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For those who get up early to rake the coals

 




Embers

 

Hot pieces of smouldering, solid fuel, typically glowing, composed of greatly heated wood, coal, leaf, or other carbon-based material. They can exist within, remain after, or sometimes precede, a fire. Embers are, in some cases, as hot as the fire which creates them, and can radiate that heat long after the fire has been extinguished.

Wikipedia
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Prologue


 

 

Sunday, 12 June


Willow Bend


She is young. Mid-twenties? Naked but for a few threads. Dark hair flopped across her face. On Bronte Beach, no one would turn an eye.

But she isn’t on Bronte. She is five hundred kilometres west, in central New South Wales, wedged in the fork of a river red gum six metres above a creek that until a week ago was bone dry for years.

A police constable stands on the bank, a metre from its crumbling edge, looking across at the woman’s body.

‘How did the water get that high?’ he mutters to himself.

An impatient voice scratches through his earpiece.

‘Is it her?’

‘Can’t be sure yet, Sarge.’

‘Who the fuck else would it be? She’s been missin’ for three days. We found her car yester—’

‘I found her car yesterday—two clicks further up this creek. You don’t need— Look, they’re bringing the body down now. I’ll go check.’

The constable scrambles down the bank and sloshes through knee-deep water to where the retrieval team have lowered the woman’s body. He drops to one knee and with a gloved hand moves the woman’s matted hair away from her face. For an instant, his world stops turning.

‘Holy shit,’ he whispers.

‘What…? What have you got? Is it her?’

Silence.

‘For fuck’s sake, Thommo, talk to me!’

The constable takes a breath before speaking. ‘Wagner was a schoolteacher, right?’

‘You know she was.’

‘Well liked…’

‘Adored. By everyone who knew her.’

‘Then why would someone put a bullet through her forehead?’

 




Three Years Later…


 

 




Day 1



The Cottage, Monteverdi


Isabella Jones sees nothing but desolation, as though life has abandoned this pocket of New South Wales. Or, rather, has been evicted—by drought and forty-degree days. To the right, row after row of skeletal fruit trees; to the left, a waterless ditch that according to the map is a tributary of the mighty Lachlan. In the middle distance, pockets of powder-coated scrub punctuating land that has either baked hard or been turned to dust; beyond the horizon, through the heat haze, plumes of smoke creating an ominous backdrop. And centre stage, like an actor in a dystopic one-man play, a derelict cottage, its rough-hewn stone walls bleached by the sun and its iron roof shimmering under an ancient, dying peppercorn. It would be picturesque if death was in fashion.

‘Maybe the coroner got it wrong,’ says Robbie Wells, his eyes fixed on the cottage.

‘They don’t often make mistakes like that,’ says Jones.

‘But… How could six men have drowned? In there?’

‘That’s what we’re here to find out.’

“Here” is Monteverdi, an abandoned farm in central New South Wales. Neither green nor mountainous, Monteverdi lies on what government maps say is fertile land. It doesn’t look very fertile to Jones; but what would she know, a cop from Canberra? One thing she does know is it’s bloody hot. The Prado’s dash says forty-four. She brushes the back of her hand against the side window, and recoils.

The plume of dust the Prado dragged most of the way from Yarralong is still hanging in the air when movement in the mirror catches Jones’ eye: a local police ute negotiating the rutted approach.

‘They’re here,’ she says.

The ute pulls up beside the cottage, and the driver emerges into the blazing sun. Tall, tanned, square-shouldered, and gum-chewing, he wears the stripes of a senior sergeant, an Akubra that looks like it rarely leaves his head, and the attitude of someone who has better things to do.

Jones and Wells crack their doors and step into the oven that is summer west of the Divide. Jones feels the air burning her nostrils.

The cop ambles towards them. ‘Pavlovic,’ he says. ‘Senior Sergeant. Yarralong.’ He offers neither smile nor hand.

‘Commander Jones. Agent Wells. Where’s your DI?’

‘He’s… out of town.’

‘He knew we were coming,’ Jones says, blowing a fly off her lip.

Pavlovic shifts his feet. Says nothing. Jones senses irritation behind the mirrored sunglasses. Wells often says she is quick to judge others. She says it depends on how complicated those others are. She reckons she has Pavlovic worked out: he’s at the simple end of the continuum. Not much nuance going on here. Probably not keen on being told what to do by a woman, either. She flicks her head towards the door of the cottage. Pavlovic stands his ground for a second or two before turning to lead the way. Jones and Wells pull on gloves and follow.

Inside, the cottage is basic. Single room, seven metres by eight. Hot. Fetid. Dark after the outdoor brilliance. No power. A flagstone floor, shiny smooth in places, coated in cement-like dirt in others. In the centre of the room, a hewn post as thick as a telegraph pole supporting the roof. Six mattresses, some on the floor, some on a raised platform in one corner, all rotted. A seatless, shit-stained toilet offering little privacy. Next to it, a sink with a single tap then a cement bench with a newer-looking, bolted-down two-burner stove. Under the bench, an oversized gas bottle.

A table against the rear wall that looks as if it belongs outside. Wooden chairs strewn around the room.

Two windows, large enough to crawl through if they weren’t barred. Just the one door.

A dresser beside the fireplace, its shelves laden with mismatched glasses, crockery and, like every other surface in the cottage, a layer of dirt. Crescents of clear timber beside some of the glasses suggest they have recently been moved.

Pavlovic shifts his sunglasses to the brim of his hat. His eyes reveal the boredom and irritation Jones had sensed earlier.

Wells is first to speak.

‘This what it was like when you found them, sergeant?’

‘Senior sergeant. I didn’t find them.’

‘When your colleagues found them.’

‘They didn’t find them either. It’s in the inspector’s report. You read it?’

‘We’d like to hear it from you,’ Jones says.

Pavlovic stands there, chewing his gum, mouth open. Jones wonders if he knows how repulsive that is. As though confirming her supposition, he extracts the gum from his mouth and presses it onto the doorpost before inserting a replacement. His jaw doesn’t stop moving during the transition.

‘The son—’ he says.

‘Harry Drayton,’ Jones says.

‘He found them.’

‘And?’

‘And what?’

‘Was the room like this when Drayton found the men?’

‘Said he didn’t touch anything.’

‘What about luggage?’

‘Two suitcases. In that corner.’

‘Two suitcases for six men?’

Pavlovic shrugs.

‘What was in them?’ Jones asks.

‘Like we said in the report,’ Pavlovic says, as if talking to an imbecile. ‘Just clothes.’

‘Nothing to identify the men? Passports… Phones…’

Something about the way Pavlovic yawns and shakes his head causes Jones to refine her assessment of him. He isn’t bored, or tired. It’s an act. A pretence. Is he hiding something? Is there something here he doesn’t want the AFP to see? It wouldn’t be the first time one branch of law enforcement has obstructed another branch’s investigation. Jones has seen it before. Sometimes it’s a hard-wired dislike of the AFP. Other times it’s more personal, something aimed at Jones herself: her rank, gender, age… She certainly is young to be an AFP commander. No denying that. But it sits well with her ambitious streak: early on, she set herself the hubristic goal of making that rank before hitting thirty. She achieved it a year ahead of schedule on the back of an eco-terrorism case on Australian soil two years ago. Robbie Wells had been on her team for that one, too. She was Inspector Jones then—itself an achievement for someone her age. Her rapid rise earned plaudits from those who knew and respected her and sneering accusations from those she bypassed. The detractors didn’t bother her. She had earned the promotion to commander, and justified it beyond any doubt on an investigation into the murder of an Australian in Tanzania and the related disappearance of precious tanzanite. Jones identified the killer and located the tanzanite in the face of tremendous physical danger and geopolitical pressure. Wells was her partner then, too.

And here we are again, Robbie.

‘How would you account for that?’ she says, unwilling to let Pavlovic off the hook.

‘Dunno. Washed away? Rotted?’

‘You checked Drayton’s office?’

‘The old man didn’t seem all that organised, if you get my drift.’

‘The old man being Charlie Drayton,’ Jones says. ‘He died in June. It’s been Harry Drayton’s property since then. Any idea why it took Harry six months to check this cottage?’

‘Maybe he forgot it’s here. He’s been in the smoke for years. Charlie ran the place on his own.’

‘In his report,’ Jones says, ‘your DI makes the assumption they were farm workers.’

Pavlovic shrugs. ‘Why else would they be here?’

‘Do we know it was Charlie who employed them?’ Wells says.

‘It was his cottage,’ Pavlovic says.

‘Right. Why look past the obvious,’ Wells says. ‘This seem like adequate accommodation for farm workers?’

‘Maybe that’s how they liked it,’ Pavlovic says. ‘Probably better than what they had in India.’

‘Why do you say they were Indian?’ Wells says, clearly unable to mask his distaste for Pavlovic’s remark.

‘It’s not me, mate. It’s the forensic report.’

‘The report found two of the men were likely to be Tamil, based on tattoos.’

Pavlovic shrugs and says ‘Indian,’ his point apparently made.

‘They could be Sri Lankan,’ Wells says. ‘They could be from anywhere.’

Pavlovic shrugs again. ‘Does it matter?’

‘Maybe to their families,’ Jones says. ‘Where were the bodies? When you arrived?’

‘In that corner,’ Pavlovic says, pointing to the raised platform.

‘All of them?’ Jones asks, incredulous.

‘Yep.’

Jones consults her partner with a look.

‘Direction of flow of the receding water?’ Wells suggests.

Jones nods, then turns to Pavlovic.

‘What the report doesn’t say is why all six were found inside.’

‘Not my job to speculate,’ Pavlovic says. ‘I stick to the facts. But I will say,’ he adds, ‘that in my experience, they’re crap swimmers.’

Wells stiffens. ‘Indians, you mean?’

‘Well, yeah. All them South Asians. They’re always drownin’ in lakes, and the surf. Not brought up with it, are they?’

Wells pushes out his lower jaw. ‘Why would they be inside? Why wouldn’t they have gone outside and climbed onto the roof?’

‘Wouldn’t have done ’em any good. The water ended up toppin’ the cottage by two metres.’

‘They wouldn’t have known that when the floodwater first hit,’ Wells says.

Pavlovic says nothing.

‘Still not willing to speculate?’ Wells says.

Pavlovic approaches the AFP man, stopping half a metre away, still chewing. Wells doesn’t flinch.

‘Perhaps they were no good at climbin’ neither,’ Pavlovic says. ‘I stick to the facts. That’s how I operate.’

Jones nods, as if validating Pavlovic’s methods.

‘So,’ she says, drawing Pavlovic’s attention, ‘floodwaters approach the cottage, lap at the door. Soon, water is creeping up the walls inside the cottage. Yet none of the six men tries to leave. Instead, they all crowd onto this platform, perhaps praying that the water stops rising. But it doesn’t.’

‘Maybe they were asleep,’ Pavlovic says. ‘By the time the water reached them it was too late to get out.’

‘Maybe,’ Jones says, parodying Pavlovic’s hedging. ‘But there wouldn’t be room for all six to sleep up there, where the bodies were. Some must have slept on the floor.’ She taps her boot on the flagstones. ‘They would have woken at the first sign of water coming under that door.’

‘You’re asking me to speculate again.’

‘No, I’m asking whether you or any of your colleagues investigated.’

‘Investigated?’ he says. ‘Of course we fucken—sorry—investigated. We were just gettin’ started when you Feds told us to stop. “Write everything up, and hand it over.” That was the instruction.’

Jones, unmoved by Pavlovic’s show of self-pity, takes a closer look at the window in the corner. She runs a gloved hand along the bars, which are set into the stone wall. She then turns her attention to the door. Solid timber, with iron rods running horizontally. Inward opening. Mortice deadlock, key on the inside. A separate latch.

‘Why would this door have bars running through it?’

‘No idea.’

Jones tests the lock. The key turns ninety degrees then jams. The bolt barely moves. She tries it again. Same result. She removes the key and fits it into the outside keyhole. Now the key turns with little effort, and the bolt extends three centimetres. She turns the key the other way to retract the bolt, and steps across the threshold to where the sun is scorching but the air is fresh. She closes the door. She hears the latch click into place. She turns the key to lock the door.

‘Robbie,’ she says. ‘Try the door.’

The latch makes a metallic rattle, but the door stays closed.

‘Nup. Can’t shift it,’ Wells says.

Jones turns the key the other way.

‘Try it now.’

The latch rattles, the door opens, and Wells almost leaps from the room. Pavlovic isn’t far behind. Jones locks the door again and drops the key into her pocket.

‘So, what we have,’ she says, ‘is this. Six men of South Asian background, assumed to be farm workers, find themselves in this cottage, which sits not far above the Lachlan flood plain. Floods come with little warning and inundate the cottage, trapping the men, who drown. Their bodies lie festering for three and a half years until Harry Drayton discovers them three weeks ago.’

‘That’s the way I see it,’ Pavlovic says, without interrupting his chewing.

‘And we assume they were working for Drayton, senior.’

‘They were on his property.’

‘The thing is, Sergeant,’ Wells says, ‘at no time was Charlie Drayton registered as an employer of foreign workers. That creates something of a question, don’t you think?’

‘Maybe a neighbour employed them,’ Pavlovic says. ‘Drayton just gave them a home.’

‘Any idea which neighbour that might have been?’ Jones asks.

‘No, as I keep telling you,’ Pavlovic says, clearly irritated. ‘Everything’s in the report. If it’s not in the report, we don’t know it. Seen enough?’

‘For now,’ Jones says. ‘We’ll need to talk with everyone involved in the investigation. I’ll leave it to you to make the arrangements. You have my number.’

Pavlovic makes no reply. He takes the gum from his mouth and presses it onto the outside of the doorframe, then ambles towards his vehicle.

With Pavlovic facing the other way, Wells stretches a string of the gum from the frame to the door and pushes it home with his gloved thumb. Jones nods her approval.

As Jones and Wells drive off, Jones watches Pavlovic in her mirror. He’s on the phone, standing in the full sun beside his vehicle, his offhand manner gone. To Jones’ eye, he looks agitated.


❖ ❖ ❖ ❖

 

The Australian Federal Police seized control of the Monteverdi investigation after doubts arose about the local police investigation. The primary concerns were scope (too narrow) and progress (too little). Support in New South Wales Police HQ fell away completely when it was revealed that the local force had taken the coroner’s preliminary finding—she could not determine whether the death of the men was accidental or the result of foul play—as a trigger to wind back their investigation, despite having made no progress on identifying any of the men. The possibility the men were victims of people smuggling added weight to the argument for bringing in the AFP.

As Jones drives, Wells pulls out his copy of the New South Wales police report, signed by Pavlovic’s superior officer, Detective Inspector Ken Standing.

‘There really is bugger all in here,’ he says. ‘A witness statement from Harry Drayton. A second statement from his girlfriend that would fit on a Post-it note despite her being with Drayton when he found the bodies. A description of what Pavlovic and his constables did on arrival at the scene. A passing comment about Charlie Drayton being the owner of Monteverdi at the time the men died. Next to no investigation.’

‘You’re surprised?’

‘After meeting Pavlovic? No. The coroner might have been unable to choose between accidental death and homicide, but if Pavlovic had his way the report would probably say the men died from their own incompetence.’

‘That certainly was his theme back there. Let’s hope we do better.’

‘Want me to run through our objectives?’

Jones nods.

Wells pulls up their AFP brief and reads aloud.

 







		Identify the six men


	 




		Determine:


	 




		When they arrived in Australia


	 




		How they arrived in Australia


	 




		Who facilitated their arrival


	 




		Why they were in Australia


	 




		Whether they were in Australia legally


	 




		Who benefited


	 




		Why they were in the cottage


	 




		Who arranged for them to be there


	 




		Why they did/could not escape


	 





 

‘Where do we start?’ he says.

‘We talk with Harry Drayton. Verify the statement he gave to Standing and Pavlovic, and find out more about Monteverdi. We’ll speak with his girlfriend after that.’

Wells dials Drayton’s number. It goes to voicemail. He leaves a message. A reply arrives two minutes later.

 



	
I have time tomorrow, Tuesday, 10am.

Video call? I’m in Sydney.

Harry Drayton





 

As Wells messages Drayton to set up the call, Jones says, ‘Do we know what time the flood came through? Was it nighttime?’

‘I don’t think anyone knows,’ Wells says as he hits send. ‘That winter—three years ago—the weather bureau was issuing flood warnings for weeks on end.’

‘But it would have to be night, wouldn’t it? Why else would they all be in the cottage?’

Wells shrugs. ‘Because someone had locked them in? You checked the lock. It doesn’t work from the inside. If someone locked the door from the outside—like you did—no one would be able to get out. Even if they had a key.’

‘Sure,’ Jones says, ‘but it’s possible the lock worked okay from the inside three years ago, and it’s gummed up since.’

‘If that were the case, it would be gummed up on the outside, too, wouldn’t it?’

‘We should get it checked. See if it ever worked from the inside. And how it is that it works so easily from the outside.’

‘Either way, Charlie Drayton wouldn’t have just let them drown, would he?’

‘Maybe he didn’t know they were there,’ Jones says.

‘It’s down to Harry Drayton, you mean?’

‘Maybe. But it’s possible someone else was using the cottage without either of the Draytons knowing about it.’


Yarralong


Sunset is still an hour away when Jones and Wells step into the main bar of Yarralong’s Grand Hotel, relieved to escape the heat.

The room is half full, mostly hi viz, some eating, some just drinking. One or two look up as Jones and Wells walk by, but no one shows any real interest. Just another pair of thirty-somethings from the city.

Wells grabs a table while Jones goes to the bar to place their order. She waits beneath a sign that says Bar Service. The bartender, short and slim, is in no rush as he chats to regulars at the far end. Jones lets her fingers dance to the opening riff of Sweet Home Alabama.

Blondie has replaced Lynyrd Skynyrd by the time the bartender begins moving in Jones’ direction. He’s still in no hurry. Halfway along, he stops to talk to a dissipated walkin with an open longneck in one hand and a crisp fifty in the other.

‘Hey Tezza,’ the bartender says. ‘I see you’re right for a drink.’

Tezza takes a swig from his bottle and gives a semi-toothless grin. ‘Just a bag o’ twos, thanks Stevie.’

Stevie the bartender opens the till and takes out a zip-lock packed with coins. This he swaps for Tezza’s fifty, which Jones reckons has come from Welfare. Tezza thanks Stevie with a belch, to the amusement of his fellow regulars, and staggers towards the gaming room.

Having fed Tezza’s gambling habit and ignored the liquor licensing laws, Stevie stops again to straighten bottles that to Jones’ eye are already straight. When, finally, he reaches Jones’ position, he turns away and begins stacking glasses in a rack behind the bar.

Isabella Jones is not accustomed to being ignored, especially by young men.

Am I invisible?

‘Excuse me. Can I order some food, please?’ she says.

Stevie shows no sign of having heard the question. Jones gives it four seconds then tries again.

‘Can I order—’

‘I heard you the first time,’ Stevie says, his back still to Jones, a touch of irritation in his voice. ‘Main bar’s full.’ He flicks his ponytailed head towards a hand-painted sign pointing down a corridor. ‘Garden’s free.’

Jones has seen the beer garden. It’s a concrete oven.

‘We’ve got a table, there,’ she says, pointing to the table Wells is at.

Stevie glances over his shoulder then goes back to stacking glassware. ‘Reserved. Your boyfriend needs to move.’

‘At seven-thirty on a Tuesday? The place is half empty.’

Stevie finishes with the glasses and turns to face Jones.

‘I don’t make the bookings.’

Jones nods. She and Wells will be in town for a few days at least. She doesn’t want to make trouble on their first night. But this is ridiculous.

‘You should fix your sign,’ she says.

‘What sign?’

‘The one above your head. Cross out “Service”.’

Stevie is still working it out when Wells arrives at Jones’ shoulder and says, ‘Mate, I gather there’s some kind of problem. We just want a beer, something to eat. It’s scorching outside. There’s plenty of room in here.’

‘The tables are reserved. I just told your girlfriend.’

Wells, aghast, leans back and exhales through pursed lips.

‘That’s a mistake,’ he says quietly.

‘What is?’ Stevie is suddenly less sure of himself.

‘She doesn’t like being called my girlfriend.’

Jones throws a sideways look at Wells, then returns her attention to Stevie. He’s a good ten centimetres shorter than she is; twenty shorter than Wells. Is he feeling intimidated? Is that the source of his belligerence? No, more likely he’s just following orders. Whose, Jones isn’t sure, but Pavlovic comes to mind—his nose was well out of joint when they left the cottage this afternoon.

‘Manager around?’ she says.

Stevie’s eyes flick from Jones to Wells and back. His Adam’s Apple moves up and down.

Jones waits.

Stevie blinks.

‘I’ll see if she’s out back,’ he says.

He disappears through a curtain before reemerging a few seconds later and making for safety at the far end of the bar.

Next through the curtain is a smileless woman in her middle years whose ruddy cheeks might be from the heat of the kitchen but are more likely the product of a life in the sun.

‘You the two lookin’ for a table?’ A hint of accusation in the tone.

‘That’s us,’ Jones says.

‘As Stevie would have told you, this bar is full. Tables are reserved. You’re welcome to eat in the garden.’

Déjà vu.

Wells takes up the case. He puts on what Jones knows to be his most charming face.

‘It’s pretty warm out there. We won’t be long. Just a bite and something to drink. We’ll be out of here in thirty minutes. Forty-five max. What time do you need the tables?’

The woman looks at the wall clock.

‘Any minute. Coachload from Forbes.’

Jones doubts it, but there is no room for debate. She looks around the room, spies a table near the toilets, empty if she disregards the box of dunny rolls. Definitely not reserved.

‘What about that one?’ she says.

The woman turns to look. Her shoulders slump. With an annoyed look, she says, ‘Kitchen closes in ten minutes,’ apparently forgetting that a busload of tourists is about to descend.

Jones thanks her, then adds, ‘We’ll be in town for a few days. Maybe longer.’

The woman’s eyes narrow. ‘You’re here about them bodies, aren’t you?’ Another accusation.

Jones nods. ‘AFP,’ she says, looking the woman in the eye. ‘But I think you knew that.’

The woman lifts her chin. ‘Small town. Word spreads.’

Holding the woman’s gaze, Jones extends her hand.

‘Isabella Jones.’

The woman seems surprised by Jones’ offer. She takes a moment to accept it.

‘Elaine Saxon,’ she says. ‘This is my pub.’ Then, perhaps unsure about having shaken Jones’ hand, she turns and retreats to the kitchen. As the curtain parts, Jones glimpses a uniformed New South Wales policeman, backside perched on a food preparation counter, arms folded, looking very much at home.

 

‘Not much of a welcome,’ Wells says as he takes a slug of beer. ‘First Pavlovic, then Saxon.’

‘Don’t leave Stevie out,’ Jones says as she returns her glass to its soggy coaster. ‘Like Saxon said, it’s a small town.

Wells raises an eyebrow.

‘Pavlovic,’ Jones says. ‘In the kitchen. Saw him through the curtain.’

‘Huh… He tells Saxon to give us a hard time, and she tells Stevie to do the same. Reckon we’ll get anything from him in the morning?’

‘Maybe,’ Jones says as she picks up her phone to read the message that has just arrived. ‘Or maybe not…’ She puts the phone on the table so Wells can read the message himself.

 



	You have no authority to issue instructions to New South Wales police officers. Senior Sergeant Pavlovic is not your secretary. It is not his job to arrange your meetings or manage your diary. I will be available to discuss these points, and matters associated with your investigation, later this week.
DI Ken Standing
New South Wales Police, Griffith



 

‘That’s telling you,’ Wells says.

‘Our missing inspector.’

‘If he’s setting the tone around here it’s no wonder Pavlovic and Saxon aren’t being all that friendly.’

‘Rules out getting help from Pavlovic,’ Jones says. ‘In the short term, anyway. So, it’s Plan B: We make our own arrangements.’

‘What about getting Levi to lean on someone further up their food chain? Tell them to get their act together.’

Assistant Commissioner Levi Baume has long been a mentor for and vocal supporter of Isabella Jones. It was at his behest that she was appointed lead investigator on this case.

‘Robbie, even if that worked in the short term, it would end up being counterproductive. We need to build relationships, not break them.’

‘But this is ridiculous! How can we investigate without help from the local cops?’

‘If what Pavlovic told us is true—that everything they know is already in their report—they wouldn’t be much help anyway. But they could be a hindrance if we put them further offside.’

She taps out a response to Standing’s message, acknowledging his points, and inviting him to nominate a time and place, then refills her glass and leans back.

‘Where did that bit about not wanting to be your girlfriend come from?’

‘That’s not quite what I said.’

‘True. You said I don’t like being called your girlfriend.’

Wells flushes. ‘Dunno where it came from. But it’d be right enough, wouldn’t it?’

Jones raises an eyebrow, just a few millimetres, and says, ‘Absolutely. I’m your boss.’

But in another life…

 




Day 2



Yarralong


The envelope has no identifying markings. Just “AFP” handwritten on the face. Someone slipped it under Jones’ motel room door during the night. Inside is a note. Five words.

 



	Embers should never have died



 

‘What does it mean?’ Wells says, standing in the doorway linking his room to Jones’.

‘No idea. We need to ask whoever wrote it. CCTV might get us started. I’ll check with the management.’

‘Ask them about your aircon while you’re there,’ Wells says, as he steps in and out of Jones’ room. ‘Or didn’t you have it on last night?’

‘Couldn’t get it working.’


❖ ❖ ❖ ❖

 

Jones baulks at the heat as she walks the thirty metres to reception.

‘Going to be a scorcher,’ the manager says.

‘Already is in my room,’ Jones says.

‘Really? Couldn’t work out the aircon?’

‘Fan works. Air’s not cold.’

‘I can send someone to… Actually, you’re in thirteen, aren’t you?’

‘Yep.’

‘Someone mentioned that last week. I haven’t had a chance…’

‘Any other rooms free?’

‘How long are you staying?’

‘Few days… A week…’

The manager taps at his keyboard. His expression moves from optimistic to regretful.

‘Tricky. Don’t really have anything. Sorry.’

What is it with this place? Who would have thought Yarralong could fill up—in weather like this?

‘I’ll see if I can get the air sorted today,’ the manager says. ‘Will you be needing the room before this evening?’

‘I can make arrangements,’ Jones says.

The manager gives a short smile and returns to whatever he was doing before Jones walked in. He looks up a few moments later, apparently surprised that Jones is still there.

‘Was there something else?’

Jones flashes her AFP badge. ‘I need to see your security footage. That one there,’ she says, pointing to a monitor showing a view of her door.

The manager looks over his rimless glasses in precisely the condescending manner Jones cannot stand.

‘O-kay. What time are we looking for?’

‘Between ten and six.’

‘Between ten and… You can’t narrow it down?’

Jones shakes her head.

The manager sucks air through his teeth. ‘I’m pretty busy this morning. I can look at it later and get back to you if you like. Just tell me what you’re looking for.’

‘How about you make me a copy of the file,’ Jones says as she holds out a memory stick. ‘While I wait.’

The manager shakes his head. ‘It’ll be too big for that.’

‘I reckon it’ll fit. Those images,’ Jones says, flicking her eyes at the monitors, ‘aren’t exactly high res, are they? Motion-sensitive cameras? Let’s give it a go.’

‘I’m not sure I can—’

‘I can issue a warrant,’ Jones says, still holding out the stick. ‘But that would be annoying. Especially for you.’

The manager manages to smile and scowl at the same time, and takes the stick. Four minutes later, Jones is knocking on the door separating her room from Wells’.

‘Robbie, I’ve got a job for you while I interview Drayton. Oh, and we’ll both be using your room today.’


❖ ❖ ❖ ❖

 

Isabella Jones studies Harry Drayton. Even on the small screen of her phone, he’s a world away from the hi viz of the Grand Hotel. Thoughtful face. Sharp haircut. Tailored shirt.

‘Thank you for making yourself available to speak with me, Mr Drayton. This is not a formal interview, but I will record it.’

Drayton makes no objection.

‘Tell me about your property, Monteverdi.’

Drayton gives a sardonic grin. ‘Mont-e-verdi,’ he says with an exaggerated Italian accent. ‘Somehow ten thousand acres of flat land in the central west of New South Wales reminded my forebears of the Tuscan hills.’ He shakes his head. ‘It’s never been the most productive property in the region. On the edge of viability, really, even in the good times. Today, well, when Dad was still here, it was mostly canola. Dad also had Angus cattle, but I sold them after he died. I didn’t want to pay someone to look after them.’

‘I saw the remains of an orchard,’ Jones says. ‘Down by the cottage.’

Drayton winces. ‘Oranges. They were my idea. Dad didn’t think much of it. He let me have a go anyway because we weren’t using that corner of land for anything else. The trees started off okay, but it was too dry for them. I should have known. And the soil was too flinty. They lasted three years.’

‘The cottage was there when you planted them?’

‘Hell, yeah, it’s a hundred years old. More. We think early settlers built it. As accommodation ironically enough.’

‘Why do you say ironically?’

‘Well… That’s what those men were using it as.’

‘We can’t be sure of that,’ Jones says.

‘Sorry… I just assumed…’

‘Did you use the cottage when you planted the orchard?’

‘I bunked there some nights, yes. Saved going back up to the main house.’

‘Anyone stay with you? I’m guessing you had help with planting the trees.’

‘I used a team of contractors to plant the trees and put in the irrigation. But none of them stayed with me in the cottage.’

‘And after you’d planted the orchard, did you stay in the cottage then?’

‘Sometimes. But once it became obvious the trees were failing, I lost heart. The last time I’d been anywhere near the cottage would be… five, six years ago.’

‘Until three weeks ago… The day you found the bodies.’

Drayton nods. ‘Well, yeah. But before that…’ He takes a breath, lifts his chin a little. ‘I mentioned Dad wasn’t keen on the orchard idea. That’s an understatement. We had a huge bust-up when it failed. I packed my bags and came to Sydney. I’ve mostly been here ever since. I did go back home a few years ago. I thought he might have settled by then.’

‘But he hadn’t?’

‘No. I stuck it out for a year. I was part-owner of a business in Sydney by then. I tried running it from Monteverdi, but it was too difficult, and things were so hard with Dad. I gave up and came back here to Sydney.’

‘You didn’t check the cottage after your father passed away?’

Drayton pauses before answering, ‘No.’

‘What made you check it three weeks ago?’

‘I went up to start the process of selling the place.’

‘You’re selling? After, what, four generations in the family?’

Drayton shakes his head. ‘My heart isn’t in it anymore.’

‘Your girlfriend was with you, three weeks ago?’

‘I thought she might like to see where I’d grown up before the place was sold.’

‘Anna Torbeck,’ Jones says, consulting the New South Wales police report.

Drayton nods. ‘And I wish I hadn’t.’ He leans back. His shoulders slump. His eyes lose focus, as though he is reliving the experience.

‘We were driving around the property, following the boundary. The cottage came into view as we crested the rise above the creek. Well, it’s not a creek anymore. Creeks have water in them.’ Drayton gives a wan smile, takes a breath. ‘You’ve seen it. You know what I mean.’

Jones nods.

‘The cottage—this sounds awful—but the cottage looks picturesque if you ignore the ravages of drought. The stone walls. The rusty roof. I said to Anna, “I used to play in there when I was a kid. Come on. I’ll show you.” She seemed keen enough. So, we did.’ He closes his eyes. ‘And it turned into a nightmare.’

‘I’m sorry to have to take you through it again, Mr Drayton.’

‘I’ve already told the police everything. You have their report, don’t you?’

‘There are one or two points I am hoping you can help me with.’

‘That request is usually put to suspects, isn’t it?’ Drayton gives a disarming smile. ‘Who then proceed to skewer themselves.’

Jones does not return the smile. ‘Just one or two… Was the door locked when you arrived with Anna?’

‘Locked? I don’t know. I don’t recall it ever being locked. There was always a key. On a nail outside. But no one ever used it. Why would you?’

‘Is there a second key? Perhaps back in the main house?’

‘There was only ever one, as far as I know. It’d be as old as the cottage.’

‘When Agent Wells and I were there yesterday, the key was in the lock, on the inside.’

‘Really?’ Drayton shrugs. ‘Maybe one of the policemen put it there?’

‘Could it have been there when you went to the cottage with Anna?’

Drayton shrugs again. ‘Like I said, I don’t recall the key. It could have been on the nail; it could have been in the lock. I don’t know.’

‘Fair enough. You just lifted the latch and opened the door.’

‘That’s right. At first, it was pitch black. I remember a musty smell. Anna and I stayed close as our eyes adjusted. I turned my head to the right… something seemed out of place… and that’s when Anna screamed. I’ll never forget that scream as long as I live.’

‘Do you recall what was out of place?’

‘There was a stove of some kind,’ Drayton says. ‘On the bench. I suppose someone put it there for the men?’ He stops. Looks down and shakes his head. ‘I would give anything to have seen the bodies before Anna did. I might have been able to protect her from the sight of them. They were wedged together in a corner, like a pile of dried meat…’

Jones leaves a respectful silence before asking, ‘You called the police?’

‘Yes. We drove up to the house. There’s no reception at the cottage.’

‘The police came, and you met them at the cottage?’

‘We met them at the house, and they followed us down to the cottage. Anna stayed in the car.’

‘Do you remember who the officers were?’

‘There were three. The lead guy was a Sergeant—Joe Pavlovic. I’d not met him before. I gather he moved up from Griffith a few years ago. The second was Dave Thompson. I’ve known him for years. Same year at school. The third was… oh, it’s only a few weeks ago… Thimble… Nimble… something like that. Young bloke. I’m sure it will be in their report. Anyway, Pavlovic and Thommo were first into the cottage. Poor old Thommo…’ Drayton gives half a smile and shakes his head. ‘I reckon he panicked or something… he raced out a few seconds later, pale as anything, and threw up round the side.’ Drayton stops, as though a new thought has come to him. ‘He was in the army before he joined the police. Served overseas. Frontline service. You reckon he’d have seen worse… Then again, between you and me, I have heard he’s struggled a bit. Maybe he saw too much overseas, if you know what I mean. Anyway, Pavlovic came out and rounded on him, which I thought was a bit rough—that’s also just between you and me—then Pavlovic sent the young bloke in! Maybe he thought he needed toughening up after Thommo’s display. Either way, the young bloke seemed to fare better, but that doesn’t mean anything. Poor Thommo. Anyway, there was nothing any of them could do except call in forensics and take statements from Anna and me.’

Jones nods, then lets another moment’s silence do its thing before speaking. ‘Thank you, Mr Drayton. I do have more questions, but I’m conscious that this might be an ordeal for you.’

Drayton exhales through trumpeter’s cheeks. ‘It’s okay.’

Jones waits a few seconds longer. Her next question could bring the interview to an abrupt end.

‘The police report says the men were likely to be foreign farm workers.’

‘Seems a fair conclusion,’ Drayton says. ‘Why else would they be there?’

The very words Pavlovic used.

‘Were you aware that your father employed overseas workers?’

‘No, I wasn’t.’

‘What would they have done?’

‘Excuse me?’

‘The workers. What would their jobs have been?’

‘I’m… not too sure.’

‘That’s the thing, Mr Drayton. Nor am I. Though I’m no expert.’

Drayton maintains a pose of studied patience.

‘As I understand it,’ Jones says, ‘canola farming is highly mechanised, from planting, to thinning, to harvesting. On smaller properties like yours, the work is usually performed by skilled contractors who bring in their own machinery.

‘Yes, I know how farms work, thank you. Have you established that the men were unskilled?’

‘No, I haven’t. But skilled or unskilled, why would the men be there without any machinery if they were there for the canola? And a similar question goes for cattle. Why would your father need six men to manage a handful of animals?’

Drayton pulls his mouth to one side and shrugs. ‘I don’t know, Commander.’ He lets his shoulders drop. ‘There’s a lot about my father I don’t understand.’

You and me both.

‘I’d like to bring in a forensic accountant. To audit the Monteverdi accounts. See if we can find out.’

Drayton narrows his eyes. ‘The local police have already done that.’

‘They found nothing relating to the six men. Maybe that’s because there’s nothing to find. Or maybe they didn’t look hard enough.’

Drayton raises his chin slightly. Purses his lips.

‘I have a warrant. I’m letting you know out of courtesy.’

Drayton produces a smile and throws up his hands. ‘In that case…’

‘Thank you. That’s all I have for now. Unless you have any questions?’

Drayton shakes his head.

‘I will need to speak with you again as my investigation progresses. Do you have plans to come to Yarralong?’

‘No, I’ll be here in Sydney for the foreseeable future. But I’m happy to make myself available using this same link.’

Jones nods. ‘We would also like to speak with Anna.’

‘Why?’ Drayton sounds defensive.

‘She’s a witness. I’d like to confirm her the statement.’

‘To be honest, I’m not sure that would be a good idea,’ Drayton says.

Jones gives a look that forces Drayton to explain himself.

‘Commander, she was traumatised by it. She was in shock when she gave her statement.

‘Is that the opinion of a medical professional?’

‘Well… no…. but it’s obvious. She should not have to go through it again. I insist.’

‘Sorry, that’s not your decision. Can you tell me where she is now?’

‘We haven’t seen much of each other since… that day.’

‘Do you have a number I can call?’

Drayton, with obvious reluctance, rattles one off.

‘I’ve tried that. No answer. No voicemail.’

‘Sorry, it’s all I have.’


❖ ❖ ❖ ❖

 

‘He’s a good liar…’ Wells says after viewing the interview recording.

‘Or he’s telling the truth,’ Jones says. ‘We have no evidence that he is the one who engaged the workers—’

‘—and left them to die.’

‘Equally, we have no evidence against his father.’

‘Other than him being the owner of Monteverdi at the time the men died,’ Wells says.

‘Circumstantial. And we’ve already acknowledged the possibility of a third-party using Charlie’s cottage to house the men, with or without Charlie’s knowledge.’

‘Getting back to Harry Drayton,’ Wells says, ‘if it was him who brought in the workers and locked them up in the cottage, why would he wait three and a half years to “discover” the bodies, given it would surely put him on the list of suspects? Why wouldn’t he have disposed of the bodies well before now?’

‘Because… it’s hard enough to dispose of one body—let alone six. You bury it and twenty years later someone ploughs the field and finds bones. Or someone’s dog digs it up on a bushwalk.’

‘Then what’s your theory?’ Wells asks.

‘I don’t have one. Yet. What do you think?’

Wells shrugs. ‘He’s putting the place on the market. We know that. But he can hardly sell it with six bodies in an outbuilding. Conveniently, his father has died six months earlier, a father who isn’t too strong on record keeping, if the New South Wales police report is right. All he has to do is “find” the bodies and pin the whole thing on his dear old dad.’

‘Would he do that?’

‘If he doesn’t like his father,’ Wells says. ‘This business about the lock. Do we believe Drayton found the door unlocked when he took his girlfriend for a tour?’

‘You’re thinking he’d been there earlier, taken the key off the hook—assuming it hasn’t been in his pocket for three years—unlocked the door, and left the key in the inside keyhole? The he returns with Anna, who becomes a perfect witness, able to say, truthfully, that the door was unlocked when she and Drayton arrived at the cottage.’

‘Pretty much.’

‘Could be. Nevertheless, check her statement. She can’t be too hard to find.’

‘And then there’s the stove… Which Drayton says he hadn’t seen before.’

‘We might be able to trace it—through a serial number?’

‘Want me to go take a look?’ Wells says.

‘Mm. Yeah. You can drop me in town on the way. I’ll see if I can get local intel. How did you go with the security footage?’

‘See for yourself.’

Wells opens the file on his phone and skips to 1.28am.

‘This is where it kicks off,’ he says. ‘Before then it’s just motel guests coming and going. So, now it’s 1.29am, and someone—a woman—enters the camera view holding what looks like an envelope. She walks up to your door and bends down. You can’t quite see what she’s doing, but as she walks away, you can see part of the envelope sticking out from under the door.’

‘We never see her face. That’s it?’

‘That’s it.’


❖ ❖ ❖ ❖

 

Wells pulls up outside Watersmeet Café.

‘Bit of wishful thinking, there,’ he says, flicking his eyes to the café’s signage as a dust devil skitters down the street.

Jones hands him the cottage key. ‘See you back here in an hour or so.’


❖ ❖ ❖ ❖

 

A woman with “owner” imprinted on her smiling face enters the café from the adjoining general store and makes a beeline for Jones.

‘How’s the coffee?’

The follow-up comes before Jones can get an answer out.

‘Let me know if you need anything.’

Jones smiles and nods, then pulls out her AFP ID and places it on the table.

A quick glance is all the woman needs. ‘Commander? You’re important.’

‘My mother thinks so. Do you have a minute?’

‘I… Sure.’

Jones gestures to the empty chair across the table, and the woman sits.

‘Millie. Millie Waters. It’s my café.’

A similar proprietorial claim to that made by Elaine Saxon in the pub last night—minus the hostility.

‘Clue in the name,’ Waters adds, with a nervous giggle.

Jones smiles politely. ‘My partner and I are investigating the bodies found on Monteverdi. The Drayton place.’

Waters’ smile dims. ‘I thought Ken was running with that?’

‘Ken Standing?’

‘Yeah.’

‘He… got it off to a good start,’ Jones says.

Waters nods, as though she thinks a changing of the guard might not be a bad idea. She is still nodding when Jones asks if she knows anything about the men.

‘Me? Just what’s on the socials. And speculation from my regulars. None of us knew they were there. No one knows where they came from. And to think they’d been lying there dead for all those years, the poor souls.’ Waters stops, as though reframing what she is about to say. ‘There’s talk someone was keeping them as slaves… Is that right?’

‘We don’t know why the men were in the cottage,’ Jones says. Leaning in, she adds, ‘What can you tell me about Charlie Drayton?’

‘Charlie? Do you think—’

‘I don’t think anything at the moment. Just gathering information.’ Jones gives Waters a reassuring smile. ‘Did you know Charlie well?’

Waters leans in now, and with a lowered voice, says, ‘I probably know more about Charlie than anyone, except maybe Harry—that’s his son.’

‘Well, whatever you feel comfortable sharing with me…’

Water sits back and begins speaking as though from prepared notes.

‘I knew Charlie pretty much all his life. He wasn’t much older than me. Most people knew him as a bitter old man, but he was only seventy-two.’

‘He seemed older?’

‘Let’s just say there wasn’t much joy left in his life at the end. As a young man, he was happy enough. Good looking, too. I had my eye on him for a while! But he never…’ Waters smiles with mock regret. ‘Anyway, he married a local girl, Mary Bachelor. Pretty thing, she was. Ten years younger. They started a family.’

‘Harry?’

‘No,’ Waters says with sigh, and a slump of her shoulders. ‘Tom was Charlie’s firstborn.’

Harry Drayton has a brother?

‘Where’s Tom now?’

Waters’ smile fades completely. ‘He passed away. A few years ago. His car ran off the road.’ She takes a breath as though ready to say more, when a siren races by the café.

‘That’ll be the RFS,’ Waters says, referring to the Rural Fire Service, ‘heading out to Yathong. Been non-stop out that way lately.’

Jones recalls the smoke she saw from the cottage. ‘That’s a nature reserve, right?’

‘A thousand square kilometres. Mallee mostly. Doesn’t take much for it to go up. Cigarette butts… dry lightning… controlled burns gone wrong… embers from other fires…’

Jones nods. ‘You were telling me about Tom…’

‘I was going to say that losing Tom wasn’t the first tragedy in Charlie’s life. Far from it. Tom was still a toddler when Mary fell pregnant again. Right on nine months, she goes into labour, and Charlie takes her to the hospital. The Grand is buzzing with people taking bets on boy or girl.’ Waters pauses. Her eyes mist. ‘The phone behind the bar rings. Old Jack takes it. “It’s a boy!” he says.’

‘Harry?’

Waters nods, eyes closed, a tear falling. ‘But there’s a second call, a few minutes later. Jack takes it. He turns white and the room goes quiet. All he says is, and I remember every word, “Oh Charlie… I am so sorry.” He hangs up and looks around the room. Everyone is looking at him.’

‘But if the baby was Harry…?’

Waters heaves a trembling sigh.

‘It was Mary. She was only thirty. You wouldn’t think… In this day and age… God, it broke Charlie. Broke the whole town. She’d be sixty now.’

‘Do you know what happened?’

‘Not really. Haemorrhage is all we heard. I don’t think Charlie ever knew either, and it ate away at him. He tried to sue the doctor. Said he didn’t have the right “background” to be delivering babies. But all he achieved was to hound the doc out of town, which didn’t make Charlie very popular, let me tell you.’

‘Country towns have trouble enough attracting doctors.’

‘Too right. We don’t need to be shooing them away. But the thing is, none of us had to go through what Charlie was going through. And he never got over it. As for poor Harry, on top of never having a mother, his father blamed him; never forgave him. Still, Harry loved his dad. You do when you’re a kid. You don’t know anything else, do you? But Charlie never really took to him. Tom was the favourite. Apple of his old man’s eye. Couldn’t do a thing wrong.’

‘Did Harry and Tom get on?’

‘Oh, I suppose, like brothers do. But Harry was always in Tom’s shadow. Whenever Harry achieved anything, Tom would steal his thunder or create some drama to spoil his moment.’

‘Sibling rivalry.’

‘On steroids. Give you an example. Harry was dux of his primary school, right proud he was, as he should be. He would get to go up on stage at speech night, with his dad there watching. But Tom, who, shall we say, underachieved academically, managed to break his arm so Charlie couldn’t attend the prizegiving.’

‘Surely Tom didn’t break his arm on purpose…’

‘Wouldn’t put it past him,’ Waters says with a sly grin. ‘Another time, Harry built a BMX track on their farm. Put weeks into it. Next thing you know, Tom’s got all his mates around and telling Harry he can’t use it. I even heard Charlie bragging in the pub about the “BMX track young Tom put together”. It seemed that whenever Harry turned his hand to something, Tom would claim it or spoil it. I felt for Harry so much as he was growing up. His mother died giving him life, and his father hated him for it. It didn’t seem fair.’

‘I can tell you have a soft spot for him.’

‘I do. Someone has to! As a young bloke, he’d come into the store and tell me things. I got the feeling they were things he hadn’t told anyone else. I think Harry saw me as something of a mother figure. Funny really—I’ve never had kids of my own, and Harry’s never had a real mum. But there we were, playing our parts for each other.’

Waters stops again. Jones gives her time.

‘His other favourite place was the cottage, the one they found the men in. It’s in a remote corner of the property.’

‘I’ve been there.’

‘You’ve seen it? Right. You’ll know what I mean. Anyway, Harry would ride his bike down there. He made it, well, I suppose his own safe space. Like a cubby house.’

‘Did Tom play there too? When they were boys?’

‘Hmm. Dunno. Might have. Might be another thing of Harry’s that Tom hijacked.’

‘What about Tom… Eldest son… Did he help Charlie run the farm when he was old enough?’

‘Tom? No way. He wasn’t a farmer. But he had the gift of the gab. He could sell anything—just as long as he didn’t have to put it in writing. Spelling… Grammar… Handwriting… Atrocious!’ Waters shakes her head and laughs.

‘What did he do when he finished school?’

‘Couldn’t get out of here fast enough. Handsome young man by then, tall and broad-shouldered like his dad—as is Harry—and charming when he wanted to be. Moved to Melbourne. Went into advertising and did very well for himself, so Charlie kept telling us, anyway. Bought a flash car, fancy house. Charlie was so proud of him. It was odd, though…’

‘What was?’

‘No one ever heard from Tom directly. Everything we heard about him was through Charlie. Even Tom’s school mates, the kids he’d grown up with, didn’t hear from him. He seemed to have cut all ties with Yarra. We reckoned it didn’t fit with his new lifestyle. But Charlie never lost his pride in his firstborn, that’s for sure, even though that firstborn had abandoned him.’

‘Isn’t that a bit harsh? Wasn’t he just making his own way in life?’

‘Sounds like a city person’s view if you don’t mind me saying. Though you might be right if Charlie had been on top of things. But he wasn’t. He was struggling.’

‘Financially?’

‘And emotionally. We could all see it.’

‘What about Harry?’

‘Good old Harry had to put up with his brother being on a pedestal even though said brother did nothing to help. But Harry was smart. He had his eye on the farm.’ Waters taps her temple. ‘Studied agronomy at uni. Came back four years later with a degree and lots of science, and big plans for the farm.’

Jones does the maths. ‘This would be… eight years ago?’

‘Eight or nine. He came to see me when he first got back. Told me he hoped his dad might have gotten over all the angst and blame about Mary.’

‘And had he?’

Waters shakes her head and sighs. ‘No, but Harry convinced him to plant oranges. On land near the cottage. Harry had done his homework, and he’d seen what was going on over Hillston way. Oranges do really well there, and it’s even further west than we are. So, you’d think they’d do well here, too. But two years later, the oranges failed. Turned out the soil wasn’t right. His father blamed him for that too because they’d invested a lot of money. As far as I know, no one ever went near that corner of Monteverdi again.’

‘Not even Harry?’

‘Not even Harry. He was pretty down. And fed up with his old man’s criticism. He went back to Sydney, and no one would have blamed him for staying there, but to his credit, he gave Monteverdi another go, a year or two later, and it paid off. He met a girl, Mitzi, at the Yarra Show, and they really hit it off.’

Mitzi… Jones knows the name, but why?

‘Harry brought her to meet me,’ Waters says, ‘and from the moment she walked through my door I knew they were right for each other. I’d never seen Harry so happy. There was talk of them getting married. Then…’ Waters’ smile leaves her. ‘Out of the blue, Tom turns up. No one was quite sure why. Generous folk said he was doing right by his dad.’

‘Nothing wrong with that,’ Jones says.

‘I’m sure Charlie saw it that way.’

‘You didn’t?’

‘Rumours are funny things, aren’t they Commander? Some we believe; others we dismiss as scuttlebutt.’

‘What rumours did you believe?’

‘That Tom made a lot of money then blew it all and came crawling home.’

‘Like the Prodigal Son?’

‘Exactly! For most of the time Tom was away, doing bugger all for his dad, Harry was right here doing his best. And then Tom comes back, penniless, and his dad, just like in the Bible, makes a great fuss over him. Poor Harry.’

Jones pulls her mouth to one side. ‘As I recall from Sunday School, the lesson is that God rejoices when a wayward sheep returns to the flock, but I might be mixing up my parables. Either way, what’s wrong with Charlie being happy that Tom had come home after all those years?’
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