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			1

			Perth / Whadjuk Noongar Country, 2017

			 

			“I want to confess to a murder. I killed a man.”

			The voice through the phone handset sounded reedy and weak. By contrast, the words it spoke were weighty and unambiguous. There was no more serious crime or grave confession.

			The admission seemed to strike Sparrow’s ear with force, leaving him momentarily unstable in his ergonomic office chair. The constable who had taken the call on the station’s front desk was fresh out of the academy and soon realised that it was no neighbourhood noise complaint or stolen vehicle report. He’d patched the call through to Sparrow, who had just sat down to a shot of freshly brewed coffee. Sparrow held the hot mouthful for a moment, rolling it over his tongue as the grave words settled in his brain.

			“Zat right?” he said finally. “You killed a man. You’re a bloody murderer.”

			“Yes,” said the voice gently. “I’m a bloody murderer.”

			Sparrow paused a moment. He’d never had anyone call his phone and voluntarily confess to committing a crime – let alone a murder – with such candour. He had no reason to disbelieve the claim; some of the most vicious murderers were the calmest individuals. His superior officer, Detective Sergeant George Manolis, had said as much before he left for Greece on stress leave, leaving a newly promoted Sparrow under the command of Detective Inspector Paul Bloody Porter. Sparrow still felt like the country mouse, and there was no Manolis to lean on for advice now, or to protect him from the wrath of Porter. But Sparrow knew he needed information, specifics, and ultimately proof. He carefully put down his mug and picked up his biro and notepad.

			“Right then, mate,” he said casually. “Can we start with some details. First, what’s your name?”

			“Mr Robert Cooper,” said the man without hesitation. “And who am I speaking with?”

			“G’day, Robert. My name’s Senior Constable Andrew Smith.”

			“It’s nice to meet you, Andrew.”

			“You can call me Sparrow, everyone else does. Now, can I get your permanent home address, Robert?”

			“Well, if I call you Sparrow, you can call me Bob,” said the man. “And I’m sure the police can source my home address from this phone number. This is a landline telephone. Remember those?”

			Sparrow smiled to himself. “You know us well,” he said. “But mate, if you can just provide your address, we can then simply cross-­check with our system.”

			Bob duly obliged. “You’ll find it’s actually a nursing home,” he added. “But please don’t hold that against me.”

			That figured, Sparrow thought. To him, a nursing home explained the wearied nature of the caller’s voice, and also suggested advanced years. Sparrow wondered if the bloke was sick, if the confession was prompted by a terminal disease. He thought about the number of similarly heinous admissions that must come from people knocking at death’s door, sinners keen to repent before their time ran out, perhaps in the hope of securing a ticket to a better place. Maybe the call to Sparrow’s phone was more common than he imagined.

			“Thanks, Bob,” Sparrow said. “So, how old are you?”

			“I’m sixty-­five.”

			“That seems young for a nursing home . . .”

			“It is a bit. Oh well.”

			“And are you married, got a wife, kids?”

			“God no,” Bob replied. “I am neither married, nor have children. I’m an eternal bachelor.” He chuckled lightly.

			Sparrow jotted notes. “Righto,” he said, mind firmly on the case. “Now, Bob mate, can I ask for some details about the person you claim to have killed. It was another bloke, err, a male individual, you say?”

			“Yes. It was a man.”

			“Right. And when did this occur? Earlier today, yesterday?”

			Bob now snorted a much louder laugh. “Sorry, that’s just funny to me,” he said.

			“Murder is funny, Bob?”

			“No, I mean it was quite some time ago, a long time ago in fact, coming on some thirty years now, probably before you were even born. I was a young man at the time and physically capable of so much more than I am now. Did you honestly think I was calling with fresh blood on my hands?”

			“I didn’t think anythin’,” Sparrow said swiftly. “I was just askin’ a question. We cops don’t often get people callin’ us up three decades after a murder to confess.”

			“More’s the pity,” said Bob. “There must be hundreds of unsolved murders in this State alone. Hundreds of people walking around freely, murderers and rapists and paedophiles, taking their secrets to the grave when they should be locked away and punished for what they done.”

			“Well, mate, if only everyone was like you.”

			“Thanks, Sparrow.”

			“So, lemme ask – why now? Why admit to this crime today when you’ve clearly been one of those people you just mentioned walking around free for so long?”

			Bob sighed heavily. Sparrow almost felt the breath escape the handset and materialise before his eyes.

			“Mainly for the man’s family, to give them closure,” Bob said. “But also for the man himself, for his memory, since I knew him well.”

			“Knew him well? So, he was a mate?”

			“You could say that, yes,” Bob replied. “And lastly, and somewhat selfishly, I’m confessing for myself, to clear my conscience, for I fear that I’m not long for this world.”

			I knew it, Sparrow thought to himself. This fella wants to be spared an afterlife of eternal damnation in the fiery pits of Hell. But it wasn’t as if Mr Robert Cooper’s motivation actually mattered to the young cop. All that mattered was solving crimes, closing cases, and bringing crim­inals to justice. He’d had a rough time of it in the outback town of Cobb with the stoning of schoolteacher Molly Abbott and what it did to his small community. It had left him questioning his choices and doubting his motivations. But his time with Manolis and reassignment to the big smoke had changed everything. His first case had been unfortunate; a jammed firearm, Manolis’s accidental killing of an innocent youth, an internal investigation. But Sparrow had been cleared of all wrongdoing and was finally on the right path. And he had every intention of taking his chance while Manolis was busy working on his suntan in Greece.

			“Sorry to hear that,” Sparrow replied. “So, tell me, this bloke – this mate – that you killed, when was it? And where, how and why?”

			There was a long pause punctuated with several prolonged breaths. Sparrow could tell the sinner was composing himself.

			“You’ve asked a lot there,” Bob finally said. “And you can’t even begin to imagine the willpower that it took me to call you today, the number of times I had to work myself up, pick up the receiver, dial, put it down again, rehearse what I was going to say. And now, you’ve done the right thing, you’ve put me on the spot, asked all the right bloody questions. And I want to give you the answers, but I don’t even know where to begin.”

			“Then begin at the beginning,” said Sparrow, clicking his pen. “You said it was about thirty years ago. So that would be, what, about nineteen eighty-two . . . ?”

			“Thereabouts,” Bob replied. “Maybe ’eighty-­one. But not far off. Does it really matter? It was a long time ago, whenever it was exactly.”

			“Okay, good. And yair, you’re right, the exact date doesn’t matter. But the location does. Where’d you kill this bloke? Was it here in the city?”

			“Actually no, unfortunately not, that would make things very simple and straightforward. It was several thousand kilometres away, to the north, way up in the Kimberley.”

			The Kimberley was the northernmost region of Western Australia. Bordered to the west by the Indian Ocean, to the north by the Timor Sea, to the east by the Northern Territory, and to the south by two of the world’s largest deserts. It was territory that was breathtakingly beautiful, seldom visited, and barely habitable. Despite growing up in the blisteringly hot outback, Sparrow had never been that far north within Australia, let alone to work a cold case murder investigation.

			“That’s certainly a helluva long way away,” Sparrow said. “What were you doing up there?”

			“I was working on the mines in the Pilbara at the time,” Bob said. “I worked as a dump truck driver, and we sometimes travelled to the Kimberley for a change of scenery, to take a break from work.”

			“Mines, eh. Was this iron ore?”

			“Yes,” Bob replied. “Don’t let anyone tell you that Australia rode to prosperity on the sheep’s back. That may have been the case once, when we had a dignified merino ram’s head adorn our shilling, but if that coin was minted today, it would be a dirty lump of iron ore.”

			“Sounds like you came back a rich man then,” Sparrow said.

			Bob exhaled. “Some men did,” he said. “But I wasn’t one of them.”

			“Whereabouts in the Kimberley did these events happen? Was it a town?”

			“It wasn’t a town,” Bob replied. “In fact, the area was so remote, it was barely on the map.”

			“Right,” Sparrow said, rubbing his forehead, contemplating the prospect of a harder investigation.

			“But I remember the area distinctly, crystal clear in my mind’s eye, as if it were only yesterday. Things like that, you don’t easily forget.”

			Sparrow cleared his throat. “Can I ask the dead bloke’s name?”

			“You can, but I couldn’t tell you,” said Bob. “I didn’t know his name, I only ever knew his nickname. Nicknames were all some blokes had back then. Those were different times.”

			“We still have nicknames now,” Sparrow said. “But we also have real names, and we had real names then as well.”

			“Be that as it may, I still couldn’t tell you his real name. The mine owners hardly knew them either. The region attracted all manner of scum and outlaws, men on the run from the law and from women, men who wanted to disappear. The mine owners didn’t ask many questions. All they cared about was whether you could bend your back.”

			“And the dead bloke was a good mate of yours?”

			“Well, now that I remember, he was more of an acquaintance. And I never learned his name, so I can’t tell you what I don’t know.”

			Sparrow leaned back in his chair and eyed the ceiling tiles above his head. A few had come loose and were hanging precariously.

			“Mr Cooper, Bob mate, listen,” Sparrow said. “You’ll have to excuse all my questions but I gotta do all this to verify your story. There are heaps of people walking into cop stations across the country every day or calling us claiming this and that, only for us to investigate their stories and find out that they’re complete bullshit. These people have done nothing more than waste valuable police time. I don’t want to dismiss you as one of them, as a time-­waster, an attention-­seeker. But before I take this any further and try to allocate resources, I need some precise details so I can take you seriously.”

			There was a protracted pause. Sparrow expected the phone to go dead at any moment, for the fraudster to be scared away. The man, this Mr Robert Cooper, was supposedly calling from a nursing home. Sparrow reasoned that there was a distinct possibility that he might even have dementia. He thought to say that, but it would’ve meant nothing. In the end, he kept quiet and kept listening.

			Eventually, a dry cough rattled down the phone line.

			“What you say is not unexpected,” said Bob. “I realise you’re only doing your job, and as a man of law, you need a certain amount of evidence to please your masters, to please the court, and secure a conviction. And that’s what I want too. So, tell you what – I’ll give you the best evidence of all . . .”

			It was a proposition. Bob offered to personally escort Sparrow to the murder scene, where he’d buried the man’s body. Through exhumation and the use of forensic DNA analysis in the lab, he was confident that reliable genetic identification of the dead man’s skeleton could be made and cross-­checked against reports of missing persons. His family would be notified, and Bob would be willingly, and gratefully, locked away for the remainder of his natural life.

			“There are just a few conditions,” Bob said. “First of all, I like you, Sparrow. I feel we have an immediate rapport, and I think I have a sixth sense for people who are inherently good. So, I’d like to ask if you would accompany me to the Kimberley.”

			Sparrow put down his pen. What was now being discussed didn’t need documentation.

			“You mean, just the two of us?” he asked. “As in, off the record?”

			“I mean you as the only police officer.”

			“But I would need to discuss this with my commanding officer, get his approval. Personally, I don’t have a problem but I suspect I’ll be told to take backup.”

			“Hmm, I’m not so sure about that, mate. I just want you to work this case. Don’t you want to arrest the villain and be the hero?”

			Of course, Sparrow did. It was a chance to make a name for himself – even if it wasn’t strictly by the book, solving a murder was still solving a murder. But was this Mr Robert Cooper worth the risk? He didn’t come across as a threat in any way. He wanted to do things on his terms. And being able to see things from an elderly pensioner’s perspective surely showed maturity, not immaturity.

			“Yair, sure,” Sparrow said. “So, what do you suggest?”

			“Well, I imagine you have some annual leave up your sleeve.”

			“Hmm, maybe. And what if I do?”

			“Take it with me, work this case and I’ll pay for your time.”

			Sparrow paused. “That doesn’t seem unfair,” he said.

			“Excellent then,” said Bob. “See how easy that was. As for the journey, there’ll actually be three of us making it. You, me, and my friend.”

			“Wait, hold on. Who is your ‘friend’?”

			“My mate here in the nursing home. His name’s Luke.”

			“What’s his role in all this? Was he involved in the murder? Is he your accomplice?”

			Bob laughed. “Far from it, he wasn’t even born when these events happened. He’d be closer to your age than mine. Luke’s just my mate here in the home. He’s my only mate, and we look after each other.”

			Sparrow pretended to consult his calendar. Was he really going to use his leave and go through with this? What would Manolis do?

			“When?” Sparrow asked. “When do you wanna travel? It’s January, school holidays, middle of summer, so commercial flights are expensive and hard to come by. But we might be able to book something in the next few days and—’

			“Flights?” said Bob. “Oh no, I’m afraid I can’t fly. My medical condition precludes air travel.”

			“So, what are you suggestin’?” Sparrow asked, half-­expecting the answer.

			“We’ll need to drive,” Bob said. “That’s our only option. I’ll provide the vehicle. Now, given the distances involved, it’ll take a few days. But we’ll see some absolutely spectacular scenery on the way, that I promise you. And I can also promise it’ll be the journey of a lifetime. One you’ll never forget.”
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			The city’s silver skyscrapers jutted up like nails hammered into the earth. Reflected white in their polished glass, the rising sun assailed Sparrow’s eyes. He squinted, in need of sunglasses. Sitting in the passenger seat, he instinctively reached up to lower a sun visor that wasn’t there. The odometer nudged a third digit on the dial.

			“So where are we headed, dude?”

			The query was impatient and came from the back seat. Bob, who was both driver and navigator, paused, distracted.

			“Jesus Christ,” Bob finally said. “Look at all these new roads. I used to know these streets like the back of my hand. Glorious Perth now looks more like goddamn Sydney. How does anyone get anywhere anymore?”

			Even with its high roof, the Toyota Hiace van was dwarfed by hordes of four-­wheel drives, mobile discotheques that made the windows rattle as they rumbled past. It felt like it could fall to pieces at any time on the freeway. Sparrow had already checked the air conditioner and found it only blew hot air and moth skeletons. The van’s interior smelled musty and medicinal: bad breath, body odour and dead skin.

			Sparrow had rendezvoused with the Hiace on a pre-­determined street corner not far from his apartment at a pre-­determined time. The hour was early, not long after dawn on a Monday, which Bob had insisted upon since it maximised driving time. He paid Sparrow in advance, a generous cash sum that both affirmed his commitment to the venture and avoided a paper trail. Porter hadn’t been thrilled with Sparrow’s sudden request for annual leave, but Sparrow knew the payoff would be worth it when he brought in a body and a culprit in cuffs.

			On first impression, Sparrow had found Bob to be of sound mind. He appeared lucid and conversational, if a little lost. But Sparrow had to admit that all the new roadworks in Perth confused him too and that he was still finding his own way around. By contrast, Luke came across as immature and tempestuous, despite being confined to a wheelchair.

			“Bob, stop fucking around!” Luke said. “I’ll guide us. Just tell me where the fuck we’re heading.”

			“Hey!” Bob said, flicking his head back. “Quit swearing while I’m at the wheel.”

			“Whoa! When did this become a problem, man?”

			Bob took a moment to respond. “It’s always been a problem,” he said. “I’ve just never said anything before. It’s worse when I’m trying to concentrate, doing a hundred on a busy highway.”

			Sparrow sensed a tension in the air, as if it had taken on a pre-­storm stillness. But even good friends argued from time to time.

			“I’m sure Bob’s just trying to keep us from getting lost here,” Sparrow said calmly.

			“Oh yeah?” Luke said defensively. “Well, it’s apparently okay for him to blaspheme, but not for me to swear.”

			Bob paused again. “That’s different.”

			“So, what can I say instead?” Luke asked.

			“Dunno,” said Bob. “Maybe ‘frig’ or ‘eff’. Or just not at all.”

			Luke went quiet for some time. “Friggin’ hell,” he eventually said.

			“Better,” said Bob.

			Sparrow had packed a single bag, filled it with enough socks and jocks to last a week. Bob introduced him to Luke as his “hired carer”, his “personal aide”, since they would obviously need assistance to make the trip north. Bob had asked Sparrow to not reveal the purpose of their mission to Luke; another condition. Sparrow was getting suspicious but went along with the story. Now that he’d met both Bob and Luke, he didn’t see either of them as any threat.

			“Spare him the details,” Bob had said. “He’s got nothing to do with what happened thirty years ago. I feel sorry for the kid, confined to a wheelchair and forced to live in a nursing home with old people. You’re young, can you imagine what that would be like? I’m his only mate in there, and just want to show him a little fun before I’m locked away. Can you at least do me that favour?”

			Sparrow couldn’t help but empathise with the young man’s plight. He’d heard of unfortunate cases where young disabled people ended up in nursing homes because they had no-­one to care for them. Bob explained that Luke had been orphaned when his parents died in a car accident. It was tempting to see Bob as benevolent and big-­hearted, but Sparrow reminded himself this was supposedly a murderer he was trusting, and was doing so on his own time, so he remained apprehensive. Nonetheless, he had stashed his police firearm securely in the pocket of his combat pants and planned to keep his phone on to triangulate his geographic position, even though he imagined they would eventually be out of range.

			“I think I finally know where we’re going,” said Bob. “Provided the ocean’s still in the same place. They haven’t moved that, have they?”

			“Don’t be stupid,” said Luke. “The ocean’s right where—’

			A Western Australian police van pulled up alongside the Hiace and silenced the cabin instantly. Bob even turned the radio down. Would Sparrow somehow be recognised? It seemed unlikely. He watched Luke swallow his words. Sparrow wasn’t sure what to make of it at first, but it dawned on him that his travel companions were potentially two fugitives on the lam.

			“Be cool,” Bob said to Luke, rolling up his window. “Nothing to fear.”

			The fat cop stuffed into the driver’s seat kept his eyes on the road until he saw what he was looking for up ahead. His siren wailed into life and the paddy wagon roared after a swerving ute with all the muscle trimmings. Bob exhaled and rolled down his window. He shot a sideways glance at Sparrow who returned a look of reassurance. Given what was at stake, their secret was safe with him; for now.

			The first rays of sun on the van’s vinyl interior liberated all manner of new odours hidden deep inside the seating. Ammonia and uric acid, stale sweat and menthol, seeped into the cracks. Sparrow’s eyes watered, the air packed tight around his face. He leaned sideways out the window and rode with his nose in the hot January wind.

			Bob piloted the van as far west as it could go, to the coast, the western edge of the vast Australian continent. He then reefed the steering wheel hard right and headed north for the equator. They parked near the water on Scarborough Beach. Clicking open the rear door, Sparrow flicked a big red switch on the inside of the van. The hydraulic lifter fell back like a rusty drawbridge. He unfastened the wheelchair’s tie-­down straps. Luke’s chair hummed into position and descended to the earth like a spaceship landing.

			The trio were soon sitting in a café overlooking the ocean. Luke and Sparrow had the pleasure of watching, in Bob’s opinion, the sweetest sight imaginable – him inhaling a Black Angus sirloin. It wasn’t on the breakfast menu, but Bob’s bulging wallet had insisted they prepare him one.

			“The thickest bastard you’ve got, with all the fat, no butter or pepper sauce or garnish,” was how Bob had placed his order. “And as blue as buggery.”

			Sparrow ordered raisin toast and coffee. Luke had blueberry pancakes and two vanilla milkshakes.

			“To be honest, I could smell the sheep,” Bob said, his mouth full.

			“What sheep?” Luke asked. He slurped his second milkshake from a tall stainless-steel cup beaded with condensation. “That there’s cow on your plate.”

			“No, mate.” Bob swallowed. “I meant there’s obviously a big ship with sheep at the port today. When it’s hot and humid, you can smell their urine and faeces.”

			“Gross!”

			“Couldn’t you smell it?” Bob asked. “From the trucks ahead of us on the highway. People complain, but I always remember it as part of Fremantle’s charm. You want another shake?”

			Luke burped. It smelled sickly sweet. “Nah, I’m chockers.”

			“Me too. But I’m tempted to order another steak just because I can. How about you, Sparrow, another flat white?”

			“No thanks,” said Sparrow. “I’m awake enough.”

			Luke examined Sparrow crookedly from beneath the brim of his black baseball cap. Sparrow felt surprisingly self-­conscious. He was familiar with the feeling of people sizing him up in his role as a police officer, and also as a young Aboriginal man in Australia, but he wasn’t used to pretending to be something he was clearly not. He wondered if the kid was buying it. Did kids ever buy anything anymore . . .? Their whole lives were an exercise in cynicism and disillusionment.

			“Bob told me you used to be a nurse,” Luke said to Sparrow. “You don’t look like no nurse to me. And I’ve seen heaps.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?” Sparrow said.

			“Where’d you train?” Luke asked sharply.

			Sparrow swallowed hard. “Where’d you reckon? At a university, a nursing degree. You need to see it?”

			“Send it to my people.”

			“Nurses take all shapes and forms these days. Even blackfellas like me can be nurses.”

			Luke smiled sharp yellow teeth. “Nurse, eh. We’ll see. We’ll see soon enough.”

			Bob piped up to change the subject. “By the way, mate, I noticed you left all your artwork behind.”

			“Meh,” Luke said. “They’re just drawings. I can pick ’em up someday. Or I can do more.”

			Bob called for the bill. In addition to Sparrow’s time, he’d said he would be paying for everything on the trip north – Sparrow’s wallet wouldn’t be needed. The bill was delivered by a skinny young man with more sleeve tattoos than skin and more metal in his ears than cartilage. Sparrow thanked him. He flashed an unnaturally white smile.

			“In the history of all mankind, that was the best fifty-­dollar steak anyone has ever eaten,” Bob told his companions. He licked his lips.

			Pulling out his kangaroo-leather wallet, Bob slapped two pineapples on the table. “That’s our food and drinks,” he said. “But what tip should I leave?”

			“Ten per cent?” said Sparrow.

			“Stuff that,” Luke said. “Leave zero per cent. The service was crap. Our food took forever. My pancakes were overcooked. Sparrow’s coffee looked like dishwater.”

			“It was fine,” Sparrow said simply.

			“Plus I reckon the bloke who served us drills for Vegemite,” Luke added.

			The hairs on Sparrow’s neck bristled, while Bob’s eyes grew large.

			“Agreed,” Bob said. “With almost all of that. For what they charged, it wasn’t great. But they didn’t have to cook my steer so early in the morning, and they still didn’t complain.”

			Bob fished a third fifty-­dollar bill from his wallet and added it to the yellow-­green pile. Sparrow nodded approvingly. Luke arched his eyebrows and shook his head lightly.

			“Don’t be like that,” Bob said. “That’s good karma. Where we’re heading, we’ll need it.”

			From the promenade, the three men watched a big green tractor shuttling between land and sea. A front-end loader was replacing the dunes being washed away by the dumping waves. Another tractor pulling a sandboni raked the beach clear of hypodermic needles and beer bottles. Three British backpacker girls squealed in the water, their hair peroxide, skin orange, breasts plastic. The Indian Ocean was sable-blue and clear, with frothy white crests that sizzled on the sand. The light was crisp, clean. Razor-­sharp shadows fell across the ground. Bob stretched his arms out wide, opened his palms, extended his arthritic fingers. Sparrow watched him breathe in deeply. It was as if he couldn’t get enough rejuvenating sea air into his ragged old lungs.

			The group made their way onto the beach. Bob bent down and slipped off his Blundstone boots and work socks. He stepped forward to feel the hot sand between his toes and taste the sticky salt on his lips. Sparrow stood uncomfortably, checking his watch, eyeing the angle of the burning-hot sun, feeling it scalding his skin. Luke didn’t move. He couldn’t move. He remained in his motorised wheelchair on the concrete, his gaze fixed on the water. Sparrow suddenly realised that unlike the van, the beach didn’t come with an electrical hoist.

			“Strewth,” Bob said. “Sorry, mate. Wait a sec . . .”

			Sparrow accompanied Bob as they approached two bronzed lifeguards. Bob pointed back at Luke, explaining the situation.

			“Is he, like, okay, mentally?” one of the guards asked.

			Sparrow wanted to tell them that he still needed to properly grow up and mature, but he knew what they meant.

			“Oh yes, absolutely,” Bob replied. “He just can’t use his legs or right arm.”

			“Well, I reckon it’s great you can still enjoy the beach with your son,” the other guard said.

			The two lifeguards had biceps like Christmas hams. Together, they lifted Luke from his chair and removed his clothes, leaving only his tight black jocks in place. Sparrow and Bob stood back a metre, watching the process closely. Bob moistened his thin dry lips with a sandpaper tongue. Muscles tensing, the guards carried Luke down to the surf using a two-­handed seat carry. Cradling his flabby body between them, they let Luke half float in the water in their brawny lifeboat arms. Bob sat where the surf flirted with the sand, hearing laughter above the music of the waves.

			“Fucken aye!” Luke was saying.

			A big wet woolly dog materialised from nowhere to shake Sparrow an impromptu shower and attempt to lick Bob’s face, then disappeared just as quickly.

			Sparrow considered his suspect and the situation. It felt surreal to be on the road under such circumstances. False confessions were common in criminal investigations. Some people made them to protect others, some to bolster their own reputations and earn notoriety. What did this old man stand to gain other than a clear conscience . . .? A confession on its own was insufficient for a conviction, particularly when it came to murder; proof was needed. And if Sparrow chose to arrest Bob on suspicion of murder, the old man had made it clear he’d immediately stop cooperating. What danger was Sparrow truly in . . .? He was armed and travelling with two relatively harmless individuals, a pensioner and a paraplegic. And so far, the trip had felt more like a fully paid summer holiday than a criminal investigation, and it was his choice how he spent his leave.

			“That was a bloody nice thing to do,” Sparrow told Bob.

			“The poor kid hasn’t been in the surf in years,” he said. “It’s the least I can do.”

			A tennis ball flew back and forth between two packs of teenagers wrestling in the surf. Further out, windsurfers ricocheted across the water like skipping stones.

			Bob held up his fingers and felt the stretchy leathered skin on his face. Sparrow saw that he was smiling.

			 

			Back on the road, Luke had exhausted every superlative in his lexicon in describing his day at the beach.

			“Those lifeguards were better than the nurses,” he said. “Effing strong bastards. Bet they pull chicks like nuthin’ else.”

			Bob glanced at him in the rear-­view mirror. “I bet they do too,” he smiled.

			“And the water . . . Jesus, I feel great!”

			“Glad you liked it,” Bob said. “I did too. My sixty-­five-­year-­old body feels like its actual age, not eighty-­five. Have a good time, Sparrow?”

			“Yair,” he replied. “I’m originally from inland, so I didn’t really grow up with the water. I can’t swim but I’ve always found the ocean to be healing, especially for my patients.” He sold the lie as best he could.

			“But hey, Bob, you kept your shirt on,” said Luke. “And I thought I’d finally get to see your tatts.”

			Bob flashed a grin. “Show ’em to you later,” he said.

			“So where to now, aye, me Cap’n?”

			It was the second time that Luke had asked where they were going. Sparrow looked across at Bob who kept his eyes fixed on the road ahead. It seemed he had no intention of revealing the reason behind their “escape” from the nursing home. At least, not yet.

			“You’ll see,” was all Bob said. “It’s a surprise.”

			Their next stop was thirty minutes down the West Coast Highway, past the open dunes and giant red Dingo sign on the flour mill. They crossed the serpentine Swan River and rattled into East Fremantle. The traffic was backed up on High Street and into Fremantle proper, near the golf course as the road turned into the Leach Highway. Every car had a personalised number plate, every driver an attention-­seeker. They stopped and got out when a distinctive angular lightning bolt on a black metal gate came into view. Luke’s eyes lit up.

			“Fuck yes!” he said.

			“Language!” said Bob.

			Luke pounded the armrest of his wheelchair with glee using his good arm. “Quick, roll up my sleeve,” he said. “I want him to see.”

			Ronald “Bon” Scott’s grave was marked by a modest brass plaque no larger than a paperback novel. Mementos left by his legions of fans adorned it. Guitar picks, beer bottle tops, dollar coins, empty whiskey bottles. It was a fitting visual eulogy for a man who choked on his own vomit after a night of heavy drinking in wintry South London in 1980.

			With the messy parrot tattoo on his arm looking even uglier in the morning sun, Luke reached into his bumbag and retrieved a cigarette. He sparked it and eased back in his chair, inhaling a cool lungful of tar. “How awesome is that?” he said. “That’s how I want my grave to look.”

			Sparrow stood beside him, his weight on one leg. Careful what you wish for, he thought.

			“We’re both massive fans,” Bob explained to Sparrow.

			“I figured,” he replied. “I like AC/DC too.”

			Luke made a big O with his mouth and puffed out two perfect smoke rings.

			“Those things will bloody kill ya,” Bob said. “When you gonna give up?”

			“Give it a rest. How long did it take you to quit?”

			Bob didn’t answer.

			“I just stopped smoking,” said Sparrow. “Cold turkey. Never felt better.”

			“C’mon,” Bob said. “We gotta keep moving.”

			“Where to now?” Luke asked.

			“We can’t stay here in the city,” Bob said. “It’s too risky, there’s too many people, too much traffic and noise. We need less of everything around us, we need space.”

			Sparrow nodded in furious agreement.

			“So what do we do?” asked Luke. “Where do we go?”

			“We leave,” Sparrow said. “We leave town.”

			“Leave town . . . ?” Luke’s tone suggested the idea was brand new to him.

			“Nurse Sparrow is right,” Bob said. “We can’t stay here, that’s suicide. But first, there’s something we need to get a hold of . . .”

			It was a quick stop at a nearby pub on Riverside Road overflowing with thirsty patrons. Luke and Sparrow stayed in the van, watching Bob operate through the window. Bob took a deep breath, ran a wet finger of saliva over both eyebrows, and entered the sweaty beer garden. There were a few targets to pick from, but he marched right up to the first group of pot-­bellied men dressed in hi-­vis yellow and orange. A few minutes of intense negotiations followed. In the end, Bob handed over a thick wad of notes and returned to the car with his bounty.

			“Jesus Christ,” Bob said. “Those gorillas wanted to haggle, and then ripped me off blind. But bugger ’em, I got the shirts. And they even got corporate logos as a bonus. Here . . .”

			Bob handed out two brightly coloured shirts. Sparrow’s was orange, Luke’s yellow.

			“What’d you say to those guys?” Sparrow asked.

			“Not much,” Bob replied. “Just offered to buy their work shirts. They didn’t ask why I wanted them, the only issue was price. That’s all anyone cares about around here – money, cash. Anyway, mission accomplished. Now we look like every other mining bastard out there. More or less.”

			Bob fired the engine, pointed the van north, and made the tyres squeal. They filled up on unleaded at the first servo they came across and bought three matching pairs of Aviator sunglasses. Sparrow opened the glovebox, checked the outdated street directory, and located the nearest artery out of the city. Evening came. The Hiace was soon passing through pockets of apricot street light. A strange feeling of comfort washed over Sparrow as a bright canopy of stars filled the windscreen.

			“Okay, old boy,” Luke said. “So, you wanna tell me where we’re headin’ and why?”

			Bob stayed silent, his focus on the headlights and the darkening road, with only the sound of the rushing air pouring in through the cracked windows.

			“Well,” Luke said. “Gonna tell me?”

			Nurse Sparrow looked across at Bob, whose expression remained fixed. Finally, Bob said, “We’re probably driving on a highway to Hell.”

			And pushed his foot to the floor.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			Bob

			So then, young Sparrow . . . You’ve been immensely obliging so far, indulging me in my strange request to travel north. You obviously have your own interests at play – promotion, glory, and what not – and I also have mine. But the difference is that I hold all the cards. You are trusting me. And so, it seems the least I can do – the fairest thing – is to show you some of my hand and fill you in on what actually happened in the past, and what now leads us on this foolish journey to nowhere. I made this choice, to head through the red-­hot guts of Western Australia, as crazy or as stupid as it was. It was certainly no Kerouac On the Road malarkey. And I could’ve taken only you and gone together, just the two of us. But in the end, for better or worse, I decided to take the kid with us.

			And that’s the thing – I’m only telling this story to you, not to Luke. He doesn’t deserve to know the background and what I went through. But you do. You’re like me, I can tell. You’ll understand, I know you will. This is as much a journey for your own personal growth as it is for Luke. Except I trust you with my secrets, too.

			And besides, I’m not about to tell Luke that if we succeed on our journey north, life will never be the same again.
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			Perth / Whadjuk Noongar Country, 1969

			Bob

			At seventeen, I had the strapping body of a full-­grown man. The night I leapt from the carriage before the train had fully stopped, my big heart filled my ears with its own beat. The moon was out, full and high. It lit my way along the leafy avenues of Nedlands. The night was warm. The night was mine.

			I pounded through the sleepy suburb under tall swaying eucalypts. I felt like I was flying under the radar and tried to drown out my thoughts by hitting the asphalt harder. I was running to leave my parents’ world behind.

			My mother was at home passed out on the couch. A devout alcoholic, she never missed an evening liturgy. My father was in bed, snoring until his pre-­dawn start at the docks. It was this firm commitment to parenting that had led my parents Cliff and Norma Cooper to send their only child to the nearby Catholic boys’ boarding school.

			I was soon puffing and removed my white T-­shirt. My chest and back were sweaty. My denim jeans felt hot and tight, and my thin sandshoes hurt. I forced large gulps of air into my lungs. Dogs barked. I ran harder, faster, further.

			My schoolteachers had been moral protectors of the highest order. Flowing black robes, heavy wooden rulers they would thwack onto my nefarious left hand whenever they saw me using it to write. I had shared a room with seven other pale boys, all of whom could trace their forebears to the British Isles. In the evenings, a compulsory shower before bed. Clean body, clean mind, they said. It was only then, during that brief hour after bland meat and limp two veg, that I first caught a glimpse of my true self. I was inspired.

			That true self now eased its pace to a fast walk on reaching the last street in Crawley. Just beyond, the river serpentined its way through the sleepy city. I wiped my face with my T-­shirt, pulling it over my head, letting it soak the sweat on my back. I had covered the two miles in Olympic time. My destination, silent and dark, lay ahead – the park in Matilda Bay.

			Sitting on the dry grass, I leaned my back against a wooden street post. I lit a cigarette to calm my breathing. The park was adjacent to the University of Western Australia, and less peopled during summer with students away. A few cars were parked by the side of the road, all appearing unoccupied. The silhouette of a possum scurried across the ground and disappeared up a tree. The last cooling gasp of the Fremantle Doctor sea breeze whistled through the leaves and rocked the yachts moored on the river, their naked masts swaying metronomically. I ran an unsteady hand through my windswept hair and flared my nostrils at the faint waft of peppermint in the air. My eyes darted left, right, left again. Not a soul. My foot tapped the ground restlessly.

			Now came the hard bit.

			Willing myself to stand, I dusted off my shirt and jeans and moved quickly across the grass. I stopped with my back against a long row of melaleuca bushes. Drawing hard on my cigarette, I made the end glow lava orange and let it hover. But no-­one returned my signal with their own bright flare of tobacco. Just another scampering possum and the dim lemony lights of the suburbs on the southern side of the river.

			I extinguished my beacon and made a mad dash for the concrete toilet block near the river’s edge. I flung myself into the first stall, turned the latch, and locked the door.

			My chest heaved, threatening to burst open, even if all that pounded inside was the heart of a scared bird gripped by an unfamiliar hand. A flush of heat pooling in my belly and another in my head nearly made me pass out. There was a distinct wheeze to my breathing. I reached down, felt for the cold porcelain, and sat on the bowl.

			The toilet block stank of stale urine, salt and moss. It was damp and held a chill. A slab of beef wouldn’t have gone off in there. The taps dripped. The walls were covered with scrawls and carvings from previous encounters. An access hole the size of a fist was cut into the wooden partition between the two stalls, blocked up with thick wads of crumpled toilet paper. It was the last place on earth I wanted to be. And yet, all I could do was smile. I had made it. Now all I needed to do was savour the anticipation. And wait.

			Boarding school had changed everything. My parents hadn’t allowed me home leave on weekends like the other kids. On one occasion, when all the beds in my dorm room were unoccupied, I’d turned to my feather pillow, under the covers, not long after the lights went out, all alone. At first, I didn’t realise what had happened, fearing the wrath of the Brethren when I thought I’d wet myself. For a brief period around the age of ten, I quite honestly believed that babies were made after a man pissed inside a woman.

			A boisterous little imp named Greg Wilson provided enlightenment. One evening, he ran around naked with the other boys after the showers, before finally sitting at the end of my bed.

			“Gotta show you this . . .”

			Red-­faced and panting, sandy-­haired Wilson started banging away with his tiny fists.

			It only took him a few frantic seconds to spill his glob. Fortunately, Brother Ryan missed the spot on the floorboards when he burst in a minute later ordering, “Lights out!”

			In the showers, the boys took great delight in watching fingers disappear. I thought it was more intimate than anything I’d ever experienced and loved how warm it felt under the cold shards of Catholic water. Attachment after such episodes came to me readily. I wanted more than fingers. I wanted to hug and rub and kiss and to be kissed. But I didn’t know how to say any of that, or how it would be received. So I went mute.

			The Brothers preached chastity, followed by the noble transmission of life through marriage of a man and woman. “Flesh is the hinge of salvation,” they told the boys. “The conjugal act between a man and a woman forms one heart and soul. It is a sign of the love between God and humanity.” Meanwhile, what I had playing on loop inside my head was proclaimed a “detestable, filthy, sinful vice”.

			Back then, newspaper banner headlines screamed when “evil perverts” were arrested, named and publicly humiliated.

			“These dirty animals, corrupting society,” Cliff had said more than once.

			“Yes, dear,” Norma would reply calmly. “Remember your blood pressure.”

			A sudden noise like a snapping twig outside the toilet block made my ears prick up. For several heartbeats, I was unable to think and could only hear.

			But there was just the wind, howling from the distant Indian Ocean.

			A minute later, another ka-­rack, then a tapping, a thud, a click.

			I held my breath, felt a strange quickening in my blood. Swift footsteps, then the door to the second stall was slammed shut and locked. The new resident let out a light moan as they eased onto their own bowl. The entire world outside fell away and it was just the two strangers, our asynchronous breathing, the night air so thick with anticipation that I could taste it. I closed my eyes and flashed a broad grin.

			I tried to picture what my neighbour might look like.

			Elvis. Yes. Elvis would do nicely.

			I refrained from looking through the hole and sending Elvis from the building, running into the night. There was no talking. Talk only got in the way of action. And time was of the essence, getting it over and done with as quickly as possible.

			With no movement from my neighbour, I decided to start the dance. Gently and methodically, I tapped my left foot three times in a way that was visible beneath the partition.

			The wait was only a few seconds. My neighbour responded with a similar tap. I blushed. It felt like receiving a bright, beautiful smile. Slowly, I moved my left foot closer to the partition and smiled back. A second later, my neighbour moved their right foot closer. I only saw a grubby sandshoe, though pictured it as blue suede. Another three taps, returned by three more. Inch by inch, our two feet moved closer. Until we touched. A jolt of electricity surged up my left leg, bathing my entire body in a warm glow before concentrating in my groin. A brief game of footsie, two sneakers copulating clumsily.

			And that was it. It was time. Any longer and we would only be wasting it.

			I reached down to prepare myself through my jeans. At least I had retained my left-handedness for some things. I heard my neighbour’s latch unlock, the hinges squeaking as the door swung open. It was decided – I would be the home team. I suddenly felt self-­conscious, as if company was coming over and my bachelor pad needed tidying. I examined the filthy stall and rearranged the rolls of toilet paper atop the cistern into a neat pyramid. Noticing the roll already in the holder, I re-­hung it in its correct overhang orientation, and gently put the toilet lid down. There. Lovely.

			I swallowed one last time. I undid my belt, unbuttoned my fly, and reached forward to unlock the latch. I nudged the door ajar. It was now or never, come hold me tight . . .

			The door flung open violently, almost off its hinges. With the moon behind him, the stranger’s hulking frame cast a shadow that engulfed me in darkness. Only there were more shadows, growing in size and volume. They shouted over each other and pinned me to the cubicle wall, my clavicle crunching against the cold ceramic. A kick to my lower back forced me down onto my knees. Sharp spokes of pain shot down my legs. A large set of fingers took hold of my hair, pulling hard, dragging me along the slick wet floor. The toilet seat flipped up, my head was wrenched around and shoved roughly into the bowl. I struggled, arms flailing, the smell of piss and shit and grime. Flushed water forced its way into my ears and nostrils, up my nose and into my mouth, hard and metallic. I heard more shouting, echoey and muffled through waterlogged ears. Turning my head to face the shadows, I felt the toilet seat slam down, and found myself unable to breathe. Darkness flooded my brain as the pressure crushed my windpipe.
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			Wheatbelt / Ballardong Noongar Country, 2017

			 

			The city limits blurred past. The Hiace was soon out on the open road, barrelling along the Great Eastern Highway, leaving in its wake a twisted mess of bloodied roadkill and shattered speed limits.

			Sparrow, Bob and Luke spent their first night in a roadside motel that stank of cigarettes and pine air freshener. With no hydraulic lifter to help with manoeuvring Luke out of his wheelchair, improvisation was needed. Sparrow was lucky to find an old boat windscreen by the roadside next to an abandoned car. The windscreen doubled as a makeshift sliding board and a thick elastic occy strap acted as a rudimentary gait belt. With a little heavy lifting, the contraption worked a treat.

			In the morning, Sparrow got his first taste of what it meant to be a real carer when he emptied what Luke called his “gross bag” down the toilet. Sparrow had to turn his head to save his nose – Luke’s diet needed an overhaul, with a focus on fibre. Sparrow then sterilised the prosthesis with a cotton ball and what droplets of Jack Daniels remained in the bottom of the bottle that Bob and Luke had polished off before bed.

			“Thanks, mate,” Luke said gently. “I know that’s pretty disgusting.”
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