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In 1915, Fanny Kate Boadicea Cocks became the first policewoman in the British Empire employed on the same salary as men, and with the same powers of arrest. This story is dedicated to Kate Cocks and her colleagues in the Women’s Police Branch of the South Australian Police Force.









ADELAIDE, SEPTEMBER 1917









CHAPTER 
1


Gertie Stafford smelled the blood before she saw the body.


At first she ignored the familiar metallic scent. She cast her gaze about, locked eyes with the portrait of some stern old chap who’d made himself great in South Australia, and decided that her mind was playing tricks after a decade of mopping around corpses in the city morgue.


Running her feather duster over the smooth brow and rounded jowls of a marble Queen Victoria, Gertie felt her second-day nerves start to calm. The empty Art Gallery was silent at 5 am, but for the soft snores of old Mr Opie. He’d let her in the front door, switched on the electric lights and promptly fallen asleep at his custodian’s desk. The lighting was soft, and the space was so still and rich it made her heart full.


The walls were a shade of deep red. The pressed metal ceilings and tall archways connecting the long, thin galleries were lime white. And on every wall, paintings revealed steely-eyed men and rosy-cheeked women and forests and flowers and fruit and sailing boats and the most magnificent golden-haloed Madonna, adoring the baby Jesus on her lap.


Baby Jesus, with his damp blond curls and pale, almost translucent skin, looked a little like Gertie’s boy, Tommy. The painting made her think how sick he’d been with croup these past weeks, and how scared she’d been of losing him on that one awful, fever-filled night. Gertie flitted her duster around the collar of the explorer Captain Sturt and marvelled at her good fortune: Tommy over the worst of it and now this new job – five extra shillings a week in her pay, and not a bloodless cadaver or bucket of stomach entrails in sight.


After dusting a marble statue of a woman sitting in deep thought (Ha! she thought, as if there’s ever time for that), Gertie took out a damp cloth. She was about to wipe over the surrounding wooden bench seats when she smelled it again: the rusty tang of blood.


Perplexed now, she strode toward the rear of the gallery, glancing into corners and across the cream linoleum, checking for anything unusual or out of place. Ahead, a six-foot display cabinet of oriental objects blocked the view to the final room.


An animal, perhaps? she thought, trying to rationalise the smell. Something meant for the museum collection next door?


Rounding the display cabinet, Gertie’s eyes locked on a strange, perfectly square painting positioned in the very centre of the back wall of the gallery. In the foreground of the artwork was a naked woman with an outstretched arm; a woman so obscenely human in her feminine skin it made Gertie blush.


On the floor beneath the painting, surrounded by a great pool of dried blood, was a grey-haired man with a wide gash to his throat. His eyes were open and staring heavenward, almost as if bewitched.









CHAPTER 
2


Miss Cocks stood motionless in the darkened street, her umbrella low over her head to ward off the persistent drizzle. She wasn’t often awake in the early hours – nightly patrols put paid to that – so when a magpie began its gentle warble to welcome the dawn, she felt grateful to hear it. Sing loud, sir, sing free, she mused. Dark and cheerless is the morn, unaccompanied by Thee. Breathing in the heavenly eucalyptus scent of the gnarled gum tree beside her, she tightened her grip on her five-foot cane and renewed her focus on the truck she could just make out in the driveway.


Down the street, a hallway light came on, a door opened and a man emerged, taking care not to slam the flywire screen behind him. Miss Cocks retreated behind the gum tree as he cycled past a few moments later, heading for The Parade. She would have expected more lights to be on by six o’clock on a Tuesday morning, but Adelaide was weary. Standing in the drizzle, Miss Cocks could feel the weight of the city on her shoulders. The winter just gone. The third anniversary of war. Another shipment of 150 brave South Australian sons about to be sacrificed to the horrors of France.


A dog barked, and then another. The magpie broadened his range. Daybreak began to outline the sleeping houses around her, brick villas and modest bungalows on quarter-acre blocks, with tidy gardens and immature trees. Beulah Park – one of Adelaide’s newer suburbs, creeping east toward the hills. Cheap blocks for the working man who aspired to something more.


The villa over which Miss Cocks stood watch certainly had something more. A salesman’s lorry – not an altogether common sight in the residential suburbs of Adelaide in 1917. Most hawkers still made do with horse and cart, or a donkey with wicker baskets strapped to its flanks. Mr Brookman’s business was clearly doing well. A working man, aspiring and acquiring. As the sky brightened, Miss Cocks could make out the truck’s steel cab, and a dark canvas stretched over a high frame on the tray. The truck’s contents weren’t altogether common either.


Padlocked inside – if the neighbour was to be believed – was Mr Brookman’s wife.


Miss Cocks moved a little further behind the gum tree, out of sight of the Brookmans’ front door. What kind of man padlocked his wife inside his lorry each night at bedtime? A frightened man? An angry man? Jealous? Of course. And what kind of neighbours turned a blind eye, pretending across the fence and in the street and at the corner store that everything was normal? Weeks it had been going on, according to Mrs Champion next door. And such a gentle little neighbourhood, too.


In her nearly two years as officer in charge of the Women’s Police Branch, Miss Cocks had seen too much to turn a blind eye. Experience told her that any husband inclined to lock his wife inside a truck was capable of backing the truck right over his dearly beloved, too.


Sometimes, Miss Cocks wondered if Adelaide was a particularly strange and savage place, its citizens especially cruel despite their piety and prim hellos. Then she reminded herself that kindness was never too far away – on every street, in every suburb – so long as you knew where to find it.


From the neighbour’s house, Miss Cocks heard the click of a lock and the sound of a front door opening. She pressed her lips into a thin line. Mrs Champion.


The voice was little more than a whisper. ‘Miss Cocks!’


The elderly woman was crouched behind a bush, holding a small gas lantern and beckoning the policewoman, like the outcome of the Great War depended on it.


At seventy-seven, Esme Champion was a keen bridge player and gladioli grower, Sunday church organist and khaki sock-knitter for the Red Cross. Her waking hours these past ten months, however, had been devoted to her husband, Stanley, who’d been rendered mute and largely bedridden by an operation to remove a three-inch tumour from his throat. Esme suspected Stanley’s light had gone out on hearing their only grandson had been killed while trying to defuse a bomb on the Somme, but she’d done her best to keep his last few months cheery. Her dear husband deserved that.


When Stanley’s suffering finally ended two weeks ago, Esme had cleared their front bedroom of tablets and tonics and towels and bed pans and the little table she’d set up by his bedside. And then she’d found herself sleepless in a bedroom that was awfully cold and empty without her husband of fifty-six years. It was then, in the stillness of each blessedly approaching dawn, that she’d begun to hear something odd in her new neighbours’ yard. A jangling of chain, a folding of heavy tarpaulin and a husband and wife greeting each other like they’d just woken up in bed. Esme was four foot nine and a half, but what she lacked in height she made up for in pluck. She’d crept out on the porch to prove herself right, and then she’d confronted the neighbour on his front lawn. And after Mr Brookman had called her an interfering old bitch, Esme popped on her best church frock and matching mauve hat and caught the next tram to the city.


In truth, Esme had been looking for an excuse to visit 9 Landrowna Terrace ever since the Women’s Police Branch had opened in late 1915, and even more so since the city’s two lady police had received commendations from the police commissioner for solving the murder of Dora Black. She’d read everything that had been written about Miss Cocks in The Register. She’d even visited the Parkside Methodist Church one Sunday to see if she was there (she wasn’t). Most of all, though, Esme was sick of Gladys Arbuckle from bridge inferring a kind of superior association with Miss Cocks, because Gladys had once stopped the policewoman in the street to ask advice about a granddaughter who swore like a merchant seaman. (‘Soap’ was the advice, of course, to wash the girl’s mouth out. She needn’t have bothered Miss Cocks about that.)


When Esme arrived at Landrowna Terrace, she’d been surprised at how small the office was, and how crowded. And when Miss Cocks had thanked her most sincerely for not turning a blind eye to a fellow woman in distress, Esme thought it was perhaps the proudest moment of her life, but for her wedding day and the birth of her three children. It certainly surpassed her blue-ribbon win for ‘Gladioli, bunch of five’ at the Royal Livestock Show in 1913. She could barely contain herself on the tram ride home, and dearly, desperately wished Stanley was alive so she could tell him all about it.


‘Miss Cocks! Scones?’ whispered Mrs Champion as the policewoman took a few quick strides toward her. ‘Fresh scones?’


‘Mrs Champion,’ Miss Cocks murmured. ‘Please go inside.’


‘Yes, of course!’ Mrs Champion said in a hurried, hushed voice, sneaking a peek at the lorry as she thrust out a small wicker basket smelling of hot buttered scones.


‘Now!’ ordered Miss Cocks, ignoring the basket. ‘Mrs Champion, please.’ Then she took a deep breath and added, ‘I’ll call by later if I have time.’


‘Lovely,’ whispered Mrs Champion, and in the dawn light her soft cheeks glowed. Purpose – she did miss it. And wait ’til she told the bridge girls. ‘I’ll have the kettle on.’


In an instant she was gone, and Miss Cocks repositioned herself behind the gum tree.


Watching for signs of life inside the house, the policewoman suddenly regretted not bringing along her second-in-command, Ethel Bromley, both to corroborate any evidence and to involve her in something a little different. As evidenced by the constant stream of letters received from South Australian schoolgirls, it was largely assumed the work of the Women’s Police Branch was exhilarating and ever-changing. But the truth was, most days the two women were literally putting one tired foot in front of the other. Multiple times daily they walked the one-and-a-half-mile round trip from Victoria Square to the Adelaide Railway Station to meet and escort any young women arriving unaccompanied and vulnerable from major regional centres or cities interstate. They walked the city parklands or beaches every night to shoo away loitering couples and save immodest girls and young women from themselves, whether they liked it or not. And they walked the suburbs to follow up on mostly petty arguments between housewives, or to calm the fears of mothers as their daughters began to attract (and invite) the attentions of the opposite sex.


Miss Cocks knew Ethel was underutilised – her efforts in solving the Dora Black case six months earlier had proven that. She also knew that Ethel was desperate to do the work of her male counterparts. (‘We’re paid the same,’ Ethel was increasingly fond of saying, ‘and we’ve got the same powers of arrest – so please can’t I arrest someone?’) But as woman police constables, their role was not to investigate crimes and apprehend perpetrators. Their role was one of prevention – to curb immorality and protect women and children from harm.


The hallway light went on in the suspect’s house, and the door opened to reveal a man in his dressing gown, silhouetted against the rectangle of light. Miss Cocks straightened herself as she watched Mr Brookman pull the front door closed behind him and step out into the drizzle to the rear of the truck. He wiped his eyes with his sleeve and fumbled with a wet chain and padlock, which jangled as it came away. Then he raised the flap of the tarpaulin. In the dawn light, Miss Cocks saw a short, stout woman crouching within the truck. She wore a thick dressing gown and clutched a pillow and woollen blanket. Beside her was a thin, rolled-up mattress. The woman smiled at her husband, and he took the blanket and pillow and helped her down from the back of the truck.


It was then that the policewoman approached.


The couple turned, startled. ‘Go inside, Lilith,’ the husband ordered, glaring at the determined-looking woman striding up his driveway.


Confusion flashed across Mrs Brookman’s face. She glanced from her husband to the woman and her five-foot cane.


‘Woman Police Constable Kate Cocks,’ she said in a low, businesslike tone. ‘I wonder if I might ask you a few questions, Mr and Mrs Brookman?’


‘Inside, now!’ the husband growled, shoving the pillow and blanket into the woman’s arms before nudging her toward the front door. Miss Cocks thought they were somewhere in their mid-thirties.


Mr Brookman was a head taller than his wife. His chest was barrelled and his navy dressing gown was tight across his thick upper arms. He had a dark rash of morning stubble on his chin, a scowl on his brow and black chest hairs poking out at his throat. A man’s man, thought Miss Cocks. A bully.


‘I’ll come inside with you, Mrs Brookman, for a chat,’ the policewoman said in a light tone, as if she was an old friend expected for breakfast. Holding her five-foot cane like a staff, she met the husband’s glare. ‘If you could wait on the porch, Mr Brookman. This won’t take long.’


The husband squared his shoulders, the way they always did. His nose had once been broken, and his broad forehead reminded Miss Cocks of a photograph she’d seen in National Geographic of stone statues on Easter Island. She turned her back on him and followed Mrs Brookman into the house, depositing her umbrella on the red-brick tiles under the porch.


In the hallway, Miss Cocks rested her cane against the wall and hung her coat, hat and gloves on the hatstand. She recognised a faint, familiar smell but couldn’t quite place it. The woman had taken a seat in the front drawing room, hugging her white pillow and grey blanket to her chest. The policewoman felt a surge of concern at the nasty sores on the woman’s chin, her dark-ringed eyes and tangled, mousy brown hair.


‘Now, Mrs Brookman,’ Miss Cocks said, taking a seat on the settee and keeping her voice low. ‘I wonder if you could tell me what’s going on?’


Looking around, the policewoman noted that Mrs Brookman kept a spotless home. Surfaces glistened with furniture polish, and the modest curtains, settee cushions and floor rug were all clean and perfectly positioned. There was no sign of children. On the mantelpiece were five gleaming, engraved pewter mugs that appeared to be a man’s trophies, and a single framed photograph of the couple on their wedding day. Mrs Brookman looked far younger in the image, no more than twenty-one, with a simple garland of blossom resting on her shining hair and a small but genuine smile. Beside her was a young Mr Brookman with a self-satisfied pout and a strong arm around her shoulders.


Mrs Brookman looked toward the window, where her husband was visible through the cream netting. He’d taken a seat on the front porch. ‘Is – is my husband coming inside? He’ll be cold. I should be getting his breakfast ready.’


Miss Cocks’ eyes crinkled at the corners as she forced her lips into a thin smile. ‘He’ll be fine for the moment.’ She gestured toward the photo. ‘That’s a lovely photograph. Why don’t we start with how long you’ve been married?’


‘Is my husband in trouble?’ the wife asked. She touched her fingers to her chin.


Miss Cocks looked at her. ‘Do you want him to be?’


‘No!’


‘Has he ever been violent with you, Mrs Brookman?’


‘No!’ She shook her head furiously.


‘Very well,’ said Miss Cocks, studying the woman. Mrs Brookman had a nervous disposition, but she certainly wasn’t the worst case of marital hardship the policewoman had come across. That honour went to a wife who’d been repeatedly trampled by her husband’s four-horse carriage. Mrs Brookman’s eyes were weary but clear, there were no signs of bruising or scratches on her face and hands and she looked to be eating well. ‘But I can’t leave here, dear, without some assurance that you’re not presently in danger. Now, tell me about yourself. I believe you’re new to the area?’


The wife placed the pillow and blanket on the floor in front of her. ‘We moved up from Mount Gambier last summer. Neville was doing more and more business in the city, so it made sense.’


‘And how have you found it – the city?’


‘Oh, you know.’ She stared at her hands in her lap. ‘It can be hard to make friends.’


‘You’ve never had children?’


‘No. But …’ She paused, looking at the policewoman. ‘We’re trying.’


Miss Cocks raised her eyebrows, resisting the urge to suggest conception might be easier if she slept in her husband’s bed instead of his lorry.


‘Neville can be very sweet, really,’ the woman said. ‘He just works such awfully long hours. There hasn’t been a lot of opportunity to … well, to have a baby.’


‘Your husband sells cleaning products, I believe?’


‘Yes. He supplies lots of schools, right around the state now. And still goes door to door.’ She smiled. ‘He’s doing ever so well!’


Miss Cocks nodded. ‘And why are you sleeping in the truck?’


The woman frowned. ‘It’s nothing.’


Outside, Mr Brookman swapped greetings with a passerby.


Miss Cocks let a companionable silence settle in the room.


‘You see, my brother …’ Mrs Brookman said. ‘My brother Vernon is at the Front.’ She swallowed. ‘I was writing to him far too often – every day really – and Neville didn’t think it was fair.’ She stopped, scratching a sore on her chin before clasping her hands in her lap again.


‘Didn’t think what was fair, Mrs Brookman?’


‘Neville thinks I waste too much time writing letters and wishing we were back in Mount Gambier.’ She paused. ‘He’s right, too!’


‘And sleeping in the truck is … ?’


‘My husband’s way of reminding me what life would be like,’ she glanced around the drawing room, ‘without all this.’


‘That doesn’t seem extreme to you, Mrs Brookman?’


The woman picked at her fingernails. ‘Not really. I want to be a better wife.’ She stared at Miss Cocks. ‘Neville says it’s not forever. Just until I learn.’


Miss Cocks frowned. ‘Learn what?’


‘To get on with my life – our life – in Adelaide.’ Her voice was barely audible. ‘I’ve been terribly lonely since leaving Mount Gambier. And I can be sad and sulky sometimes. It’s not fair on Neville. He works terribly hard.’


Miss Cocks glanced at Mr Brookman’s gleaming pewter trophies. ‘Are you absolutely sure you want to stay here, dear?’


The woman looked up, adamant now. ‘I’m perfectly fine, Miss Cocks. No …’ She shook her head. ‘No, I’m happy. I’m very happy.’


Miss Cocks nodded, rising from the settee. ‘Of course. Well, the Women’s Police Branch is in Victoria Square in the city. You’re welcome to pop by any time.’ In the hallway near the hatstand, she began to put on her coat.


Following behind, Mrs Brookman reached out to touch the policewoman’s cane. ‘Speak softly and carry a big stick – you will go far.’


‘Indeed,’ said Miss Cocks, surprise evident on her face. ‘How did you come to know that expression?’


‘We had an American teacher for a time in Mount Gambier. He called himself a Roosevelt acolyte.’


An idea came to Miss Cocks. If she couldn’t remove Mrs Brookman from her domineering husband, she could perhaps surround her with strong, impressionable allies. ‘Rosanna Limbert, the Norwood Lady Mayoress, is always on the lookout for smart-minded women to assist in the administration of her local branch of the Red Cross. Could you spare some time to help, Mrs Brookman?’


‘The mayor’s wife?’ The woman’s eyes widened. ‘I don’t think –’ She dropped her eyes. ‘Neville won’t agree to that.’


‘You leave Mr Brookman to me,’ said Miss Cocks. ‘I’ll have a message delivered to you this afternoon about what time to be there in the morning.’ She held her nose closer to the coats on the hatstand. ‘Moore’s signature vanilla!’ she said triumphantly, finally recognising the faint smell. ‘It is quite lovely, isn’t it?’


‘Pardon?’ Mrs Brookman said. ‘Moore’s what?’


‘Never mind,’ the policewoman said, frowning as she glanced at the closed doors further down the hallway. ‘It’s been a pleasure to meet you, dear. Mrs Limbert and the Norwood Red Cross ladies will be grateful for your assistance.’


Outside, the drizzle had stopped. It was fully light now and the clouds were lifting.


‘I love my wife,’ the husband said as soon as Miss Cocks had closed the door behind her. He rose to face the policewoman, standing almost at eye level.


‘So why then are you locking her inside your lorry, Mr Brookman? Doesn’t seem like an act of love.’


‘That’s none of your business,’ he said.


‘I beg to differ, Mr Brookman. The women police exist to prevent harm against –’


‘You can see I’m not harming her!’


‘Mr Brookman, you’ve been forcing your wife to sleep in a truck for weeks in the bitter cold, while you presumably sleep inside in a nice, warm bed. If that seems reasonable to you now, what will it be next time?’


His jaw was set like a bulldog’s.


A man cycled past; called out, ‘Morning, Nev. Shockin’ weather!’


Mr Brookman held up an open palm and tilted his head to acknowledge the greeting.


Miss Cocks studied the husband’s face, ignoring the brutish stubble and wide brow to focus on the black rings under his eyes. He looked exhausted, like he hadn’t slept in weeks. She thought again of the vanilla scent she’d smelled in the hallway. Miss Cocks was not one to buy perfume, even from her favourite emporium, but she’d lost count of the times she’d detected it on the women of Adelaide. ‘Not sleeping, Mr Brookman?’


‘What?’ He screwed up his nose, scowling again.


‘Lovely big bed all to yourself, and slumber still evading you?’ Her words surprised her. They sounded like something Ethel might say.


He folded his wrestler’s arms across his chest, which suddenly seemed enormous, glancing at her cane as though weighing up whether to grab it.


A small part of Miss Cocks wished he’d give her an excuse to use it. She lowered her voice. ‘Your wife isn’t in the truck to teach her a lesson, is she, Mr Brookman? She’s in the truck so you can carry on an adulterous affair.’


His face didn’t register the slur, but his tone of voice did. It was suddenly thick with scorn. ‘So it’s true. You are a mad hag.’


She allowed herself the slightest look of satisfaction. Few things amused her more than being underestimated, and any man resorting to insults was running out of ideas.


‘Are we finished?’ he spat. ‘I’ve got a business to run.’


She gripped her cane. ‘Not quite. I want to explain one or two things to you, Mr Brookman. First, adultery alone isn’t sufficient grounds for a wife to petition for a divorce under South Australian law. Only men have that privilege.’


He scoffed. ‘Everyone knows that.’


‘Did you also know that by locking your wife inside your truck in the depths of winter, you have added the aggravated enormity of cruelty to her grounds for divorce? Judges are increasingly sympathetic to mistreated women, and I can’t imagine any subsequent, salacious newspaper coverage being ideal – especially for a door-to-door salesman selling cleaning products to housewives.’


His eyes betrayed a flicker of self-doubt. ‘You don’t have a scrap of evidence.’


‘About what – adultery or cruelty?’


He looked away.


‘I might not have evidence of adultery as yet, Mr Brookman. But I’ll tell you what I do have. An administrative role for your clever wife with the Red Cross at the Norwood Town Hall – she’ll be starting with the rather inspiring mayor’s wife tomorrow. She’ll soon be coming home with all sorts of new ideas.’


‘What? You can’t just –’


‘And I have an exceptionally good relationship with the Minister for Education. If I ever hear that you’ve so much as raised your voice to that woman – and believe me, I will hear – your contracts to supply cleaning goods to state schools will disappear like the night sky at dawn.’


Miss Cocks firmly believed her work in preventing harm to women was God’s will. If she could make an inadequate man squirm in the process, all the better.









CHAPTER 
3


By a quarter to nine that morning, Miss Cocks was back in her Landrowna Terrace office in Victoria Square, letter dispatched to the Lady Mayoress in Norwood and a hulking black Remington typewriter proving even more trying than the adulterous husband she’d left standing open-mouthed in Beulah Park.


‘I do apologise, Mrs Whittaker,’ the policewoman said. ‘The F key seems to be stuck again.’


Mrs Whittaker was firm-backed and formidable; a police sergeant’s widow contracted on a pitiful hourly rate to teach new recruits to type at a minimum speed of twenty-five words per minute. In recent years, as she’d already relayed to Miss Cocks no less than three times, she’d instructed hundreds upon hundreds of young men, and not a single one of them had failed to type at least one full sentence in his first lesson.


The instructor leaned over Miss Cocks’ shoulder and issued a quick jab with her thin, fifteen-inch whalebone cane to again free the F key. Then, with a disapproving click of her tongue, she reminded the policewoman of her ineptitude. ‘It is a simple matter of pressure, Miss Cocks.’


Her cane made a thwack, thwack, thwack sound on her twill skirt as she spoke. ‘You’re – far – too – timid! Turn the platen knob, get yourself a clean line of paper, and for goodness sake, try again with a confident hand.’


While her pupil began again on ‘The quick brown fox’, Mrs Whittaker smoothed back the severe centre part of her pinned, greying hair and cast a critical eye over the one-room office. Two mismatched chairs sat askew opposite Miss Cocks. A week-old bouquet of daffodils drooped from a glass vase on the sideboard, and an unsightly whisky bottle served as an ink container in the middle of a table both chipped and chocked with what looked like a piece of cardboard under one leg. Mrs Whittaker’s husband, Blythe, God rest him, would turn in his grave to see a police station in such a state.


Miss Cocks exhaled through her nose, pointing at the F key. ‘It’s stuck again. I am sorry, Mrs Whittaker. Could there be something faulty with the machine, perh—’


Mrs Whittaker flicked her cane with almost unfathomable speed and precision, striking Miss Cocks’ outstretched index finger with a sharp crack. ‘I didn’t take you for a woman who’d make excuses for her own incompetence, Miss Cocks.’ She leaned over to free the F key. ‘Again!’


Miss Cocks was not one to fly to anger – or any emotion, really. She’d once read a book about the philosophy of stoicism, and found great appeal in the practice of self-control to overcome destructive thoughts and feelings. She thus ignored Mrs Whittaker and the sudden throbbing in her finger, and instead took comfort in the fact that she was getting rather good at typing ‘The quick brown’.


The F key stuck again at the very moment Ethel charged through the door. ‘Have you heard?’ she burst out. ‘There’s been a murder! At the Art –’


She stopped and put a finger to her lips. ‘Sorry,’ she whispered. ‘Typing lesson. Completely forgot.’ She glanced at the typing instructor’s whalebone cane, which had its own folklore among male police recruits. ‘Morning, Mrs Whittaker. How’s the pupil?’


Miss Cocks retrieved the stuck F and scoured the keys for the O. ‘Something of an anomaly in Mrs Whittaker’s outstanding tuition record, it seems.’


‘Oh dear,’ said Ethel, pushing the two chairs under the table. She gestured outside. ‘Well, the listing in the Sands & McDougall Directory is certainly starting to work. It was a masterstroke to advertise our address. You should see the women queuing out –’


Silenced by a withering glare from Mrs Whittaker, Ethel set about removing her hat and gloves.


Finally, Miss Cocks declared, ‘There!’ and pointed an inky finger at the Remington. ‘The quick brown fox jumped over the lazy dog!’


Ethel peered over her boss’s shoulder at the sentence. It was an unsightly smudge of lowercase letters, some barely visible and others pressed with the full force of the law.


Mrs Whittaker had collected her things and moved to the door, lips pressed into a line of discontent. ‘Until next week, Miss Cocks.’


‘I look forward to it, Mrs Whittaker,’ the policewoman replied, baring her top false teeth in a frightful attempt at cheerfulness. ‘Expect vast improvement!’


When the typing instructor was gone, Miss Cocks rose from her chair and summoned her junior constable. ‘Type the same sentence for me, Ethel, will you?’


In recent months, since the Dora Black case, the professional relationship between the two women had shifted. They’d never be what some would call ‘close’ friends. They didn’t share details about their personal lives. They didn’t swap recipes (neither of them particularly liked cooking, and working sixty-hour weeks meant they were generally spared the task anyway). And they didn’t discuss clothes, although they both loved to shop. But a deeper understanding had developed between them – an unspoken appreciation of one another’s strengths and a more sympathetic acceptance of their weaknesses. Miss Cocks had come to look forward to her young colleague barging through the door each morning, ushering in her boundless energy and inner light. She relied on Ethel a little more for assurance and advice, corrected her a little less often and listened a little harder to what she had to say.


Ethel, for her part, had come to accept that her decidedly aloof boss was in many ways a product of her time: there would be no changing her objection to things like birth control, or convincing her that the world wouldn’t end if young men and women were granted just a fraction more freedom.


Ethel sat down at the desk, pulling the typewriter toward her. Then she turned the platen knob, touched her fingers to the keys and typed the entire sentence with a smooth rat-a-tat-tat before looking up at Miss Cocks with a quizzical expression.


‘Never mind,’ said her boss.


Ethel patted the Remington like a faithful dog. ‘It’s difficult until it’s not, Kate. That’s what our teacher always said at school. You’ll soon get the hang of it. In the meantime, why don’t you leave me to type the police commissioner’s reports?’


Miss Cocks offered a grim smile of gratitude as she took in the state of her hands. ‘That cane of hers – it’s quite unnerving.’


Ethel glanced at Miss Cocks’ own five-foot cane by the hat rack near the door, smiling at her boss’s lack of irony. ‘Yes, I’ve heard that.’


The senior policewoman noticed an ink smudge on the beige jacket of her winter suit, and let out a frustrated groan. ‘Tell me about this murder,’ she said, leading the way to the kitchen at the rear of 9 Landrowna.


‘I saw the commotion across the road when I was leaving the flat just now,’ said Ethel, following her boss down the dark hallway.


‘How is it?’ her boss interrupted. ‘The flat? Coming along?’


Ethel’s banker father had bought her a fifth-floor apartment on North Terrace for her approaching twenty-eighth birthday with proceeds from an investment in a little company that had won a huge contract supplying hardtack biscuits to the Australian Imperial Force. Miss Cocks had secured her young colleague half a day of special leave yesterday to move house.


‘Yes, thank you, it’s lovely,’ replied Ethel. Without drawing breath, she continued. ‘It was Philip Lyons found dead in the Art Gallery. Throat slashed from ear to ear. Ghastly!’ She opened a kitchen drawer to retrieve a clean handtowel, then pointed to Miss Cocks’ skirt. ‘There’s a smudge there too, I’m afraid. It’s best to wear black or navy when you’re learning to type.’


Miss Cocks followed Ethel’s gaze. ‘Oh, for heaven’s sake!’ She let out an exasperated sigh, her stoicism deserting her. She turned on the kitchen tap and began scrubbing her hands. ‘Philip Lyons? Should I know him?’


‘He’s on the Board of Governors of the Public Library, Museum and Art Gallery. Quite a good artist in his day, too.’


The policewomen headed back down the hallway to the office. The number of ladies waiting on the porch seemed to be multiplying by the minute. The racket reminded Miss Cocks of sharp-elbowed shoppers queuing outside John Martin’s on sales day.


‘I almost forgot the best bit,’ Ethel blurted. ‘The body was lying beneath Sowing New Seed!’


Miss Cocks stopped in her tracks. ‘The best bit? The poor man had his throat cut!’


‘Of course.’ The junior officer looked abashed. ‘It’s just, given the outrage directed at Philip Lyons over that painting these past three years, you’d imagine the list of suspects is positively infinite.’ She sighed, removing a drooping daffodil from the homemade flower arrangement on the sideboard. Under her breath, she added, ‘What a ripping investigation.’


Miss Cocks checked the cardboard wedge under the table leg, then wrested aside the heavy Remington to make space on the desk. Ethel blew a stray strand of blonde hair from her face before smoothing her bob back behind her ear and preparing to open the office at precisely nine o’clock.


There was a sudden knock, and Sub Inspector Clyde Salter popped his head around the door. ‘Good morning, ladies,’ he said, removing his herringbone peaked cap to reveal a head of thick grey hair.


Behind him, the waiting women discreetly positioned themselves for a peek at Miss Cocks.


The officers both liked Sub Inspector Salter. He’d taken over as head of the seventeen-man Detective Branch after the death of Detective Sergeant Fred Clarke earlier in the year, and had gone out of his way to be courteous and professional to his female colleagues. He was known within the force for his lack of ego, his cheery sense of humour and for doting on his wife, Florence, who was presently away in Port Pirie caring for her ageing parents. And outside the force, he was known for the fact that he’d once nearly died saving five children from a burning school building. An inch-wide scar ran down his right cheek and neck to his collar, showing where the skin had blistered, puckered and melted. There was a similar scar on the back of his right hand.


The sub inspector scratched his greying goatee. ‘Police commissioner wants you at the Art Gallery.’


Miss Cocks rose from her chair, frowning. After the Dora Black murder inquiry and the harrowing loss of D.S. Clarke, she’d decided preventative work with women and children was far more to her liking than being drawn into Adelaide’s sinister underbelly. Unlike Ethel, she had no ambition for detective work. ‘I’ll get my coat, S.I. Salter. Ethel, just tell the women they’ll have to –’


‘Sorry, Miss Cocks,’ the sub inspector interrupted. ‘Commissioner Edwards wants Constable Bromley.’ He glanced from one woman to the other. ‘Something to do with her parents being gallery benefactors?’


‘Oh,’ said Miss Cocks, pressing her lips together. Outside, the women had fallen silent in a bid to hear their conversation. ‘Very well.’


Ethel blushed with surprise and pride, grabbing her things and rushing to follow S.I. Salter. ‘I’ll be back as soon as I can,’ she gushed, throwing her boss a look of mock horror at the huddle of women on the porch. ‘Sorry!’ And then she was gone.









CHAPTER 
4


Ethel’s heart pounded as she stood beside Commissioner Edwards in the rearmost room of the Art Gallery. The building remained a crime scene, and was closed for the day; the only sounds Ethel could hear were occasional mutters and hushed conversations among detectives combing the place for evidence. Philip Lyons’ body, discovered five hours earlier by a cleaner, had been taken to the morgue for a post-mortem examination, and his blood had been mopped away. A strong smell of ammonia was all that remained.


The police commissioner rubbed his brow. He’d been woken shortly after 5 am, he was yet to eat breakfast and his voice was a low, rumbling thunder. ‘Right, constable. I’m informed you excelled in art studies at St Peter’s Girls. And one of Salter’s chaps,’ he waved a hand toward the front of the building, ‘saw your father’s name at the top of the benefactors’ honour roll in the vestibule. Thought you might be well placed to offer some dispassionate insights.’


‘I’ll do my best, sir,’ said Ethel. She couldn’t remember ever speaking to the police commissioner without Kate to back her up, and the circumstances both thrilled and terrified her. ‘How can I help?’


‘Know anything about the Board of Governors?’ he asked. ‘Held their monthly meeting here last night. First Monday of the month, as ever. By all accounts, most of the discussion centred around this damned thing.’ He cleared his throat and stepped aside, nodding at the painting on the wall behind him.


Ethel regarded Sowing New Seed, remembering like yesterday the shock of seeing it for the first time. It was three years earlier, when the artwork was first displayed and South Australians were queuing for hours along North Terrace to view it. Ethel was twenty-five back then, emboldened by an upbringing of only-child entitlement, a first-class education in Adelaide, Melbourne and New York, and an eye-watering monthly trust stipend that no amount of Cartier jewels, Tiffany lamps and Moët & Chandon magnums could exhaust. Yet even she had blushed to her boots at the sight of that messy tuft of golden pubic hair on a female frame so lifelike it appeared the woman might step right off the wall. Everything about the painting was unusual – starting with its perfectly square, fifty-four-inch canvas. There was very little sense of depth, with the five principal characters pressed into the foreground like a medieval tapestry. The setting, if you looked closely, was a crumbling pigsty in a barren rural landscape painted in dull, muted tones. The blonde-haired woman, naked but for a black kimono draped across her shoulders, was on the left, muscular and mesmerising. She drew your eye first, of course, then you noticed the seed falling from her outstretched hand to a pair of naked infants below. Finally, to the right of the frame beside a gnarled, lifeless tree, was a peasant couple: dour, drab, unlikeable.


The police commissioner turned his gaze from the painting to Ethel. ‘The board meeting finished at 10.30. Lyons’ time of death has been estimated at between midnight and one o’clock this morning. The coroner will confirm that later today. What’s interesting is that the killer dragged the body ten feet from over there …’ he pointed to the far side of the room, ‘to right here beneath the painting.’


Ethel glanced around her. The view to the rest of the gallery was blocked by a large glass display cabinet of oriental objects in the archway, but there was nothing else – no statues or precious pieces of furniture – occupying the floorspace. ‘Was the gallery locked during the meeting, sir? It wouldn’t be easy to hide in here.’


‘It was indeed locked, constable,’ he growled, ‘but you needn’t worry yourself with the particulars. Leave that to the men.’


‘Of course, sir,’ said Ethel, reddening.


He softened his tone. ‘Just tell me what you know about the board members and the painting.’ The state’s most senior policeman had developed quite the paternal soft spot for Ethel since her bravery in the Dora Black case. He often held her up as an example to stoke some fire in the bellies of young male recruits found wanting.


Ethel swallowed. ‘I don’t know any of the Board of Governors personally, sir. But I can tell you Philip Lyons was both a board governor and the honorary curator at the Art Gallery.’


‘Honorary? You mean unpaid?’


‘Yes, sir. He would have been responsible for acquiring new works and managing the exhibition and catalogue. He was quite a decent artist at one time, too – Father has two of his early landscapes.’ She pointed to one of Lyons’ works on the wall opposite: a forgettable self-portrait of a brown-haired man in a drab, tan suit, his dark eyes determined but his chin weak. ‘You can see that some of his later works leave a little to be desired. My Auntie Connie is on the Art Gallery Citizens’ Committee, and she says that this particular self-portrait couldn’t find a home in a Sturt Street brothel.’ She let out a cough. ‘With all due respect, sir.’


The police commissioner pinched his chin, studying the self-portrait from afar. ‘Fascinating. Mrs Edwards says a man without a moustache is like roast beef without gravy. Would he have paid himself from gallery coffers for that work?’


‘Donated it, I’d have thought, sir. But it still puts him in esteemed company. This is considered the most up-to-date collection of contemporary European and Australian art in the country.’ She furrowed her brow, turning her back on Lyons’ mediocre work. ‘The president of the Board of Governors, as I’m sure you know, is Sir Reginald Cavendish, proprietor of The Herald. Father always says he’s rather glass jawed –’


The police commissioner scowled. ‘Yes, I’m aware of Cavendish’s involvement.’ It was well known (and relished) at the Adelaide Club that Commissioner Edwards and Sir Reginald had a somewhat testy relationship. The newspaper baron was in the habit of crashing his vehicle almost as often as he got behind the wheel – an editorial in newspaper rival The Register once stated that street lamps ducked when he drove past. The two men maintained the kind of professional courtesy that was essential in an isolated, parochial enclave like Adelaide, but any illusion of mateship had ended when Commissioner Edwards refused to overlook a particularly nasty bingle that left a child with his hip fractured in three places.


Ethel hurried on, dearly wishing she’d had time to gather ‘evidence’ (some might call it gossip) from Auntie Connie. ‘You would also know, sir, that it’s officially the Board of Governors of the Public Library, Museum and Art Gallery of South Australia, which dates back to when they were all under the one roof. The board oversees the management of all three public institutions here on North Terrace – apparently there’s no shortage of bickering about their pet projects, and which institution should get the lion’s share of state funding and bequests.’


‘Bickering?’


‘Well, it’s the arts, sir – chronically underfunded by politicians whose idea of culture is watching men kick a football. Arts institutions are left to fight over the scraps.’


The police commissioner glanced sideways at his young constable, deciding he really did like the cut of her jib. Not a single man on his force could offer such frank commentary on matters of cultural import.


Ethel gestured toward Sowing New Seed. ‘And then, of course, there’s this.’


The police commissioner sucked in his lower lip. ‘Yes. What –’


As he spoke, S.I. Salter strode up behind them. ‘Excuse me, sir. Miss Bromley. We’re still in the process of interviewing the remaining eight board governors, sir, but we’ve been able to establish alibis for six of them. Sir Reginald Cavendish and five others went straight across to the Adelaide Club when the meeting ended. Waiting staff confirm they were there until after 3 am.’


Commissioner Edwards nodded. ‘Fine work. Who does that leave us with?’


The sub inspector glanced at his notebook. ‘A Mr Marshall Tremelling, sir, an artist, I believe. I’ve got men out interviewing him now.’ He paused, sucking in his breath. ‘And Aaron Cragg.’


‘Cragg!’ spluttered the police commissioner. ‘What the devil is a man like Aaron Cragg doing on the Board of Governors of the Art Gallery?’


S.I. Salter rubbed the burn scar on his cheek, looking again at his notes. ‘A recent appointment of Governor Galway, by all accounts, sir. In recognition of his dedication to the war effort. Apparently, his mother was an early benefactor.’


Ethel nodded. ‘They’re likely after his fundraising potential, sir. And I believe his mother once donated a significant collection of Australian gemstones to the minerals collection at the museum next door. You don’t need to know a lot about art, specifically, to be on the Board of Governors.’


The police commissioner grumbled into his silver moustache. ‘Aaron blasted Cragg.’


Aaron Cragg was a name Ethel knew well, as did most South Australians. ‘All swagger and cigar,’ Mrs Bromley had once whispered to her daughter, somewhat wistfully, when she pointed out the ageing braggart bachelor across a smoke-filled ballroom. Although born into serious money, Cragg had the misfortune of being the fifth child and was cast out on his twenty-first birthday to make his own way in life. After striking it rich on the goldfields of Western Australia in the late 1890s, he’d risen to become one of the most prominent livestock brokers in the country, and taken it upon himself at the outbreak of the war to equip the 3rd Light Horse with the finest horses in the Commonwealth. President of the Norwood Football Club, he was a major donor to Premier Archibald Peake’s Liberal Union and the ‘Yes’ campaign in the conscription plebiscite. All in all, he was a man of considerable influence.


‘Tell me Cragg’s got an alibi!’ barked the police commissioner.


‘We’re yet to ascertain that, sir. Administration staff say he usually drives himself to board meetings, but we haven’t interviewed him yet. We believe he’s presently assessing a new mob of horses just arrived at the stockyards in Port Adelaide.’


The police commissioner muttered something under his breath, and then said, ‘Any administration staff assist with the board meeting?’


‘Two, sir. They both work out of the museum down the street, and were there this morning when they heard the news. We’re checking their alibis, but both believe Philip Lyons was the last person in the building.’ The sub inspector paused, raising his eyebrows. ‘Apparently, Lyons liked to pour himself a port and wander around the gallery at the end of these meetings,’ he quoted from his notes, ‘“contemplating any comments or criticism he’d received from board colleagues as to acquisitions or curation”. He was the only board governor with keys to the front door, and he always locked it when he left.’


‘Did the staff offer any insights as to the tone of the meeting?’


‘Nothing out of the ordinary, sir. One of them noted that it was comparatively sedate. I’ve asked them both to come in to the station to make full statements at midday.’


‘Excellent,’ the police commissioner said, rubbing his hands together. ‘Thank you, Salter. Given the difficulty in accessing the building, let’s focus primarily on the board members and staff who were in attendance at last night’s meeting – possible motives, opportunities and means. Let’s interview all additional staff members, too – it’s likely they had at least some knowledge of Lyons’ comings and goings. If that fails, we’ll cast the net wider.’ He gestured to Sowing New Seed. ‘Get a list drawn up of those most vociferous in their contempt for Lyons and the acquisition of this ghastly monstrosity. Constable Bromley here is about to reveal why the body was dumped in front of it.’


As S.I. Salter strode off, Ethel took a deep breath, wondering where to start. ‘I’ll tell you what I can, sir. You’d know it’s an allegory –’


He stared at the painting. ‘Assume I know nothing at all, Miss Bromley.’


‘Very good, sir. Well, ah, it’s the work of an Irish artist by the name of William Orpen. It received fabulous reviews in Britain when it was first exhibited in 1913, but as you would know, it’s been the subject of fierce debate in Adelaide since its acquisition for the state collection three years ago. Seven hundred pounds –’


The police commissioner interrupted, furrowing his brow at the painting. ‘Yes, but what’s it saying?’


Ethel nodded, giving silent thanks to Auntie Connie for the hours they’d spent scrutinising the latest gallery acquisitions before taking lunch in the nearby Grand Central Hotel on Rundle Street. ‘It’s a protest against the dire state of arts funding in Ireland, sir. When Orpen painted it, the Irish Board of Agriculture was responsible for distributing money to the arts –’


‘What?’


‘Yes, I know it sounds a bit odd, sir. There was apparently no separate funding body for the arts, so the Board of Agriculture was given the responsibility of distributing grants for art projects. Naturally, though, they kept money that was supposed to go to artists and diverted it to agriculture.’


The police commissioner screwed up his nose. ‘Subject matter’s a bit odd, isn’t it, for an Australian gallery?’


Ethel pondered the question. ‘Artworks are generally purchased because they’re the most exciting, new or well-executed art from a particular country – in this case, Britain, sir. Orpen’s work is considered innovative, perhaps on the cusp of something new. It’s a work of protest. Deliberately provocative.’


‘Provocative? Good Lord – she’s positively prostituting herself.’


Ethel nodded, forcing herself not to argue. Everyone had an opinion about Sowing New Seed. She’d lost count of the heated dinner party rows she’d had with people who didn’t understand – or didn’t want to understand – the allegory behind the artwork. When the painting first arrived in Adelaide three years earlier, the newspapers were all quite supportive. Gallery attendance climbed to record levels, and police were needed to maintain calm among the thousands lining up. But then a prominent local clergyman mistook the peasant for a Church of Ireland cleric, and wrote a furious letter to the editor of The Register, demanding the libellous work be shipped back to Orpen and the acquisition fee returned. A trickle of concern led to a torrent of outrage – about the supposed cleric, about the painting’s unconventional composition and most particularly about the immodest, unclad woman.


‘As I said, sir, it’s an allegory – the meaning’s hidden within the subject matter. The woman, as it was explained to me, is sprinkling seed to symbolise a spirit of artistic progress. The infants in the middle symbolise the fruit of the woman’s intellectual endeavour, and that poor peasant couple on the right symbolise the old-fashioned ideals of the Irish Board of Agriculture.’


‘What an awful lot of tosh. And £700!’


Ethel laughed. ‘Kate would probably agree, sir –’


‘Kate?’ the police commissioner grumbled.


‘Sorry, sir. Miss Cocks.’


He glowered in a way that Ethel’s father used to glower when she was little and in trouble.


She cleared her throat and quickly continued. ‘As curator, Philip Lyons was ultimately responsible for acquiring the painting and paying that rather generous price, sir. And really, the painting’s been the gallery’s salvation during the war. It attracted nearly 200,000 people in its first eight months alone – half the state’s population!’ Indeed, Adelaide’s grand North Terrace boulevard of public institutions – a mile-long strip of elegant Victorian and classical architecture that South Australians liked to believe was the envy of the nation – was enticing the great unwashed like it never had before.


‘Certainly wasn’t Philip Lyons’ salvation,’ the police commissioner muttered, leaning in to peer closer at the painting. ‘By heavens, there’s a pig there!’ He scratched his chin, his eyes still scouring the artwork. ‘Not my cup of tea, constable, but it’s been here for three years, you say? Three years! Who’d want to murder the silly sod over it now?’
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