Every month, we send Charles a statement, he ticks them off, sends it back, we pay them out of a trust account. Pay the wages too.’


‘So you’ve got a record of all his financial dealings?’


‘Just his bills.’


‘From how far back?’


‘Not long. I suppose it’s seven, eight years. Since Crake’s stroke.’


‘Can I see your records?’


‘Confidential,’ she said. ‘Between solicitor and client.’


‘Client’s been bashed and left for dead,’ said Cashin.


Cecily blinked a few times. ‘Not going to get me in trouble with the Law Institute this? Don’t want to have to ask bloody Rees for advice.’


‘Mrs Addison, it’s what you have to do. If you don’t, we’ll get a court order today.’


‘Yes,’ she said, ‘I suppose that changes things a bit. I’ll tell Mrs McKendrick to make copies. Can’t see what help it’ll be. You should be out looking for bloody druggies. What’s stolen from the house?’


‘The people who work at Bourgoyne’s,’ said Cashin, ‘what about their pay now?’


Cecily raised her pencilled eyebrows. ‘He’s not dead, you know. They’ll be paid until someone instructs me to stop. What would you expect?’


Cashin got up. ‘The worst. That’s what police life teaches you.’


‘Cynical, Joe. In my experience, and I say that with…’


‘Thank you, Mrs Addison. I’ll send someone for the copies. Where’s Jamie Bourgoyne?’


‘Drowned in Tasmania. Years ago.’


‘Not a lucky family then.’


‘No. Money can’t buy it. And it ends if Charles dies. The line’s broken. The Bourgoyne line’s ended.’


The street was quiet, sunlight on the pale stone of the library. It had been the Mechanics’ Institute when it opened in the year carved above the door: 1864. Three elderly women were going up the steps, in single file, left hands on the metal balustrade. He could see their delicate ankles. Old people were like racehorses – too much depending on too little, the bloodline the critical factor.


The Cashin bloodline didn’t bear thinking about.





Chapter 6


‘I CAN’T fix stuff like this for you, Bern,’ said Cashin. ‘I can’t fix anything. Sam’s in shit because he’s bad news and now he has to cop it.’


They were in a shed like an aircraft hangar at his cousin Bern Doogue’s place outside Kenmare, a town twenty kilometres from Port Monro with a main street of boarded-up shops, two lingering pubs, a butcher, a milk bar and a video hire.


Farmland had once surrounded the village of Kenmare like a green sea. Long backyards had run down to paddocks with milk cows oozing dung, to potato fields dense with their pale grenades. Then the farms were subdivided. Hardiplank houses went up on three-acre blocks, big metal sheds out the back. Now the land produced nothing but garbage and children, many with red hair. The blocks were weekend parking lots for the big rigs that rumbled in from every direction on Saturdays – Macks, Kenworths, Mans, Volvos, eighteen-speed transmission, 1800-litre tank, the owners’ names in flowery script on the doors, the unshaven, unslept drivers sitting two metres off the ground, spaced out and listening to songs of lost love and loneliness.


The truckies had bought their blocks when land was cheap, fuel was cheap, freight rates were good and they were young and paunchless. Now they couldn’t see their pricks without a mirror, the trucks sucked fifty-dollar notes, the freight companies screwed them till they had to drive six days, some weeks seven, to make the repayments.


Cashin stood in the shed door and watched Bern splitting wood on his new machine, a red device that stood on splayed legs like a moon lander. He picked up a section of log, dropped it on the table against a thick steel spike, hit the trigger with a boot. A hydraulic ram slammed a splitter blade into the wood, cleaving it in half.


‘Well, Jesus,’ said Bern, ‘what’s the use of havin a fuckin copper in the family, I ask you.’


‘No use at all,’ Cashin said.


‘Anyway, it’s not like it’s Sam’s idea. He’s with these two Melbourne kids, city kids, the one breaks the fuckin car window with a bottle.’


‘Bern, Sam’s got Buckley’s. I’ll ring a lawyer, she’s good, she’ll keep him out of jail.’


‘What’s that gonna cost? Fuckin arm?’


‘It’ll cost what it costs. Otherwise, tell him to ask for the duty solicitor. Where’d you get this wood?’


Bern put fingers under his filthy green beanie, exposed his black widow’s peak, scratched his scalp. He had the Doogue nose – big, hooked. It was unremarkable in youth, came with age to dominate the male faces.


‘Joe,’ he said, ‘is that a cop kind of question?’


‘I don’t care a lot about wood crime. It’s good-looking stuff.’


‘Fuckin prime beef, mate. Beefwood. Not your rotten Mount Gambier shit.’


‘How much?’


‘Seventy.’


‘Find your own lawyer.’


‘That’s a special fuckin family price. Mate, this stuff, it runs out the fuckin door.’


‘Let it run,’ Cashin said. ‘Got to go.’ He walked.


‘Hey, hey, Jesus, Joe, don’t be so fuckin difficult.’


‘Say hello to Leeane for me,’ Cashin said. ‘Christ knows what she did to deserve you. Must be something in another life.’


‘Joe. Mate. Mate.’


Cashin was at the door. ‘What?’


‘Give and take, mate.’


‘Haven’t been talking to my mum, have you?’


‘Nah. Your mum’s too good for us. How’s sixty, you tee up the lawyer? Split, delivered, that’s fuckin cost, no labour, I’m takin a knock.’


‘Four for two hundred,’ Cashin said. ‘Neatly stacked.’


‘Shit, takin food out of your own family’s mouths. He’s up next week Wednesday.’


‘I’ll ring with an appointment time.’


Bern smacked on another log, stamped on the trigger. There was a bang, bits of wood went everywhere. ‘Fuck,’ he said. He pulled a big wood sliver out of the front of his greasy army surplus jumper.


‘This place’s a model of workplace safety,’ Cashin said. ‘Be on my way.’


He went out into the grey day, into Bern’s two-acre backyard, a graveyard of cars, utes, trucks, machinery, windows, doors, sinks, toilet bowls, basins, second-hand timber, bricks. Bern followed him to his vehicle, parked in a clearing.


‘Listen, Joe, there’s somethin else,’ he said. ‘Debbie says the Piggot kid, I forget his name, there’s hundreds of em, she says he’s sellin stuff at school.’


Cashin got in, wound down the window. ‘Got something against drugs, Bern? Since when?’


Bern screwed up his eyes, scratched his head through the beanie with black-rimmed nails. ‘That’s totally fuckin different, we’re talking about sellin hard stuff to kids here.’


‘Why’d she tell you?’


‘Well, not me. Told her mum.’


‘Why?’


Bern cleared his throat and spat, bullethole lips, a sound like a peashooter. ‘Leeane found some stuff. Not Debbie’s, just holdin it for this other girl bought it from a Piggot.’


Cashin started the vehicle. ‘Bern,’ he said, ‘you don’t want your cousin the cop cracking down on teenage drug-taking in Kenmare. Think about it. Think about the Piggots. There’s an army of them.’


Bern thought about it. ‘Yeah, well, that’s probably the strength of it. Mark me for the dog straight off, wouldn’t the bastards. Boong dog. Mind you, comes to Doogues against Piggots, they wouldn’t take a round off us.’


‘We don’t want it to come to that. I’ll call you.’


‘Wait, wait. You can do somethin else for me.’


‘What?’


‘Put the hard word on Debbie. She won’t listen to her mum and I’m a fuckin non-starter.’


‘I thought she was just holding the stuff?’


Bern shrugged, looked away. ‘To be on the safe side,’ he said. ‘Can’t hurt, can it?’


Cashin knew there was no way out. Next he would be reminded of how Bern had risked death by jumping onto the back of mountainous, cretinous Terry Luntz and hung on like a chimp on a gorilla, choking the school bully with a skinny forearm until he relaxed his deadly squeeze.


‘What time’s she get back from school?’ Cashin said.


‘About four.’


‘I’ll come round one day, point out the dangers.’


‘You’re a good bloke, Joe.’


‘No, I’m not. I just don’t want to hear about fucking Terry Luntz again. He would’ve let me go.’


Bern smiled his sly, dangerous Doogue smile. ‘Never. Blue in the face, tongue stickin out the side of your mouth. You had fuckin seconds left.’


‘In that case, what took you so long?’


‘Prayin for guidance, mate. What excuse you cunts got for takin so long to catch our beloved Mr Charlie Bourgoyne’s killer?’


‘The victim’s not being squeezed by a fat boy. There’s no hurry. What’ve you got against Bourgoyne?’


‘Nothin. The local saint. Everyone loves Charlie. Rich and idle. You know my dad used to work there, Bourgoyne & Cromie? Charlie sold it out under em. Shot the fuckin horse.’


Cashin passed three vehicles on the way home, knew them all. At the last crossroads, two ravens pecking at vermilion sludge turned on him the judgmental eyes of old men in a beaten pub.





Chapter 7


IT WAS darkening when Cashin reached home, the wind ruffling the trees on the hill, strumming the corrugated iron roof. He got the fire going, took out a six-pack of Carlsberg, put on L’elisir d’amore, Donizetti, sank into the old chair, cushion in the small of his back. Tired in the trunk, hurting in the pelvis, pains down his legs, he swallowed two aspirins with the first swig of beer.


Life’s short, son, don’t drink any old piss.


Singo’s advice, Singo always drank Carlsberg or Heineken.


Cashin sat and drank, stared at nothing, hearing Domingo, thinking about Vickie, about the boy. Why had she called him Stephen? Stephen would be nine now, Cashin could make the calculation, he knew the day, the night, the moment. And he had never spoken to him, never touched him, never been closer than twenty metres to him. Vickie would not bring him to the hospital when Cashin asked her to. ‘He’s got a father and it isn’t you,’ she said.


Nothing moved her.


All he wanted was to see him, talk to him. He didn’t know why. What he knew was that the thought of the boy ached in him like his broken bones.


At 7 pm, on the second beer, he put on the television.




In what is feared to be another drug underworld killing, a 50-year-old Melbourne accountant, Andrew Gabor, of Kew, was this morning shot dead in front of his fifteen-year-old daughter outside exclusive St Theresa’s girls’ school in Malvern.





Footage of a green BMW outside the school, men in black overcoats beside it. Cashin recognised Villani, Birkerts, Finucane.




Two gunmen fled the scene in a Ford Transit van, later found in Elwood.





A van being winched onto the police flatbed tow truck to be taken to the forensic science centre.




Police appealed to anyone who saw two men wearing dark clothing and baseball caps in the van or at or near the scene around 7.30 am to contact CrimeStoppers.


It is believed that police today questioned Mr Gabor’s nephew, Damian Gabor, a rave party and rock concert entrepreneur. In 2002, Mr Gabor was found not guilty of assaulting Anthony Metcalf, a drug dealer later found dead in a rubbish skip in Carnegie. He had been shot seven times.





On the monitor behind the news reader Cashin saw The Heights filmed from the television helicopter, vehicles all over the forecourt, the search of the grounds in progress.




Following another crime of violence, the seventy-six-year-old head of one of the state’s best-known families is tonight fighting for his life in an intensive-care unit after being brutally assaulted at his home outside Cromarty.


Charles Bourgoyne was this morning found near death in the sitting room of the family mansion. He was flown to King George’s Hospital by helicopter.
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