
		
			[image: Cover of The Bolthole by Peter Papathanasiou. The cover photograph is a wooden hut situated on a golden beach. There is a yellow surfboard on the sand near the bottom of the cover. There is a jungle spreading behind the hut, with a palm tree just in shot on the left hand side.]
		

	
		

		
			

			The Bolthole

		

	
		
			

			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			Also by Peter Papathanasiou

			 

			The Stoning (2021)

			The Invisible (2022)

			The Pit (2023)

			 

			Son of Mine (Salt, 2019) – a memoir

		

	
		
			

			

			 

			 

			PETER PAPATHANASIOU

			 

			 

			 

			The Bolthole

			 

			[image: Maclehose Press logo]

		

	
		
			

			

			 

			First published in Great Britain in 2025 by

			 

			MacLehose Press

			An imprint of Quercus Editions Limited

			Carmelite House

			50 Victoria Embankment

			London EC4Y 0DZ

			 

			An Hachette UK company

			 

			The authorised representative in the EEA is Hachette Ireland,

			8 Castlecourt Centre, Dublin 15, D15 XTP3, Ireland (email: info@hbgi.ie)

			 

			Copyright © 2025 by Peter Papathanasiou

			 

			The moral right of Peter Papathanasiou to be

			identified as the author of this work has been

			asserted in accordance with the Copyright,

			Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

			 

			All rights reserved. No part of this publication

			may be reproduced or transmitted in any form

			or by any means, electronic or mechanical,

			including photocopy, recording, or any

			information storage and retrieval system,

			without permission in writing from the publisher.

			 

			A CIP catalogue record for this book is available

			from the British Library.

			 

			ISBN (Ebook) 978 1 52944 308 0

			 

			This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters,

			organisations, places and events are

			either the product of the author’s imagination

			or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to

			actual persons, living or dead, events or

			particular places is entirely coincidental.

			 

			Ebook by CC Book Production

			 

			www.maclehosepress.com

		

	
		
			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			For MS, who helped inspire this story

		

	
		
			

			Contents

			The Bolthole

			Also By

			Title

			Copyright

			Dedication

			Chapter 1

			Chapter 2

			Chapter 3

			Chapter 4

			Chapter 5

			Chapter 6

			Chapter 7

			Chapter 8

			Chapter 9

			Chapter 10

			Chapter 11

			Chapter 12

			Chapter 13

			Chapter 14

			Chapter 15

			Chapter 16

			

			Chapter 17

			Chapter 18

			Chapter 19

			Chapter 20

			Chapter 21

			Chapter 22

			Chapter 23

			Chapter 24

			Chapter 25

			Chapter 26

			Chapter 27

			Chapter 28

			Chapter 29

			Chapter 30

			Chapter 31

			Chapter 32

			Chapter 33

			Chapter 34

			Chapter 35

			Chapter 36

			Acknowledgements

			About the Author

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1

			Glancing into his rear-view mirror, Richard Marlowe adjusted his carbon-­black aviator lenses, making sure they were spirit-­level straight. Despite his middle age, Marlowe’s face remained ruggedly handsome, his jaw angular, his hair thick and salty and peppery. A Botox smooth brow, neon white teeth. The collar on his designer polo shirt flapped recklessly in the sea breeze as he powered his sleek sports car to its horsepower maximum with a satisfied sneer. Checking the sapphire crystal face of his wristwatch, he tensed his calf muscles and pushed his boat-­shoed foot to the floor.

			The long sweep of coastal road stretched out before Marlowe like an infinite serpent snaking east and west. The late-­autumn evening was warm, a tangerine sun sitting low over the turquoise sea and pristine white beaches. It was tourist brochure material but a closer inspection over the side of glowering limestone cliffs revealed an ocean that was saturnine and turbulent. The shark-­infested Great Australian Bight bubbled with swirls and vortexes, with razor-­toothed predators hunting and killing and feasting.

			If the yin was the water, alive and buzzing, then the yang was the land, deadly still and blackened with the fresh scars of a megafire. It had swept through the bushland and national park at the height of summer and napalmed the landscape barren, sterilising it with thousand-­degree heat. The fields were empty and ashen, dead trees rearing their gaunt and withered limbs. Flashing past like a tracer bullet, Marlowe’s motor clattered a fire-­blackened road sign hanging loose on its screws and seared clean of all information. Slung low to the road, the car had curves and slopes designed to minimise drag and optimise downforce, while every surface was crafted to manage airflow. In the near distance, what animals had survived the inferno moved slowly and gingerly among the skeleton trees, roos and wombats and goannas and dunnarts, their coats burnt, paws cauterised, bodies rattleboned. But amid the devastation, there were also signs of earthly regrowth, new sprouts on the trunks and branches of carbonised trees. The green shoots were normally dormant and a sign of vegetative recovery, but also deceptive epicormic buds that were toxic to starving wildlife.

			

			Marlowe zoomed past the carnage – the skinny, dizzy creatures that wandered onto the roads and their resultant carcasses. He was seemingly oblivious to the natural world’s destruction, his coruscating car catching the sun’s rays to make a sharp contrast against the muted grey land. Once neat and well-­trodden driveways now lay silent and led to only charred remains, to what used to be people’s generational homes. Marlowe eased off when he passed a tiny, weather-­beaten camper trailer parked by the roadside, but only for long enough to smash his car horn loudly and obnoxiously. In his wake, an old farmer emerged from the trailer to cough hoarsely and give a single-­finger salute with each hand.

			Further along the road, Marlowe’s phone rang, which he answered hands-­free.

			“Good evening, Mister Marlowe,” said a dry bureaucratic voice. “Sorry to call you so late in the day but the Minister has an extremely busy schedule.”

			“Of course,” said Marlowe. “I understand.”

			“But there is good news – he’s had a cancellation tomorrow morning so can meet with you at eleven.”

			“That’s excellent, thank you. And please thank the Minister for being so accommodating. I’ll be flying to the mainland in my helicopter and will be sure to arrive in good time.”

			

			“Thank you, Mister Marlowe,” said the adviser. “We look forward to seeing you tomorrow.”

			Marlowe hung up and smiled to himself.

			Arriving at his property, he drove slowly up his teardrop driveway. The landscape gardeners were still finishing up for the day and he gave them a cheery thank-­you beep before accessing the secure underground garage with an electronic swipe. He ascended the half-­turn staircase, his feet light on the floating floorboards, and accessed the bespoke wellness room. Taking a seat beneath the calming hues of the Himalayan salt wall, Marlowe closed his eyes and inhaled deeply, feeling its release of negative ions soothe both his allergies and stress levels.

			It was a moment of pause. Of respite. Of mindfulness. Centring.

			After five minutes of steady breathing, Marlowe opened his eyes listlessly and stood, his limbs a degree floppier. Perusing the wine racks, he chose a bottle of chilled rosé from the temperature-­controlled cellar. The dogs had detected his presence by now and were yelping and scratching at the door.

			“Evening, boys. Did you miss me? Where’s Mummy?”

			Banjo and Maple, his two purebred Samoyeds, greeted him exuberantly, leaping all over their owner and enticing him to roughhouse. Marlowe wrestled their sturdy frames until he was slightly breathless, the dogs still too youthful and energetic for his relative vintage. They scampered off, their soft paws slipping on the smooth walnut floors as they led the way to the rooftop balcony overlooking the Indian Ocean. They ran up to Holly and sat dutifully by her side. She was already enjoying her own glass of wine.

			“Phew, just in time,” she said, taking a sip. “You avoided a major catastrophe.”

			Marlowe pecked his wife on her flawless cheek. He opened the fresh bottle and topped up her glass before pouring his own. The wine cooled Marlowe’s thoughts and warmed his toes.

			“Look at that sunset,” Holly said, gazing out over the water. She presented it as if trying to make a sale with commission. “Just look at it.”

			

			“You couldn’t put a price on it,” said Marlowe.

			“Want some dinner?”

			“No thank you, darling. I’m not hungry.”

			“You sound tired, baby. Didn’t the salt help tonight? How was your day?”

			“How was yours?”

			She groaned. “More issues with Luigi and Juliette. I swear, they make life so difficult sometimes.”

			“I’ll talk to them.”

			“I mean, we’re paying them, right? They said the eastern wing would be finished a month ago.”

			“I know.”

			“Not to mention the budget.” She gulped her wine, as if trying to put out a fire inside. “I’m sorry, darling. I must sound like a broken record every night. Tell me, how was your day?”

			Marlowe sighed. “Not much better. Problems at the restaurant.”

			“Like what?”

			“Just a bad review. Grayson blames it on me, as if I’m somehow cooking the food. And the usual financial headaches, the locals seem to be running out of patience . . .”

			Holly gave him a tight hug. He inhaled her warmth and shampoo, infused with extracts of white tea and pure caviar.

			“We’ll work it out, baby,” she said. “We always do. It’s all been worth it, you know. Coming here. I could just stare at this view forever.”

			Marlowe finished his rosé. “Where are the kids?”

			Holly stared back over the water. “Where else? Cooped up in their rooms, playing video games and scrolling aimlessly on their phones.”

			“They’d rather stare at a blue screen than a stunning sunset.” Marlowe exhaled heavily. “What a shame. This big new house was supposed to bring us together, not drive us apart.”

			The dogs watched him shamble back inside.

			The sleeping quarters were accessed via a long stretch of corridor that always made Marlowe feel like he was back at boarding school. Knocking gently on his son’s bedroom door, Marlowe patiently awaited instructions. The room was silent, its throat dark. He was finally granted permission to enter and sit with Roland, trying to find a common frequency. Up against numerous forms of technological distraction and the raging hormones of a gloomy teenager, Marlowe was an old fogey who stood no chance. It was much the same with Allegra, two doors down, whose moods were even more prickly. Marlowe knew his twins loathed him remarrying after divorcing their mother, and were determined to remind him at every opportunity.

			

			Dejected, disappointed, downtrodden, Marlowe returned to the living room. He poured himself a crystal snifter of aged scotch whisky on his epoxy resin bar. Designed to resemble the ocean, it was a flashy artistic feature that had shocked him at first but had since grown on him, like a bold new haircut. Taking his drink, he eased onto his Scandinavian-­inspired, handcrafted sofa of hardwood and leather in the expansive living space to take in the ceaseless sea views in the hope they would fill the emptiness inside. Banjo and Maple joined him, as though for moral support. Marlowe worked a while on his laptop and phone, attempting to clear his inbox while sipping his whisky neat. The sound of waves crashing and ocean churning outside had a tranquillising effect after a long working day, causing Marlowe’s eyelids to grow heavy.

			The sun set in a eulogy of reds and purples, draping a shroud over the watery horizon. A dozy Marlowe found his wife and kissed her goodnight. She was in the kitchen steeping a mug of magnolia tea on the soft-­green marble benchtop.

			“The early bird gets the worm,” he told her. “I’ll make pancakes for breakfast tomorrow, maple syrup and local blueberries. And then I’m heading to the city for a meeting afterwards.”

			 

			

			Marlowe woke just before dawn. Only the dogs noted his presence and preparations. Holly stirred but ultimately continued snoozing. Roland and Allegra were unlikely to rise before noon.

			Changing silently into a black neoprene wetsuit and cushioned leather sandals and carrying his neon yellow surfboard, towel and phone, Marlowe headed down to the beach. It was deserted at that hour, which was precisely how he liked it. Marlowe stood a moment, taking in the liquidy colours of the new dawn sun as it cast its fledgling rays over the swashbuckling sea. There was a great calm as if Nature was in a profound repose. Marlowe breathed the fresh, salty air deep into his lungs and listened to the distant reverberations of the breaking surf washing in from the Antarctic. It was a ritual he repeated every day, and it never ceased to bring him peace, regardless of the tensions and worries raging in his busy life.

			Checking the face of his black sports wristwatch, Marlowe wrapped his sandals and phone in his towel.

			“What an absolutely incredible morning,” he said to himself as he took to the water and vanished from sight.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			A range of mountains towered over the township of Cape Jervis at the western tip of the Fleurieu Peninsula. Detective Sergeant George Manolis and Senior Constable Andrew Smith watched them disappear into the distance.

			“And how long’s this ferry ride again, boss?” Sparrow asked.

			“Nearly an hour,” Manolis replied. “It’s sixteen kilometres across the Backstairs Passage strait.”

			At dawn, the two policemen had travelled down from the state capital of Adelaide, a two-­hour journey punctuated with a bland drive-­thru breakfast. The wrappers remained on the floor of their sterile rental car.

			“About to depart the island of Australia,” Manolis had texted Emily as they boarded. “Hopefully there’s no queue at customs! See you on the other side.”

			She hadn’t replied. Manolis wondered if she understood his lame joke. She was probably just busy preparing herself for work and their son for school, drying her hair and packing a lunchbox.

			Their unmarked sedan was now safely stowed in the ferry’s lower decks for the crossing. The outer deck was packed with what appeared to be a mix of retiree tourists on ecotours and laid-­back locals heading home. Sparrow eyed them dubiously, sizing them all up as suspects. Manolis blew on his kiosk coffee and adjusted his tinted sunglasses, taking in the big blue expanse, salt lining his nose and lungs. The channel was regularly subjected to strong currents and steep tidal swells.

			

			“And this bloke is, what, missing? Dead?” Sparrow asked.

			“He’s missing,” replied Manolis. “A local resident. Jesus, didn’t you read the brief?”

			The young Indigenous cop sighed. “Sorry, chief. I’m just distracted.”

			“By what?”

			Sparrow didn’t answer the question. “But why are we here for it?”

			Manolis shrugged. “Porter,” he said, referring to Detective Inspector Paul Bloody Porter, who had caught wind of the case Manolis had cracked undercover in Greece when he was supposed to be on holiday.

			“Yair,” Sparrow breathed. “This is what happens when you’re too damn good at your job . . .”

			“Why?” Manolis said. “What the hell did you get up to while I was away?”

			Sparrow grinned cheekily. “I’ll show you mine if you show me yours,” he said.

			“I couldn’t help it,” Manolis said. “A family friend was missing. He was imprisoned but I found him safe and sound.”

			Sparrow playfully slapped Manolis’s woolly head. “Nice work, Sherlock! You only went and found a missing man. No wonder we’re stuck on this raft bound for a rock, like a pair of exiled convicts.”

			Manolis was feeling a new sensation around his colleague, a conflict that stemmed from guilt. He had recently discovered what his late father, Constantinos, had done to Jimmy Dingo in their hometown of Cobb many years ago. Since then, he’d reached an uncomfortable but necessary peace with his father’s memory, distancing himself from his murderous actions, and – while never condoning them – accepting that it was a different time with different motivations. What gnawed at him now was when to tell Sparrow. Or should he tell him at all . . .? The death of Dingo had been a defining moment in Cobb’s history, particularly for its Indigenous community. Raising it, let alone admitting a personal connection, was not something to be done lightly.

			

			At least Manolis now had a new cousin in his life, his late aunt’s illegitimate child, half-­Aboriginal, whom he had met only recently. It had been an encouraging if surreal experience, one that he was still processing.

			“Right then, mate,” Manolis said. “That’s mine. Now you show me yours.”

			Sparrow admitted his “crime” while Manolis was away had been solving a cold case in outback Western Australia and locating a body buried decades ago. He had broken seemingly every investigative rule in the police handbook in the process, which is why he was so reluctant to discuss what happened.

			Manolis cracked a smile, his crow’s feet appearing. “Sounds like you solved a missing person’s case, too.”

			“Ha. Then it’s both our faults.”

			“And what did we learn, young Sparrow? Life is about learning, after all.”

			The constable screwed up his face as if doing advanced calculus. He finally scratched his chin and said: “I guess I learned that I’ve still got a lot to learn. And that life is short. What about you?”

			“Much the same really . . .”

			Manolis was thinking about his young son, Christos, now in primary school, wondering how long he would be away working on this latest case. Days, weeks, months . . .? This time, he also had his ex-­wife, Emily, in mind.

			“We’re in the process of reconciling,” he said.

			It came after a long period of separation, which personally made him reluctant to travel on assignment for any extended period. Emily had always hated Manolis’s devotion to his job and worried for his safety.

			“That’s pretty awesome news about your missus,” said Sparrow. “I bet your little fella’s stoked.”

			“Yeah, he’s very happy to see his silly mum and dad trying to work it out.”

			The ill-­tempered ocean rocked and pitched across the Backstairs Passage. The ferry rolled with the punches, causing several passengers to put away their bags of nourishing trail mix and retreat inside. Manolis sipped hard on his sloshing cup of coffee; it was bitter but strong. Fish emerged from the water in leaps and spurts, which only attracted sea-­birds to circle above in the hope of a briny feed. Manolis found the display beguiling, even as the immense power of the vast ocean made him feel infinitesimal by comparison.

			

			“So, what about this missing bloke, then?” Sparrow asked. “This new case?”

			Manolis peered into the distance, searching for their final destination, the tiny land mass at the entrance of the Gulf St Vincent. The triangular inlet was one of two sharp incisor bites that had been ripped from the southern Australian coastline.

			“Sarge . . .?”

			“Huh?” Manolis said. “Sorry, wasn’t listening.”

			“Now who’s distracted? This bloke who’s gone missing – who is he, what do you know about him?”

			Manolis scratched the base of his neck, as if it would help him dredge up the details from the police brief.

			“His name’s Richard Marlowe. Early sixties, husband, father, businessman. Last seen going for an early morning swim at a beach near his home.”

			“Shark attack,” Sparrow said instantly. “Did they really call us out here for that . . .? Jesus Christ. What are we supposed to do? Arrest the shark as guilty of being a shark and doing shark things?”

			“How are your tracking skills in the water, mate?” Manolis asked.

			“Laser sharp,” Sparrow replied.

			The young cop went quiet, his eyes fixed on the water, his gut emptied of its outburst. Manolis considered his colleague. Relative to Manolis, Sparrow was still new to the business. Manolis sat easy in his seat, his eyes and mouth relaxed with age and confidence, while Sparrow appeared jittery, his words impulsive, gaze uncertain, lips bitten raw with worry.

			Hoping to change the subject, Manolis retrieved a tourist brochure from his back pocket that he’d collected from the departure terminal before boarding.

			

			“Kangaroo Island was named by British navigator and carto­grapher Matthew Flinders,” he read. “Commanding the HMS Investigator in 1802, he approached the island’s eastern shore at Nepean Bay. As they rowed in towards the beach, they noticed a mob of about thirty kangaroos feeding in the thick scrub.”

			“Fucken roos,” Sparrow grizzled. “Like cockroaches, they’ll survive a nuclear blast.”

			Manolis ignored him, read on.

			“Flinders and his party killed the kangaroos, shooting them with guns or knocking them on the head with clubs. He noted how incredibly tame the kangaroos were and compared their timidity to flocks of sheep or herds of wild deer, saying they looked him in the eye as he killed them.”

			Sparrow showed white teeth in a contented smile. “What a yarn,” he said. “I love a happy ending.”

			“To the east of the Backstairs Passage there’s a pair of rugged islets called the Pages,” Manolis said. “Flinders thought they looked like pages guarding the strait.”

			Sparrow looked to his left, squinted. “Oh yeah,” he said. “I think I see ’em.”

			“They’re uninhabited,” said Manolis. “Flinders was also struck by the absence of people on the island, which perhaps explained why the kangaroos were so tame. The sailors skinned and cleaned the carcasses and had a hearty feast of thick steaks and rich soups. Flinders was so grateful for the meal the kangaroos had provided he decided to name the island in their honour.”

			Manolis looked up at Sparrow, an expression of shock and disappointment on his face. “It’s pretty grotesque when you think about it,” the detective said. “To name an island after a mass slaughter.”

			Sparrow scoffed a laugh. “Mass slaughter of roos, eh,” he said. “Yair, how tragic.” His tone was insouciant.

			

			“Mate . . .”

			“Look, I know that sounds heartless,” Sparrow said. “And sorry. But deep down, this is pretty much the last place on earth I want to be right now . . .”

			With a deep exhalation, Sparrow finally began to explain his dark mood. He admitted that he had almost refused to accept the assignment because of the history of mistreatment of Indigenous Australians on the island. This included brutal abductions of women away from their families on the mainland and the island of Tasmania – Van Diemen’s Land – during the early nineteenth century. At the time, stealing Aboriginal women wasn’t considered a crime – it was considered a pastime.

			“My aunty was one of those women,” Sparrow said with an air of angry resignation. “They stole her body and then changed her name.”

			Sparrow described how one of his ancestors whom he called his “aunty” was stolen from mainland Australia to help the island’s first arrivals from England learn how to survive in the harsh island environment.

			“Those Pommy scumbags would’ve otherwise died of malnutrition or disease, forced to live off unidentifiable watery slop. Women like my aunty taught them bushcraft and hunting skills. They showed the men how to cure skins, set wallaby traps, and catch possums. They found mutton bird eggs, dived for crayfish, and built shelters. They could identify food sources in the dry and empty land, and not get lost in the thick scrub. The women were often traded for packs of dogs or gallons of rum or bags of flour. They were sometimes even stolen from other settlers, most of whom had multiple wives like some kind of harem owner.”

			The ferry swayed, buffeted by the relentless waves. Sparrow clasped a handrail tightly and began to recount stories of his ancestors attempting to escape the island, trying to swim back to their homes on the mainland across the Backstairs Passage.

			“They were that fucking desperate,” he said. “Some of them even carried children on their backs. Can you imagine, trying to swim in a violent ocean with another person clinging to your back . . .?”

			

			“I can’t, no,” said Manolis.

			“I can barely stay afloat in a kiddie pool with a swim vest,” Sparrow said. “It’s no surprise that most of the women drowned or were eaten by sharks. It was a death sentence, and it was the same when their husbands – my uncles – tried to swim to the island from the mainland to rescue them. So, you’ll excuse me if I don’t shed a tear when I hear that a rich whitefella went for a relaxing morning swim in the same body of water and was never seen again.”

			Sparrow was getting increasingly agitated and louder as he spoke. Overhearing his stories, the ferry’s other passengers soon all went inside, seemingly uncomfortable with what he was describing.

			“Mate,” said Manolis. “Sorry, I had no idea.”

			“That’s just blackfella history all over,” Sparrow breathed. “Forgotten by the white man, erased. Not your fault, but here we bloody are.”

			Hearing Sparrow say that made Manolis recall his father and what happened to Jimmy Dingo. He’d need to tread very carefully.

			“Did your aunty die trying to escape the island?” Manolis asked.

			Unexpectedly, the lines on Sparrow’s face softened. “She was lucky, she managed to escape by stowing away on a boat. Meanwhile, women who fell pregnant often killed the half-­caste kids.”

			“Holy shit.”

			“My People believe they were only following orders, small children were a hindrance to hard work.”

			At other times, women who tried to escape were hung from trees and beaten with ropes. They then had the fatty flesh cut from their thighs, cheeks and buttocks with broad sealing knives. They had their ears cropped, which was a legal penalty in Christian England. Manolis struggled to process such medieval torture.

			“To this day, my mob, and my People, haven’t forgotten such treatment,” Sparrow said.

			“How could you forget it, even if you tried . . .?” Manolis was shocked but in no way surprised. “Look, I’m not defending what those men did, but those were wildly different times. It was a world unrecognisable today. And things are changing now.”

			

			“Are they? Are they really?” Sparrow was circumspect, guarded.

			“Mate, to be honest, it’s hard for me to apologise for what those heartless fuckers did to your People. I can relate more to you than to them – my migrant family were considered outsiders as well.”

			“That may be true, mate. But it was hardly the same. And you still benefitted from what happened to my ancestors.”

			Manolis returned his gaze to the choppy water. Of course, Sparrow was right. Personally, Manolis might not feel the same white guilt as many Anglo-­Australians, but his parents had certainly enjoyed the opportunities that came from generations of Indigenous genocide. They arrived from Greece, bought a house, ran a business, gave their only son an education, and young Manolis had been oblivious to it all bubbling away in the background. The deaths of First Australians went without investigation, their social plight was ignored, their protests fell on deaf ears. And now, there was his father and the murder of Jimmy Dingo, which really did make things personal. Sparrow’s perspective was confrontational, but also honest. Manolis vowed that his own son would grow up with a keen awareness of Australian history, though he still wasn’t sure how he’d broach the subject of his papou’s criminal past.

			“Anyway, long before all that happened, around four thousand years ago, my people disappeared from this fucking island altogether,” Sparrow went on. “Just vanished like this Marlowe bloke apparently has. Don’t you find that strange? When the colonisers finally turned up, the island was nothing more than a huge game reserve.”

			“Plenty of roos,” said Manolis.

			“But no blackfellas,” said Sparrow. “That’s why the mobs in this part of the country describe Kangaroo Island as the land of the dead. The spirits are led across the water to rest on the island. And when you combine that with what the British settlers did, it makes me feel like I’m visiting a mass grave.”

			

			Manolis wondered how his young colleague might fare on the investigation. Would Sparrow be in a frame of mind to fully focus on the case? Or would he be even more focused if he were somehow able to see and hear things in the fourth dimension that Manolis could not . . .? But what if those sensations only served to distract Sparrow if he continued to sense the island’s sorrow and loss? It didn’t fill Manolis with much confidence and brought about his own reluctance to set foot on the oncoming rock as well.

			The island’s headland was visible now and getting closer every second. But it was appearing and disappearing on the horizon in a rush as the waves bounced the ferry around. Racing across the water, the rolling waves smashed into each other like the boom of artillery, while the air howled with blasts of hot wind. The massive swells and mighty squalls were a world away from the hot and dry outback that most people recognised as quintessentially Australian. But theirs was also the island continent, vast and variable, wild and woolly, with tens of thousands of kilometres of rugged and precipitous coastline. Given the country’s hostile terrain inland, it only made sense that its surrounding waters would be equally fierce and feverish.

			Manolis looked across at his colleague – Sparrow’s face suddenly appeared drained of all colour. He was no longer vocal, his head rolling to and fro with the motion of the waves. Now reclined limply to one side, he was seemingly nearer to death than life as they approached the island of the dead.

			“Shall we go inside?” Manolis suggested. “The motion may be gentler in there.”

			“Fresh air is better,” Sparrow insisted. “I’m a landlubber. That was another reason for not wanting to take this bloody case.”

			“I think you just need to harness your inner chicken,” Manolis said.

			Sparrow pulled a face. “What’s that mean?” he asked.

			“Ever seen a chicken run around . . .? Their bodies move like crazy, but their heads sit still, only bobbing lightly to stabilise their vision. Just try to move your body in sync with the boat, keep your head as still as you can.”

			

			The senior sergeant demonstrated, moving his torso and arms in an exaggerated, comical motion, with jerky movements back and forth, up and down. It came across as completely awkward, but was also an attempt to lighten the mood in the hope it buoyed the young cop’s spirits.

			“I may be a sparrow,” Sparrow said. “But I’m no chicken.”

			“Then try to think of something more pleasant,” Manolis said. “All these horrible stories from the past only make you feel worse right now.”

			Sparrow thought a moment. “There’s apparently sandboarding on the island,” he said weakly. “That’d be cool to try . . .”

			“Mate, if it’s any consolation, I don’t really want to be here right now either,” Manolis said. “I’d rather be home with Emily, things still aren’t properly settled between us. So, let’s try and wrap up this case ASAP for both our sakes.”

			The great wall of coastline continued to rise and fall with the ferry’s undulations as if it were somehow sucking the vessel into its grasp. It was an inauspicious start to a new case with neither cop really wanting to be there, and one feeling sick to his stomach and traumatised in his mind.

			The ferry finally docked at Penneshaw, a tiny seaside hamlet with modest cottages and beach shacks, a general shop and folk museum, and that staple of all Australian towns and life – a well-­stocked pub. Stepping again onto dry, stable land, Manolis felt his feet tingle with a strange electricity, while Sparrow remained queasy and pale.

			The detective checked his phone – he wanted to either text Emily and say he’d arrived safely or see if she’d replied. But there was no reception. An unpromising start alright.

			A young man in a powder-blue shirt and black cargo shorts met the new arrivals warmly, extending firm handshakes. His hair was thick and black, his eyes and smile luminous.

			

			“My name’s Noah,” he said. “Noah Volavola. Local constable and general dogsbody. Thanks for coming. Welcome to Kangaroo Island. I’m based out of Kingscote. You blokes hungry, thirsty?”

			Before either could reply, he added:

			“Let’s go to the pub and debrief. My shout.”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			The pub was heaving with a thirsty lunchtime crowd of locals and tourists. They sat at opposing ends in their various cliques, like rival fans in a football stadium. Instead of a handrail, Sparrow now clasped the cool waist of a schooner glass to calm his senses. Noah had his own cylinder of domestic ale to slake his thirst, while Manolis stuck to iced water, his glass catching the noonday light to glisten like quartz crystal.

			“The police station is undergoing repairs,” Noah explained. “The roof was badly damaged in the recent fires by falling trees and flying embers. There’s builders on site today, hopefully completing the work. It took them ages to get around to us.”

			Manolis examined the drinks menu – it featured beer, spirits and aerated waters, but also cocktails like Fluffy Ducks, Gin Slings and Brandy Alexanders. He also admired the pub’s odd combination of incongruous furniture, gaudy lighting, worn carpeting, and local sporting memorabilia plastered on the walls. But what was perhaps the most impressive feature was the four-­metre-­long fibreglass shark mounted above the front bar, jaws open.

			“That’s a replica, a reproduction mount,” said Noah. “Traditional taxidermy apparently doesn’t work for sharks because of the high water content in their tissue.”

			“Replica of what?” Manolis asked.

			“A tiger shark once captured offshore,” Noah said. “There was a hungry group feeding on a dead southern right whale. And that was the smallest one they caught.”

			

			The three police sat in a secluded corner, away from the throng, where they could talk with a modicum of privacy. Manolis felt slightly uncertain in this new environment but went along with Noah’s small-­town ease. Sparrow was simply grateful for a steady floor beneath his feet.

			“I’ve worked Homicide a long time and my experience tells me the most likely suspects are those close to the victim,” Manolis said. He wanted to get on the front foot early and propose a theory.

			Noah wiped a speck of foam from his top lip. “Holly, his wife, remains a person of interest,” he said. “So far, she’s been cooperative with our enquiries.”

			“That’s encouraging,” Manolis said. “Have any of Marlowe’s family or associates been in any recent trouble with the law?”

			“Not to my knowledge,” Noah replied.

			Sparrow let rip a sly burp of approval. “I gotta ask though, mate,” he said to Noah. “My colleague and I, well, we’re both still not quite sure why we’re even fucken here. Though I do rate the local drop.”

			Manolis nodded. “No body’s been found, and from what I gather, there’s no evidence of foul play.”

			“It’s all got to do with Marlowe’s background,” Noah said. “He’s got clout, influence, a profile—”

			“Oh,” Sparrow interrupted. “You mean he’s loaded.”

			Noah chuckled. “Marlowe’s flush, no question. But I imagine you being here is more for us local police, to avoid liability if it ends up being a murder and we’re accused of not having investigated properly.”

			“So, we’re an insurance policy,” said Manolis, his tone flat.

			“Or the fall guys,” said Sparrow. “Perfect.”

			The mutton-­chopped publican appeared behind Manolis’s shoulder, which took him by surprise. Noah seemed unperturbed and introduced him simply as Nails.

			“A nickname from his footy days,” he explained. “Every time he played, he was hard as nails.”

			

			Nails grinned proudly at the mention of his sporting prowess. “Aw, don’t let Noah fool you, he was a footy star, too,” he said. “He once won a grand final with a goal on the siren. Instant local hero, free beer for life.”

			Husky in stature and sweaty in presentation, the humble publican was a twitchy chap with fur in his ears and bushy eyebrows. With a raspy cough into his hand, Nails admitted that he was from one of the oldest families on the island, tracing its lineage back to its very first settlement.

			“Gimme any surname and I can ring up a five-­generation genealogy lickety-­split,” Nails said cockily.

			“Smith,” said Sparrow.

			“Very funny,” said Nails.

			“That’s my name,” Sparrow said.

			Nails scrunched his red-­veined nose, seemingly broken in several places.

			“Volavola,” said Manolis.

			“Well, Noah’s a more recent arrival,” said Nails.

			The local cop nodded. “My family’s originally from Fiji, which influenced my parents’ choice of Kangaroo Island as our new home – and reduced the culture shock. Mum always said that islands hold a certain charm.”

			“They certainly have character,” said Manolis.

			“But it was still hard when we first arrived because we weren’t really accepted by the locals,” said Noah. “Things slowly changed when people realised we were here to stay, that we were Islanders just like them. Becoming a cop also made a difference. I feel at home here now, a part of the community. And I must admit, the grand final win only helped.”

			Sparrow, whose overall colour was slowly returning, highlighted similarities in his own background. “And can you imagine how humili­ating that would feel in your own country . . .?”

			As if sensing the awkwardness, Nails’s phone rang. He swiftly answered and wandered off, mumbling into its iridescent glow. Manolis’s own phone now had reception but still no messages from Emily.

			Watching the publican go, Noah explained that the Islanders had generally been very resistant to change and to the incursion of newcomers onto the fortress that was “their rock”, as they put it.

			

			“For generations, the Islanders have been self-­sufficient and socially independent, viewing themselves and their society as different and distinct from mainlanders,” he said. “It came from their history, from the penal colonies of Tasmania and New South Wales. They also developed separately from South Australia, which came later.”

			“Did they ever reach the point of wanting to secede?” Manolis asked speculatively.

			“I reckon they were only ever a heartbeat away,” Noah said. “It’s not so much of an issue now but I know there’s some Islanders who’ve never been to the mainland their entire lives.”

			“Well, securing a passport is a hassle,” said Sparrow facetiously.

			“Historically, there are two kinds of Islanders,” said Noah. “The first are ‘the locals’ who live on the island, people like me who’ve only been here a relatively short time. And the second are ‘the local locals’ who have always lived on the island. People like Nails. The local locals are a more difficult nut to crack. They’re intimidating. They speak a different language to the rest of us – the language of memory, from their collective experience of rituals, place names, families, and stories born from generations of owning land.”

			“Sounds more and more like Ye Olde England,” said Sparrow.

			“My wife and I now own a house, but we still feel like renters around here,” Noah said. “When you cross the water, it’s like you’re getting away from it all. The island is a hidden secret, and frankly, the locals prefer it that way. They’re free from the daily annoyances of the mainland – smog, traffic, crime, parking meters, bureaucracy.”

			“That might explain why the ferry fare was so pricey,” Manolis said.

			“Another thing the locals appreciate,” said Noah. “A couple of hundred bucks for a return ticket keeps out the riff-­raff, the young backpackers and tourists who couldn’t afford the journey. The Backstairs Passage is apparently the most expensive ferry crossing per kilometre in the world.”

			

			“A higher class of sea sickness,” said Sparrow. “Gold-­plated vomit.”

			Manolis sipped his water reflectively. What he was hearing was certainly something he’d expect from a smaller, more cloistered settlement that didn’t welcome the intrusion of outsiders. The island’s isolation and geography intensified feelings of community, but it sounded more extreme than he’d anticipated.

			“The island’s history is dominated by only six or seven big families, land-­owning families, who exclusively married other land-­owning families,” Noah said. “The same surnames were constantly recycled.”

			“Ye Olde England,” Sparrow repeated.

			“Land was everything,” Noah said. “Still is. And on such a small island, there’s only so much of it to go around. Of course, land has financial worth in and of itself. But more importantly, it allows you to marry into the right families, and maintain and grow wealth for future generations.”

			Noah described how everyday life on Kangaroo Island had been very stable and predictable for decades. In more recent times, the island enjoyed a thriving tourist industry and a brisk trade in specialist produce from both the land and sea. Local honey, cheese, wine and seafood. The mainlanders paid top dollar for the freshest, most organic and sustainable grub and grog.

			“But all that started to change when some even newer arrivals came,” Noah said gravely. “That took things up a notch.”

			“Even newer arrivals?” Sparrow asked. “Who’s this . . .? Africans? Eskimos? Martians?”

			The mention of outsiders and small communities stirred sour memories in Manolis of his birthplace of Cobb and how their immigration detention centre had changed the town – mainly for the worse – thanks to its draconian practices and unfettered incompetence. But the more Noah talked, the more Manolis realised the situation was actually very different.

			“It all began innocently enough,” the local cop said. “A small real estate ad in the local rag, and online as well. Followed by the sale of a large expanse of beachfront land on the island’s southern coastline near Vivonne Bay that had been in one family for generations. Local locals, as I explained. The land was bought for a modest price by an affluent businessman from the mainland – the missing bloke, Richard Marlowe.”

			

			“Was the sale problematic?” Manolis asked.

			“Not at all,” Noah replied. “The asking price was fully paid, contracts exchanged, settlement reached, deal done.”

			“Does Marlowe have a criminal record?” Sparrow asked.

			“I searched, he’s clean,” Noah said. “But he’s a shrewd operator. He realised the land was undervalued, underdeveloped, and saw an opportunity for a big pay day. I won’t quite say it was exploitative, but the vendor was pretty naive about property, having never sold anything before.”

			“Sounds like the deal the Indigenous people in America made when they sold Manhattan island for peanuts to the Dutch,” Sparrow said. “But at least they got something for their land, they didn’t just lose it for nix.”

			“On buying the land, Marlowe kept the largest and best portion for himself, elevated high on the cliffs above a stretch of deserted white beach,” Noah said. “He then subdivided the rest, which he had since been selling on.”

			“For a whacking great profit, no doubt,” Manolis said.

			“Yep,” Noah said. “Precise transaction details and sales prices have been kept confidential but many plots were bought sight unseen by people who hadn’t even visited the island. Marlowe then poured millions into transforming his own plot of land. For starters, he built an outrageous designer mansion overlooking the ocean.”

			Noah was forced to use his fingers as he reeled off the new home’s many modern features – cinema, library, bowling alley, billiards room, gym, eight-­car basement garage, wine cellar, and solar panels.

			“Meanwhile, the sprawling grounds have manicured gardens, an infinity pool, a diving pool, floodlit grass tennis court, American barn, fire pit, infrared sauna, 35-­seater spa—”

			“Helipad?” asked Sparrow.

			

			“Naturally. And also biking trails, apiaries, a private koala sanctuary, and even a bushfire bunker buried deep into the side of a hill.”

			“Sounds like a real monstrosity,” said Sparrow.

			“Less like a residential home and more like a seven-­star resort on steroids,” said Noah. “I’ve no idea what it’s worth but rumour has it they spent a million bucks on windows alone, all triple glazing imported from Germany.”

			“Bushfire bunker?” Manolis asked.

			“Of course,” said Noah. “A must-­have feature these days.”

			“For those who can afford it,” said Sparrow.

			“I don’t believe they’re cheap, no,” said Noah. “Concrete walls, reinforced flame-­proof doors, and wine racks to pass the time. But they can also double as bank vaults. Those who have a bunker don’t like to talk about them for fear of being overrun when disaster strikes.”

			“Complicated emotional territory,” said Manolis.

			“They intensify the feeling of haves and have-­nots,” said Noah. “But it doesn’t stop there . . .”

			Noah described how Marlowe’s rich friends soon started flocking to the island, helicopters and private planes, buying up the other vacant lots to secure their breathtaking ocean views, undertaking major earthworks and construction, and ultimately trying to outdo each other for extravagance.

			“Chest beating,” said Sparrow. “Like gorillas in the wild.”

			“The least they could do was design their buildings so they were somehow tucked away out of sight,” Noah said. “And that, understandably, was what began to really tick off the Islanders, both the locals and the local locals.”

			Instead of being welcomed, the influx of flashy newcomers created a tangible social divide within the tight-­knit community. The new arrivals kept to themselves, didn’t mix with the Islanders, and frequented their own select businesses. Marlowe even bought an island pub and transformed it into an upmarket restaurant with prestigious Chefs Hats.

			“Nails won’t even put a bloody sprig of parsley on his cheesy chicken parmigiana,” said Noah. “The locals refuse to go to Marlowe’s restaurant. They’re angry because their island is changing, being cannibalised, its heart torn out. But their biggest fear, more than anything, is that they may one day be pushed out themselves if it becomes completely unaffordable.”

			

			Noah paused. “And I must admit, I’m a little worried about that too.”

			Manolis considered all he’d heard with another mouthful of cold water. “So why here?” the detective sergeant asked. “Why Kangaroo Island?”

			“The only reason I can give you is that Marlowe grew up here,” Noah replied. “But his parents left when he was young, went to the mainland, sent him to private school and university, and that’s how he eventually made all his money.”

			Manolis rubbed his scratchy, two-­day stubble. “Moving to the country, the idea of a sea change, has always been the dream of many people, especially during retirement,” he said. “It’s an escape from the pressures of daily life, a chance to leave it all behind. It was once like that for Marlowe’s parents when they first came here, and it’s clearly something that Marlowe wants as well.”

			Manolis took a moment to reflect on his own life. After the birth of Christos, Emily also yearned for a simpler and cleaner life, away from the polluted city and demands of their high-­pressure jobs. And her job, as a solicitor in a corporate rat race, was asking more of her every day, oblivious to her transformation into a parent with a demanding newborn. The changes in Emily’s body and shift in her outlook reflected her growth into a mother – life wasn’t just about her now. But they also caused one of the early fractures in their marriage – their values were seemingly heading in different directions, one disconnected day at a time. And then, when things really deteriorated, Emily decided she no longer wanted the stubborn Manolis to be part of the changes that she wanted in her own life with her son. Manolis was recast as the outsider looking in. He regretted it at the time, and even more in hindsight. No matter how he looked at the world, what lens he viewed it through or logic he applied, his wife had an uncanny knack of always being bloody right.

			

			Nails materialised, ghost-­like again, this time with a tray of fresh drinks he presented like trophies, condensation still forming on the glasses.

			“On the house,” he said cheerily, and proceeded to suck on his own frothy schooner. The ratty, overgrown moustache crowding his mouth was soon dusted with froth. Having overheard their conversation, Nails added that “moving to the island is also an escape from people’s pasts”.

			“See, I’m not so sure,” Manolis said. “There was once an Australian writer, Charmian Clift, who lived on the Greek island of Hydra for many years with a bunch of other artists. They were all very brilliant but also jaded. She wrote about her isolation and lifestyle and said that on an island, eventually, you’re bound to meet yourself. Islands are meant to be an escape, I get that. But in reality, they’re not places of any escape because there’s nowhere for people to run.”

			Nails nodded sagely. After a moment, Manolis added that Clift later returned home to Sydney and killed herself via an overdose of barbiturates.

			Manolis’s recollection seemed to suck the oxygen from the room. The table went quiet. Everyone took a big draught on their drinks.

			“Look, island or not, we’re a close community here, and we’re hardened,” Nails said. “These blow-­ins shouldn’t come around flashing their cash and making out like they’re better than us. That’s disrespectful. It’s insulting.”

			“Insulting, eh?” said Manolis.

			“There’s more going on here than meets the eye,” Nails said ominously. “All these quiet land purchases. Something’s brewing.”

			“Like what?” Manolis asked.

			“Dunno exactly,” Nails replied. “If I knew, I’d probably be in on it myself. Maybe they’re building some kind of new utopia. Reliable public transport, solar panels and fruit orchards as far as the fucking eye can see.”

			

			Manolis quietly thought that sounded quite appealing.

			“Well, whatever they’re building, it looks bloody hideous,” Nails went on. “The houses are like festering sores, all bloated and inflamed. And they prevent access to some of the local beaches.”

			Without needing to be prompted, Nails said he was at the port to collect an early morning delivery the day Marlowe disappeared.

			“I was with another business owner, a mate named Elvis Carter. You’ll meet him soon enough. He runs a café. Top bloke and a footballer, too. And like me, he doesn’t want our little island to become a bolthole for the filthy rich. All those newcomers who zip around the island in their fancy-­shmancy electric cars and eat sustainable, organic everything – they try to make out like we all still club seals and abduct Aboriginal women.”

			It was now Sparrow who coughed deliberately into his hand.

			“Shit, sorry mate,” said Nails. “As if that’s bloody true these days. Anyway, we just don’t want to be made to feel like second-­class citizens in our own home. So, as far as I reckon, it’s good riddance to Marlowe and all those like him.”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			With appetites satisfied and thirsts sated, Noah and the new arrivals headed off along rough unsealed roads ridged with towering eucalypts. Noah’s sports utility vehicle was so grubby that it was hard to identify it as police. As it rattled across spine-­shuddering corrugations and bludgeoned through puncture-­inducing, axle-­destroying potholes, Manolis wondered if the car had any functioning suspension.

			“On Kangaroo Island, every single vehicle has some kind of defect,” Noah said.

			Being a lover of restored vehicles, Manolis was quietly disappointed. He’d thought he might see a few prime examples of cars from his childhood, Fords and Holdens and Chrysler Valiants, that had been lovingly brought back to their original glory. A small part of him had hoped Kangaroo Island might’ve even been like another island – Cuba – in the way its people valued their vintage cars.

			“The salt air chews through metal in no time,” Noah went on. “And the rough roads are brutal on the bodywork. Cars get flogged like nothing else.”

			The local cop described his own Korean vehicle as “expensive to run, unnecessarily heavy and hugely inefficient, but still uniquely suited to drive on the island’s dirt roads”.

			“I always find it strange how many SUVs are sold in Australia,” Manolis said. “They’re marketed off the back of the vast distances and harsh outback terrain. But we’re actually very urbanised – all the major cities are connected by multi-­lane highways. And because of their higher bonnets, SUVs have limited vision, which makes them more dangerous to other drivers, pedestrians and cyclists.”

			

			“I blame tax perks and the lack of fuel emissions standards – it makes financial sense to drive super-­sized vehicles,” Noah said. “And I’m seeing more of these Yank tanks on the road, imported and converted to right-­hand drive. Six metres long and with stonking great eight-­cylinder diesel engines.”

			“Autobesity,” said Manolis.

			“Truckzillas,” said Sparrow.

			“Too right,” Noah said. “It feels like an arms race.”

			“And for this, the environment is eternally grateful,” Sparrow said, deadpan.

			“Size is about protection, real or perceived,” Manolis said. “It’s about keeping the tribe safe.”

			Noah rolled his arms lazily from side to side as he swerved to dodge roadkill wallabies and feasting flocks of predatory birds.

			“There’s too many dead animals on the roads these days,” he said. “They sit there for weeks on end, you get to know them like the potholes, which never get repaired. There’s more accidents than ever before, some of them fatal.”

			“I can imagine,” said Manolis, gripping his seat for the illusion of security.

			“Fucken roos,” Sparrow muttered from behind.

			“We’ve got a local ranger but she’s always flat out, especially since the fires,” said Noah. “So many animals died, whole ecosystems that’ll take generations to bounce back.”

			“I remember seeing it on the news,” said Manolis. “Bloody awful.”

			“They came from lightning strikes, and nearly half the island was burned,” said Noah. “Half. Almost the entire national park at the western end was destroyed.”

			He spoke of the island’s geography, roughly 150 kilometres long east to west and 50 kilometres wide; about the size of Puerto Rico or Long Island. It was Australia’s third-­largest island after Tasmania in the south and Melville in the far north, and took about four hours to circumnavi­gate by car.

			

			“There’s eight distinct regions, which makes for some pretty intense football grudge matches,” he said. “Tribalism is alive and well.”

			He said the local league had only five clubs, but the rivalry was all the more intense for it.

			“That said, the league itself only exists thanks to the grit and grind of dedicated volunteers,” Noah added. “Many blokes work all week on their farms and don’t see another soul until game day Saturday.”

			“What’s the local team like?” Sparrow asked.

			“They’re a nondescript mob in a forgettable competition,” Noah replied. “The island’s coastline is more spectacular than its football.”

			“And where’s the sandboarding?”

			“That’s near Seal Bay on the south coast. It’s just down the road from the stretch of secluded coastline where all the swanky new residential developments are underway. We call it Millionaires’ Row.”

			Staring out the car window, Manolis’s brown eyes scrutinised the landscape. Salty, flat and dry. Was Marlowe out there somewhere? Or was his body?

			“There are no deep valleys here, no roaring rivers, no tall mountains or lush rainforests,” Noah said. “At most, we have gullies, creeks, hills and scrub. But the coastline makes up for it, the beaches and cliffs, the views.”

			Passing the island’s small airport, Noah floored it along a straight stretch of tree-­lined track. Seeing a road sign shoot by, Manolis arched an eyebrow.

			“Jews Highway?” he said. “Interesting name . . .”

			Noah chuckled. “Sorry, not trying to poke fun. The road was given that name by a local legend, an Indigenous bloke named Tiger Simpson. He even served at Gallipoli. When the road was first cleared, he claimed the contractors were tight with money. So, the name stuck.”

			

			The island was replete with similarly colourful geographical names that reflected local history: Pigs Head Corner, Stink Corner, Staggerjuice Corner, Firewater Corner, Stomach Ache Corner.

			“Felt Hat Corner always has a felt hat sitting on it,” Noah said. “That was Tiger too, he always put his hat on a stick when he was walking about so he’d know the way back on his return, like leaving a trail of breadcrumbs. Today, Islanders continue the tradition. If the hat blows off in a storm, someone always puts it back on the sign.”

			Sparrow forced a laugh. “Great,” he said. “A road sign and a grubby cap. What a way to honour a blackfella Anzac hero.”

			They drove on in tense silence, heading south and west, the road thrumming underneath the car’s bald tyres.

			“Did you know the island was once connected to the mainland, as Captain Flinders had initially believed?” said Noah.

			“What happened?” Manolis asked.

			“Rising sea levels,” Noah replied. “They turned this place into an island in the same way they’re currently swallowing up islands across the Pacific.”

			“That must’ve been what wiped my people out,” said Sparrow. “Global warming, yair.”

			“The absence of Indigenous Aboriginal people was significant to the first settlers from Britain,” Noah said. “It meant they could imagine the island as a true terra nullius and be free of the burden of white guilt that other colonial Australians might’ve carried.”

			Sparrow scoffed again. “Good to see they turned it into a positive,” he said drily. “No blackfellas here, lads. Come on in, carry on!”

			Manolis checked his phone, noticing the reception fluctuating. “What’s phone coverage like here?”

			“Drops in and out,” Noah replied. “Better inland than on the coastline, but too far inland and it drops out again, there’s black spots everywhere. The network here is different to the one on the mainland.”

			“That’s not the only thing that’s different,” muttered Sparrow.

			“I haven’t seen any buses,” said Manolis.

			

			“There’s no public transport,” said Noah. “And no taxis either. You drive or walk. A few people cycle.”

			As they drove on, Manolis saw a mix of lush grassland, vast tracts of unspoiled bushland, steep ocean cliffs, and long white stretches of sandy beach. But the further west they went, the landscape changed dramatic­ally from dense and green to bare and black. The raw fallout from the hellish summer bushfire that had destroyed properties and claimed the lives of hundreds of thousands of native animals – and even several people caught sheltering in their cars.

			“I see what you mean about the fires,” said Manolis in a defeated tone. “Such destruction.”

			“Believe it or not, it wasn’t all bad,” said Noah, swerving to avoid another animal carcass. “The fires brought us closer as a community. Most of the island are volunteers with the Country Fire Service, and people reached out to help one another.”

			“That tends to happen in a crisis,” said Manolis. “I’ve seen it. Tough times, tragedies, bring out the best in people, in both families and communities.”

			Noah sucked on his teeth. “It started out well enough, everyone came together during the deadliest time to get through the fires. But the rebuilding process has been more individualistic and slow, and even divisive, with many people still waiting for their homes. There’s been issues with development approvals and insurance shortfalls. There’s now an accommodation crisis, which is why all these massive new houses are so galling. There’s only so many builders to go around, and the rich pay more.”

			“So, the tradies follow the money,” Sparrow said.

			“Exactly,” Noah replied. “And most of these new mansions are second and even third homes. People won’t be living in them permanently, they’ll sit vacant most of the year.”

			Almost as if on cue, a settlement of multi­coloured tents by the roadside blurred past Manolis’s window like a spinning parasol. A line of caravans was parked further down the road, and there were more drooping tents strung out on isolated beaches. Manolis saw Sparrow staring at them all intently with his big brown eyes.

			

			“Those aren’t holidaymakers,” Noah said. “The housing crisis was a hammer blow coming after all the health and safety hazards – unstable trees, lingering smoke in the air, exposed asbestos.”

			“And I take it there’s been no assistance on any of those fronts?” Manolis asked.

			It was now Noah’s turn to laugh.

			“On top of that, there’s all manner of mental health issues,” he said. “People feel abandoned, left to cope among the ruins.”

			Bringing the conversation back to the case, Noah described how some of the Islanders organised a search party for Marlowe in the very first days after he went missing, zigzagging their way across the island in hi-­vis jackets, backpacks and hats. It underscored the strong sense of community.

			“Nails didn’t take part, although he put on some free tucker at the pub,” Noah said. “There was also a Facebook group created to help coordinate volunteer searches and pool information but it was deleted after it descended into personal attacks and infighting.”

			“Wonderful.” Manolis sighed. “Ah social media.”

			“But not before we were treated to comments from some self-­proclaimed psychic mediums who claimed to have spiritually connected with Marlowe,” said Noah.

			“Do they know the lottery numbers as well?” Sparrow asked. “Bloody online sleuths and armchair detectives!”

			“Even now, there’s a few Islanders who continue to look for Marlowe as they go about their everyday lives in case he suddenly turns up,” said Noah.

			“Alive or dead,” added Sparrow.

			The region known as Millionaires’ Row soon appeared, rising from the earth like a series of hovering spacecraft. The houses were surrounded by publicly ­owned Crown land and reinforced by wild scrub, doubly solid, almost as if the area was gated to repel outsiders. The Marlowe property was fittingly impressive with high-security gates and the reassuring sight of multiple CCTV cameras located in elevated positions. The visitors were allowed inside after buzzing an intercom and being scrutinised by an electronic eye.

			

			“Fancy shmancy,” said Sparrow, his voice with an upward inflection.

			Noah eased up along the teardrop driveway, parking the car at an awkward angle. The worn brakes unleashed a sustained, high-­pitched squeal that assaulted Manolis’s ears. Emerging from the vehicle, he felt the wind blast his face, as hot and fiery as a furnace. Sparrow cursed their devilishly dry country. All around, the grounds were bustling with gardeners and tradespeople in constant motion, cleaning, maintaining and perfecting.

			“Organise a warrant to search the house and grounds,” Manolis told Noah.

			“Already in train,” he replied.

			“What about sending geo-­targeted text messages?”

			“I’ve reached out to mobile providers. But it’s probably diminishing returns given the size of the island.”

			“Do it anyway.”

			“No worries . . .”

			The house towered before them in monolithic slabs of smooth, curved concrete. The robust design was minimalist yet extravagant. From the exterior, it looked less like a home and more like a grand auditorium.

			“I heard that it required 4,000 tonnes of concrete, 50 tonnes of steel, and 35 kilometres of electric cabling,” Noah said, tone low. “It’s not just a house – it’s an engineering marvel.”

			Climbing a series of wide, sprawling steps, they approached the glassed entrance. As Sparrow rang the bell, he was audited by a second computer eyeball. Manolis quietly reiterated that “the partner’s always the prime suspect in such cases”.

			The doorbell sounded with a deep, operatic tone, reverberating for several seconds in the cavernous space behind the double oak front doors. When the echo faded, they were met with a prolonged silence. Sparrow went to ring the bell a second time but stopped when they heard soft, calculated footsteps on the parquetry flooring. He instead took a conscious step backwards.

			

			The door opened, a voice: “Ah, gentlemen, welcome.”

			It wasn’t quite who Manolis was expecting – a middle-­aged man, tanned complexion, silvery coiffure, with the kind of countenance that suggested he was getting better-­looking with age.

			“James Lavender.” He smiled. “Please, come in.”

			Lavender wore an unbuttoned golf shirt, light cotton pants, and navy canvas sneakers that looked fresh out the box. He shook hands with a firm grip and fixed each guest with a steady, lingering gaze.

			Noah introduced his colleagues. Manolis appeared relaxed in his own skin while Sparrow looked edgy, uncomfortable in the opulent surrounds. He kept looking around the brightly lit antechamber, his face betraying a combination of astonishment and circumspection. Sparrow’s eyes caught glimpses of strange and unfamiliar things, of glowing plaster and cold marble.

			“Right this way,” said Lavender.

			The soaring void made an immediate impact in the grand foyer. Lavender led them under a crystal chandelier and up a sinuous open staircase crafted from cloudy marble. A pair of cylindrical glass pendants illuminated the way. The muted hum and cooled air of ducted air-­conditioning gently chilled Manolis’s dry sweat to a comfortable sheen. Sparrow dragged his feet along the protracted corridor, his jaw gaping, his eyes everywhere but where he was actually walking.

			“I’m not sure how much Constable Volavola has told you about me,” Lavender said. “I’ve known Richard for years – decades, actually. We’re old mates and long-­term business partners, and now island neighbours. We’re all still in shock he’s missing. I’m so glad you’ve come to help locate him.”

			“I can imagine,” said Manolis. “Can I ask where you and Marlowe first met?”

			

			“At university,” said Lavender. “I won’t pretend otherwise – both Richard and I have been fortunate in life. We became rich together.”

			“And what’s your profession, Mister Lavender?”

			“Please, call me James. My background is in mining and exploration, but these days, I have a diverse portfolio of investments including property, shares and superannuation.” His voice exuded quiet power.

			A vast space bathed in natural ocean light opened up ahead. It was a living area with high vaulted ceilings, a floating fireplace, and a cosy arrangement of designer lounges. A dining-room table the size of a lap pool was nearby – timber combined with high gloss polyester, bronze steel, and marble in an object that was more of a gallery piece than practical item of furniture. A half dozen sculptural light fittings hung from above a millimetre-­perfect row. More marble was to be found nearby in the kitchen – it formed benchtops, a monstrous splashback, and a sweeping, plinth-­like island bench that resembled the crest of a breaking wave. Meanwhile, the Indian Ocean poured in through the longest single stretch of window that Manolis had ever seen.
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