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PROLOGUE

Gil Gillespie. Mark Strelitz stopped listening to the elderly gent sharing his forthright views with him and glanced across Birraga’s main street again. Definitely Morgan ‘Gil’ Gillespie, sitting at a table outside Rosie’s cafe in broad daylight. No longer in witness protection, or wherever he’d been these past few months.

Gil was someone he needed to see, to speak with. Attempting to maintain some level of courtesy, Mark extricated himself from the conversation he’d been caught in with a promise to look into the matter further, and shook hands with his constituent before he hastened across the street.

Gil rose as he approached, the violent beating he’d endured months ago still evident in the stiffness in his left arm, his eyes narrowed with the same wariness he’d always carried. Growing up they’d never been close, the gulf between their lives too great, and Gil’s experiences since then had given him few reasons to trust easily. Three years in prison, then fifteen managing a pub in inner-city Sydney and trying to keep it out of mafia influence. A stark contrast to Mark’s life – studying at university, managing the family pastoral company and grazing properties, and six years serving his outback region as an independent member in federal parliament.

But Gil’s stance against the mafia in Sydney and their connections in Dungirri, when he’d returned a few months ago, had earned Mark’s respect. He’d held the mafia at bay for years but they’d used bent police and local thugs with grudges to get at him, almost beating him to death.

Mark held out his hand. ‘Gil! I didn’t know you were back.’

‘I just arrived.’

‘It’s good to see you. Everyone was worried for a while there.’ Worried he wouldn’t survive the night, after he’d been flown out by air ambulance following a police raid to rescue him. ‘You’re well?’

Mark could have bitten his tongue. Small talk, awkward and out of place with Gil, who rarely practised the social customs that had become natural to Mark.

Nevertheless, Gil answered with only a hint of irony, ‘Much better.’ 

‘Great to hear it.’ Mark paused. Forget polite enquiries. He had to grasp this opportunity, find answers to the questions that haunted him. Answers only Gil could give him. ‘Gil, would you have a few minutes? There’s a matter I’ve been wanting to discuss with you.’ 

Gil hesitated. ‘Yeah, I guess so. I don’t have to be anywhere until six.’

‘Thanks. My office is just round the corner – shall we go there?’

His staff had gone home and the electorate office was deserted but for the two of them. The afternoon sun through the west-facing windows overpowered the air-conditioning, so Mark poured cool drinks and showed Gil into his office.

Mark looked down at his hands, at the glass in them. What happened in this conversation could change everything. Probably would change everything.

‘Gil, I need to ask you about the accident, with Paula.’ The event that tied them together. Eighteen years, half a lifetime ago for them, but not for Paula Barrett, her vibrancy extinguished forever when the car smashed into the tree.

Gil stilled, wary, but Mark ploughed on. ‘I’ve never regained my memory of it,’ he explained. ‘The medicos think I probably never will. It’s just a black hole in my head. But the thing is … ever since the other month, when you were here, I’ve had dreams, quite often. Always the same – a bloody kangaroo glaring at me in the headlights, a horrendous crunch as we hit the tree.’ He paused and took a mouthful of the cold drink, his throat tight. Then he looked Gil straight in the eye, determined to uncover the truth. ‘The scene I see – it’s always from the driver’s seat. I was driving that night, wasn’t I?’

Gil stood abruptly, walked to the window and gazed out. ‘It’s just a dream,’ he said.

‘I have to know for sure, Gil. I don’t know if what I’m dreaming is a fragment of memory or just my imagination. I don’t remember anything between my birthday the week before and waking up in the hospital. But seeing you again has triggered something in my head. The dream keeps coming again and again and again, and I need to know whether it’s real or not.’

‘Leave it, Mark.’ Gil still didn’t look at him, his back rigid, his low voice a rough warning.

A warning Mark ignored. He rose from his seat and pressed harder for an answer. ‘Can you swear to me that you were driving, Gil? Can you do that?’

Gil finally turned to face him. ‘It’s ancient history, now. Just let it be.’

No denial. There would never be a denial. The truth was there in Gil’s unwavering dark eyes and Mark felt the shift in his life, in what he understood about himself, almost as a physical sensation. ‘Why?’

Gil didn’t respond.

‘Damn it, Gil, why?’ Mark demanded. ‘Why did you tell them it was you?’

Gil let out a slow breath, and the words came with it, tumbling out after years of silence. ‘I didn’t. The old sarge – Bill Franklin – was the first one there, and by then I’d got you out of the car and was doing what I could for Paula. I couldn’t get to her through her door so I was kneeling in the driver’s seat, and Franklin just assumed at first I’d been driving. Then Paula died at the scene and they didn’t know if you’d make it, and everyone was angry, and although Franklin knew by then it was you, not me – well, I guess he figured it was better to blame the feral kid than the town favourite.’

It made sense; more sense than the lies told and maintained for years. ‘But why didn’t you say something?’

‘I was just a kid, an outcast, and way out of my depth.’ Gil grimaced, and for a moment Mark saw the shadow of the isolated youth in the hardened man. ‘It was … made clear to me that I was to carry the blame. And then the first night in the remand centre, the threat was delivered – comply, or Jeanie would suffer. I thought I had no choice. The days went by and you never said anything to contradict the story. No-one would have believed me without your back-up, and I couldn’t risk anything happening to Jeanie.’

Jeanie Menotti – the one adult who’d given Gil a chance, employed him at her Truck Stop Café, demonstrated her belief in him. Whoever was behind the cover-up had threatened her to gain Gil’s compliance. Mark clenched his fists tightly, the harshness of Gil’s experience worse than he could have guessed. And all his fault.

‘Gil, I wish I knew what to say. “Sorry” is nowhere near enough.’ 

‘You don’t need to say sorry or any other shit,’ Gil said, hard and blunt. ‘It’s done and gone years ago, and you weren’t involved. They stuffed up the rigging of evidence, and the conviction was quashed. I don’t have a record. There’s nothing to fix. There’s no bloody point in bringing it up after all this time.’

No point? Gil had served three years in prison before being able to prove that the damning blood-alcohol report couldn’t have been his blood.

‘There is if it was my fault,’ Mark said firmly, no doubt in his mind. ‘Had I been drinking, Gil? Was I drunk?’

Gil ran a hand through his hair. ‘You weren’t drunk,’ he said. ‘I was hitching and you offered me a ride. I was only in the car ten minutes or so before the smash. Paula had a bottle of something, offered it around, but you didn’t have any.’

‘That doesn’t mean I wasn’t already over the limit.’ It didn’t mean that the blood-alcohol report wasn’t his.

‘I saw no sign of it. Look, Mark, the accident was just that, an accident, no-one’s fault. Not yours or mine or Paula’s or any bloody kangaroo’s fault. So don’t go being all high-minded and doing anything stupid.’

Stupid? No, he wasn’t about to do anything stupid. But justice mattered, truth mattered, and it was his responsibility to clear Gil’s name and make the truth known.

The black hole in his memory swirled, a chasm that might yet swallow his life.


ONE



Twenty-four hours on a plane followed by a hot, sleepless night, packing quickly in the early morning and almost nine hours on the road from Sydney to Dungirri, and still Jenn Barrett’s brain grappled to make sense of yesterday’s out-of-the-blue email and the phone message that played on a continual loop in her mind on the long drive.

‘Jenn, it’s Mark Strelitz. I hope you get this before you hear it on the news. I need to tell you … Gil Gillespie came back to town again last week and I finally had the chance to talk to him about the accident. I still have no memory of it because of the head injury, likely never will. But, Jenn – I was driving, not Gil. I have to set the record straight and make sure the investigation is reopened.’ 

Memories and emotions she’d long ago buried crawled out of their graves and whirled around the stunning fact of Mark’s revelation: he had been driving when her cousin Paula was killed eighteen years ago. Mark, not Gil Gillespie.

Mark, whose friendship had been the one steady rock in her adolescence. Whose affection she’d eventually rejected. Who had been one of the reasons she’d caught the bus out of Dungirri at seventeen, the day after Paula’s funeral.

So much for her vow, back then, never to return.

The gravel road wound through the last kilometre of the thick, dry, Dungirri scrub, and the old familiar tension coiled around her spine as she crossed the low wooden bridge over the creek and into the town.

A willy-willy stirred up dust and dead leaves and swirled across the road ahead of her. Dust and death. They still clung to Dungirri, the terminal illness of economic and social decay evident in boarded-up shop windows, long-empty houses and scarcely a soul in sight, the main street almost as dead as the cemetery she’d just passed.

Why the hell had she agreed to come back to this godforsaken hole?

Because of the desperation in her Uncle Jim’s voice in his phone message last night, the pleading of her cousin Paul’s email. Proud men, both of them, not the kind who could easily ask for help, but out of their depth with this sudden news and worried how Paula’s father Mick would respond.

But Jenn hadn’t come back just for their sakes. She needed to find out the truth behind Mark’s unexpected confession. Unexpected and very public – at a brief lunch stop in a roadhouse somewhere along the way she’d seen the news of his press conference this morning blaring out from the TV – his shock resignation as an independent member of parliament, and the reopening of the police investigation at his request.

She gritted her teeth against a wave of nausea. Greasy takeaway food on top of jetlag, fatigue and stress hadn’t been one of her better decisions.

‘Get a grip,’ she muttered. ‘It’s only bloody Dungirri. You can sort out this mess and then leave again.’

Approach it like a story. Use her skills as a journalist. Be objective, rational. Behave as if Paula hadn’t been her cousin, sister, friend. As if Mark were just another politician with a convenient case of amnesia.

At the end of the block, a couple of cars were parked outside the Dungirri Hotel, a ‘For Sale’ sign attached to the upper veranda, and across the road, a sign advertising ice-cream stood on the path in front of the old general store.

Undecided about what to do or where to go first, she turned into the street beside the shop and parked in the shade of a tree. As she climbed out of the air-conditioned car, the dry December heat hit her, sucking moisture from her skin. Her legs and back stiff from hours of driving after a day in planes yesterday, she walked back to the corner to stretch her muscles.

Apart from slight movement in the leaves on the trees along the street, nothing stirred in the hot afternoon. A bulldozer parked across the road marked the recent demolition of Jeanie Menotti’s Truck Stop Café, burned in a fire. A gaping hole in a once-familiar streetscape.

Old habits resurfaced but she refused to allow her gaze to linger on the dilapidated buildings of the Dungirri showground, or the grassed area of the overgrown show ring where she and her parents had once camped while visiting family. Where everything had changed in one terrifying, soul-ripping moment, condemning her to five years in her Uncle Mick’s uncaring guardianship in Dungirri.

A crow rose above the showground, black against the bright sky, its harsh caw so desolate in the stillness that Jenn had to close her eyes against the wave of old grief.

Dust, desolation, death – that about summed up her memories of Dungirri.

Steeling herself against the temptation to simply turn around, walk back to her car and drive away, she eyed the hotel from across the street. Time hadn’t been kind to it, and she would bet that the accommodation was basic. She could decide later if she would risk staying there, or head into the larger town of Birraga, sixty kilometres further west.

Right now she needed to bury her memories again, find her objectivity and focus on making some sense of this mess. Sitting in the car, she jotted on a notepad the facts as she knew them from her Uncle Jim’s emails over the past few months and the news reports she’d seen. Fact one: Gil Gillespie’s return to Dungirri almost three months ago. Fact two: Gillespie’s revelations of connections between the Calabrian mafia Russo family from Sydney and the Flanagans, local shady business family and thugs led by wealthy businessman Dan and his sons. Drugs, blackmail, coercion – all the usual organised crime, and she’d seen more than enough of it, all the world over. Fact three: Her cousin Sean’s involvement with the Flanagans and the Russos, and his assault on Gillespie, believing him responsible for their cousin Paula’s long-ago death.

She paused with her pen on the page so long that the ink ran, forming a blot. There lay the crux of Jim’s and Paul’s concerns – how Mark’s confession would impact on Paul’s brother Sean, guilt-ridden and in prison, and on her Uncle Mick, Paula’s father.

She didn’t give a fraction of a damn about Mick, but the others – yes, maybe she did. Or maybe this was just personal, about her own needs, her own questions.

Fact four: Gillespie’s return to the district from witness protection a week ago, Mark’s meeting with him and subsequent public confession and resignation today, after informing the Barretts privately yesterday.

And in that line of her scrawled writing lay the focus of most of her questions and her journalist’s scepticism. What the hell had gone on during that conversation between the two men? Exactly what had prompted Mark to throw away his career so abruptly?

She tossed her pen and notebook on to the passenger’s seat and yanked the car door shut. The best place to find the truth was at the source. And the source, in this case, lived fifteen minutes beyond Dungirri.

She ignored the catch in her breathing and started the car. Ask questions, investigate, find the truth. She’d been preparing herself for this meeting all day, thrusting her fond, youthful memories of the boy she’d been half in love with firmly into the past; they were irrelevant now.

The three blocks of the town’s main street disappeared into her rear-view mirror and the road ahead ran straight west into the flat, mostly cleared farmland towards Birraga. Only pockets of scrub and the eucalypts lining the road remained, the paddocks brown and withered in the summer sun.

All familiar, this road she’d travelled hundreds – probably thousands – of times. She battled the unsettling sense of being thrust back eighteen years in time by looking for the changes. The old O’ Connell wool shed, flattened in a storm when she was a kid, had been replaced by a new steel machinery shed. The Dawsons had installed solar panels on the homestead roof. The property next door to them had new fences.

Small, incremental changes. Nothing that disturbed the shape of the land; the paddocks stretching for kilometres, the cone of Ghost Hill towering over the plains, the green smudge of trees in the distance marking the Birraga River, snaking its way across the country.

A kilometre or so before Ghost Hill she slowed, shifting down a gear, indicating for the turn-off even though there were no other cars around to notice.

As she made the turn on to the dirt road, a wave of nostalgia caught her unawares. The kurrajong trees still shaded the short row of mail boxes and the tilting corrugated-iron shelter where she’d waited, day after day, with Mark and Paula for the school bus into Birraga High. Despite all the frustrations and unhappiness of her youth and her Uncle Mick’s resentful guardianship, she, Paula and Mark had shared good times and a strong friendship.

‘A long time ago,’ she murmured, steering her thoughts away from the past, concentrating instead on avoiding dust-filled potholes and the deep tyre ruts gouged in the last rain. Five kilometres along the track the gates of Marrayin Downs stood open, and she turned into the tree-lined driveway.

A dusty white ute was parked in the shade of an old red gum in the wide drive-circle across from the century-old homestead, and she pulled up behind it. Mark? His property manager? It was unlikely to be her Uncle Jim over here – he managed another Strelitz property just south of Dungirri. And her Uncle Mick probably hadn’t stepped foot on the place since his dismissal had forced them to leave the manager’s cottage nineteen years ago.

She spared a single glance towards the old cottage, half-hidden in its grove of trees. No vehicles, no signs of life. Turning her back on the house she’d once lived in – never a home – she straightened her shoulders and walked across the drive to the main homestead.

The deep shade of the vine-covered veranda created a refuge from the heat and her steps sounded on the timber boards with a mellow, half-forgotten resonance.

Long gone were the days when she would have simply called out and walked in through the front door. Instead, she pressed the doorbell, heard its chimes echo in the house. Heard, too, footsteps inside. The silhouetted figure she glimpsed through the leadlight window beside the door hurried – but not towards her, the back door slamming seconds later.

Strange. Definitely strange. The figure was stockier than Mark. Although she hadn’t seen him in person for eighteen years, she’d seen him often enough on the TV news, and he’d maintained his lean fitness. Perhaps it was the manager or a housekeeper. A ten-thousand-hectare grazing property needed staff to run it. Or perhaps a lover or friend – she had no idea of Mark’s current domestic arrangements. A few women had been linked to him over the years, by his side at formal functions. One of them might have caught his heart.

She pressed the doorbell again, heard it echo through the house. No response. Uncertainty tightened the tension in her spine and she glanced again at her watch – it was after six o’ clock. According to Mark’s office manager in Canberra, he’d left straight after this morning’s media conference. Unless he’d stopped on the way, he should be home by now.

Huffing in frustration, she followed the veranda around to the back of the house. The east wing was new since her day, as were the French doors opening off the eat-in kitchen on to a large, multi-level terrace tiered down the slight hill. She quickened her steps, the low sunlight glinting on the jagged glass in the doorframes. Smashed glass, open doors, a man who’d run away on her arrival … her senses snapped to alert.

Nothing moved among the outbuildings beside the house that she could see. In the few minutes she’d waited on the veranda, he’d disappeared.

She hesitated, considering her options. Find the manager? She assumed there was one, but he could be anywhere, mustering, fencing, checking dams. Phone the police? She was three steps towards the kitchen phone when she caught the first whiff of smoke, and she whirled around, scanning the view for grassfire in the paddocks, or bushfire in the distance. Either could be deadly in the dry summer heat.

The second whiff of smoke drifted from behind her, from the house, and a fire alarm suddenly began to beep, high pitched and loud. Underneath that sound a car engine roared to life somewhere – possibly down by the old wool shed.

Her sandals crunched on the broken glass on the kitchen floor. She could see the smoke now, thickening in the passageway behind the main rooms of the homestead, the light starting to flicker with a garish glow when she turned into the passage that led to the office.

The door was open, the room a mess, burning papers were scattered on the desk and floor, fire already eating the desk chair, the armchairs, and climbing the curtains.

And on the floor behind the desk she could see two feet, clad in dusty leather boots, lying motionless, close to the flames.

[image: image]

Nearing the end of the long drive from Canberra, Mark skirted around the edge of Dungirri, dodging the main street, turning back on to the Birraga road a kilometre from town. He didn’t intend to avoid Dungirri for long, but he planned to go home, shower and change, check his messages for anything he couldn’t ignore and then head back to face the Friday-night crowd at the pub. There were usually a fair few people there; tonight, with the announcement of his resignation, he expected the pub to be crowded with people talking about it. About him.

Better to face them today, rather than later. His electorate covered a huge area of outback New South Wales, including larger towns such as Birraga and Jerran Creek, but in Dungirri they’d known him all his life. And they’d known and mourned Paula. If there was anger and a sense of betrayal, it would be strongest here.

Beyond Dungirri, out of the scrub, the road stretched flat and mostly straight ahead, the late-afternoon sun strong between the flickering shadows of the eucalypts along the road. He passed the rough track that led to the old Gillespie place a few kilometres from town. Somewhere along this section of the Dungirri-to-Birraga road he’d picked up Gil Gillespie one evening eighteen years ago. There was nothing in his memory to tell him where and why. Nothing but the gaping hole caused by the head injury he received in the accident, permanently erasing several days from his short-term memory. Days he would never recover. And while he’d been unconscious in hospital, Gil had been threatened and subsequently confessed to being the driver of the car.

Ghost Hill rose out of the flat plains, still some distance ahead. No matter where he travelled, that first sight of the hill beckoned him home.

Yet today the view of the hill seemed hazy, despite the clear afternoon air. Perhaps his eyes were just tired … He blinked a few times to refocus them, and scanned the landscape as he drove. Yes, definitely a grey, smoky haze. Worrying, in this summer heat. But from where?

Coming over a slight rise, he located the faint plume of smoke on the horizon – and he instantly pressed harder on the accelerator. If it wasn’t on Marrayin Downs, it was close to it. He turned on the UHF radio and switched it to the emergency channel.

‘… Seven-four-one-five on Dungirri One Alpha. We’re responding. ETA seventeen minutes.’

Seven-four-one-five. As a volunteer with the Rural Fire Service he knew every one of the local IDs. Even if he hadn’t recognised Paul Barrett’s voice, he would have known it was the captain of the Dungirri brigade.

Another voice reported in: ‘Firecom, Birraga Two Alpha responding. ETA Marrayin thirty minutes.’ Marrayin. His property. And the Dungirri tanker was at least fifteen minutes away.

This time Mark floored the accelerator.

From the main road he couldn’t pinpoint the location of the fire. The trees at the corner of the road obscured the view, but as he sped down the dirt track the glimpses across the landscape gradually revealed the worst: not the paddocks, not the wool shed or the shearers’ quarters, not the machinery sheds, but the homestead itself. His home.

Smoke spilled from the house, flowing across the driveway and garden. A few metres along the veranda from the main entrance, flames blazed out from the French doors of his office, the doorframe, the veranda and the roof above it well ablaze. The old, dry timber in parts of the house would burn quickly and easily – and spread if it was not controlled rapidly.

He drove around the side of the house, straight down to the shed that held the fire trailer, permanently ready with a tank of water and a pump, and swung his vehicle around to reverse in. Focused on his objective, he didn’t see the woman running from the house until she was almost at the shed.

Recognition hit hard. Jenn Barrett.

Jenn, here, with no warning; no chance to prepare himself for this first meeting in years, no way to know her thoughts, and no time to find out.

Jenn, with dishevelled hair and dark soot smeared across her face and her light shirt.

He caught her by the arms and she gripped him, her breathing raspy, urgent but not panicked. ‘Mark! Jim’s inside, hurt. I’ve moved him out of the office, but I can’t—’ She caught sight of the fire extinguisher on the shed wall and left his hold to unhook it from the brace, continuing over her shoulder, ‘He collapsed again and I couldn’t move him. We have to get him out.’

Jim Barrett. Inside the burning house. All the other questions spinning in his head had to wait. Even Jenn, with smoke-scented hair, a red burn on the hand that had rested briefly on his arm and the thousand tangled emotions between them, would have to wait. He yanked open the back of his vehicle and grabbed his RFS kit bag. ‘Where is he?’

‘The living room.’

He took the extinguisher from her and set off at a run but she kept pace beside him, explaining in between gasps, ‘I closed the doors but that won’t last long. The fire’s taken hold. The kitchen extinguisher wasn’t enough.’

The broken glass of the kitchen door partially answered one question, but smoke had spread in the room beyond it and the enclosed back veranda, leaving no time for details. The light breeze might keep the fire to the front of the house, but there was no guarantee of that.

Adrenaline pumped in his veins and fifteen years of training and experience with the volunteer RFS kicked in. ‘Stay outside,’ he said, grabbing the fire blanket and his protective jacket and hat out of his bag.

She hrmphed – so many years since he’d heard that particular intonation of stubborn disagreement. He knew she would follow him in. No point wasting precious time trying to argue with her. Yet. He handed her the jacket and hat. ‘On. Now.’

The solid doors and mud-brick walls of the original four-room homestead separated the living room from the first addition, providing some protection from the blaze in the office. Some, but not total. As they dodged around the oak table in the dining room, Mark could hear over the din of the alarm an ominous crackling in the roof cavity, and saw the plaster work in the corner of the ceiling start to smoulder.

They had a minute or two, maybe less, to find Jim and get him out.

The knob of the living-room door was still cool to the touch, but nevertheless he opened it warily, holding Jenn back with one arm lest she dash straight in. The smoke was thicker in the room but he could see Jim sprawled on the thick rug, motionless, a cream damask cushion underneath his head dark with blood, a large patch of the sleeve of his cotton shirt burned to blistered skin. At least, unconscious, he wouldn’t feel the pain.

‘I had to move him. We have to move him.’ Jenn dropped to her knees beside her uncle, quickly checking his pulse.

Smoke trailed in around the door to the office wing, fire already charring the edges of the door and the cornices above. Mark gave it a blast with the fire extinguisher to slow it down, before checking through the doors to the veranda. The roof out there already burned. No safe exit that way.

He dropped the extinguisher and knelt next to Jim. ‘We’ll cover him with the fire blanket. I’ll carry him. Can you support his head?’

Jenn nodded and slipped into position, ready to lift. Mark manoeuvred one arm under Jim’s back, the other under his legs, murmuring, ‘Sorry, mate, this is going to hurt.’

‘Not much choice,’ Jenn said, her mouth drawn in a grim line.

He nodded. They had to move him quickly – and hope they did no more damage. He looked at Jenn. ‘One, two, now.’

Jim, over six feet and packed with the muscle of sixty years of physical labour, was heavy on Mark’s shoulders as he carried him back through the dining room. Jenn used the extinguisher on the flames that licked and danced along the cornice. Both quickened their steps in the rapidly intensifying heat, their focus on the exit.

Smoke smarted his eyes and scratched his throat. Jenn’s eyes were red, and she tried to stifle a cough but she didn’t stop or slow her pace. In the marginally clearer air in the kitchen they both drew deeper breaths. A dozen more steps and they were outside on the paved terrace, and Jenn coughed again and again.

Beyond the incessant beeping of the smoke alarm, sirens sounded in the distance as Mark exhaled a long breath. He nodded towards the table on the lower terrace, protected from the sun by shade sails above. ‘We can put him there. He’ll be safe for the moment till the RFS crew can help him.’

‘I told triple-0 to send an ambulance, too,’ Jenn said, still as level-headed and cool in a crisis as she’d always been.

They gently laid Jim on the wooden table, and Jenn immediately put her fingers to his neck to check his pulse again.

‘He’s not breathing.’

Hasty fingers tore at the buttons on Jim’s shirt and for the first time, her voice caught with a note of panic. ‘Damn it, he’s not breathing.’


TWO



As Mark breathed into Jim’s mouth and Jenn counted compressions, she tried to picture the bald head and androgynous features of a first-aid training manikin instead of her uncle’s pale face and greying temples, but reality wouldn’t budge.

Mark’s head lifted and she pumped Jim’s chest again. One … two … three … ‘Come on, Jim. Breathe.’

Somewhere beyond the immediate focus of her attention, she was vaguely aware of a vehicle stopping nearby, of voices and doors slamming and the thud of running boots.

A firm hand gripped her shoulder and a male voice spoke beside her. ‘Jim. Shit. How long has he been out?’

She didn’t take her eyes from her uncle, and Mark didn’t break from the CPR rhythm. ‘Unconscious – longer than fifteen, twenty minutes,’ she guessed. It felt like hours since she’d arrived, but it couldn’t be. ‘Not breathing – I’m not sure, a minute or two.’

Three more compressions. One … two … three … She felt the flutter in Jim’s chest, heard the faint intake of breath.

The man moved her aside with gentle firmness, his fingers already taking Jim’s pulse. ‘We’ll look after him. We’ll need to defib, Beth.’

Beth? Jenn glanced up. Beth Fletcher. It had to be. In the orange jacket of the State Emergency Service. No longer the quiet, reserved schoolgirl that Jenn remembered. The girl Jenn had thought back then would end up marrying Mark. But Ryan Wilson’s ring glinted on her finger as she readied the defibrillator with quick, expert movements.

Beth gave her a quick smile of recognition. ‘Hi, Jenn. Stand clear, everyone.’ Jenn took a couple of paces back and found herself standing beside Mark.

‘Beth and Karl are trained as Community First Responders,’ Mark said in a low voice, while they watched them work on Jim. ‘For Dungirri incidents, they can be on the scene quicker than the ambulance from Birraga.’

Jenn nodded, not trusting herself to speak. They applied the charge to Jim’s chest, and a few moments afterwards Karl gave a quick thumbs-up. She closed her eyes and breathed in deeply. He’d be okay. He had to be okay.

They heard another emergency vehicle arrive, switching off its siren before it reached the house.

Mark rested a hand on Jenn’s shoulder for a brief moment. ‘That’ll be the RFS. I’ll get the trailer and join them.’

Beth and her colleague bent over Jim, giving him oxygen, bracing his neck, brisk, professional and calm.

‘They don’t need me here,’ she said. ‘I’ll help you with the trailer.’

She guided him as he reversed his LandCruiser back to the trailer tow hook, then helped him lift and nudge the trailer across to fit over the tow ball. With fire consuming the house they slipped straight back into old rhythms of working together, as if no time had passed, as if there was no awkwardness hanging between them.

As he squatted to plug in the electric cable, he finally glanced up and asked, ‘Do you know how Jim was hurt? How the fire started?’

‘There was someone else here. They went out the back when I rang the doorbell. I heard a car somewhere beyond the shed, then I smelled the smoke and found Jim in your office. At first I thought … I thought it was you.’ She didn’t know why she’d said that, and she swallowed again, her mouth dry from the smoke and the fear and all the reactions she had yet to process.

She couldn’t see his face as he quickly pulled on the protective clothing from his kit and the jacket she gave back to him. ‘Jim’s fit and strong, Jenn. He’s not going to give up easily. Can you stay with him? And get Beth to look after your hand.’

‘I’ll come and help.’

He paused for an instant, with his hand on the driver’s door, looking at her. ‘Not without proper protective gear and training, you can’t. Stay where it’s safe, Jenn. This isn’t your place.’

This isn’t your place. As he started the vehicle and slowly pulled the trailer out of the shed, her overcrowded thoughts noted the words. He’d meant them as protection, not exclusion, but they were truthful. Marrayin had never been, would never be, her place. She’d only ever wanted to leave. But it was his place, the homestead and the landscape, the community that even back then he’d dedicated himself to serve. Wound through his identity, essential to his spirit.

Right now the best thing she could do for her uncle was to keep out of Beth and her colleague’s way. And Mark was right – she wasn’t dressed for fire-fighting. The burn on her hand smarted, as did the one on her foot where the straps of her sandals had been no barrier to the heat of burning paper in the office. She had boots in her car, but that was too close to the fire and might be lost.

What Mark would lose, however, dwarfed to insignificance the potential loss of her car and a few clothes. She walked around the side of the house, standing well back and out of the worst of the smoke to assess the situation. The single-storey homestead was large, but the fire seemed contained within a few rooms of the original central structure and around the office, and the RFS crew concentrated their efforts there. So far, the long wings on either side were unaffected. She hoped the doors she’d closed as she’d retreated from the fire had slowed the fire’s spread.

She ducked back in through the kitchen to the family room beyond it. The smoke wasn’t too thick here yet, but the low sunlight from the western window highlighted the haze, with small particles floating in the sun’s rays.

The pine cabinet she remembered stood in the same place, with its eclectic mix of family treasures. It held nothing of monetary value: a worn, patched teddy bear; a scratched and dented flute; a linen tablecloth embroidered by Mark’s grandmother – pieces of family history that insurance could never replace.

As she opened the cabinet door the house shuddered with a rumble; part of the structure collapsed, showering her with dust and shattering several of the window panes.

It took just ten, fifteen, twenty seconds to lay a few things on the tablecloth and draw the corners together in a bundle. A crackling growl crawled along the ceiling above her – the force of the collapse must have blasted fire through the roof cavity. No more time. She ran for the external door, her eyes watering heavily, and barrelled into a yellow-coated fireman, a wall of muscle.

He swore and gripped a hand around her arm.

‘I’m okay,’ she said, but he kept hold of her arm, through the door and into the fresher air outside away from the house.

She dragged a hand across her eyes to relieve the stinging, and focused on the fireman to see her cousin Paul’s face, framed by the protective helmet. Tall and straight and serious, the image of the war-hero grandfather both he and Paula had been named after.

‘Jenn! What the hell were you thinking, going in there?’

‘There were three rooms between me and the fire.’ That was what she’d been thinking, and it had seemed logical, a few minutes ago. Maybe smoke was addling her brain. Paul snorted and continued to walk briskly around to the terrace. ‘Paul, your dad—’

‘Mark just told me. Thanks for getting him out of there. But don’t you dare go near the fire again, not for anything, you hear me?’

She might have reminded him she wasn’t a kid anymore, but they’d reached the table where Jim lay, an oxygen mask on his face, and Paul’s attention had switched to his father.

‘He’s breathing okay, Paul, and his heart-rate and blood pressure are stable,’ Beth said. ‘The ambulance will be here in a couple of minutes. Do you want to go in to Birraga with him?’

‘I can’t yet. Jenn, can you go with him? I’ll come in as soon as I’m finished here.’

‘I don’t—’ I don’t want to. Jenn bit back the words and nodded. ‘Yes. I can do that.’ Her fingers closed around her car keys in her pocket, and she handed them to Paul. ‘If my car is okay, could you bring in my bag? I’ll need my wallet and my phone if possible.’

Paul nodded, giving his father’s uninjured shoulder a brief squeeze before he turned away, stony-faced, back to his duties.

Jenn watched her uncle’s chest rise and fall. Too many years since she’d seen him, and age and worry had greyed his hair, carved lines into his face. Barrett men didn’t do emotion but Jim had always been kind to her in his own way. Unlike his brother and sister-in-law, who had scarcely given a damn about the orphan niece in their care.

She wasn’t much good at emotion either – dealing with it or expressing it – but she reached out and gently clasped his rough, work-worn hand, avoiding the bruising that darkened his knuckles. ‘Your boys still need you, Jim,’ she murmured. ‘So, don’t you dare die, you hear me?’
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A jet of water hit the corrugated-iron roof in a roar of hissing steam, the sounds melding with the rumble of pumps and engines and the rolling thunder of the flames into a nightmare cacophony, drowning out all but the most immediate thoughts.

Sweltering in his fire-fighting gear, Mark targeted his hose at the burning rubble inside his office. Beams and twisted iron from the collapsed roof piled high on the remains of furniture and walls.

The RFS crews from Dungirri and Birraga aimed at the roof with their higher-pressure hoses, fighting to control the fire spreading through and consuming the old wooden beams. The entire original section of the homestead might be lost, maybe more. The knowledge drove them all – as did the forecast threat of westerly winds during the evening, and dry paddocks all around that a single ember could ignite.

Mark blasted water on to a sheet of corrugated iron to cool it before dragging it aside to reach the burning remains of bookshelves underneath it. He worked systematically: douse them; extinguish the flames and embers; tackle the next pile. The adrenaline pumping through his body and the years of training kept him moving, working in the cocoon of heat and smoke and noise. Beyond awareness of the fire, the other fire-fighters and the work they did right now, he didn’t think.

He made himself not think of Jenn facing the fire, unprotected, with only a fire extinguisher. Nor of Jim, his friend, mentor, valued employee, lying so still.

In the remains of the formal living room, the antique dresser stood scorched amid the ceiling debris, the glass doors smashed, dented Royal Agricultural Show trophies and the charred remnants of champion ribbons strewn around. A century and a half of Marrayin history. Fifty years of Strelitz history. Gone up in flames.

Mark dragged his eyes away from the blackened awards. Fight the fire before anything else was lost. Questions, emotions and picking up the pieces had to wait.

When his tank of water ran dry he backed out of the house, coiling the hose as he went.

Paul Barrett, seemingly everywhere in his supervision of the fire crews, came to join him by the trailer. ‘You going for a refill?’ Mark nodded.

‘Birraga West brigade’s almost here,’ Paul said, always serious, never one to waste words. But the strain that had entered their friendship since their meeting yesterday showed in the stiffness of his body language. ‘The breeze is picking up, so we’ll probably get spotting. Can you move Jenn’s car and then look after any spots? I’ll send someone to help.’ The ambulance appeared from around the back and edged around the far side of the garage, its emergency lights flicking on as it headed away, along the driveway.

‘They’re taking Dad to Birraga,’ Paul said gruffly. ‘I don’t know if we can save the house, but at least he’s alive and stable.’

‘Whatever he needs, just do it. I’ll cover any extra expenses.’ He’d manage it, somehow, even without the parliamentary salary that had kept Marrayin and the other properties going these past years.

Paul had no shortage of the Barrett stubbornness. ‘We’re not a bloody charity.’

Mark understood that it was pride talking, and grief, and anger. ‘He’s employed by Strelitz Pastoral, Paul, and covered by workers’ comp, and he’s also a valued friend.’

‘And what if he did it?’ Paul challenged. ‘Lit the fire?’

Mark looked him squarely in the eye. ‘I don’t believe that any more than you do. Listen, I know all the Barretts have got good reason to be pissed off with me, but Jim is no arsonist. If he was, he’d do a damn sight better job of it than this.’
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Jenn hated hospitals. She especially hated Birraga hospital, and the hazy, shock-shadowed memories of a helpless child watching paramedics and nurses work frantically on her mother’s bloodied body, the harrowing images of her father’s death playing repeatedly in her mind, raw and inescapable.

An adult could deal with it, she told herself now. She could deal with it. Put those memories in their rightful time and place and keep her perspective on the present. But the redeveloped emergency department remained too small to escape the sights and sounds of loved ones being assessed, and the hard plastic chairs could never be comfortable.

With nothing to do but wait and keep the memories at bay, she itched for her phone, her laptop, even a notebook and pen to write down this story, the objective facts and events so she could de-personalise it, make sense of it all. The home of former federal MP Mark Strelitz was today badly damaged in what is believed to be a deliberately lit fire. Property manager Jim Barrett, 65, of Dungirri, was injured and is in a stable condition in Birraga hospital. Detectives are …

Here. The man asking for her at the nurses’ station wore a plain white shirt and dark trousers, but the weapon on his hip marked him as police even before he approached and introduced himself.

‘Jennifer Barrett? I’m Detective Sergeant Steve Fraser.’ He gave her a firm handshake and a cop’s assessing look. ‘How’s Jim doing?’ 

Jim – not your uncle or Mr Barrett or something similarly formal. Small towns, rural communities – she hoped he didn’t only know Jim because of his youngest son’s arrest and conviction. ‘He’s still unconscious. They’re taking him to radiology for scans now.’

‘Good. Can you spare a few minutes to tell me what happened?’

‘Yes.’ Anything had to be better than just sitting and waiting.

He ran a quick eye over the others in the emergency department – the kid with the broken arm and his father, the dizzy elderly lady and her daughter – and indicated the exit.

‘There’s a garden outside where it’s quiet. Let’s talk there.’

Close to the solstice, it wasn’t yet dark, the light tinged with gold. Long shadows stretched across the grassed area between hospital buildings. The sweet scent of honeysuckle hovered in the air. Detective Fraser chose one of the outdoor tables, and although she would have placed him in his mid-thirties, with a toned and fit-looking body, he eased down on to the bench seat with a suggestion of weariness in his movements.

‘So, Ms Barrett, I presume you’re the Jennifer Barrett? International award-winning journalist?’

She inclined her head. ‘Yes.’

She didn’t ask how he knew. Not many people recognised her outside the frame of a TV screen, but Dungirri was a small town and some of the older folk probably still proudly claimed her as one of their own.

‘Jim’s spoken of you,’ Fraser said. ‘And sometimes I have time to watch the news. I guess you’re here because of Mark’s announcement?’

‘I am. I have questions I want answered.’

An almost-grin cracked the hard lines of his face. ‘You and me both,’ he said dryly. ‘So, take me through what happened today. What time did you arrive at Marrayin?’

He didn’t make notes but he listened attentively while she recounted the events in order, facts only, clear and precise. A detective who referred to Mark by his first name might be a useful contact, so she would give him the information he needed now, freely and fully.

‘You said you saw the intruder?’ He interrupted her to clarify. ‘Can you describe him?’

‘I only saw a silhouette, blurred through the textured glass in the window. I had the impression of a man in a light-coloured top and darker trousers, but I can’t give you more detail than that.’ 

‘How long after you saw him did you enter the house?’

‘Maybe three or four minutes. I went around the back to see if he or anyone else was there.’

When she described finding Jim, barely conscious, and dragging him away from the fire, the panic she’d suppressed at the time rose again and threatened her steadiness.

‘Take your time,’ the detective said, and she regained control by concentrating on him, on observing his body language and responses to assess how he interpreted what she told him. Usually she asked the questions; she knew the techniques, the tricks, the ways to draw a subject into saying what they didn’t want to say.

Steve Fraser was cool and confident, and although he listened carefully he didn’t necessarily believe her. He listened to find the holes in her story.

‘You seem pretty familiar with the place,’ he said, when she told him about remembering the fire extinguisher in the kitchen and using it to slow the fire.

He might be on first-name terms with some of the locals now, but he couldn’t know all the history. ‘When I was a teenager, my uncle worked on the property and we lived in one of the cottages. Paula and I were good friends with Mark. We used to spend a lot of time in the homestead.’

‘The three of you were friends? But you didn’t go into Birraga with them on the night of the accident?’

‘No, I didn’t.’ Clear and truthful, and she could give him a legitimate reason why, even if she kept the real reason to herself. ‘A friend of Paula’s was playing in a band at the Royal Hotel and she wanted to see him. I wasn’t eighteen, and anyway, I had other things to do.’

‘Did you see them before they left?’

She recognised the real question: Did she know if Mark had been drinking? ‘No.’ Another truthful answer. ‘I saw him about five o’clock that afternoon. But I was out when he came to pick up Paula around eight o’clock.’ Out on purpose. Sitting by her mother’s grave in the Dungirri cemetery, walking home afterwards in the last light of the long summer day.

‘You lived with Mick and his wife?’ 

‘Yes. They were my guardians after my parents died.’

Fraser grimaced in a show of silent sympathy. Clearly he knew Mick. ‘Why Mick and not Jim?’

The explanation she’d been given, time and again, remained carved in her memory. ‘A single father with two teenage sons was not considered a suitable placement for a twelve-year-old girl.’

‘Was Mick as wrecked then as he is now?’

More sympathy, or a leading question to assess her and establish her history in the district? ‘I haven’t seen or spoken to him since I left Dungirri after Paula’s funeral. I’d have described him then as a bitter non-achiever who blamed his lack of success on everyone and everything but his own weaknesses.’

Damn it, a little more emotion there than she’d intended to reveal. Yes, she was bitter, too. But she’d left it mostly behind her, hadn’t let it hold her back from achieving her goals.

Fraser had to have noticed, but kept his expression bland. ‘What about Mick’s wife? I’ve not heard much about her.’

‘Shotgun wedding, hopeless marriage,’ Jenn answered without emotion. ‘Doctor Russell had half the women in Dungirri doped to oblivion on anti-depressants, and Freda was one of them. Paula remembered her when she was younger, more together, but I only knew her as a vague, absent woman. She died some years ago.’ Unmourned, as far as Jenn was concerned. She’d sent flowers to the funeral out of respect for Paula’s memory. That was it. She shoved away the unexpected spike of old anger and pinned the detective with a firm gaze. ‘I don’t see how these questions are relevant to your current investigation, Detective.’

He shrugged off the rebuff. ‘As a result of the new information Mark provided to the Police Commissioner yesterday, the investigation into your cousin’s death has been reopened and I’m preparing a brief for the Assistant Commissioner. Given Mark’s public announcement this morning, I have to consider that the fire may be connected. So, everything is relevant.’

Especially the presence of two of Paula’s relatives at the scene before witnesses arrived. Oh, yes, she could read him. The sympathy, the soft approach. He wanted her to slip up, to incriminate herself or Jim.

‘My uncle has suffered a head injury, presumably inflicted by the man I saw. Jim’s worked for the Strelitz family for many years. There is no way he would have lit that fire.’

Fraser lounged against the back of the bench. ‘Sweetheart, I can’t tell you how often I hear friends and family protest that so-and-so couldn’t have committed a crime. Jim was there, he has motive, and he also has a history – he and his boys laid into Gil Gillespie when he first came back to town a few months ago.’

Oh, that very deliberate sweetheart annoyed her. Exactly as he intended. She unclenched her teeth and aimed to correct the record.

‘I’m not sure what you’re talking about, Detective. It was Sean and his mafia mates who assaulted Gillespie. Not Jim and Paul.’

He dismissed her objection with a shake of his head. ‘You obviously aren’t up to date with all the family news. Days before Sean’s “mafia mates” got hold of Gillespie, your male relatives had an impromptu welcome-back party for him when they ran into him at the pub. Luckily for them, Gillespie refused to make a complaint.’

Jenn swallowed back her humiliation. ‘If Jim had issues with Mark, he’d have it out with him face to face, as he apparently did with Gillespie, not inflict wanton destruction.’

‘And what about you? You were there, and it could be said that you have motive, too.’

His goading words sparked her overload of stress and frustration into barely contained rage. ‘Detective,’ she said coldly, choosing her words with care, ‘I’m an experienced journalist. In the same way that you most likely know how any number of corrupt actions could be taken, although you wouldn’t take them yourself, I know exactly how the reputation of a man like Mark Strelitz could be dragged through the mud and left there, whether the police investigation finds him lily-white or not. So, believe me, if I wanted to destroy Mark, I’d choose a far more effective way than setting fire to his house.’

Before Fraser could answer, his phone beeped and a single glance at the screen wiped the smug grin from his face. With a quick apology he excused himself and moved away to take the call.

Jenn dropped her head into her hands at the table and fumed. That damned cocky, good-at-his-job detective had undermined her control with a few well-placed barbs. And she’d let him rile her and probably come across as a vindictive bitch, although she’d meant to stress the opposite. There were strategies she would never take. Not even if Mark proved to be a lying, manipulative bastard, responsible for Paula’s death.
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The bright white lights of the hospital blurred Mark’s vision after the half-hour drive in the darkness, his tired eyes gritty from smoke and his gut churning. Now the buzz of engines and pumps and voices in his ears had become machine beeps and the clattering of medical trolleys and the low urgent voices of the emergency department, dealing with someone in crisis.

The elderly woman sleeping on one bed, and the child with a wrist brace sitting up in another clearly weren’t the crisis. It took him a moment to locate Jenn, standing by a wall, staring at a curtained-off cubicle, her arms wrapped tightly around herself and her face as white as the bandage on her hand.

Once, he would have simply taken her in his arms and hugged her. Now, he stopped two paces from her, with no idea how she would react to him away from the urgency and commotion of the fire.

‘Jenn?’

Deep in her thoughts, she turned her head slowly. ‘Mark.’ She bit at her lip. ‘He’s deteriorating. Skull fractures. Major brain damage. Paul’s …’ She nodded towards the cubicle. ‘Paul’s saying …’ Her face crumpled into grief, and she held her hand against her mouth to halt her pain from overflowing, unable to say the word.

Saying goodbye. A hard lump formed in his throat, his mouth dry and tasting of ashes. He reached a hand out to touch her arm, but Jenn flinched and turned away, struggling for composure.

The rejection tore at him even as he understood it. His own sorrow at her news added to the other losses twisting painfully in his chest, and he wanted to strike them away, pound out his frustration, shout a denial. Not Jim. Proud, hard-working, knowledgeable Jim. He should have retired soon, had years yet to play with his grandkids, see his youngest son reform and do him proud like his eldest. Not this.

One of the monitors in the cubicle began an insistent beep and the curtain billowed outwards as people moved within. Jenn took a hasty step forward, but then stopped as a woman said, ‘He’s arresting again. Get the crash cart.’

‘Paul?’ Another woman spoke gently.

‘No. He wouldn’t want it.’ Mark almost didn’t recognise Paul’s voice, low, harsh, cracking. ‘Let him go.’

Jenn’s shoulders shook, and when Mark put his arms around her this time she turned into him, burying her face against his shoulder, sobs racking her body. She wasn’t thinking, and he could have been anyone, just then, but they stayed that way while a solemn nurse slipped out from behind the curtain and someone switched off the beeping machine, and there was only silence except for Jenn’s muffled sobs, and the gulping breaths of Paul, struggling not to cry.


THREE



In the staff kitchen Mark stirred a heaped teaspoon of sugar into each mug of coffee. Sugar for shock. Whether it was medically sound or an old wives’ tale, he didn’t care. They’d all had an emotionally and physically draining night, and weren’t yet ready for the long drive home. The boost of caffeine and energy wouldn’t hurt.

He carried the three mugs back to the small meeting room a nurse had shown them to. Just outside, Paul spoke on the phone with his wife Chloe, stoic and withdrawn, while inside the room Jenn wrote on a notepad she’d borrowed from the nurse.

Hadn’t that always been the way she’d coped with challenges? Transform them into written words; order, arrange and analyse the events and the issues. Report objectively and thoroughly. Even in high school, that had been her trademark style – and her strategy to rationalise her emotions.

He’d seen her on television regularly, the familiar passion for her work enlivening the features she’d always thought plain beside Paula’s prettiness. She still kept her chestnut hair long, caught back in a practical ponytail, and although she often wore basic make-up for the harsh eye of the camera, she wore none now. But plain? No, in his eyes she’d never been plain.

She barely looked up as he placed her mug on the table, but he could see the moisture on her cheeks, the tightly held damp tissue she still needed.

‘The detective will need a statement,’ she said, the flatness in her tone amplifying rather than belying her emotional turmoil.

‘Steve sent a message a few minutes ago that he’s on his way,’ Mark told her. ‘But the written statements can wait, Jenn. You can do it tomorrow, or whenever you’re ready.’ 

‘I need to do it now.’

He stood by the window, looking out on to the dimly lit garden between the hospital buildings. He mentally made lists of things to do, people to notify, the words and phrases to include in his witness statement – anything to avoid grappling with his own response to Jim’s death.

Emotionally there’d been a great deal for one day: the media conference first thing this morning announcing his resignation, the reaction to it, the long drive home, the fire, Jim’s injury and death … and Jenn, sitting at the table a metre from him, back in his life, bringing with her the unsettling strangeness of being so near and yet so distant from the one person who’d ever understood him completely.

Nostalgia for his long-gone youth? No, not just that. Their friendship had been close and deep. Despite the different paths they’d taken and all his life experiences since then, he sometimes missed that closeness.

But he’d travelled a long way from the idealism of his youth, and even if some of the girl he’d known remained in the successful, highly respected journalist, Paula’s ghost and his role in her death stood between them now.

He heard the gentle clunk of her mug against the table, and the breathy intake, not quite controlled. ‘I keep thinking I shouldn’t have moved him,’ she said, grief shadowing her blue – grey eyes. ‘I knew he had a head injury. He shouldn’t have been moved.’

Mark pulled out a chair opposite her and straddled it. This he had been over a hundred times already while making the coffee, rationally cataloguing every alternative, every what-if. But no other course of action had been possible. ‘Jim didn’t die because we moved him, Jenn. He died because someone bashed him on the head at least twice and broke his skull.’

‘Paramedics couldn’t have got to him in time,’ Paul said from the doorway. ‘I’m glad he wasn’t left in that fire.’

So was Mark. There’d be plenty of nightmares, but at least Jenn would be spared additional gruesome images on top of the ones that might still haunt her.

Firm footsteps approached along the corridor, and Steve Fraser tapped on the door before entering. Uncharacteristically solemn, he expressed his condolences to Paul and Jenn briefly but with sincerity. No longer the cavalier, cocksure detective who’d first worked in the district two years ago, Steve’s voluntary return after personal failure and his subsequent work had earned Mark’s respect, despite his sometimes flippant manner.

Jenn accepted the condolence with a nod of acknowledgement, but as she laid the pen aside on the table and watched Steve, her lips pressed tightly together. Wary, or fighting for composure? Mark couldn’t tell.

‘I’m sure we all want to get to the bottom of what happened,’ Steve said. ‘I know this is a bad time, but I’d like to go over a few things with you all, if that’s okay.’

Yes, Mark wanted to piece together the events, find the person responsible for Jim’s death. None of the rest of it mattered, compared to that.

Paul and Jenn nodded mutely, and Steve dragged out a chair and sat down. ‘The first thing I want to know is, why was Jim there? He doesn’t normally work at Marrayin, does he?’

Not a line of enquiry Mark wanted Steve to waste time pursuing, and it could be easily dealt with. ‘He works for Strelitz Pastoral. He manages the Gearys Flat property—’ Damn. He should have said managed, past tense. With a twist of pain he continued, ‘But the Marrayin manager left last month, so Jim’s been keeping an eye on things there whenever I had to go away. He could have been there for any number of reasons – checking water or stock, dropping off mail or supplies. I’ve notified WorkCover,’ he added. ‘They’re sending an investigator in the morning.’

At the end of the table, Paul broke his silence. ‘He was resigning.’

‘Resigning?’ It shouldn’t have surprised him; shouldn’t have felt like another knife twisting in his chest. They’d parted cordially enough on Wednesday after Mark had told Jim the news, but even then he’d noticed the new strain tensing the previously comfortable friendship. If he’d been thinking more clearly, had less on his mind, he might have expected it.

‘It’s because of Sean,’ Paul continued. ‘He was already on suicide watch before Dad saw him yesterday. Guilt at what he did to Gillespie is eating him hard. Harder now he knows that Gillespie was innocent. Dad promised to stay in Wellington for a while, to be close to Sean. Help him get through his sentence.’ His face haggard, Paul ran a hand through his hair. ‘I guess I’ll have to do that now.’

Mark rose and went to the window again, leaning on the sill and staring out into the darkness. He’d only thought to do the right thing. Clear Gil’s name, have the investigation reopened, find out if he was responsible, and take whatever punishment was demanded of him. If he’d kept quiet, or handled it differently, Jim wouldn’t have been at Marrayin today. And now the Barretts – all of them, Jim, Paul, Sean and Jenn – were paying the price of that decision.
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Sean at risk of suicide? Jenn could hardly imagine the cheeky, irreverent cousin she remembered falling so deeply into depression. But then, she couldn’t imagine him getting mixed up with organised crime and beating Gil Gillespie almost to death with a metal pipe, either, and yet he’d done that and more back in September. Jim’s emails hadn’t been full of detail, but from a cafe in Tashkent she’d looked up the court reports of the evidence and Sean’s guilty plea at his committal hearing, the words distant and unreal, unconnected to her. Only Jim’s diligent cards and notes every birthday and Christmas – not her own efforts – had kept the family connection alive after she’d left Dungirri behind her at seventeen.

And in the phone message she hadn’t heard until her plane landed in Sydney last night, Jim had pleaded with her to come. Now there was only Paul and Sean – Sean suicidal in prison, and Paul overwhelmed with responsibility. Jenn shut her eyes against the light, swamped by the desperate desire to wake up, somewhere, anywhere else. Family … God, she didn’t know how to do family.
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