



[image: Cover Image]









[image: image]


[image: image]







Copyright © 2018 Chris Hammer


The right of Chris Hammer to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


Published by arrangement with ALLEN & UNWIN


First published in 2018 by ALLEN & UNWIN


First published as an EBook in 2018 by WILDFIRE, an imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


eISBN: 978 1 4722 5511 2


Cover design by Yeti Lambregts


Cover photograph © Roberta Murray/Millennium Images, UK (sky © Dave and Les Jacobs/Blend Images/Alamy; cracked earth © Elena Schweitzer/Shutterstock)


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


An Hachette UK Company


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.headline.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk




About Chris Hammer


[image: image]


© Alex Ellinghausen


Chris Hammer was a journalist for more than thirty years, dividing his career between covering Australian federal politics and international affairs. During the summer of 2008–2009, at the height of the millennial drought, Chris travelled extensively throughout eastern Australia researching his non-fiction book, The River, published in 2010 to critical acclaim. The drought, his journey through the Murray–Darling Basin and time spent in the New South Wales Riverina inspired the setting for Scrublands. Chris has a bachelor’s degree in journalism and a master’s degree in international relations. He lives in Canberra.




Praise for Chris Hammer


‘A clever, intricate mystery . . . A complex, compelling story deeply rooted in its small-town setting. Highly recommended’ Dervla McTiernan, author of The Ruin


‘Scrublands kidnapped me for 48 hours. I was hopelessly lost in the scorching Australian landscape, disoriented but completely immersed in the town and people of Riversend, as the heat crackled off the pages. I was devastated when it was time to go back to the real world. This book is a force of nature. A must-read for all crime fiction fans’ Sarah Bailey, author of The Dark Lake and Into the Night


‘Brilliant and unsettling, Scrublands stands at the junction of Snowtown and Wake in Fright, that place where Australia’s mirage of bush tranquillity evaporates into our hidden fears’ Paul Daley, writer and journalist


‘A superbly drawn, utterly compelling evocation of a small town riven by a shocking crime’ Mark Brandi, author of Wimmera


‘Hammer’s portrait of a dying, drought-struck town numbed by a priest’s unimaginable act of violence will capture you from the first explosive page and refuse to let go until the last. His remarkable writing takes you inside lives twisted by secrets festering beneath the melting heat of the inland, the scrub beyond waiting to burst into flame. Scrublands is the read of the year. Unforgettable’ Tony Wright, Associate Editor and Special Writer, The Age and Sydney Morning Herald


‘A compulsively page-turning thriller where the parched interior looms as large as the characters’ Katharine Murphy, Guardian Australia




Also by Chris Hammer


The River: A Journey Through the Murray-Darling Basin


The Coast: A Journey Along Australia’s Eastern Shores




FOR TOMOKO




[image: image]




[image: image]


THE DAY IS STILL. THE HEAT, HAVING EASED DURING THE NIGHT, IS BUILDING again; the sky is cloudless and unforgiving, the sun punishing. Across the road, down by what’s left of the river, the cicadas are generating a wall of noise, but there’s silence surrounding the church. Parishioners begin to arrive for the eleven o’clock service, parking across the road in the shade of the trees. Once three or four cars have arrived, their occupants emerge into the brightness of the morning and cross the road, gathering outside St James to make small talk: stock prices, the scarcity of farm water, the punitive weather. The young priest, Byron Swift, is there, still dressed casually, chatting amiably with his elderly congregation. Nothing seems amiss; everything appears normal.


Craig Landers, owner and manager of Riversend’s general store, approaches. He’s going hunting with his mates, but they’ve stopped by the church so he can have a few words with the priest beforehand. His friends have tagged along. Like Craig, none of them are regular churchgoers. Gerry Torlini lives down in Bellington and doesn’t know any of the parishioners, so he returns to his four-wheel drive, but local farmers Thom and Alf Newkirk mingle, as does Horrie Grosvenor. Alf’s son Allen, surrounded by people more than three times his age, joins Gerry in the cab of his truck. If anyone thinks the men look incongruous in their shooting gear, a strange mix of camouflage and high-vis, no one says so.


The priest sees Landers and walks over. The men shake hands, smile, exchange a few words. Then the priest excuses himself, and enters the church to prepare for the service and don his vestments. Having said his piece, Landers is keen to leave, but Horrie and the Newkirks are deep in conversation with some farmers, so he walks towards the side of the church, seeking shade. He’s almost there when the babble of conversation abruptly ceases; he turns to see the priest has emerged from the church and is standing at the top of the short flight of steps. Byron Swift has changed into his robes, crucifix glinting as it catches the sun, and he’s carrying a gun, a high-powered hunting rifle with a scope. It makes no sense to Landers; he’s still confused as Swift raises the gun to his shoulder and calmly shoots Horrie Grosvenor from a distance of no more than five metres. Grosvenor’s head ruptures in a red cloud and his legs give way. He falls to the ground like a sack, as if his bones no longer exist. Conversation stops, heads turn. There’s a silent moment as people struggle for comprehension. The priest fires again, another body falls: Thom Newkirk. There is no screaming, not yet, but there is panic, silent desperation as people start running. Landers bolts for the corner of the church as another shot goes screaming out into the world. He rounds the end of the wall, gaining momentary safety. But he doesn’t stop running; he knows it’s him the priest most wants to kill.
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MARTIN SCARSDEN STOPS THE CAR ON THE BRIDGE LEADING INTO TOWN, LEAVING the engine running. It’s a single-lane bridge—no overtaking, no passing—built decades ago, the timber milled from local river red gums. It’s slung across the flood plain, long and rambling, desiccated planks shrunken and rattling, bolts loose, spans bowed. Martin opens the car door and steps into the midday heat, ferocious and furnace-dry. He places both hands on the railing, but such is the heat of the day that even wood is too hot to touch. He lifts them back, bringing flaking white paint with them. He wipes them clean, using the damp towel he has placed around his neck. He looks down to where the river should be and sees instead a mosaic of cracked clay, baked and going to dust. Someone has carted an old fridge out to where the water once ran and left it there, having first painted a sign on its door: FREE BEER—HONOUR SYSTEM. The red gums along the banks don’t get the joke; some of their branches are dead, others support sparse clumps of khaki leaves. Martin tries lifting his sunglasses, but the light is dazzling, too bright, and he lowers them again. He reaches back into the car and cuts the engine. There is nothing to hear; the heat has sucked the life from the world: no cicadas, no cockatoos, not even crows, just the bridge creaking and complaining as it expands and contracts in thrall to the sun. There is no wind. The day is so very hot, it tugs at him, seeking his moisture; he can feel the heat rising through the thin leather soles of his city shoes.


Back in the rental car, air-conditioning straining, he moves off the bridge and down into Riversend’s main street, into the sweltering bowl below the levee banks. There are cars parked here. They sit reversed into the kerb at a uniform forty-five-degree angle: utes and farm trucks and city sedans, all of them dusty and none of them new. He drives slowly, looking for movement, any sign of life, but it’s like he’s driving through a diorama. Only as he passes through the first intersection a block on from the river, past a bronze soldier on a column, does he see a man shuffling along the footpath in the shade of the shop awnings. He is wearing, of all things, a long grey overcoat, his shoulders stooped, his hand clutching a brown paper bag.


Martin stops the car, reverses it assiduously at the requisite angle, but not assiduously enough. He grimaces as the bumper scrapes against the kerb. He pulls on the handbrake, switches off the engine, climbs out. The kerb is almost knee-high, built for flooding rains, adorned now by the rear end of his rental. He thinks of moving the car forward, off the concrete shoal, but decides to leave it there, damage done.


He crosses the street and enters the shade of the awnings, but there’s no sign of the shuffling man. The street is deserted. Martin regards the shopfronts. The first has a hand-painted sign taped to the inside of the glass door: MATHILDA’S OP SHOP AND ANTIQUES. PRE-LOVED CLOTHING, KNICK-KNACKS AND CURIOS. OPEN TUESDAY AND THURSDAY MORNINGS. This Monday lunchtime, the door is locked. Martin inspects the window display. There’s a black beaded cocktail dress on an old dressmaker’s mannequin; a tweed jacket with leather elbow patches, hem a little frayed, held aloft on a wooden clothes hanger; and a garish set of orange work overalls draped across the back of a chair. A stainless-steel bin contains a collection of discarded umbrellas, dusty with disuse. On one wall there’s a poster showing a woman in a one-piece swimming suit luxuriating on a beach towel while behind her waves lick at the sand. MANLY SEA AND SURF, says the poster, but it has sat in the window too long and the Riverina sun has leached the red from her swimmers and the gold from the sand, leaving only a pervasive pale blue wash. Along the bottom of the window is an array of shoes: bowling shoes, golf shoes, some well-worn riding boots and a pair of polished brown brogues. Dotted around them like confetti are the bodies of flies. Dead men’s shoes, Martin decides.


The shop next door is empty, a yellow and black FOR LEASE sign in the window, the outline still legible from where the paint has been stripped from the window: HAIR TODAY. He takes out his phone and snaps a few photos, visual prompts for when he’s writing. The next store is entirely shuttered: a weatherboard façade with two small windows, both boarded up. The door is secured with a rusty chain and brass padlock. It looks as if it’s been like that for a lifetime. Martin takes a photo of the chained door.


Returning to the other side of the road, Martin can again feel the heat through his shoes and he avoids patches of oozing bitumen. Gaining the footpath and the relief of the shade, he’s surprised to find himself looking at a bookstore, right by where he’s parked his car: THE OASIS BOOKSTORE AND CAFE says a sign hanging from the awning, the words carved into a long slab of twisting wood. A bookstore. Fancy that. He hasn’t brought a book with him, hasn’t even thought of it until now. His editor, Max Fuller, rang at dawn, delivering his brainwave, assigning him the story. Martin packed in a rush, got to the airport with moments to spare, downloaded the clippings he’d been emailed, been the last passenger across the tarmac and onto the plane. But a book would be good; if he must endure the next few days in this husk of a town, then a novel might provide some distraction. He tries the door, anticipating it too may be locked. Yet the Oasis is open for business. Or the door is, at least.


Inside, the shop is dark and deserted, the temperature at least ten degrees cooler. Martin removes his sunglasses, eyes adjusting to the gloom after the blowtorch streetscape. There are curtains across the shopfront’s plate-glass windows and Japanese screens in front of them, adding an extra barricade against the day. A ceiling fan is barely revolving; the only other movement is water trickling across slate terraces on a small, self-contained water feature sitting atop the counter. The counter is next to the door, in front of the window, facing an open space. Here, there are a couple of couches, some slouching armchairs placed on a worn rug, together with some book-strewn occasional tables. Running towards the back of the store are three or four ranks of shoulder-high bookshelves with an aisle up the middle and aisles along either side. The side walls support higher shelves. At the back of the shop, at the end of the aisle, there is a wooden swing door of the type that separates kitchens from customers in restaurants. If the bookshelves were pews, and the counter an altar, then this might be a chapel.


Martin walks past the tables to the far wall. A small sign identifies it as LITERATURE. A wry smile begins to stretch across his face but its progress is halted as he regards the top shelf of books. There, neatly aligned with only their spines showing, are the books he read and studied twenty years ago at university. Not just the same titles, but the same battered paperback editions, arranged like his courses themselves. There is Moby Dick, The Last of the Mohicans and The Scarlet Letter, sitting to the left of The Great Gatsby, Catch-22 and Herzog. There’s The Fortunes of Richard Mahony, For Love Alone and Coonardoo, leading to Free Fall, The Trial and The Quiet American. There’s a smattering of plays: The Caretaker, Rhinoceros and The Chapel Perilous. He pulls out a Penguin edition of A Room with a View, its spine held together by adhesive tape turned yellow with age. He opens it, half expecting to see the name of some forgotten classmate, but instead the name that greets him is Katherine Blonde. He replaces the book, careful not to damage it. Dead woman’s books, he thinks. He takes out his phone and snaps a photograph.


Sitting on the next shelf down are newer books, some looking almost untouched. James Joyce, Salman Rushdie, Tim Winton. He can’t discern any pattern in their arrangement. He pulls one out, then another, but there are no names written inside. He takes a couple of books and is turning to sit in one of the comfortable armchairs when he is startled, flinching involuntarily. A young woman has somehow appeared at the end of the central aisle.


‘Find anything interesting?’ she asks, smiling, her voice husky. She’s leaning nonchalantly against a bookshelf.


‘I hope so,’ says Martin. But he’s nowhere near as relaxed as he sounds. He’s disconcerted: at first by her presence and now by her beauty. Her hair is blonde, cut into a messy bob, fringe brushing black eyebrows. Her cheekbones are marble, her eyes sparkling green. She’s wearing a light summer dress and her feet are bare. She doesn’t belong in the narrative he’s been constructing about Riversend.


‘So who’s Katherine Blonde?’ he asks.


‘My mother.’


‘Tell her I like her books.’


‘Can’t. She’s dead.’


‘Oh. Sorry.’


‘Don’t be. If you like books, she’d like you. This was her shop.’


They stand looking at each other for a moment. There is something unapologetic about the way she regards him, and Martin is the first to break eye contact.


‘Sit down,’ she says. ‘Relax for a bit. You’ve come a long way.’


‘How do you know that?’


‘This is Riversend,’ she says, offering a sad smile. She has dimples, Martin observes. She could be a model. Or a movie star. ‘Go on, sit down,’ she says. ‘Want a coffee? We’re a cafe as much as we’re a bookshop. It’s how we make our money.’


‘Sure. Long black, thanks. And some water, please.’ He finds himself longing for a cigarette, even though he hasn’t smoked since university. A cigarette. Why now?


‘Good. I’ll be right back.’


She turns and walks soundlessly back down the aisle. Martin watches her the whole way, admiring the curve of her neck floating above the bookshelves, his feet still anchored to the same spot as when he first saw her. She passes through the swing door at the back of the store and is gone, but her presence lingers: the cello-like timbre of her voice, the fluid confidence of her posture, her green eyes.


The door stops swinging. Martin looks down at the books in his hands. He sighs, derides himself as pathetic and takes a seat, looking not at the books but at the backs of his forty-year-old hands. His father had possessed tradesman’s hands. When Martin was a child they had always seemed so strong, so assured, so purposeful. He’d always hoped, assumed that one day his hands would be the same. But to Martin they still seem adolescent. White-collar hands, not working-class hands, somehow inauthentic. He takes a seat—a creaking armchair with tattered upholstery, tilting to one side—and starts leafing absent-mindedly through one of the books. This time she doesn’t startle him as she enters his field of vision. He looks up. Time has passed.


‘Here,’ she says, frowning ever so slightly. She places a large white mug on the table beside him. As she bends, he captures some coffee-tinted fragrance. Fool, he thinks.


‘Hope you don’t mind,’ she says, ‘but I made myself one too. We don’t get that many visitors.’


‘Of course,’ he hears himself saying. ‘Sit down.’


Some part of Martin wants to make small talk, make her laugh, charm her. He thinks he remembers how—his own good looks can’t have totally deserted him—but he glances again at his hands, and decides not to. ‘What are you doing here?’ he asks, surprising himself with the bluntness of his question.


‘What do you mean?’


‘What are you doing in Riversend?’


‘I live here.’


‘I know. But why?’


Her smile fades as she regards him more seriously. ‘Is there some reason I shouldn’t live here?’


‘This.’ Martin lifts his arms, gestures at the store around him. ‘Books, culture, literature. Your uni books over there, on the shelf below your mother’s. And you. This town is dying. You don’t belong here.’


She doesn’t smile, doesn’t frown. Instead, she just looks at him, considering him, letting the silence extend before responding. ‘You’re Martin Scarsden, aren’t you?’ Her eyes are locked on his.


He returns her gaze. ‘Yes. That’s me.’


‘I remember the reports,’ she says. ‘I’m glad you got out alive. It must have been terrible.’


‘Yes, it was,’ he says.


Minutes pass. Martin sips his coffee. It’s not bad; he’s had worse in Sydney. Again the curious longing for a cigarette. The silence is awkward, and then it’s not. More minutes pass. He’s glad he’s here, in the Oasis, sharing silences with this beautiful young woman.


She speaks first. ‘I came back eighteen months ago, when my mother was dying. To look after her. Now . . . well, if I leave, the bookshop, her bookshop, it closes down. It will happen soon enough, but I’m not there yet.’


‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be so direct.’


She takes up her coffee, wraps her hands around her mug: a gesture of comfort, of confiding and sharing, strangely appropriate despite the heat of the day. ‘So, Martin Scarsden, what are you doing in Riversend?’


‘A story. My editor sent me. Thought it would be good for me to get out and breathe some healthy country air. “Blow away the cobwebs,” he said.’


‘What? The drought?’


‘No. Not exactly.’


‘Good God. The shooting? Again? It was almost a year ago.’


‘Yeah. That’s the hook: “A year on, how is Riversend coping?” Like a profile piece, but of a town, not a person. We’ll print it on the anniversary.’


‘That was your idea?’


‘My editor’s.’


‘What a genius. And he sent you? To write about a town in trauma?’


‘Apparently.’


‘Christ.’


And they sit in silence once more. The young woman rests her chin in one hand, staring unseeing at a book on one of the tables, while Martin examines her, no longer exploring her beauty, but pondering her decision to remain in Riversend. He sees the fine lines around her eyes, suspects she’s older than he first thought. Mid-twenties, maybe. Young, at least in comparison to him. They sit like that for some minutes, a bookstore tableau, before she lifts her gaze and meets his eyes. A moment passes, a connection is made. When she speaks, her voice is almost a whisper.


‘Martin, there’s a better story, you know. Better than wallowing in the pain of a town in mourning.’


‘And what’s that?’


‘Why he did it.’


‘I think we know that, don’t we?’


‘Child abuse? An easy allegation to level at a dead priest. I don’t believe it. Not every priest is a paedophile.’


Martin can’t hold the intensity of her gaze; he looks at his coffee, not knowing what to say.


The young woman persists. ‘D’Arcy Defoe. Is he a friend of yours?’


‘I wouldn’t go that far. But he’s an excellent journalist. The story won a Walkley. Deservedly so.’


‘It was wrong.’


Martin hesitates; he doesn’t know where this is going. ‘What’s your name?’


‘Mandalay Blonde. Everyone calls me Mandy.’


‘Mandalay? That’s something.’


‘My mum. She liked the sound of it. Liked the idea of travelling the world, unfettered.’


‘And did she?’


‘No. Never left Australia.’


‘Okay, Mandy. Byron Swift shot five people dead. You tell me: why did he do it?’


‘I don’t know. But if you found out, that would be a hell of a story, wouldn’t it?’


‘I guess. But if you don’t know why he did it, who’s going to tell me?’


She doesn’t respond to that, not straight away. Martin is feeling disconcerted. He’d thought he’d found a refuge in the bookstore; now he feels as if he’s spoilt it. He’s not sure what to say, whether he should apologise, or make light of it, or thank her for the coffee and leave.


But Mandalay Blonde hasn’t taken offence; she leans in towards him, voice low. ‘Martin, I want to tell you something. But not for publication, not for repetition. Between you and me. Are you okay with that?’


‘What’s so sensitive?’


‘I need to live in this town, that’s what. So write what you like about Byron—he’s past caring—but please leave me out of it. All right?’


‘Sure. What is it?’


She leans back, considering her next words. Martin realises how quiet the bookstore is, insulated against sound as well as light and heat. He can hear the slow revolving of the fan, the hum of its electric motor, the tinkling of the water on the counter, the slow breath of Mandalay Blonde. Mandy looks him in the eye, then swallows, as if summoning courage.


‘There was something holy about him. Like a saint or something.’


‘He killed five people.’


‘I know. I was here. It was awful. I knew some of the victims; I know their widows. Fran Landers is a friend of mine. So you tell me: why don’t I hate him? Why do I feel as if what happened was somehow inevitable? Why is that?’ Her eyes are pleading, her voice intense. ‘Why?’


‘Okay, Mandy, tell me. I’m listening.’


‘You can’t write any of this. Not the stuff about me. Agreed?’


‘Sure. What is it?’


‘He saved my life. I owe him my life. He was a good man.’ The distress eddies across her face like wind across a pond.


‘Go on.’


‘Mum was dying, I got pregnant. Not for the first time. A one-night stand with some arsehole down in Melbourne. I was thinking of killing myself; I could see no future, not one worth living. This shitty town, that shitty life. And he saw it. He walked into the bookstore, started his banter and flirting like usual, and then he stopped. Just like that. He looked into my eyes and he knew. And he cared. He talked me around, over a week, over a month. Taught me how to stop running, taught me the value of things. He cared, he sympathised, he understood the pain of others. People like him don’t abuse children; how could they?’ There is passion in her voice, conviction in her words.


‘Do you believe in God?’ she asks.


‘No,’ says Martin.


‘No, neither do I. What about fate?’


‘No.’


‘That I’m not so sure about. Karma?’


‘Mandy, where is this going?’


‘He used to come into the store, buying books and drinking coffee. I didn’t know he was a priest at first. He was attentive, he was charming and he was different. I liked him. Mum really liked him. He could talk about books and history and philosophy. We used to love it when he dropped by. I was disappointed when I learnt he was a priest; I kind of fancied him.’


‘Did he fancy you?’ Looking at her, Martin finds it difficult to imagine a man who wouldn’t.


She smiles. ‘Of course not. I was pregnant.’


‘But you liked him?’


‘Everyone did. He was so witty, so charismatic. Mum was dying, the town was dying, and here he was: young and vital and unbowed, full of self-belief and promise. And then he became more than that—my friend, my confessor, my saviour. He listened to me, understood me, understood what I was going through. No judgement, no admonition. He’d always drop by when he was in town, always check on how we were doing. In Mum’s last days, at the hospital down in Bellington, he comforted her, and he comforted me. He was a good man. And then he was gone as well.’


More silence. This time it’s Martin who speaks first. ‘Did you have your baby?’


‘Yes. Of course. Liam. He’s sleeping out the back. I’ll introduce you if you’re still here when he wakes up.’


‘I’d like that.’


‘Thank you.’


Martin chooses his words carefully, at least he tries to, knowing they can never be the right words. ‘Mandy, I understand that Byron Swift was kind to you. I can readily accept he wasn’t all bad, that he was sincere. But that doesn’t equal redemption, not for what he did. And it doesn’t mean the allegations aren’t true. I’m sorry.’


His words do nothing to persuade her; she merely looks more determined. ‘Martin, I’m telling you, he looked into my soul. I glimpsed his. He was a good man. He knew I was in pain and he helped me.’


‘But how can you reconcile that with what he did? He committed mass murder.’


‘I know. I know. I can’t reconcile it. I know he did it; I don’t deny it. And it’s been messing me up ever since. The one truly decent human being I ever met besides my mother turns out to be this horror show. But here’s the thing: I can believe he shot those people. I know he did it. It even rings true, feels right in some perverse way, even if I don’t know why he did it. But I can’t believe he abused children. As a kid I got bullied and bashed, as a teenager I got slandered and groped, and as an adult I’ve been ostracised and criticised and marginalised. I’ve had plenty of abusive boyfriends—almost the only kind of boyfriends I ever did have; narcissistic arseholes capable only of thinking of themselves. Liam’s father is one of them. I know that mentality. I’ve seen it up close and nasty. That wasn’t his mentality; he was the opposite. He cared. That’s what’s fucking me up. And that’s why I don’t believe he abused children. He cared.’


Martin doesn’t know what to say. He sees the passion on her face, hears the fervour in her voice. But a mass murderer who cared? So he doesn’t say anything, just looks back into Mandalay Blonde’s troubled green eyes.




[image: image]


MARTIN FINDS HIMSELF STANDING BACK IN THE STREET, AS IF WAKING FROM a dream; he hasn’t bought a book; he hasn’t asked directions to the hotel. He checks his phone, thinking of accessing Google Maps, but there is no service. Christ, no mobile phone. He hadn’t thought of that. He regards the town as he might a foreign land.


The early start, the long drive and the heat have drained him, leaving him feeling hazy. If anything, the day has grown hotter, the glare beyond the shop awnings more dazzling. Nothing moves, except the shimmering heat haze rising from the street. The temperature must have hit forty, without a breath of wind. He walks into the brightness. Touching the roof of his car is like touching a skillet. Something moves in the stillness, a shifting at the edge of vision, but when he turns he can’t see anything. No—there, in the centre of the street: a lizard. He walks across. It’s a stumpy tail, still as death. Bitumen is seeping through cracks in the road and Martin wonders if the lizard has become stuck. But it scurries away, blood quickened by the heat, rushing under a parked car. Another sound. A spluttering cough. Martin turns, sees the man shuffling along under the awnings on the other side of the road. The same man, in his grey overcoat, still clutching the bottle in the brown paper bag. Martin walks across to greet him.


‘Good morning.’


The man is stooped. And apparently deaf. He keeps shuffling, not acknowledging Martin’s existence.


‘Good morning,’ Martin repeats more loudly.


The man stops, looks up and around, as if hearing distant thunder, locating Martin’s face. ‘What?’ The man has a grizzled beard, streaked with grey, and rheumy eyes.


‘Good morning,’ Martin says for a third time.


‘It’s not good and it’s not morning. Whatcha want?’


‘Can you tell me where the hotel is?’


‘There is no hotel.’


‘Yes, there is.’ Martin knows; he read the clippings on his laptop during the flight down, including Defoe’s award-winning piece describing the pub as the heart of the town. ‘The Commercial.’


‘Shut. Six months ago. Good fucken riddance. There it is, over there.’ He waves his arm. Martin looks back the way he drove into town. How did he miss it? The old pub, the only two-storey building on the main street, stands at the intersection with its signage intact and an inviting wraparound verandah, looking not so much shut down as closed for the day. The man pulls the top of the bag back, unscrews the bottle and takes a swig. ‘Here. Want some?’


‘No thanks. Not right now. Tell me, is there anywhere else in town to stay?’


‘Try the motel. Better be quick, though. Way things are turning to shit round here, it might be next.’


‘Where can I find it?’


The man regards Martin. ‘Which way you come in? From Bellington? Deni?’


‘No, from Hay.’


‘Fuck of a drive. Well, head down here, the way you were going. Turn right at the stop sign. Towards Bellington, not Deniliquin. Motel’s on the right, on the edge of town. About two hundred metres.’


‘Thanks. Appreciate it.’


‘Appreciate it? You some sort of fuckin’ Yank? That’s how they talk.’


‘No. I just meant “thank you”.’


‘Goodo. Piss off then.’


And the derro continues on his shambling way. Martin extracts his phone and takes a snap of his receding back.


Getting into the car is no easy task. Martin wets his fingers with his tongue, so he can grab the doorhandle for long enough to swing it open, inserting his leg to stop the slope swinging the door shut again. Inside, the car is like a tandoori oven. He starts the engine, cranking up the air-conditioner, which does nothing more than pump hot air around the cabin. There’s an ugly smell, the residual vomit of some former hirer, lifted from the fabric seats by the baking heat. The seatbelt buckle has been sitting in the sun and is too hot to handle; Martin goes without. He drapes the once-damp towel around the steering wheel so he can hold it. ‘Fucking hell,’ he mutters.


He navigates the few hundred metres to the motel, swings the car into the shade of a carport by the entrance and gets out, chuckling to himself, spirits revived. He extracts his phone, takes a couple of photos. THE BLACK DOG MOTEL, says the peeling sign. VACANCY. And best of all: NO PETS ALLOWED. Martin laughs. Gold. How did Defoe miss this? Maybe the smooth bastard never moved from the pub.


Inside reception, there’s still no respite from the heat. Martin can hear a television from somewhere deep inside the building. There’s a buzzer on the counter, a doorbell adapted for the task. Martin presses it and hears a distant chirping off in the direction of the television. While he waits, he checks out a handful of brochures in a wire rack hanging from the brick wall. Pizza, Murray River cruises, a winery, a citrus farm, gliding, go-karts, another motel, a bed and breakfast. A swimming pool with water slides. All of them forty minutes away, in Bellington, down on the Murray. On the counter itself are a handful of takeaway menus printed in red ink. Saigon Asian—Vietnamese, Thai, Chinese, Indian, Australian meals. Services Club, Riversend. Martin folds one and puts it in his pocket. At least he won’t starve.


A blowzy woman in her fifties wafts out from behind a semi-mirrored swing door, bringing with her an ephemeral gust of cool air and the smell of cleaning products. Her shoulder-length hair is two-tone: most of it’s blonde, but the inch or so closest to her scalp has grown out into a doormat weave of brown and grey. ‘Hi, love. After a room?’


‘Yes, please.’


‘Quick kip or overnight?’


‘No, probably three or four nights.’


She takes a longer look at Martin. ‘Not a problem. Let me check our bookings.’


The woman sits down and kicks an ageing computer to life. Martin looks out the door. There are no other cars, only his, under the carport.


‘You’re in luck. Four nights was it?’


‘Sure.’


‘Not a problem. Payment in advance, if that’s okay with you. Day by day after that if you stay longer.’


Martin hands over his Fairfax company credit card. The woman looks at it, then up at Martin, placing him in context.


‘You’re from The Age?’


‘Sydney Morning Herald.’


‘Not a problem,’ she murmurs and runs the card through the EFTPOS handset. ‘Okay, love, you’re in six. Here’s your key. Wait a tick, I’ll get you some milk. Turn your fridge on when you get in, and make sure you turn the lights and air-con off when you leave the room. Power bills are killing us.’


‘Thanks,’ says Martin. ‘Do you have wi-fi?’


‘Nup.’


‘And no mobile reception?’


‘Did before the election. Now the tower’s down. Expect they’ll fix it in time for the next vote.’ Her smile is a sardonic one. ‘There’s a landline in your room. Worked last time I checked. Anything else I can help you with?’


‘Yeah. The name of your motel. It’s a bit strange, isn’t it?’


‘Nup. Not forty years ago it wasn’t. Why should we change it just because some bunch of losers like the sound of it?’


Martin’s room is soulless. Having read Defoe’s piece, he’d been looking forward to staying in the pub: beers with the locals, a flow of information from candid bar staff, a counter meal of local steak and overcooked vegetables, a short climb up the stairs to sleep. Perhaps a midnight stagger down the corridor to the communal toilet for a piss, to be sure, but an old building with some character, oozing stories, not the utilitarian blandness of this dogbox: a bare fluorescent tube for a light, a sagging bed with brown spread, the chemical stench of air freshener, a grunting bar fridge and a clanking air-conditioner. There’s a phone and a bedside clock, both decades old. Better than sleeping in the car, but not much. He calls the news desk, gives them the motel’s number, warns them that his mobile is out of action.


Martin strips off, goes into the bathroom, flushes the dead flies that have accumulated in the toilet bowl, relieves himself, flushes again. He runs the tap at the basin, fills one of the tumblers. The water smells of chlorine and tastes of river. He gets the shower going, not bothering with the hot tap, scowls at the flaccid water pressure, then steps under the flow and lets the water fall across him. He stands there until it no longer feels cool. He holds up his hands, examines them. They’ve turned white and puffy, wrinkled by the water, like a drowned corpse. When did his hands begin to look so foreign to him?


His body cooler, the room reluctantly cooling, he dries himself and climbs into the bed, throwing off all but the sheet. He needs to rest. It’s been a long day: the early start, the flight, the drive, the heat. The heat. He sleeps. Awakens to a room growing darker.


He dresses, drinks more of the abominable water, looks at his watch: seven-twenty.


Outside, behind the motel, the sun persists in the January sky, hanging large and orange above the horizon. Martin leaves the car and walks. The Black Dog Motel, he realises, really is on the edge of town. There’s only a derelict service station between it and the empty paddocks. Across the road, there’s a railway line and a set of towering wheat silos, glowing golden in the setting sun. Martin takes a snap. Then he walks past the abandoned petrol station to where the entrance of the town is marked by the obligatory signs: RIVERSEND, says one; POPULATION 800, says another; LEVEL 5 WATER RESTRICTIONS NOW IN PLACE, says a third. Martin climbs a low ridge running perpendicular to the highway, not more than a metre high; he frames the signs with the abandoned service station on the left and the wheat silos on the right, the setting sun sending his shadow across the road behind the signs. He wonders how long ago the population was eight hundred, what it might be now.


He walks back towards town, feeling the power of the sun on his back even this late in the day. There are houses abandoned and houses occupied, houses with drought-dead gardens and houses boasting bore-water verdure. He passes the green corrugated-steel shed of the volunteer fire brigade before pausing at the junction with Hay Road, with its shops sheltering beneath their joined awnings. Another photograph.


He continues east along the highway, past a deserted supermarket, its sun-bleached CLOSING DOWN SALE banners still plastered to its doors; past the Shell service station, its owner giving him a friendly wave as he closes up for the night; alongside a park, green grass with more signs—BORE WATER ONLY, a band rotunda and a toilet block for motorists, all sitting below a levee bank. And another bridge, two lanes and concrete, stretching out across the river. Martin draws a map of Riversend in his mind: a T-junction fitted snugly into a curve in the river, with the levee bank cosseting the town to the north and east. Martin likes the layout; there is something considered and self-contained about it. Adrift on the vast inland plain, it anchors Riversend to some sense of purpose.


He scrambles up the side of the levee bank beside the bridge, finding a foot track running along its ridge. He stands and looks back along the highway, wiping sweat from his brow. The horizon is lost in a haze of dust and heat, but he feels he can see the curvature of the earth, as if he’s standing on a headland looking out to sea. A truck thunders across the bridge and past him, heading west. The sun is setting, turned angry and orange by dust, and he watches the truck until it is first contorted, then swallowed whole by the haze.


Martin leaves the road, walking on top of the levee bank. Beside him the riverbed, glimpsed through the gums, is cracked bare mud. He’s thinking the trees look healthy enough, until he comes to a dead trunk, looking as solid as its neighbours, just devoid of leaves. A flock of cockatoos passes overhead, their raucous calls awakening the sounds of other birds and creatures in the twilight. He follows the path until he reaches a curve in the riverbed. Above it, on a natural rise, sits a yellow-brick building, the Riversend Services and Bowling Club, its lights shining out through plate-glass windows above a steel-form deck, like a cruise ship beached at low tide.


Inside the club, the air is cool. There’s a counter, with temporary membership forms and a sign instructing visitors to sign themselves in. Martin complies, tearing off a guest slip. The main room is large, with long windows looking out across the river bend, the trees almost imperceptible in the dusk outside the brightly lit room. There are tables and chairs, but no patrons. Not a soul. The only movement is the lights flashing garishly from poker machines standing beyond a low partition at the far end of the room. A barman is sitting behind the long bar reading a book. He looks up as Martin approaches.


‘G’day there. Get you a beer?’


‘Thanks. What’ve you got on tap?’


‘These two here.’


Martin orders a schooner of Carlton Draught, asking the barman if he would like one.


‘No thanks,’ says the barman. He begins to pull Martin’s beer. ‘You the journo?’


‘That’s right,’ says Martin. ‘Word spreads fast.’


‘Country towns. What can you say?’ says the barman. He looks like he’s in his early sixties, face red from a life of sun damage and beers, white hair combed and plastered in place by hair oil. His hands are large and marred by liver spots. Martin admires them. ‘Come to write about the shooting?’


‘That’s right.’


‘Good luck finding anything new to say. Seems to me everything has been written three times over.’


‘You could be right about that.’


The barman takes Martin’s money and deposits it in the till.


‘You don’t have wi-fi here, by any chance?’ asks Martin.


‘Sure do. In theory, anyway.’


‘What does that mean?’


‘Doesn’t work half the time. And, when it does, it’s like drought relief: comes in dribs and drabs. But give it a whirl, there’s no one else here, so it mightn’t be clogged up.’


Martin smiles. ‘What’s the password?’


‘Billabong. From back when we had one.’


Martin succeeds in logging in on his phone, but his emails won’t load; there is only a spinning wheel of computational indecision. He gives up and puts the phone away. ‘I see what you mean.’


He knows he should ask about the killings, how the town is reacting, but he feels somehow reluctant. So instead he asks where everyone is.


‘Mate, it’s Monday night. Who’s got money to drink on a Monday?’


‘How come you’re open then?’


‘’Cos if we’re not open, we’re shut. And there’s too many places shut around here.’


‘They can still afford to pay you, though?’


‘They don’t. Most days, we’re volunteers. Board members. We have a roster.’


‘That’s impressive. Wouldn’t happen in the city.’


‘It’s why we’re still open and the pub is shut. No one’s going to work in a pub for free.’


‘Pity to see it go, all the same.’


‘You’re right there. Bloke who ran it was decent enough—for an outsider. Sponsored the local footy team, bought local produce for his bistro. Didn’t save him from going out of business, though. Talking of bistros, you looking for something to eat?’


‘Yeah. What have you got?’


‘Nothing here. In the back, there’s Tommy’s takeaway, Saigon Asian, good as anything you’ll get in Sydney or Melbourne. But be quick, last orders at eight.’


Martin checks his watch: five to eight.


‘Thanks,’ he says, taking a long draught of his beer.


‘I’d let you sit here and eat it, but I need to be closing up myself. Only customers we get on a night like tonight—people having a quick one while they wait for their takeaway. But we’re open every night ’cept Sunday. And lunchtimes every day except Monday. Want to take any drink with you?’


Martin imagines drinking by himself in his room at the Black Dog Motel. ‘No thanks,’ he says and drains his beer. He thanks the volunteer barman and extends his hand. ‘Martin,’ he says.


‘Errol. Errol Ryding,’ says the barman, taking Martin’s hand in his own impressive mitt.


Errol, thinks Martin. So this is where all the Errols have gone.


In the blackness Martin tries to stretch out and finds he can’t. His legs can’t straighten. Dread descends like a curtain, smothering him in claustrophobia. Tentatively he reaches out, fearful of what his fingers will find and knowing already the resistance they must encounter. Steel. Unbending, unforgiving, unrelenting. Fear is wrapping itself around his neck, stifling his breathing. He holds his breath, lest someone hear his slightest expiration. That noise—what is it he can hear? Footsteps? Come to free him, come to kill him? More noise. The distant crump of artillery, the soft percussion of impact. Martin no longer wants to stretch. He folds himself tighter, foetus-like, and puts his fingers in his ears, fearing the donkey bray of an AK-47. And yet there is a noise, a rumbling, a clanking. He removes his fingers, listens in hope and fear. A tank? Could it be a tank? He strains to hear the rumble of the engine, the clank of the tread. It must be close. The Israelis, invading? Come to rescue him? But do they know he’s here? Will they simply run the tank over him, crush him in his prison, unaware of his existence? Should he yell? Should he not? No. The soldiers would never hear him. Others might. And now. That roaring. Coming closer. A real roaring. An F16? One missile, one bomb, no one will ever know he was here, what became of him. The roar, closer and closer. What are they doing, coming in so low?


A louder clank, and he’s awake, gulping air, tearing at his blanket. The lights from the passing truck penetrate the flimsy curtains of the Black Dog Motel as it roars its way east. ‘Fuck,’ exclaims Martin. The growl of the truck recedes, leaving only the tank-engine whir of the air-con. ‘Fuck,’ says Martin again, extricating himself from the blanket, turning on the fluoro strip light. The bedside clock says 3.45 am. He sits up and gulps down a tumbler of pungent water, but his mouth is still dry and salty from the takeaway. Perhaps he should have brought some grog back after all. He considers the pills in his travel bag, but he’s not going back there. Instead, he begins the long wait for dawn.




[image: image]


MARTIN WALKS OUT BEFORE THE DAWN, THE AIR COOL AND THE SKY MUTED, finding his way through deserted streets to the epicentre of his story: St James. He stands before the church as the sun lifts from the horizon and sends shafts of golden light through the branches of the river red gums. He’s seeing it for the first time, but the building is familiar nevertheless: red brick and corrugated-iron roof, raised ever so slightly above the surrounding ground, half a dozen steps leading up to a utilitarian oblong of a building, its purpose suggested by the arch of its portico, the pitch of its roof and the length of its windows, and confirmed by the cross on its roof. A rudimentary belltower stands to one side: two concrete pillars, a bell and a rope. ST JAMES: SERVICES FIRST AND THIRD SUNDAYS OF THE MONTH—11 AM, says the sign, black paint on white. The church stands alone, austere. There is no surrounding wall, no graveyard, no protective shrubs or trees.


Martin walks the cracked concrete path to the steps. There is nothing to indicate what occurred here almost a year ago: no plaque, no homemade crosses, no withered flowers. Martin wonders why not: the most traumatic event in the town’s history and nothing to mark it. Nothing for the victims, nothing for the bereaved. Perhaps it’s too soon, the events still too raw; perhaps the town is wary of sightseers and souvenir hunters; perhaps it wants to erase the shooting from its collective memory and pretend it never happened.


He examines the steps. No stains, no marks; the sun has bleached the cement, sterilised the crime scene. On either side of the path, the grass looks dead, killed off by the sun and lack of water. He tries the door, hoping the interior might prove more forthcoming, give some insight into the town’s reaction, but finds it locked. So he walks around the building, searching for some useful detail, but there is nothing to see. St James remains impervious to scrutiny, surrendering nothing to journalistic inquiry. He takes some pictures he knows he will never look at.


A longing for coffee is building inside him; he wonders what time the bookstore opens. His watch says six-thirty. Not yet, he guesses. He follows Somerset Street south, St James on his right, the primary school to his left. The road curves. He can see the rear of the motel behind a wooden fence. He passes the police station and arrives back at Hay Road, the main street. In the centre of the intersection, standing on a pedestal, head bowed, is the life-size statue of a soldier dressed in the uniform of the First World War: boots, leggings, slouch hat. The soldier is standing at ease, his gun by his side. Martin looks up, regarding the dead bronze eyes. There are white marble slabs mounted on the plinth listing the locals who died for their country: the Boer War, the world wars, Korea and Vietnam. Martin looks again into the face of the bronze digger. This town is not new to trauma and the traumatised. But perhaps war is easier to memorialise than mass murder; war has some point to it, or so its widows are told.


A ute makes its way down from the highway, its driver flicking the ubiquitous finger of acknowledgement to Martin, who awkwardly returns the gesture. The vehicle continues on its way, heading up onto the bridge and out of town. It’s Tuesday morning. Martin recalls Mathilda’s Op Shop opening only on Tuesday and Thursday mornings. Were other businesses the same, the ones still surviving, their owners conspiring to concentrate their meagre earnings into a couple of hours each week, townspeople and farmers doing their best to support them? A town circling the wagons against drought and economic decline? If so, Martin knows he needs to make the most of it, introducing himself to people while they’re out and about, canvassing their views and probing their feelings, judging how much life is left in Riversend. He walks across to the bank. Sure enough: open Tuesday and Thursday mornings. It’s the same at the dry goods store, Jennings, diagonally opposite, but the Commercial Hotel, freshly painted, will remain closed no matter what the day of the week. Next to the pub, closer again to the bridge, is Landers’ General Store and Supplies. Open seven days. Martin makes a mental note: Craig Landers was one of those killed in the shooting. Who is running the store now? His widow? Mandalay had mentioned her name, Fran, said they were friends.


For a moment he’s distracted by what sounds like distant thunder. He searches the sky for confirmation, but there’s not even a wisp of cloud, let alone a thunderhead. The thunder comes again, persists, grows closer. Four bikies appear, coming down Hay Road from the highway, riding two abreast, faces unsmiling. Their machines throb and pulsate, the sound bouncing off the buildings and reverberating in Martin’s chest. They wear matte black helmets, sunglasses, beards and moustaches. They aren’t wearing leather jackets, just their colours on thin denim with cut-off sleeves: Reapers, with a silhouette of the grim reaper and his scythe. Their arms bulge with muscles and tattoos, their faces with attitude. The men pass, seemingly oblivious of Martin. He takes a photo with his phone, then another, as they continue on their way, heading up onto the bridge. A minute or two later, the thunder is gone and Riversend returns to torpor.


It’s half an hour before another vehicle appears. A red station wagon turns in from the highway, passes the soldier and parks outside the general store. As Martin approaches, a woman emerges from the car, springs the boot and picks up a small bale of newspapers. She looks about his age, with short dark hair and a pretty face.


‘Can I give you a hand?’ offers Martin.


‘Sure,’ says the woman. Martin reaches into the back of the car, pulling out a tray with a dozen loaves of bread in brown paper wrappers. The bread is warm and the smell enticing. He follows her into the store and sets the tray on the counter.


‘Thanks,’ says the woman. She’s about to say something else, but stops, her mouth contracting from a flirtatious smile to a puckered scowl. ‘You’re the journalist, aren’t you?’


‘Yes. That’s right.’


‘You’re not that Defoe man, are you?’


‘No. My name is Martin Scarsden. Are you Mrs Landers? Fran, isn’t it?’


‘I am. But I have absolutely nothing to say to you. Or to any of your ilk.’


‘I see. Any particular reason?’


‘Don’t be obtuse. Now, unless you want to buy something, please leave.’


‘All right. Message received.’ Martin makes to leave, then thinks better of it. ‘Actually, do you sell bottled water?’


‘Down the end there. Cheaper by the dozen.’


At the end of the aisle there’s a stack of generic brand one-litre bottles of mineral water held together in half-dozens by cling wrap. Martin picks up two, one in each hand. At the counter he selects one of the loaves of bread.


‘Look,’ he says to the widow, who is cutting free the newspapers, ‘I really don’t want to intrude—’


‘Good, then don’t. You people have done enough damage.’


A retort comes to mind, but he thinks better of it. Instead, he takes the two Melbourne newspapers, the Herald Sun and The Age, plus the Bellington Weekly Crier, pays and leaves. LABOR RORTS, yells the Herald Sun; ICE EPIDEMIC’S NEW WAVE, warns The Age; DROUGHT DEEPENS, weeps the Crier. Outside, he desperately wants to break open one of the sixpacks of water, but realises that once the cling wrap is compromised, the bottles will be all but impossible to carry, so he heads back towards the Black Dog. On the way he checks the Oasis, but the bookshop and its coffee machine are not yet operating.


At quarter past nine, having feasted on bread, bottled water and instant coffee amid the Black Dog’s cigarette butt-strewn car park, Martin is at the police station. It’s a converted house, not a purpose-built station; a solid-looking little red-brick affair supporting a new grey steel roof, dwarfed somewhat by its large blue-and-white sign, sitting on the corner of Gloucester Road and Somerset Street, next to the bank and opposite the primary school. This is the one interview he was able to organise in advance, calling through on his mobile from Wagga the morning before. Inside, working at the counter, is Constable Robbie Haus-Jones. Ever since the shooting he’s been hailed as a hero, but to Martin he looks like a teenage boy, with acne and an unconvincing moustache.


‘Constable Haus-Jones?’ asks Martin, extending his hand. ‘Martin Scarsden.’


‘Martin, good morning,’ says the young officer in an unexpected baritone. ‘Come on through.’


‘Thank you.’


Martin follows the slight young man through to a plain office: desk; three grey filing cabinets, one with a combination lock; a detailed map of the district on the wall; a dead pot plant on the windowsill. Haus-Jones sits behind the desk; Martin takes one of the three chairs arranged in front of it.


‘Thank you very much for agreeing to speak to me,’ says Martin, deciding to skip the normal small talk. ‘I’d like to record the interview for accuracy, if that’s okay with you, but just let me know if at any stage you want to go off the record.’


‘That’s fine,’ says the policeman, ‘but before we start, can you run me through what you’re after? I know you explained yesterday, but I was a bit distracted. To be honest, I was being polite; I didn’t think the interview would be approved.’


‘I see. What changed?’


‘My sergeant down in Bellington. He urged me to do it.’


‘Well, I must thank him if I see him. The idea for the story isn’t to dwell on the shooting as such, although that’s the starting point. The idea is to report on how the town is coping a year later.’


The young officer has let his eyes drift to the window as Martin is speaking, and he leaves them there as he replies. ‘I see. Okay. Fire away.’ His eyes return to Martin, not a hint of irony in them.


‘Good. As I say, the shooting won’t be the focus of the story, but it makes sense to start there. Am I right to think this is the first time you’ve spoken to the media on the subject?’


‘First time for the city press, yes. I gave a few quotes to the Crier early on.’


‘Good. So let’s start.’ Martin activates the voice recorder on his phone and places it on the desk between them. ‘Can you take me through what happened that morning? Where you were, what happened next—that sort of thing.’


‘Sure, Martin. It was a Sunday morning, as you probably know. I wasn’t rostered on, but I’d come into work to clear up a few things before going to church.’


‘At St James?’


‘That’s right. I was right here, sitting at my desk. It was a warm morning, not as hot as today, the window was open. Perfectly normal day. It was about ten to eleven. I was just finishing up. Didn’t want to be late for church. Then I heard what must have been a shot, then another, but I thought nothing of it. Cars backfiring, kids with crackers, something like that. Then I heard a scream, and a man shouting, and then two more shots, and I knew. I wasn’t in uniform, but I got my gun from the locker and went outside. There were two more shots, in rapid succession. There was a car horn, more screaming, all coming from the direction of the church. I saw someone sprinting up to the corner of the primary school grounds, heading this way. There was another shot and the man fell. To be honest, I didn’t know what to do. It was real but not real, like I’d been dropped into a bucket of madness.


‘I went back inside, rang Sergeant Walker at home in Bellington and alerted him, put on my body armour and went back outside. I ran along Somerset Street to where the body was lying in the road. It was Craig Landers. Dead. A single shot through his neck. There was a lot of blood. A lot of blood. I couldn’t see anybody else; I couldn’t hear anybody. The screaming had stopped. Everything was completely silent. There was one car parked outside the church on Somerset, more around the front, parked under the trees in Thames Street. I had no idea how many people might be there. There was no cover between me and the church. I was completely exposed. I thought about running back to the station, getting the vehicle, but then I heard another shot. So I started walking up the road towards the church.


‘When I got a bit closer, I ran to the back of the building, taking cover, and then worked my way up the side wall, gradually moving forward. When I got to the corner of the church and looked around I could see the bodies. Three on the lawn, another shot through the windscreen of a car. They were all dead, there was no question about that. And sitting on the church step, holding a rifle, its stock on the ground, was the priest, Reverend Swift. He was sitting perfectly still, looking straight ahead. I proceeded around the corner with my pistol trained on him. He turned and looked at me, but otherwise he didn’t move. I told him to release the rifle and raise his hands. He didn’t move. I took a few more steps forward. I’d decided that if he tried to raise the rifle I would shoot him. I thought the closer I got, the more chance I would have of hitting him.’


The policeman is looking at Martin as he speaks, his voice unemotional.


‘Did he speak?’ asks Martin.


‘Yes. He said, “Good morning, Robbie. I wondered when you’d get here.”’


‘He knew you?’


‘Yes. We were friends.’


‘Really?’


‘Yes.’


‘Okay, what happened next?’


‘I took a couple of steps forward. Then . . . it was very fast. A car came through, along Thames Street, past the front of the church. I tried not to look at it, but it distracted me, and he had his gun on me before I knew it. He smiled. I remember the smile. He seemed calm. And then he fired, so I fired. I closed my eyes and fired twice, opened them and fired twice more. He was down, bleeding. He’d let the gun drop. I went to him, kicked it further away. He’d kind of crumpled, there on the steps. I’d hit him twice in the chest. I didn’t know what to do. There wasn’t a lot I could do. I held his hand while he died. He smiled at me.’


There’s silence in the small office. The policeman is looking out the window, his face tight, a slight frown creasing his young forehead. Martin lets the silence linger. He hadn’t been expecting this level of candour.


‘Constable Haus-Jones, have you recounted these events to anyone else?’


‘Of course. Three police inquiries and the coroner’s office.’


‘I mean, any other journalists or public forums?’


‘No. But it will all come out in the inquest anyway. It’s on in a month or two. Sergeant Walker suggested I tell you what I know, provided that it’s not contentious and that it’s based on fact.’


‘So you didn’t speak to my colleague, D’Arcy Defoe?’


‘No.’


‘Okay. The day of the shooting, what happened next?’


‘Next? Well, I was alone for quite a while. I guess people were still hiding. I went into the vestry and called through to Bellington on the church phone. Called my sergeant, called the hospital. Then I went outside and checked the bodies. Gradually people came out from behind cars and trees. But there was nothing we could do. The men were dead, all shot through the head, except for Gerry Torlini, who was in his car; he’d been shot through the chest and through the head.’


‘Which shot killed him?’


‘Whichever hit him first. Either would have killed him instantly.’


‘For the record, were the victims all locals?’


‘Local enough. Craig Landers ran the general store here in Riversend. Alf and Thom Newkirk owned adjacent farms just out of town. Gerry Torlini ran a fruit shop in Bellington and an irrigation orchard down by the Murray. Horace Grosvenor was a sales rep who lived in Bellington. So all from here or Bellington.’


‘All regular churchgoers?’


‘I’m sorry, Mr Scarsden, I think you might be drifting from your brief. Are you investigating the shooting, or writing about Riversend?’


‘Sorry. It’s just that what you’re saying is intriguing. But you’re quite correct. Tell me, though: you said you considered the priest, Reverend Swift, a friend. How so?’


‘Is that relevant?’


‘I think so. In writing about the impact of the shooting on the town, one of the things I’ll be looking at is attitudes towards the perpetrator.’


‘If you say so. I don’t quite see it myself, but you’re the journalist. Yes, I’d thought we were friends. I thought Byron was a good man. I thought he was something special. How stupid is that? He’d come up once a fortnight to conduct a service, but when I told him I was having trouble with some of the young blokes around town he helped set up a youth centre. We used to run it together. He’d come up every Thursday afternoon, then later on Tuesdays as well. We held it in one of the demountables at the school, one that had been vandalised in the past. One of the things we did was fix it up. We did sport: footy and cricket on the oval. He’d take them swimming in the river, down at the weir, when we still had a river. The boys and girls never thought much of me, I was always the town copper, but they thought the world of him. He was very charismatic, had them eating out of his hand. Used to swear and smoke and tell dirty jokes. They loved it. Every now and then he’d slip a bit of God into it, but he was never heavy-handed. They thought he was cool.’


‘Did you?’


The policeman offers a sardonic smile. ‘Yeah, I guess I did. A town like this, isolated out on the plain, there’s not a lot for the kids. Parents under pressure, no money, hot as Hades. They get bored, and when they get bored they can get nasty. Picking fights, picking on each other. Big kids bullying little kids. And then Byron turned up and changed the dynamic. He was, I don’t know, kind of a Pied Piper figure. They’d follow him about.’


‘That’s impressive,’ says Martin. ‘But you know what was written about him after he died—that he abused some of those kids. What do you reckon?’


‘Sorry. That’s the subject of ongoing police inquiries. I couldn’t possibly comment.’


‘Understood. But could I ask if you ever witnessed anything to cause you to become concerned?’


Robbie considers his position before answering. ‘No. I never saw or heard anything like that. But then again, I’m a police officer. He would hardly be telling me, would he? More likely he saw me as a perfect cover.’


‘You resent that?’


‘If it’s true, of course I resent it.’


‘You say he was your friend. You say you admired him. What do you think of him now?’


‘I detest him. Forget the child abuse, that doesn’t come into it. He killed five innocent people and forced me to kill him. He destroyed families and ripped a hole in a respectable town. He offered hope and then wrenched it away again; set himself up as a role model for the youngsters, and then left them a terrifying example. Our town is now synonymous with mass murder, Mr Scarsden. We’re the Snowtown of the Riverina. It’s with us for good. I can’t begin to tell you how much I detest him.’


When Martin emerges from the police station half an hour later, he knows he has a red-hot story: a terrible story, a compelling story, a front-page story. He can already see the red EXCLUSIVE stamp: the police hero talking for the first time, his harrowing account of looking death in the eye, of shooting his friend dead, of holding his hand while he died. ‘Like being dropped into a bucket of madness.’ It would reignite the whole saga, fire the imagination of the public.


Martin looks back at the police station, enjoying the surge of adrenaline the interview has given him. He has no idea why Robbie Haus-Jones agreed to talk now and talk to him, and he has no idea why the senior man down in Bellington had encouraged him. But he is so glad that he did. This will show the doubters; Max will be proud.




[image: image]


MARTIN WANTS TO TAKE ANOTHER LOOK AT THE CHURCH, TO RETRACE THE constable’s steps, but first there are more pressing concerns: coffee. It’s ten-thirty and he’s yet to have a decent cup. But when he gets to the Oasis, there’s a sign on the door, GON OUT, BACKSON, with a picture of Pooh Bear and Piglet. Whimsy, Martin decides, would be more appealing post-coffee than pre-coffee. Maybe the petrol station offers something approximate, or maybe the services club is open? Or he could return to the Black Dog and brew up another cup of bottled water, Nescafé and long-life milk. He opts for abstinence.


He turns from the bookshop and spies the shuffling man progressing slowly down the other side of the road. Martin figures the day has already climbed into the thirties, shaping as a repeat of yesterday’s scorcher, yet there the old fellow shambles, grey overcoat apparently surgically attached. Martin looks up and down Hay Road. There’s a woman using the ATM at the bank opposite the pub, and a couple emerging from a car and entering the general store, getting their supplies before the heat of the day really kicks in. Martin looks back, but the shuffling man has vanished. He should have progressed only another twenty metres or so, not out of sight. A car? Martin crosses the road. There are a couple of empty cars, but no sign of the old man.


The op shop is open, a rack of clothes placed out on the pavement. Martin enters. There’s an elderly woman sitting behind a desk doing a crossword. She nods at Martin and goes back to her puzzle. It’s a small shop, smelling of mothballs and old sweat, with racks of second-hand clothes, pre-loved toys and chipped kitchenware. No books, though, and no shuffling man. ‘Thanks,’ he says as he heads towards the door.


‘Nine letters, between heaven and hell,’ says the old woman without looking up.


‘Purgatory,’ says Martin.


The old woman harrumphs, but fills in the spaces anyway.


On the street Martin is still perplexed. Where has the old bastard gone? He walks past the hair salon and regards the abandoned building next door, chain and lock intact. Further along the real estate agent has placed a sandwich board on the pavement, declaring she’s open for business. Martin is thinking he’ll check it out, however unlikely it is that the old man is in the market for property, when he discovers a narrow lane, less than a metre wide, running between the abandoned store and the real estate agent. ‘Bingo,’ he mutters. Then he stops. What’s he doing? Why isn’t he engaging the crossword woman: ‘How’s business? More people donating than buying? Leaving town, dropping stuff off?’ Or the real estate agent: ‘Foreclosures up? Why? Drought or mass murder?’ But he has plenty of time for that. After all, he has Constable Robbie Haus-Jones captured for posterity on his phone; the rest will just be colour.


The alley runs between the two buildings, brick walls on each side. It’s littered with newspapers and plastic bags, and reeks of cat piss. The far end appears to be blocked off by sheets of corrugated iron. Martin progresses slowly, careful where he puts his feet. There is a small, barred window to his left with frosted glass. The real estate agent’s toilet, at a guess. Further down, recessed into the wall on the right, there’s a wooden door, red paint flaking. Martin tries the knob. The door opens, hinges complaining, and he enters a room from another time. It’s dark after the glare of Hay Road, light coming through where one of the boards across the front windows has been prised loose. There are several holes in the ceiling, and through one a shard of sunlight pierces the room, illuminating a slowly whirling cloud of dust. It’s a large room: floorboards broad and twisted, two tables, a few chairs, some benches along the far wall. The tables and chairs are pressed wood, cheap furniture from some distant decade in the middle of the last century. And sitting on a stool at what could be a counter, or what could be a bar, is the shambling man, with his back to Martin. The brown paper bag is on the counter, the neck of the bottle protruding, the lid removed.


‘Good morning,’ says Martin.


The man turns, seemingly unsurprised. ‘Oh, it’s you. Hemingway.’ And turns back.


Martin walks across to the counter. There’s a second stool beside the old man. On the counter are two small glasses half full of something dark and viscous. The shuffling man has his hand resting on one. Martin looks around. There is no one else in the room. He sits on the second stool.


The wino looks up from his drink. ‘Well, this time you’re half right.’


‘How’s that?’


‘This time it’s morning.’


‘Who are you drinking with?’ asks Martin.


‘No one. You. Ghosts. Does it matter?’
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