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For Peter Gouldthorpe

With memories of Mornington


The Basket-Weaver’s Story …

Behind most stories there is usually another – its inspiration, if you like – which is often as fascinating as the final outcome. And so, since you are about to read this peculiar collection of my work, you might like to hear a little of just how it came to be.

Alan Carlton, a past student of mine from my high-school teaching days, had been promoted to the giddy heights of principal at an isolated island school off the Australian Coast. Alan phoned me one day in early 1994 to ask if I would like to put in a couple of weeks with his students as author-in-residence.

Spending time on what I assumed to be an exotic island was an opportunity I couldn’t resist. Who knows, I thought, I could even find a story there.

Well, I did, and more than one, but the island was no Antipodean paradise. By the third night I found myself sitting on the beach, sunburned as hell and thoroughly miserable, staring out across the strait that separated me from the mainland, drowning my sorrows with a six-pack.

What was wrong with the island I won’t go into here – I’ll save that for another day – but suffice it to say the cops on that place were kept busy. Very busy …

As I sat there, wondering why the hell I had ever agreed to come, a young cop wandered down through the scrub, gave a nod in my direction, then crossed the beach to stand alone at the water’s edge. He didn’t look too happy, I admit, so I let him be. It was clear enough that he needed some space. His name was Graham – I forget his surname – and I’d met him a day or two before at the town store. He was what was known as a ‘basket-weaver’. Nice expression. For those unfamiliar with it, a ‘basket-weaver’ is a term used in the Force to describe a rookie: a young cop new to the job. Graham had graduated from the State Police Academy two years before and, like a lot of young and starry-eyed professionals, he had made his mark on the city beats of the mainland within the first twelve months. His reward? A stint on the island – a whole new perception of what it meant to be a cop.

I guess he must have been staring out to sea for a good five minutes before he turned and looked back at me. I held up a beer as a sort of conversation starter and before long he’d stretched his lanky frame on the sand, beer in hand, and made himself comfortable.

We exchanged small talk for a while and then, little by little, Graham began to talk. I mean really talk. Maybe it was the booze, maybe he just needed a friend – maybe it was the opposite, maybe he needed the ear of a stranger. I’ll never know, but something seemed to come over him and before long I was listening to his troubles. The stories he had to tell.

He had graduated from the Academy with honours and, as I said, was all bright-eyed and bushy-tailed and raring to go in this, his chosen vocation. I think he saw himself as a cross between a dedicated do-gooder and a knight in shining armour. Whatever, he was going to stamp out the Forces of Evil, of that he was certain. But something – basic humanity, maybe, or the glint of his badge – got in the way.

He found himself, like every other rookie, doing the mundane dirty work that young cops do: picking up the brains of freeway victims from the asphalt, cleaning up three year olds abandoned in sleezy downtown flats, breaking up fights between rival gangs in the city mall, all the while asking himself whatever happened to that bright-eyed dream.

So he told me all this and then, just when I thought he’d finished, he sat forward and took another beer, then started straight in on the big one: the story of Frankie, his mate from the Academy who had gone missing halfway through that first turgid year.

‘I thought Frankie was doing okay,’ he said. ‘He seemed to be coping better than me. We had the odd drink every week or so, if we could. I knew he was working on some drug case or other. Nothing glamorous, just hack work, following up leads on a couple of petty pushers – and then I heard that he was missing. He didn’t show up for work, didn’t call in, never turned up at home – he’d been living with his parents – and that was it. No leads. No nothing.

‘It was in the papers for a while, just a postage-stamp-size mention, and the Force followed through as best it could, but in a week or two the case was old news. I heard that his file got pushed further and further back on the commissioner’s desk – not that I ever saw it, or the commissioner, for that matter – until I guess it just dropped off the edge into the too-hard basket.

‘Six months later I was called out with my sarge, Peterson, to investigate a report that a body had been found in a concrete culvert beneath the Gateway Bridge. Anonymous, of course – callers like that never leave a name – so we went down, expecting to spot a suicide. We lost a lot off that bridge.

‘So the sarge and me cruise on down and we go under the bridge, around the foundations, like, where there’s these concrete drains, and we look down into this culvert. Hot and dry, it was, hadn’t been any rain for months, and there’s this body, stiff as a board, lying flat out on the concrete at the bottom. Two seconds it took to see that it was a cop. His uniform was ripped about and faded, but geez, it was still a uniform. Even his cap was still there, in a corner, covered in dead leaves and newspaper and other crap …

‘The sarge took off to call in, but I jumped into the pit to take a closer look. I didn’t look at the face – the head was twisted to one side. What hit me was the wound. The poor bastard had been gutted, and in that heat, that concrete coffin, there was no fresh air, not a breath. He’d just lain there for months. And mummified.

‘I wasn’t sick – I mean I didn’t throw up, although I’d done that often enough – so I crept over and turned the head towards me. Turned the face up. That’s when I saw it was Frankie. My mate, Frankie. Geez. What a way to go …’

Next thing he chucked his empty can on the sand and got up, wandering down the beach towards the water, leaving me sitting there, staring after him, wondering what in the hell I’d just heard. What in the hell it had all meant.

I thought for a while then I guess I fell asleep. And as I slept, I dreamt, which is where these stories came from.
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The Staircase

1

All cops have stories that pass unrecorded, that never make it into their daily casebooks. These are not the everyday horrors of the beat – a massacre here, a beheading there. No, the stories I speak of are quite different: nightmares that no sign or symbol can shape into reason; phantasms that no language can objectively record.

Every cop has lived such a story and, at some time over a last drink, or in the dreary pre-dawn of an all-night stake-out, that story will be told. Sure, the teller will stumble, dragging details from the depths of heart or soul or wherever such horrors lodge, and will no doubt turn away by daylight, avoiding the listener’s searching eye. But the telling must be done; which is my reason for writing. I have my own story, my own particular horror to be rid of. Despite the restraints of reason, it also must be told.

I begin on a Friday night almost seven years ago. The weather was miserable – the raw July wind howled and driving rain cleared the streets – but inside, the valley station was cosy and safe. I had settled to some paperwork when I noticed that my offsider, a rookie by the name of Dale Delaney, had been sitting at reception for the last ten minutes, nervously turning a pencil end over end.

Dale was hardly more than a boy, heavy-set yet placid, a real gentle giant. The Police Academy had used him as something of a show pony, forever parading him to advertise the quality of the young cops the Force was producing: bright, fit, sensitive – everything that the cop of the day was supposed to be. This suited me fine. Dale was the perfect combination of the common sense and muscle the Valley needed. When he wasn’t winning hearts on the beat he was pounding leather at the police club gym. Dale was a boxer, and the following night he was defending his title as heavyweight champion of the Force. I put his nervousness down to that, but when his pencil turning changed to pencil tapping, I had to do something.

‘Hey,’ I said. ‘You okay? Do you want a cup of coffee?’

He stopped the tapping and gave me a half-hearted grin. ‘Sorry, Sarge,’ he said. ‘Got things on my mind.’

‘Tomorrow’s fight?’

He shook his head. ‘It’s not the fight. I beat the crap out of Vinny Arvano way back. I reckon I can do it again.’ He tossed the pencil across the desk. ‘It’s something else, Sarge. Something weird.’

‘You want to talk about it?’

‘You won’t laugh?’

I promised. As I said, he was hardly more than a kid.

‘Or tell anyone? Not even Marge?’

Marge is my wife. We’ve been married twenty-five years. He knew that we talked. ‘It’s between you and me,’ I assured him. ‘But wait … I’ll get some coffee.’ When I was ready, I gave him the nod.

‘Well,’ he said, ‘I was down by the warehouses, near the intersection of Guilfoil and Sutton Streets, round about three this afternoon, before this weather came in. Just having a snoop, you know, and I heard this noise coming from behind me. I wouldn’t have taken any notice if it was somewhere else, but it’s always quiet down there – nobody about, no traffic – yet there was this noise. It was weird, Sarge, really weird, like leaves, like leaves shifting in the wind. But, there’s sure as hell no trees down there, not down that way, and no grass either. There’s nothing like that until the park way up in west Hampton Road, and that’s three blocks at least …’

I agreed. It was.

‘Okay. So I looked around, casual like, thinking it was kids, but it wasn’t kids, and it wasn’t leaves either … I saw a staircase, Sarge, a spiral staircase. Spinning round and round. Like a will-o’-the-wisp, or a twister. And that’s not all. It was burning. Honest, it was all on fire.’

He looked at me, waiting for a reaction. A sneer, maybe, or a laugh, but I’d heard nothing to laugh at.

‘Go on,’ I said. ‘I’m listening.’

‘You sure?’

‘Positive.’

‘It gets weirder.’

‘Try me.’

‘This was behind the warehouses, right? And across the street – across Guilfoil – there’s a vacant lot, all fenced in. You know it?’

I knew it. I’d been walking the Valley beat for years.

‘Well, this thing, this staircase, was in the middle of that lot. I saw it plain as day. It had this centre pole and the treads went round and up. It was the treads that were burning. All orange and red and yellow on the outside, and inside, round the centre pole, well, that was burning blue. Like a gas jet. That’s just how it was, that gas-blue colour, and the whole thing was going round and round, see? That’s what was making that rustling noise. It was rotating. You know what I mean? I can’t describe it any better. I just can’t …’

‘How close were you? Outside the warehouses or at the fence?’

‘First I was on the other side of the street, outside a warehouse, but then I crossed over and went up to the fence. Right up to the wire. There’s a gate about ten or twelve metres along, and I headed for that, but I only made it halfway when the whole thing vanished. No noise. No movement. It just disappeared. I thought, geez, that’s a gas fire; there’s a gas leak here, a big one. So I covered my face with my handkerchief and went in. There was nothing. Not a broken pipe or a leaky valve, not even a hole where gas might come from. Only hard, dry ground; ordinary dirt. And some ashes – but they were old. They were from some old fire, not the one I saw. And that’s it, Sarge. I couldn’t believe it. I took a look around to see if there was someone playing a joke on me; sending me up with some sort of trick. I called out, but no-one answered, and then I got out of there. I was feeling sick, Sarge. I was shaking, honest. You ever seen anything like that?’

I answered with a question of my own. ‘Dale,’ I said, ‘was anyone on the stairs?’

‘Sarge, you promised …’ He thought I was joking, teasing him.

I repeated my question. ‘Think back. Was there anyone? Maybe a woman? Or two women? Two women burning?’

‘Women? No. There was no-one. Not that I saw.’ He leaned across the desk, searching my face. ‘Sarge, you have seen something too, haven’t you?’

I had. When I’d freshened my coffee and put a steaming cup in front of Dale, I told him my story of the staircase. That is, what I had seen myself, what I thought to be true; though there was much more, that I had heard over the years: rumours, gossip and late-night whispers that I could never bring myself to believe. Still, I told him.

‘The house in Guilfoil Street was already a ruin when I first walked the Valley beat fifteen years ago. It had been built in the twenties by a man called Anderson, mostly from money he had made on the horses, but that hadn’t stopped him setting himself up in style. The house was timber but very grand; all arches and gables, and built in the middle of the most fashionable part of the Valley. But from the outset the place brought him no joy. First, his wife left him for one of his trainers, then he made a few bad moves himself – backed one Nellie too many, I believe – and next thing we knew he had blown his head off, right there in his own bedroom. His daughters, Grace and Felicity, were left with the house. Two single women they were, well into their fifties when I first saw them, and what a sight they made. From the day Anderson died, they wore nothing but black. I can vouch for that, I saw them often enough – I could set my watch by their appearances. They would come out every afternoon, right on three – shoes, stockings, dresses, gloves, all black, even their umbrellas. They would walk to Tassel’s grocery for their greens, then cross to Murphy’s butchery. Every afternoon. Regular as clockwork.

‘School came out at three and by ten past there would usually be some kid walking behind them, calling “Oh, Felicity … Oh, Gracie …” and copying their walk. Little, round women they were, and the kids followed them with their arms spread wide, rolling this way and that, as if they were caught in the wake of a ship at sea. But no kid ever went too close. Everyone was scared of them; scared of their black clothes, scared of what went on in their house. True or not, the entire Valley believed that the Anderson sisters could call up the dead; that they were spiritualists, ‘mediums’ some called them, communicating between this world and the next. I never believed in such things, not personally, but there were plenty who did.

‘Over in East Warwick there was a couple called Mason. He worked in the warehouses down Guilfoil Street and the valley had changed since Anderson built there. The Masons had one son, but the poor kid had polio and died when he was only five. About three months after the funeral, Mrs Mason started visiting the Anderson sisters. They say that she asked them to “call up” her dead son so that she could talk to him. Apparently this went on for some time, until one morning the boy’s father knocked off work early and saw his wife coming out of the sisters’ house. They say she started acting crazy as soon as she saw him, asking him to go in and talk to their boy, wanting him to hold their son and kiss him. Well, no-one knows what happened next. There’s a lot of rumour here, a lot of nasty talk, but one thing is for certain – and this came out at the inquest – hardly an hour after Mason had left the warehouse the Anderson house was in flames.

‘I heard the fire brigades from the station and followed them. The house must have been tinder-dry, or maybe it was on account of the wind down that way, but there was no hope of saving it, not from the outset. The real issue was, where were the sisters? It was only mid-morning, so we assumed that they were still inside, but the heat was so intense that no-one could get close enough to be certain, not even to put up a ladder and have a look. I tell you, I never saw a fire to equal it, not in all my years on the Force.

‘The walls went first, falling outwards all in a piece, like a house of cards, and when they did we saw a staircase, a free-standing spiral staircase, burning in a column of flame. But that was not the half of it: someone pointed, and there were the sisters moving on it, going up and down, ever so slowly, all on fire. Their clothes, their hair – they were burning alive. Yet they made no noise, no calls for help, no cries of pain. The only sound was a rustling, like leaves in the wind, which was the flames, I suppose, eating into that rotten wood.’

Dale hadn’t moved during the telling of this story. He remained as he had been, leaning across his desk, listening intently, never taking his eyes from me, but when I had finished he sat up.

‘So?’ he said. ‘What does all that prove?’

I was surprised. ‘It appears that we saw the same thing. That we both saw …’ but he waved his hands to silence me.

‘No, Sarge,’ he said, getting up and crossing to my desk. ‘All you’re saying is that years ago you saw a fire. A real fire. What I’m asking is this: what the hell did I see?’

What he said was true. I owed him an explanation; some rationalisation of what he had seen – or thought he had seen. ‘There’s always been talk about that Anderson lot. About people seeing things down there. Maybe they have. But it’s nothing “weird”, as you put it. I wouldn’t believe that. Nothing psychic. I think it’s the wind down there. It’s a real wind tunnel between those warehouses, and with the pink light of the setting sun and the dust on that vacant lot, there could be some sort of illusion created. Something that looks like a column of fire, or a stair …’

‘Bullshit!’ He said the word directly in my face, then crossed the room to stare at the wall. I waited. When he had settled he turned to face me again. ‘Sorry, Sarge,’ he said, ‘but I’ve heard all that before …’ he seemed to lose his nerve.

‘Go on,’ I said.

He shook his head. ‘No, Sarge, you go on. You tell me what you know. But just remember that I’m the one who saw the weird thing, aren’t I? I’m the one who saw the phantom. It’s not your mind that’s at risk here, it’s mine, isn’t it?’

I went over to the urn and topped up my coffee before answering him. ‘After you saw that staircase, you didn’t come straight back here, did you?’

‘No …’ he hesitated. ‘I didn’t.’

‘You were feeling shaky, weren’t you?’

‘I already said that.’

‘So you went up to Barney’s Bar for a beer?’

‘It hadn’t even gone four. You needn’t worry, the place was empty. Nobody saw me.’

‘And you told Barney what you told me?’

‘I couldn’t help it. I was sick. Right to my gut.’

‘Old Barney was there the day of the fire. He couldn’t have told it any differently from me, could he?’ I was digging here. There were things Barney believed – nonsense things, bar-talk rubbish – that this boy didn’t need to know.

‘He said that you were there on the day. He told it pretty much the same as you. Except …’

I laughed. I hoped to put him off, to trivialise what I feared was coming. ‘Dale,’ I said, ‘I don’t want to go on with all this. What you saw was dust. A column of dust against the setting sun. Forget it. It’s one of those things. From time to time cops see things that …’

He wouldn’t listen. ‘Sarge,’ he said, ‘you’re a nice guy, and I don’t mean to be disrespectful, but you’re insulting me. Honest. What I saw was more than some whirlwind in a dust bowl. For one thing, there wasn’t any pink sunset out there this afternoon. The sky was heavy as lead, all filled up with this rain, so what I saw couldn’t have been that. No, sir. What I saw was seriously unnatural. I know it, Barney down at the bar knows it, and I suspect that you know it too. It’s just that you can’t admit it. That’s true, isn’t it?’

He had come back to my desk and stood over me, looking down.

I took a sip of coffee. ‘I don’t want to talk about it,’ was all I said.

He came closer. ‘Well I do, Sarge. I do real bad.’

I could have throttled Barney for starting this. If he had shut his mouth, none of this would have happened. All he had to do was give the boy a beer, listen a bit, then send him on his way, but now …’
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