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To my Love and my Joy










One


 


 


I live in that house you’ve seen on the news. We painted it robin’s egg blue the summer I turned sixteen, but in your mind it’s white. Two little pink bikes lean against the verandah, and one wall glows blue with the reflected light of a police car. They use the same picture every time there’s ‘news’. It’s not worth the expense to send a photographer out to get a fresh one. Not when they want the two little bikes and that streak of blue.


Nobody wants to see proof that one of those little girls grew up.


***


The sign above the door to the combined general store and post office read please keep closed – aircon running in slanted texta, but if it was going it was losing against the hazy late-summer heat. Mina remembered the blast of cold air when they pushed open the door as kids – usually when their mother, worn down packing a dozen errands into a single trip into town, agreed to stop for an ice cream. Either the air conditioner had grown too old, or electricity prices too high, or Mrs Gilligan had hit that age where skin stretched over bone and the hottest day was too cool for comfort. Mina supposed she could ask, but when you asked people personal questions they felt comfortable asking them back.


‘You here for your delivery, darl?’ Mrs Gilligan asked.


The General was closer to a convenience store than a supermarket, but it was still the only place in Nannine to buy groceries. She’d felt awkward the first few times she turned up to collect a package that was clearly a bulk load of dry goods and cans. But Mrs Gilligan had never commented, never even gave her a sideways look.


Mina preferred the people who did comment. At least when a person sniped to her face, she knew exactly where they stood. The ones who seemed nice could stay a question mark forever.


‘It’s in the back,’ Mrs Gilligan said, pushing herself up off the stool. ‘I’ve checked the attached invoice, and there are a couple of items missing.’ She slid the invoice across the counter. ‘I do have these all in stock, at the moment.’


Mina skimmed the list, hoping it would be the junk food she’d added on impulse. Or the batteries; they could wait another six weeks. But no. The missing items were vital. The canned beans. Two out of the five bags of dried lentils. And the ground cumin.


She drummed her fingers on the counter, doing the maths in her head. The cumin was the key to a lot of recipes, particularly the deep pantry rummages she leaned on in the last days of her grocery cycle. Some days she was nearly out, but couldn’t face the trek into town. Those days had made her an expert in the sort of cooking that would have made her great- and great-great-grandmothers proud.


The door opened behind her, and a man shuffled in. She studied his warped reflection in the glass door of the cigarette cabinet. He was tall and broad, wearing a black pullover and cargo pants despite the heat. He had a black knitted cap on, but what she could see of his hair was blond, with the fuzzy texture that might be curls if he used the right conditioner. His face was unfamiliar – an unusual quality here. Nannine was a barely populated town in Central New South Wales, far enough off the highway that no travellers passed through searching for hot pies and public toilets. The seasonal workers at the surrounding farms were all in place by this point in the year.


Mrs Gilligan straightened her posture, looking at him with an open curiosity that meant Mina wasn’t out of the loop on any gossip. He was a new face, and that sent anxiety slicing through her gut.


She walked away from the counter with quick steps. She kept her eyes on the lowest shelves as she passed the man, as if she were fascinated by the cheapest available floor cleaner.


Even though she rarely shopped there, she had the layout of the store, and the location of all her typical items, memorised. Three aisles, six shelves and a row of fridges and freezers at the back. She was conscious of the man as she moved about. He drifted from one side of the store to another, throwing items in his basket with barely a glance at the shelves. Every time he passed the end of an aisle she was in, he turned his head and swept his gaze over her.


That was normal, she reminded herself. If he was new in town, he would have no idea what was where in the store. And it was human nature to turn and look at the only other person in the vicinity as you passed.


It was normal.


He wasn’t watching her.


She grabbed the bag of cumin off the rack and threw it in her basket, her arm whipping out like she was trying to snatch a live bird from the air.


An anti-shoplifting mirror hung from the ceiling, and in it she saw the man come to a stop at the end of her aisle. He examined the display of chips in front of him, but flicked his eyes to the side, once, to look at her.


She planted her feet and stared down at her basket, dragging in a deep breath. He wasn’t the first person to watch her, but this was the first time one of them had shown up in public.


He was waiting for her, waiting until she pushed past him on her way back to the check-out. How long could the two of them stand there, pretending to be interested in their respective displays?


‘Sweetheart,’ Mrs Gilligan said, her voice warm and low.


Mina startled, her groceries rattling in the basket. Her hyper awareness had been focused on him, so she hadn’t noticed Mrs Gilligan circling around to come the other way.


‘Can you get that can of tinned peaches off the top shelf for me? Save me grabbing the step stool.’


With her chin, she indicated a shelf where some customer far taller than the diminutive Mrs Gilligan had changed their mind and abandoned the peaches among the condensed milk. She smiled, the message clear in her eyes. I see you’re upset. Don’t forget I’m here.


Mina smiled back. Say what you want about small towns, but if you’re one of theirs they know when to huddle up and raise the shields.


As Mina passed her the peaches, Mrs Gilligan grabbed them with both hands, squeezing Mina’s fingers between the cold metal and the warm skin of her palm. ‘I’ve already rung those couple of items up,’ she said. ‘I had the codes from the invoice. Want me to put it on your account?’


Mina didn’t have an account. The General didn’t do accounts; they’d phased them out long before Mina was born. ‘That would be lovely.’


The street outside was washed with sunlight, but so empty. The handful of parking spots in front of the General had been occupied, forcing her to park up the street in front of the pub. There was no sign of the car owners – the pub and the takeaway wouldn’t open until eleven, and all the shops in between were long closed. That meant they had probably parked there and left on the train when it passed through on Friday. Nobody parked in the train station car park tucked behind the row of shops, unless they actually wanted to come back to find their car stolen or stripped down to its frame. Everyone knew any vehicle left there would be unattended for at least a week.


Nannine had sprung up to serve farmers bringing livestock to the saleyards and grain to the storage sheds, but now the family farms were disappearing. Fewer people brought loads through, and with the saleyards closed most of them kept going to the next town. The cargo trains blew straight through. The town had faded back to a few essentials, and its primary industry now was stubbornness. Mina felt keenly every window she passed with the curtains drawn or newspaper taped inside the glass.


She considered the petrol station on the other side of the wide road. There would be someone behind the counter there, and a camera to boot. But she dismissed the thought. She was being silly. She didn’t need witnesses; she just needed to walk a handful of metres to her car.


She walked fast but didn’t run, her keys clutched in her palm with the longest and sharpest of them peeking between her middle and index fingers. Running would be overreacting. Running would be hysterical.


The man had no such qualms. His feet slapped against the pavement, and her heart froze.


‘Excuse me,’ he said, his voice surprisingly soft. The gentle tone jarred against the havoc he was causing inside her.


She came to a stop in front of the old bank building. It was the most beautiful building in Nannine, a classic colonial boomtown folly with sandstone arches and two columns holding up a lintel bearing the date 1871. The windows were covered with wrought-iron bars, and the enormous wooden double doors were bolted shut. The branch was long closed, the tellers all laid off, but the ATM still worked, tucked into a shadowed corner.


‘There’s a camera,’ she shouted. ‘You’re being filmed.’


‘Um . . .’ He stopped, looking back down the street as if replaying his actions. ‘Actually the camera only comes on while a transaction is in progress. But if you want to swipe your card, I can wait.’


She wavered. Digging for the card buried in her bag meant taking her eyes off him and occupying both of her hands. Making herself vulnerable.


‘Are you Mina McCreery?’


‘You know I am,’ she said.


She’d forgotten her groceries, she realised, feeling so tired. She’d fled with her handful of items and left the actual order she’d come for sitting in Mrs Gilligan’s back room. She needed to go back.


‘And Evie McCreery was your twin sister?’


‘Evelyn McCreery,’ she snapped. Mina was happy to accept an alternative to the mouthful of ‘Wilhelmina’, if only as a defence against ‘Willie’, but Evelyn stood firm. ‘Evie’ was an invention by the press, saving space in their headlines and upping the ‘cute’ factor.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I actually knew that.’


Of course he knew. She bet he knew enough about her to fill a notebook. And enough false information to fill a second one. Meanwhile, she didn’t even know his name.


‘Who are you?’ she asked.


‘I’m Lane,’ he said, pulling out a wallet. ‘Lane Holland.’ He flipped the wallet open to show her his driver’s licence. ‘I specialise in cold cases.’


‘This isn’t a police badge,’ she said. She reached out and took the wallet. A flicker of surprise crossed his face. She doubted many people crossed that boundary, but social mores could suck her dick.


The licence was real, as far as she could tell. The address was in Byron Bay. If he’d driven all the way from there to talk to her, he was going to be difficult to shake. She tilted it, and found no sign of scratches or discolouration that would show he had doctored the name. The picture had the same light hair, dark eyes and solid jawline as the man in front of her.


‘I’m not with the police,’ he said. ‘I’m a private investigator.’


She tossed the wallet back. ‘I see. So do you already have a book deal? If you’re planning to shop one around, you’re shit out of luck. There are already two books being pushed out in time for the twentieth anniversary; nobody’s looking to buy a third one.’


‘I’m not writing a book,’ he said. ‘I want to lay some ghosts to rest.’


‘And what makes you think my ghosts need your help?’ she asked.


‘I have, if you’ll forgive me for bragging, quite a record of closing cases everyone else has given up on. You might be familiar with the Tammie Peterson case in Walgett? Or the murder of Bronte and Regina Fermin in Albury?’


She hadn’t heard of either of those cases. That softened her opinion of him somewhat. Fame seekers didn’t chase after cases that even she, with such a vested interest, had never heard of.


‘Three girls,’ she noted, and let the implication hang in the air between them. ‘All children?’


‘That’s my specialty, yes,’ he said in a tense, clipped voice. ‘I have a younger sister.’


Mina bit back an ‘ugh’ at the cliché. ‘I suppose you’re interested in the reward,’ she said with a sigh.


‘I won’t turn it down,’ he said. ‘This is my profession, I need to eat.’


‘Best of luck to you, then,’ she said. She pushed past him, walking back towards the General.


‘Please,’ he said, drifting behind her like a balloon she was pulling on a string. ‘I know how much you value your privacy.’


‘Obviously you don’t,’ she said. She shifted her keys in her hand, pushing the sharp one to once again rest between her fingers like a talon.


He glanced down, eyes drawn by the movement, and fell back but continued to shadow her. ‘That’s why I can help you. Don’t you want peace?’


‘I’ve found peace,’ she snarled.


She pushed through the door, and let it swing closed between them.










Two


 


 


MyMurder Forums


Subforum: General Discussion  


Subject: Essentially solved


User VolcanicJudo: What are some examples of cases that are basically solved, but considered open because they can’t be prosecuted for some reason? I mean like Nicole Brown, Evie McCreery, Lizzie Borden etc.


User Brava89: Hinterkaifeck. It shows up all the time in creepy listicles, but if you ask the people who live in the area it’s pretty much an open secret. Look it up.


User LionSong: In what universe is the Evelyn McCreery case basically solved?


User VolcanicJudo: In any rational universe?


***


Mina slid into the driver’s seat and hit the fob to lock her doors. She didn’t think Lane would follow her home. It was clear he wasn’t a threat, just an arsehole. One of many who thought that his fascination with her sister gave him some kind of entitlement. Who cared what she wanted, right? Everything about her life was public property now.


She fidgeted with the keys, thinking. She usually ended up regretting making the trek out to see Alanna at the library. At the outset it didn’t seem like much, set off at ten and be there by one, twenty past if she stopped for a chocolate milk at the one-pump servo in between. Then it was an hour and a half later and her left knee was starting to ache, and Alanna was still so far away. But for once the idea of going home to a silent house didn’t fill her with relief.


The groceries were all dry goods, and would be fine in the back, but driving them all the way to Danby, with its three supermarkets, defeated the purpose of buying them online. Not to mention what they would do to her fuel economy.


Screw it.


***


The library had been a source of deep strife within her family for the last five years of her mother’s life. Evelyn had loved this library, and so when the local council wanted to ‘merge’ it with another library fifty kilometres away, the Evelyn McCreery Foundation had offered a generous donation to change their mind. When the council proposed to rename it the Evelyn McCreery Memorial Library, Mina and her father had greeted the idea with pleasure. A tangible reminder of something good that had come from her loss would be a great comfort. But her mother had pitched a world-rattling fit at the idea her daughter required a memorial. Not when she could still be alive. She would not even consider a compromise of omitting the troubling word. The notion was offensive – Beverley would know the word was there, whether they engraved it on the sign or not.


Her mother’s death had settled the whole argument. Forging ahead once her mother could no longer object felt tacky, and so now the Beverley McCreery Memorial Library bore the name of the one member of their family who was unquestionably dead.


Mina didn’t know if this represented a victory for her mother, or a victory for her. When a battle lasts for long enough, it’s hard to keep track of what winning would look like.


She wished for a library like the type she read about, cloaked in awed silence, disturbed only by the occasional rustling page. This library was a hub of activity. A father read to two toddlers among piled-up cushions; a group of seniors bickered over a Scrabble board by the bay window; and a young man browsed while his music poured out of headphones that might as well have been speakers.


She kept her head down and slipped through the staff-only door behind the counter.


Alanna Rennold looked up from her work of dabbing glue onto a pop-up kangaroo with a fine paintbrush, smoothing away the evidence of over-eager toddler hands. ‘What’s wrong?’


When Mina was fifteen her mother asked her to write a letter to a girl she’d read about in the newspaper. A girl who’d also had a sister disappear. The circumstances were very different – the other girl’s father snatched her sister off the street and they were never seen again – but the feelings were the same, surely. Mina resisted the idea; it felt creepy, to her. But her mother had insisted. Imagine if someone who understood had reached out to her in those early, lost days.


Mina didn’t get it. Just because she’d experienced pain didn’t mean that she knew some secret to managing it. But she’d tried. She sat down and wrote out a letter to this stranger. A letter to her younger self, about what was coming. What came out had no comfort to offer. It was bitter, and it was angry, and on rereading it she was mature enough to realise it belonged in the bin.


So that’s where it went, and she ignored any further attempts by her mother to put them in contact. Her mother dropped it eventually.


Then, in the last years of her mother’s life, the girl’s name started to crop up again. Alanna was so kind. Alanna was so smart. Alanna was so pretty. Alanna liked her make-up tips. Alanna listened to her advice. When Beverley gave Alanna clothes, she actually wore them.


There had been a daughter-shaped hole in Beverley’s life, and if Alanna fit, that was none of Mina’s business.


They finally met at Beverley’s funeral. If there was life after death, Beverley was there laughing her guts out that Alanna was now Mina’s closest – only – friend. It was just like her to slip in one last ‘I told you so’ on the way out.


‘Who said there’s anything wrong?’ Mina replied, like her wild eyes and white face might just be a fashion statement. She perched on the edge of the hard couch.


‘There’s nothing for you on the reserve shelf, and you don’t drive three hours to say hello,’ Alanna said, bowing her head back over the book.


‘Two hours,’ Mina said. ‘I came from Nannine, not the house. And maybe I missed you.’


‘Maybe you should friend me on Facebook then.’


‘Don’t start.’ It didn’t come out playfully, like she’d planned. It came out harsh and ragged, and she couldn’t seem to catch her breath to say something else. Shit. Apparently she’d been able to hold it at bay while she was busy chasing off the private investigator, and then driving, but now she was somewhere she felt safe, here came the panic attack.


‘What do you need?’ Alanna asked.


Mina shook her head. She couldn’t force any words out, but she wanted to reassure Alanna it was nothing. It would pass. She was trying to remember the breathing exercise her counsellor had taught her. Was it four breaths in, three breaths out, or the other way around? Who’d decided that what she needed in the middle of a panic attack was a maths problem?


‘Here.’ Alanna laid her phone on the arm of the couch. On the screen a pale blue circle swelled like a balloon being blown up, then sank back to a dot. ‘Breathe in as it expands, out when it shrinks. There you go.’


Mina didn’t love being told what to do by a freaking gif, but there was something peaceful about the animation, and gradually her heartbeat slowed and each breath came more evenly. It reminded her of when her dog Echo fell asleep with his head on her knee, the steady rise and fall of his breathing.


Oh bugger, she was three hours from home and he would be expecting his afternoon feed any minute. At least it wasn’t a work day, so she didn’t need to worry about getting home to a series of increasingly cranky messages from her supervisor for not logging on. Just the sad eyes of a dog who wouldn’t be angry, just unbearably disappointed.


‘Can I use this? I need to see if Mrs Tamm can pop over and feed Echo.’


Alanna nodded, but her gaze sharpened. Mina realised she’d just admitted she’d come to Danby on impulse, that this wasn’t just a random panic attack during a planned trip. She stepped deeper into the office to make her call, knowing she would get the third degree when she came back.


***


Alanna had a cup of tea waiting for her, one of the fussy blends that she collected, judging by the floral smell wafting from it. Mina settled back on the couch and took a sip. Lavender and vanilla. Not her favourite flavour, but familiar and comforting.


‘Are you coming to group this week?’ Alanna asked.


‘No,’ Mina said. She hated the missing persons support group. There had been an initial spark of something at meeting people who had walked the same mile, but it wore off quickly. She didn’t understand where Alanna got the energy to keep telling her story, to keep reliving her trauma with strangers. If Mina needed to talk something out, she had Alanna. ‘Especially after coming here today, I don’t want to make that drive twice in a week.’


‘Well then, if you’re not saving it up for group, are you ready to talk about why you’re here? Wonderful as I am, I don’t believe you just felt like paying me a visit.’


Mina sighed. ‘I just got myself worked up over nothing. There’s some guy sniffing around. He approached me on the street, wanting to talk about Evelyn.’


Alanna was quiet for a long moment. She ran her hands over the glossy cover of a Mem Fox book, like the shape of the possum on the cover might hold some answer. ‘Like, media? Or . . .’


Mina shook her head. ‘Not media. He claims he’s a private investigator.’


‘Claims?’ Alanna repeated. ‘You think he might be lying? Or he just plays one on the internet?’


‘I don’t know,’ Mina said. ‘It was just a word, I didn’t mean anything in particular. He says he’s solved a couple of cases.’


‘What was his name?’ Alanna made a show of cracking her knuckles and tipping her head from side to side like she was warming up to wrestle a bear. ‘I’ll look him up.’


‘Don’t,’ Mina said. ‘It’s over and done with. I told him to pound sand.’


‘If he’s a weirdo, you need to know. Sergeant Starrett will want a heads-up.’ Alanna spun on her stool and woke her computer up. ‘Give me a name.’


‘Lane Holland.’


‘Oh, that’s nice and unusual. Here we go . . . Oh.’ Alanna frowned at the screen. ‘Did he look like he’d recently escaped from Goulburn Correctional Centre?’


‘What?’


‘The first hit on his name is Wikipedia’s list of notable prisoners for Goulburn Correctional Centre.’ Alanna turned the computer screen so Mina could see.


Mina scanned the list. It turned her stomach to see the familiar name slotted between a serial killer and a bomb maker. But it was a coincidence. ‘This Lane Holland would be fifty-eight. The private investigator is in his thirties.’


Alanna nodded. ‘So he’s not result number two either, for a guy who died of cancer last year?’


‘How many years did your degree take again?’ Mina asked. She regretted it the second she said it, as Alanna looked up at her with sharp eyes. Alanna had only finished her library science degree at the end of the year, after six years scraping credits together in between part-time work and family dramas. Mina hadn’t meant the joke to refer to that, but that didn’t make her foot any less firmly wedged in her mouth.


‘It’s a process,’ Alanna said in a bland tone. She kept tapping away at the keyboard. ‘Well, this one would be the right age then. Your detective was once literally the poster boy for Criminal Justice at Charles Sturt University.’ She shuffled to the side so Mina could see.


A picture of a younger Lane sat beneath the headline real student stories. Far from the scruffy man who’d followed her around the store, this Lane looked job-interview ready in a white button-down shirt, blue tie and black trousers. ‘Four years ago I was told getting into the Federal Police Development Program was a pipe dream,’ Mina read out loud. ‘Now it’s a reality, thanks to the exceptional programs on offer here at CSU.’ She shook her head. ‘That can’t be right; surely he would have said if he was an AFP officer. He definitely said “private investigator”.’


Alanna shrugged. ‘He might have bombed out, then. It’s a tough program.’ She clicked out of the CSU archive and continued scrolling through the search results. ‘Do you have anything else to go on?’


‘He gave me some names of cases,’ Mina said. ‘One was, um, a girl named Bronte. I don’t know if that’s like the beach or the author.’


‘They’re both spelled the same, if you ignore the umlaut,’ Alanna said. ‘Bronte . . . Lane . . . Holland . . .’ she muttered under her breath, and then sucked in a gasp. ‘Oh fuck, safe search is switched off.’


She wrenched the computer screen back, but Mina had already seen the crime scene photos at the top of the search results. She’d already seen the bright blood, the blonde hair spread across grass, not all of it still rooted to the girl’s head.


Luckily she was sitting down, as the room warped and lurched around her.


‘Well,’ Alanna said, her voice sombre. ‘If he told you he closed that one, he’s not a liar. Police thanked Lane Holland, a private investigator hired by the family, for information leading to the arrest of Jake Frazier . . . previous person of interest . . . confirmed he would receive the full reward advertised in 2008 . . .’ Her voice was absent, more like she was reading to herself than to Mina. ‘Jesus, the reward was a quarter-million. Does he pay tax on that?’


‘I don’t know,’ Mina said. ‘He didn’t look like he was swimming in cash.’


‘Neither do you,’ Alanna said.


Mina let that bait go. She’d once put her foot in it badly by claiming that owning a valuable property and being rich were two different things, especially when she could never allow the land to be sold. She wasn’t making that mistake again. ‘There’s another one,’ she said. ‘Tammy. Tammy Peterson?’


‘Safe search on this time,’ Alanna said. ‘Oh, Tammie with an “ie”. Gosh, that’s an old case. Doesn’t look like it got as much media attention – the reward was much smaller. But there’s a write-up on MyMurder.’


‘No, I don’t want to see that,’ Mina said.


‘It’s really not that bad. I read an article saying that last year the members raised the cash to pay for private DNA testing on a Jane Doe. A lot of people on there are passionate about finding answers—’


‘No-one on that forum is trying to find answers,’ Mina snapped. ‘They’re competing to see who can come up with the most batshit nonsense.’


‘Alright,’ Alanna said, although she didn’t sound mollified. ‘In case you were wondering, yes, he’s cited as a key person in closing the Tammie Peterson case. This guy seems like the real deal.’


‘So he’s good. That doesn’t mean I want him sniffing around,’ Mina said.


‘Why do you offer the reward, if you don’t want people trying to investigate?’ Alanna countered.


‘Plausible deniability, if you ask the internet,’ Mina shot back.


In truth, the money wasn’t hers to control. It was part of her mother’s will. Mina and her father might have been able to challenge it in court, but who wanted that headline?


Alanna nodded, mouth pressed into a tight line. The reward money, like so many subjects, was a touchy issue. The New South Wales police had put up one of the largest rewards ever for information leading to an arrest and conviction for Evelyn’s disappearance: one million dollars. Mina’s mother had doubled it, offering a further million for any information that led to Evelyn’s recovery. Few families had the resources to pursue justice the way they had. The fact they hadn’t got it didn’t seem to make a difference.


Mina sighed, grabbing a cushion and hugging it to her chest. She did understand. Alanna’s family couldn’t afford a private investigator, and no-one was beating their door down to work for free. Her sister’s case had never got the media attention or ongoing interest that Evelyn attracted. She didn’t have a mother who was poised and camera ready, or stacks of adorable, high-resolution photos the media could run on the front page. Nobody dissected her case, idly discussing it in the break room or online. If Mina could take her life off like a coat and let Alanna wear it, she would.


But she didn’t think Alanna would like it as much as she claimed.










Three


 


 


MyMurder Forums


Subforum: Evie McCreery


Subject: A fun game for Friday


User AgentKHole: I was dicking around on Google Maps, and came up with a new way to amuse myself. Without typing in the address, I tried to find the McCreery property in satellite view, based on the known features (massive house several kms from the road, green roof, circular dam, smaller second residence about a k to the east). It took me an hour and 8 minutes. Can you beat that?


User VolcanicJudo: 45 minutes. The only reason it’s so hard is because when you zoom out there’s just a sea of red and brown. When I zoomed in close enough to see the houses I had to scroll around endlessly looking for any landmarks at all, let alone those specific ones. It really drives home how isolated the house is (and how absurd it is to suggest it was some kind of random, opportunistic crime).


User LionSong: Mods, how is this not doxxing?


User MODERATOR: What do you want us to do, ban users from looking at Google Maps?


User WWG1WGA: The address is already out there anyway, you don’t have to dig for it. They ran a commercial farm, there’s reams of old job ads and stock auction notices with their details on it.


User Inspektor: Unfortunately, yeah. Remember that guy who drove out there and took a selfie in front of the gate like he was visiting Graceland?


User AgentKHole: Ha, yeah. What happened to that guy? He hasn’t logged on in a few months.


***


If you searched for Nannine online, the map that popped up showed a huge shape that jutted in and out at random. The shape a region took on when it wasn’t designed, but congealed from the results of squatters and opportunists banding together. The town of Nannine itself was a little dot in a south-western corner. Nannine–National Park Road cut a perfectly straight line across the region, and almost at the very end of it sat the McCreery property, in the north-eastern corner.


In the hundred kilometres he drove, Lane counted exactly three people in the fields that lined either side of the road. When he was a kid, driving through farmland had meant seeing tractors rumbling across the fields. Men on motorbikes or horseback checking livestock and crops. People. But here, now, the world felt empty.


‘In two hundred metres your destination will be on the left,’ the GPS announced, startling Lane. He’d seen no sign at all he was almost there, but if he was that close to the gate he must have passed the boundary fence between the McCreery property and their nearest neighbour several minutes ago. He eased off the accelerator, knowing what could happen to a car that braked suddenly on a dirt road.


He started to pull over onto the broad grassy patch beside the road, then swore and hit the brakes as the car bumped and lurched. He threw on the handbrake and jumped out to check he hadn’t done any damage. What had looked like a flat verge actually dropped away to a dry creek bed, hidden by waist-high grass. He was lucky the ground was hardened like concrete in the sun. If he’d hit mud and bogged himself, he’d have had no hope of getting a tow truck out here.


He wondered why the hell it hadn’t been mown, or grazed, or back-burned. Neglect, or deliberate hostility towards anyone who might try to stop?


He leaned against his car, waiting for his heart to stop jackhammering. It was barely seven o’clock in the morning but it felt like midday, the sun strong overhead and getting stronger. He’d thought he remembered what it was like out here, the dry heat that sucked everything out of you, but memory couldn’t touch the real feeling. Especially when you had nowhere to escape to.


He stared through the strung wire fence at the flat expanse of red dirt occasionally broken up by clumps of grass or the odd mallee tree. Far in the distance was a timber structure. Not the house (he’d spent enough time staring at pictures of the McCreery home to clock that in an instant); something much more industrial and rough. A barn maybe?


At first he thought he’d imagined the movement he saw: a long shadow too tall and thin to be livestock or a wild animal. There was someone walking around the outside of the building. He eased open the car door and took out his camera.


It had been one of his early impulse purchases, when he’d thought he was rich. A DSLR, and a telephoto lens. He was no great photographer, but it was the sort of thing he’d thought a private investigator should have. Since then he’d used it to take far more pictures of couples eating in restaurants or unlocking motel room doors than of murder suspects, but there were bills to be paid.


After a few seconds of fiddling with the focus he could see that the building was derelict, and easily a hundred years old. It was built from hardwood planks, several of them missing, and a section of the roof had collapsed. The side facing the road sported a wooden ramp, leading to a gaping black hole that had probably once had an oversized door, now long gone.


The figure was Mina McCreery, in a flannel shirt and jeans, her long dark hair pulled back under a wide-brimmed hat. She glanced around, checking the area around her, but didn’t look in the direction of the road. If she did, she wouldn’t be able to see him, but might notice the car. That was fine – if she came to investigate he could have the camera packed away before she got anywhere near him and pretend he’d pulled over to consult his map.


She had a stick in her hand, about as long as her arm and half as thick. It was too crooked to be a walking stick – probably just something she’d picked up. She swung it purposefully as she walked, hitting the side of the building with a force that made the boards rattle. He was too far away to hear, but he’d bet it made a hell of a racket. What on earth was she doing?


He snapped a picture.


She had something in her other hand. A torch, he saw, when she clicked it on and aimed the beam under the building. She dropped into a crouch and disappeared beneath.


Ah, of course: she was trying to scare off anything that had made a home for itself in there before she went in. That didn’t explain why she was under there, though. It certainly didn’t look like an operational farm building. Did she have something stored underneath?


His phone buzzed on the passenger seat. He lowered the camera, surprised that he even had reception out here. He remembered travelling through places like this as a kid, the ridiculous things his mother had to do to scrape together a few bars, standing on top of the van on tiptoes, arm in the air, desperately trying to get a message to send. When he saw his sister’s picture on the screen he scrambled to pick it up, leaving the camera on the seat in its place.


‘Lane!’ she said. ‘How’s life as an empty nester?’


‘I’m sipping on a mai tai as we speak,’ he said. He switched the call to speaker so he could slide into the passenger seat and lift the camera again. ‘How about you? Have you finished unpacking?’


‘I finished unpacking pretty much the minute the door closed behind you,’ she said. ‘I only own three things. I’m going to have to buy more. There’s a whole bookshelf to fill here.’


‘You could try filling it with books,’ he suggested. Inside his lens, Mina re-emerged, still carrying the torch and nothing else. She brushed off her knees, dislodging a thick hunk of cobweb that drifted away on the breeze.


His sister’s laughter died off. ‘I got my book list,’ she said. ‘I visited the university bookshop. I didn’t quite realise . . .’


Lane pressed the pad of his thumb to his lower lip. He’d checked some of the prices himself. Visited the website, looked around. Even second-hand, the prices were an order of magnitude higher than he’d budgeted for. And that was on top of paying Canberra rent, particularly the sky-high rates of student housing. For six years that had been the carrot he offered whenever he had to say no to some indulgence, to insist on second-hand instead of new, to say no to nights out and holidays. It would all be worth it when she didn’t have to struggle through uni like he had. She wouldn’t share a flat with six other people. She wouldn’t have to pick any two out of sleep, study and work. He would cover everything.


And then she went and got accepted into the Australian National University. He couldn’t tell her to pass up a place at the country’s best university to go somewhere with cheaper rent, cheaper food, cheaper everything. But it cost so much more than he’d anticipated. And the money that had seemed infinite when NSW Police cut him those cheques had dwindled fast. He’d already blown through some of it in the months before their mother’s death abruptly made him Lynnie’s guardian. He’d frittered cash away on stupid shit, drinks and dinners and who even knew what, with all the confidence of a twenty-something man who, having pulled it off a few times, expected to keep doing so. It was a common enough thing – he’d read studies about what happened when people who grew up poor got sudden windfalls, and it wasn’t pretty. Knowing it was common didn’t make him feel any less embarrassed.


And then had come the expense of raising a teenager, in Byron Bay of all places. He’d opted to go to her, not wanting to take her away from all of her friends and familiar places on top of every other shock she’d suffered, but even in a caravan the cost of living had been eye-watering. His business was feast or famine, and he’d made some bad choices to cover the gaps – payday loans, opening new credit cards to pay the old ones, debt consolidation loans. He didn’t know how big the hole he’d dug himself was, but he knew it was too big to fill with hard, steady work, because he had tried that and kept falling further behind.


He needed a win big enough to wipe it out. Like the two-million-dollar reward for closing the Evelyn McCreery case.


‘I’ve got a plan,’ he said.


Mina walked around the building, disappearing from his view.


‘You’re such a liar,’ Lynnie said. ‘The job market’s strong here, I can get something part-time. Become a bar back or a dish pig. But you know, employers always google your name these days.’


‘Holland’s not that uncommon a name,’ he said. ‘If your first name pops up in any stories, a single one, tell me and I’ll rain fury on them, you hear? It’s against the law.’


‘Calm down,’ she said. ‘I’m just homesick and throwing myself a pity party, okay? I’ve spent so long thinking that getting into uni was the goal, that once I had that letter in my hands I was home free. But it’s only the beginning.’


‘You are home free,’ he said. ‘Don’t look for a job. I’ll buy you the books. Your job is to study hard, become a doctor and get rich enough to buy me a house in Vaucluse.’


She laughed. ‘That’s going to be pretty hard considering this is an English degree.’


‘You’re a smart girl, you’ll figure it out.’


They fell into a companionable silence, the kind they’d sat in for hours at home, her solving quadratic equations or analysing Antony and Cleopatra at the fold-down table, him flipping through case files on the lounge.


‘Are you back in Byron yet?’ she asked. ‘You didn’t make the trip in one go, did you?’


‘Uh, I haven’t headed home yet. I’m going to stay a bit closer to you for a while.’


‘Oh, you’re not going to go helicopter parent on me at the last minute, are you? What are you going to do, join the public service?’


‘No, not in Canberra. I’m in Central New South Wales.’


She said nothing, stretching past a pregnant pause and into a battle of wills. It confirmed something he’d suspected for the whole six years he’d raised her. This wasn’t something they avoided talking about; it was something they refused to talk about. Lynnie was a big talker. She’d talked early and often, a precocious toddler who’d grown into a funny, eloquent young woman. They even talked about their mother, right from the start. They talked about Lynnie’s grief. Lynnie talked about her happy memories, and some of the less happy ones. They talked about her schoolwork, her struggles to connect with other kids, her disappointments. They didn’t talk about Lane’s more complicated sadness. They definitely didn’t talk about his disappointment with his work, the way he felt trapped in the wrong part of the country, away from what he really wanted to be doing. It would be selfish to dump that on her.


There was one subject that neither ever broached.


The silence dragged on, and he heard the truth. Lynnie knew what he was up to.


‘You’re on one of your cases,’ she said finally.         


‘I’ll probably head home soon,’ he lied. ‘This case is the longest of long shots. But dropping you off brought me close by, and I figured a little detour wouldn’t hurt.’


Was it a long shot, or wasn’t it? Some days it seemed so obvious that he was angry at himself for not speaking up nineteen years ago. Other days it seemed absurd that he might hold the missing piece of the most discussed and scrutinised cold case in Australian history.


He hadn’t told her yet that there was no home to go back to. He’d sold the caravan, which had netted enough to buy him a few months in which to make a proper go of it. If that didn’t work, he supposed he would rob a bank.


***


The gate was simple steel, latched shut but not locked, and the fence was a two-strand wire through hardwood posts. The creek bed he’d run afoul of ducked under the driveway via a concrete pipe.


A series of signs hung on the gate. anyone entering will be filmed, read one. no trespassing, read the other. He paused with his hand on the car door. Entering a property and going directly to the door, with a purpose, wasn’t trespassing. But out here, so far from the nearest neighbour, that sign wasn’t intended to warn off dog walkers or flower pickers. The McCreerys had aimed that message straight at people like Lane: investigators, journalists and gawkers. He thought of Mina’s voice, the anger in it. But he also thought of the worry in his sister’s voice. She deserved to live free of it. So did Mina. He could put things right for both of them; he just needed Mina to give him a shot.


He hopped out and pushed open the gate. It swung away from him easily, no theatrical screeching of bolts or creaking metal. Mina took care of her things, it seemed.


As he turned to get back into the car, he noticed a streak of something red against his bare leg. He brushed it with his fingers, wondering if he’d accidentally pressed up against something that stained. The red splashed over his fingers too. It was a light, beaming from a small white sensor just under the gate hinge. An alert system for cars coming through the gate.


When he was a kid Lane had dreamed of a property like this. He’d leaned against the car window watching houses flash by. Grand stone walls. Bullnose verandahs. Wrought-iron gates. He’d imagine what it would be like to live in a home like that. To come back and know it was yours. He built imaginary houses in his head – designed exactly what he would have when his life was his own and he was ready to put down roots.


He drove through the gate, then had to stop and shut it again. As he started his car, he reset the odometer. He couldn’t see any sign of the house yet, just the red dirt driveway. He wasn’t even sure it was right to call it a driveway. He was on the property, but this was a road. To the left and right were row after row of adolescent trees, about as tall as he was with trunks no thicker than his clenched fist. A plastic corflute sign hammered into the ground decreed that this site would soon provide foraging for the endangered and beloved glossy black-cockatoo. It had cracked and faded after years of harsh sun. They must have planted them five or six years earlier – which tracked with the last time the region had experienced enough rain to make it seem like a worthwhile project, he supposed. He wondered how much of a shot the poor things had now.


The road took him up a gentle hill, past the ancient shed built from rough-hewn hardwood logs. Behind it he could see endless wide grassy plains, broken up with patches of mallee scrub, waist-high tussocks of yellowing grass and patches worn down to red earth. He slowed for a moment, but couldn’t see any sign of Mina.


He passed a stockyard that was carefully fenced off but empty, and on the far side of that stood a second woolshed. This one looked to have been built in the seventies or eighties. The steel walls still gleamed in the sun, but it too looked abandoned.


He eased off the accelerator as the road surface switched from hard-packed dirt to red-brick gravel. There sat the house, so strangely familiar. He looked at the odometer, and saw that he had driven almost four kilometres from the front gate.


One of the puzzling aspects of the case was that every tyre track around the house matched to a car registered to the McCreery family. Tyre track analysis hadn’t been particularly advanced in 1999, but the conditions in the McCreery case had been perfect for it. It rained the day before – not much, it never rained much in those days, but enough that any car passing through should have left a mark. If Evelyn was abducted by a stranger, they either walked in or teleported.


An adult could make that walk, if they needed to. But they would have to know exactly where they were going. It wasn’t the sort of distance you covered on a whim.


***


He parked in front of the house, in a spot partly shaded by an apple tree that was heavy with fruit and swaddled in layers of white bird netting. He sat for a moment in the driver’s seat, half-expecting Mina to come sprinting up, screaming for him to leave. When he was met with only silence, he got out and climbed the steps. It didn’t seem like she was back yet, but her father, Liam, could be at home.


They had painted the house, he noticed with interest – a blue that was strange against the colonial design of the house. He rang the bell but received no answer.


He rang again. Either there was no-one home or whoever was there had no interest in opening the door.


He stepped off the verandah and circled around the back of the house. He found himself in a vegetable garden. There were rows of thick timber beds, but only two had anything growing inside. Some kind of vine with large green-and-white leaves the size of his hand spilled out and trailed over the path. The rest of the beds were empty of anything but mulch, waiting for another season, or perhaps just for rain. Lane had never even owned a pot plant, he had no idea.


‘Hello?’ he called. ‘Anyone home?’


He walked along the back wall, counting windows as he went. He didn’t peer inside, but it was easy enough to guess what each room was. There was a large picture window, the curtains drawn against the morning sun. There was a little door with two concrete steps leading down to it, surrounded by a cluster of terracotta pots with herbs that even he could recognise – rosemary, basil, mint. Probably the kitchen, then. Next was a high, narrow frosted window – a bathroom. Then a series of three identical windows, also with the curtains tightly drawn. A lounge room maybe, but more likely the bedrooms. Which meant that he was standing within a few metres of the room that Evelyn McCreery was snatched from.


He spun around, trying to think like an intruder. How would he get inside this house? He reached up to see if he could grasp the windowsill. His fingertips barely brushed it. He walked back and tested the kitchen door. It was locked, of course, but would it have been on that night? Beverley McCreery always swore the doors were bolted, but who would have bothered out here?


Getting in wasn’t the difficult part, though. The question was: how did he get out? Beverley and Mina had slept through the whole thing – Beverley just down the hall, and Mina in the same room. There were no fingerprints. Not a drop of blood. No sign of a struggle. In fact, the bed was neat as a pin, the pink patchwork quilt pulled up and smoothed down. How? Had someone killed her inside the house, and crept around cleaning up the evidence while her sister slumbered unaware beside him? Had Evelyn been so disorientated from sleep when she was taken that she was out of earshot before she even realised she should scream? Had he drugged her? Drugged the whole family?


Lane’s mind whirled, and he kept walking. He’d always thought that if he could come out here it would all be clearer. There had to be something that couldn’t be gleaned from the photos. Evidence that never made it into the newspaper stories, because no-one who saw it realised the significance.


He passed a chicken coop, with the chickens lolling in a small patch of shade.


He turned the corner of the house and found another door, and a paved path connecting it to a Hills hoist.


It was cooler around this side. The heat of the day was cut through with a gentle breeze blowing off the dam.


He was surprised by how close it was to the house. Anyone who had even the slightest interest in the case knew about the McCreery dam, because it was a popular suggestion for where the body may have been hidden. It was strange to suddenly be faced with it in real life. It reminded him of a crater, with steep brown walls, striped with cracks where rivulets had once flowed from the field above. The water came about a quarter of the way up, a duck pond in the footprint of a lake.


Mina was on the far side of it with her back to him, leaning against the fence of an animal pen. She was holding out a handful of something green to a small grey goat, looking completely relaxed. It was a marked contrast to how she’d appeared in Nannine, her body language guarded and tense even before he approached her.


He watched where he was placing his feet as he pushed through the long grass. Something gleamed in the sun and he froze, imagining a double-spring fox trap snapping up out of the undergrowth. But the metallic shine was the brass plate of a memorial marker. He couldn’t help himself. He stepped closer to take a look.


Forever in our hearts, it read.


Beverley McCreery 


12-11-1962 to 18-05-2013


Finally reunited with Evelyn McCreery 


10-04-1990 to 01-05-1999


Lane kneeled down and ran his fingertips over the dates listed for Evelyn. The date for her death was the day after the last time she was seen alive, when the two girls went to bed at 8 pm. It seemed an odd choice to set something in stone – literally – when it was unknown.


Mina twisted around and all traces of relaxation disappeared as she spotted him.


‘You’re trespassing,’ she said. She didn’t raise her voice. She didn’t need to. Not in the quiet of the day.


‘I rang the doorbell,’ he said. ‘Twice.’


‘There’s a sign,’ she said.


‘I saw it,’ he said. ‘It’s not trespassing to ring a person’s doorbell.’


‘We’re not at the door.’ She strode towards him, cutting a straight path that crossed the edge of the dam, indifferent to the streaks of white mud that climbed her boots like grasping fingers. He could feel it on his tongue, in his nose, the sweet earthy smell of petrichor.


‘After a person drives an hour to visit another person there’s nothing unusual about scooting around the back to see if they’re home,’ he said.


‘How about we call the local police and see if they agree?’ she suggested. ‘I think you’ll find they don’t take kindly to people intruding on my privacy like this.’
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