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The ensnaring new thriller from award-winning Chris Hammer, author of Sunday Times Crime Book of the Year Scrublands and Times Crime Book of the Month Opal Country.


NO ONE IS EVER INNOCENT IN PARADISE.


A small town.


A closely guarded secret, stretching back decades.


And blood in the water.


A body has washed up in an irrigation canal, the artery running through Yuwonderie, a man-made paradise on the border of the Outback. Stabbed through the heart, electrocuted and dumped under cover of night, there is no doubt that detectives Ivan Lucic and Nell Buchanan are dealing with a vicious homicide.


The victim is Athol Hasluck, member of one of the seven dynasties who have controlled every slice of bountiful land in this modern-day Eden for generations.


But this is not an isolated incident. Someone is targeting the landed aristocracy of this quiet paradise in the desert. Secrets stretching back decades are rising to the surface at last - but the question remains, who stands to gain most from their demise?


Can Ivan and Nell track down a killer before the guilt at the heart of these seven families takes the entire town down with it?









FOR FARMSY—LEGEND!
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The privately developed Yuwonderie Scheme and the Seven families are fictitious. However, some characteristics of Yuwonderie township are borrowed from Leeton, designed by Walter Burley Griffin and Marion Mahony Griffin (the couple who designed Canberra). Leeton hosts an annual Art Deco festival.


Bessie Marney’s story is not based on a real person or events. That said, the mission where her mother lives has some parallels with the Warangesda mission at Darlington Point. Warangesda Station was closed in 1924 and its remaining Indigenous residents evicted, as government policy moved towards assimilation.


I pay respect to the Wiradjuri people, the traditional owners of the lands of the Riverina, and acknowledge the deep injustices perpetrated against them over many decades.
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Our lands, our lives, and all, are Bolingbroke’s,


And nothing can we call our own but death;


And that small model of the barren earth


Which serves as paste and cover to our bones.


– Richard II, William Shakespeare









prologue


THE IRRIGATION CANAL STRETCHES INTO THE DISTANCE, PERFECT FOR WATERSKIING: two kilometres long, ten metres wide, ruler-straight, almost as large as Yuwonderie’s main canal. There’s a gentle breeze wafting in from the north, enough to ripple the surface. Eggs splashes water onto his face, then eases himself into the canal, feeling its sun-warmed embrace. It’s Sunday, and his supervisor at the Wholesalers has let him off early. The others were already here waiting, preparing, Eggs keen to go first, his friends happy to let him. And now all is ready for this summer’s challenge: the curve. He has the ski, the towrope handle. He wriggles his feet into the soft rubber toe pieces, leans back, pushes the tip of the ski above the surface, curling himself into a ball, an astronaut on a launch pad.


On the bank, Johnny Titchfield is driving the farm truck, while Pete Allsop is the go-between in the back tray. Eggs gives the thumbs-up, Pete yells, ‘Take the slack!’ and Johnny edges the vehicle forward, along the path above the right-hand bank, the tightening rope emerging from the water. ‘Gun it!’ yells Pete, and Johnny floors it. The truck lurches into motion, and Eggs is all concentration: the wrench to the shoulders, the pressure on his legs, pushing ever so slightly to get up and stay upright in the narrow canal as the truck gathers speed, hanging on, edging the ski to counter the rope’s sideways pull. Avoiding the banks. And then he’s up, in equilibrium, accelerating down the canal, Pete yelling his encouragement, Johnny struggling to keep the speed constant on the runnelled track.


Eggs feels the thrill of it, the exhilaration, water spraying and wind in his face, tearing down the canal, orange trees to his left, grapevines to his right. Now they’re moving fast, the truck reaching cruising speed, and there’s not a lot to it, the narrow canal allowing no room for slalom. He enjoys the moment, taking a hand from the crossbar to wave to Pete, to demonstrate his mastery. A family of ducks sees him coming and bursts into flight as he slices through them, laughing.


So far, so easy, but now they are almost at the curve; it’s time to concentrate. He can see it approaching, and then it’s almost upon him, Pete yelling, ‘Two hundred!’ The canal angles to the right—not by much, twenty degrees at most, but the turn will take precision: carve too early and he’ll clip the apex; too late, and he’ll swing wide and career into the left-hand bank at fifty kilometres per hour.


‘One fifty!’


Time is starting to slow. Eggs can see the red flag, the sighter they’ve planted at the bend.


Johnny is backing off on the speed, letting Eggs’s momentum carry him forward. They’ve debated this, thought it through, how best to take it. The trajectory is self-evident: go wide to the left, cut across the top of the turn, giving himself the width of the canal to straighten again. It’s the speed that’s tricky. If the truck slows too much, the rope will slacken and Eggs will lose impetus, ski sinking below the surface—but if Johnny doesn’t back off enough, then as the truck takes the curve ahead of him, it will impart a slingshot effect as he rounds the curve, propelling him uncontrollably towards the outside bank. None of them knows yet what speed is optimal. They’ve talked and talked, but this is the first time they’ve tried it.


‘One hundred!’


He’s told Johnny and Pete to take it slow, this first run. Better to run out of steam and fade into the water than to hit the bend too fast. If he feels himself being slung wide, if the speed is too much, he’ll need to bail, strike the water, not the earth, but he has no idea if that’s possible, if there would be enough time. And now, as time slows even more, the narrowness of the canal presses in on him: so easy to negotiate in a straight line, so difficult to take a turn. A split second, that’s all he’ll have.


He’s in position, close to the left-hand bank, feeling the rope tighten, the acceleration.


‘Fifty!’


The countdown is redundant; he barely hears it. Johnny is still going too fast.


The apex, the red flag.


A thought: Johnny is speeding on purpose, putting him in his place.


Resolve comes to him: he won’t pull out, he’ll defy them.


The rope thrumming now, as if with malevolence.


And still he hangs on.


Do or die.


‘Now!’


He carves into it, feeling the ski responding, the power coming through beneath him, his shoulder close to the water, pushing on his thighs, the acceleration growing. The truck is around the corner, the energy flowing down the rope, through his arms, into him, the force elemental, past the point of no return. And through the apex, his head and shoulders floating for a split second over dry land, lifting his head ever so slightly to avoid hitting the flag, the rope still pulling, no slack in it, Johnny not easing off enough, Eggs carving so hard his shoulder is clipping the water.


‘Yes!’


And he’s around, the canal stretching out for another dead-straight kilometre. The rope’s tension is back to normal and he lets go with one hand, pumping the air with his fist, Pete yelling in victory, Johnny blasting the horn. Satisfaction. Fulfilment. Accomplishment. Victory. Eggs takes a look over his shoulder, the red flag waving its own congratulations. He turns back, sees it too late, the shape in the water, the white sack.


Too late to turn. He jumps, leaping sideways, out of the ski, just before it ploughs into the sack, lifting and tumbling as he hits the water, closing his eyes, shoulder first, going under. But not too deep, not too awkwardly, some water up his nose, nothing more. Not hitting the bottom. No damage done, the exhilaration still with him. Treading water, stitching the unforeseen obstacle into the narrative, an embellishment to an already compelling story. His mind is moving quickly, rehearsing the version he’ll recount at the pub, as he begins to stroke back to retrieve the ski, waving to the truck, showing he’s uninjured. It’s stopped some ways down the track. Pete is out of the tray, sprinting towards him, slowing as he sees Eggs is unharmed. Eggs turns, searching for the ski, sees it a little way further along, floating towards the bank, not far from where it struck the sack. Curious now, he swims towards the object, wonders what it could be. Something solid: he remembers the thwack of the ski colliding with it as he hit the water. Solid, but buoyant enough to float. Where did it come from? He needs to get it out, can’t believe they didn’t see it when they reconnoitred the course, planted the flag, did their dry run.


It’s mostly submerged, barely breaking the surface. He’s about to reach out, to touch it, then stops. It’s not a sack. The white is a shirt. White smeared with mud. And streaks of blood, drifting. The back of a head, brown hair wispy in the water. Holy shit. A body—he’s hit a body. He treads water, recoiling, then slowly starts to back away. It’s real. A dead person.









chapter one


Miss Bessie Walker


Castle View


Via Narrandera


Mrs Elizabeth Walker


Worthington Point Mission


New South Wales


September 1913


My dearest Mother,


So I have arrived and am found acceptable. I believe I detected a sense of relief as I dismounted from the carriage: my clothes respectable, my teeth intact, my hair restrained. Their eyes swept my face, keen to detect any sign of my lineage, pleased when they saw that, like my hair, it is subdued. They complimented me: on my posture, on my diction, on my cleanliness. On the lightness of my skin. I smiled, demure, speaking softly with my head bowed. They asked if it were true that I could read and write, and seemed pleased, if a little perplexed, when I confirmed it. The mother set me a task, a test, to demonstrate my ability. Afterwards, she declared my work passable and herself satisfied. She assigned me an additional duty there and then: that of her secretary, so that she might dictate her correspondence to me. She blames rheumatism for her inability to write, and her failing eyesight for her struggle to read. She is fooling no one, but I have no wish to embarrass her.


She is a tiny thing, worn down by life. Her name is Madeleine, and she informed me with pride that it was French, while in the same breath forbidding me from ever using it to address her. I must call her Madam, as if she is some great lady, this is some other century, and I am her possession. None of that is true, not legally: she is no more an aristocrat than I am a chattel, but the relationship at times is not so very different. It is her house and it is she who provides my food and my board. She is my mistress and I am her servant.


For a while, I found myself at something of an impasse, not sure exactly how to approach her and how to calibrate this new station of mine, until I realised what it was that she truly wanted from me: not obedience, not subservience, but gratitude that they should take me in. I was initially a little taken aback by this. I had thought it a work contract, nothing more, nothing less: they would give me food, board and payment in return for my cooking, my cleaning and, so it would seem, my ‘secretarial’ duties. I am indeed grateful for the work, but I feel as if she believes my gratitude should run deeper and be demonstrated more effusively, as if she has sacrificed something, as if her generosity in employing me deserves some greater declaration of loyalty. Having deduced this, I put it into practice, declaring aloud the debt I owe her. It sounded hollow to me, yet no matter how ambivalent I felt in uttering the words, they worked and she relaxed. Her sacrifice has been acknowledged, our relationship defined.


In truth, it is not so very bad. It is clear she is not used to having a maid. She works at the house herself and smiles and jokes, before withdrawing as if remembering she is meant to be playing a role, but I suspect her nature is not so very aloof: she has spent too many years engaged in domestic toil to rise too far above it, no matter what her ambitions or the expectations of her son.


He had barely sized me up and voiced his approval than he was away again, out with the sheep, mustering. His mother tells me he has barely been at home these past few weeks, for he has been camping with the men, herding the flock, bringing them to the shearing shed in preparation for their clipping. It was only on my second day that he returned once again in the evening, badly in need of washing, feeding and sleeping. His name is Horace and he is now the man of the house. Madeleine tells me he intends to marry, have children and live on the property. She is thrilled by this, by the prospect of grandchildren, and has suggested my role may soon enough transform into one of nanny and, later, governess.


He visited me in the cookhouse, checking to see if I was settling in. I’m not sure he was so much checking on my welfare as coming to inform me that this year’s wool clip will be prodigious, to boast that the Titchfields are growing wealthy, that they have planned a new house as grand as any in the district, that now his father is dead he can set the family on a better trajectory. There will be more servants, more qualified and more experienced; I represent just a first step. He is a hearty young man, so full of his plans and enthusiasms that he cannot help but share them as they come bursting out of him.


The land hereabouts is very flat and dry, the grass brittle brown even before summer’s onslaught, with few trees to offer shade. The graziers have cleared most of them away; I cannot say why. The sheep gather under the survivors, wandering back and forth between their shelter and the creek’s waterholes. The river proper is some miles to the north. Out of this featureless plain rises a high and rocky hill, known locally as the Castle. It still has some trees upon it, although near its peak there is a cliff of sheer rock. It is a strange and wonderful sight, as if it carries some unspoken portent. Our people must have a name for it; I wonder what it might be.


The house itself is more solid than grand, no squatter’s mansion, but by no means poorly constructed. It is a single storey, with sash windows and elevated floorboards, and a lovely parlour, from which I am banned except to clean. There is a separate dining room with an imposing table; Madeleine was quick to inform me it is made of cedar from the coast. There are three bedrooms: one for her, one for her son and one for her daughter, away at school at present but due to return soon. There is a small study at the end of the house, the office from where Horace administers the farm business. There is a series of sturdy outbuildings set back from the main house: a cookhouse, a washhouse, a little shack for me. These are where I will spend the majority of my days. A tad further in one direction is a killing shed, and further yet twin outhouses. They have built a new one for the family and I am to have the old one. It would seem that, according to some unknown rule of society, servants should not void down the same hole as their betters!


Will I be happy here? I am not so sure.


This evening, after I helped clear the table, Madam came to me in the cookhouse, where I was washing the dishes. I do feel she is lonely out here, starved of feminine company. She confided in me a great secret, one that I am not meant to know and that I am forbidden to share: nothing is settled yet, but some local families want to bring water to the district, and prosperity with it. An irrigation scheme, they call it, similar to that being developed north of the Murrumbidgee.


She said her husband was the visionary who first saw the potential in the pan-flat country of the district, so similar to the landscape north of the river. ‘Why should we not have something like that?’ he had asked. Madeleine spoke of this scheme in reverent tones, as if reciting the Scriptures, or recounting some heavenly vision set out by her late husband, the prophet of the Riverina: the rail line extended, small landholders invited to share the bounty, a town rising from the plain, with halls and shops and schools and churches. There would be cricket teams and football clubs and an annual agricultural show and visiting theatre troupes. The desert made green; the land drought-proofed. She said I was indeed fortunate to be here at the beginning of this new epoch, that I might witness his dream become a reality.


She left me there to finish my chores, telling me she didn’t want me to read to her after all, that she was too tired. I don’t mind her. For all that she tries to elevate herself and put on airs, I think there is a kind soul residing within her.


I trust all is well with you, and I look forward to your letters.


Your loving and obedient daughter,


Bessie









chapter two


DETECTIVE SERGEANT IVAN LUCIC LOOKS ALONG THE CANAL, TRYING TO VISUALISE what has happened, whether the murder took place here or it’s merely where the body was dumped. Probably the latter, but he doesn’t want to count anything in or out. The local police have done a good job of taping off the area, preventing contamination, but the body has gone and he can understand why: the heat. He wipes the sweat from his face with a handkerchief, glances at the sky, the power of the mid-December sun uninterrupted by cloud cover. It would have been unrealistic to leave the remains in situ. Just one of the many differences between being a big-city cop and covering the whole of regional New South Wales: the vastness of the territory and the time it takes to get anywhere. The victim—a local accountant, Athol Hasluck—had been discovered the day before, about midday Sunday, but it wasn’t until the evening that the head of Homicide, Dereck ‘Plodder’ Packenham, assigned the investigation to Ivan. He and Detective Constable Nell Buchanan left Dubbo first thing in the morning, driving straight to the crime scene, a six-hour drive; Yuwonderie closer to Melbourne than to Sydney. And so twenty-four hours have passed between the discovery of the body and their arrival; it’s already in the morgue and they’ll have to rely on the photographs taken by the local police.


At least the locals had thought it through, retrieving the body from the opposite bank, having concluded it almost certainly entered the water from this side, the one with car access. Good thinking on their behalf, something to be acknowledged, to be commended. He makes a mental note.


He looks, but doesn’t try to move past the tape and get closer to the canal. Crime scene investigator, Dr Carole Nguyen, is on her way from Sydney, and she won’t want him trampling evidence. There’s not a lot to see anyway: a few scuff marks on the bank; a couple of small triangular flags planted by the police; the canal stretching into the distance, curving slightly in the other direction. Innocuous. The boys’ ski sits next to the water, abandoned. He looks skywards, the cloudless dome confirming the forecast: no rain on the horizon. No chance of evidence being washed away. He wonders if he can justify getting in police divers. If it were Sydney, there would be no debate: the investigator and the divers would have been here yesterday. But the capital is a seven-hour drive, or a chartered flight, and his budget is limited.


He walks back to where Nell stands talking with the local copper, McTosh. What sort of name is that—Ernst McTosh? The sort that got you bullied at school, maybe. Why not change it to Macintosh, make life easier? The sergeant is small for a policeman and whippet-thin, receding red hair cropped close. Not an ounce of fat. A marathon runner or a cyclist. Ivan knows the type: a competitor, not a contemplator. A bloke with something to prove. He can see it in the officer’s don’t-mess-with-me stance: legs spread wide, arms crossed, a small man trying to look larger. Ivan has no problem with that: the bloke is doing everything he can to help, including preserving the crime scene.


‘Anything?’ asks the local man.


‘Nothing you haven’t already noted.’ And then, remembering: ‘You the one who thought of retrieving the body from the opposite bank?’


‘Aye.’


‘Good thinking.’


‘Thanks.’


‘Tell me, this place,’ Ivan says, looking around, gesturing with arms wide. ‘Why here?’


‘Don’t know,’ replies McTosh. ‘Out of the way. Out of sight of the road, once they were around the curve in the canal.’


‘They?’


McTosh shrugs. ‘Him. She. They . . . Sorry.’


‘You’re probably right.’ Ivan turns back to the canal. There is a red flag down on the curve, different from the police markers. He gestures. ‘What’s that? Is it a farmer’s?’


‘No. The boys. A sighter for their waterskiing.’


Ivan nods. ‘So you interviewed them?’


McTosh looks unsure, perhaps wondering if he’s exceeded his authority, whether Ivan is about to praise him or reprimand him. ‘A preliminary statement, yes. Not much to it. They found the body. Called it in.’


‘That’s useful,’ says Nell, smiling reassuringly. One of her many skills: putting people at ease.


‘Ta,’ says McTosh. ‘I’ve sent Constable Simmonds to fetch the boy who found the body. You can ask him yourself.’


‘Thanks,’ says Ivan, swatting at a fly that’s been circling persistently, irritated that the sergeant is taking liberties with his investigation. He tells himself to relax, that the man is only trying to help. ‘So the main road is, what, around the curve there and about another two kilometres or so along the canal?’


‘Two-point-three,’ says McTosh.


‘No gate, right? Accessible to anyone?’


‘There’s a gate, but no lock. Boys were almost certain it was open when they got here. Thought it a little unusual, but nothing extraordinary. There’s no stock, just the trees and the vines, so no real need to keep it shut. We’ve dusted it for prints, got a few impressions. Nothing matching on the database. We’ll check against known users: owners, workers, irrigation company.’


Nell is smiling again. ‘Excellent. You’re right on top of this.’


‘We do our best,’ says McTosh, not quite able to disguise his pleasure.


‘This land,’ says Ivan. ‘Same owner both sides of the canal, or is it a boundary?’


‘No, same owner.’


‘You know who they are?’


‘Everyone in the district knows that. The Titchfields. Very prominent.’


Ivan sees Nell raise her eyebrows. ‘As in Otto Titchfield MP?’ she asks. ‘Country First?’


‘That’s our boy,’ says McTosh, a touch of irreverence in his voice. ‘Not so very happy with having bodies deposited in his canal. Let me know that. As if we have some say in where they get dumped.’


Nell laughs, and Ivan smiles. He’s beginning to warm to McTosh after all. He lets the moment linger before returning to the serious stuff. ‘What about the boys—the waterskiers? He doesn’t have a problem with them being here?’


‘One of them is his son. Johnny Titchfield. He was driving the truck. Finished boarding school, back in town for the holidays. Off to uni, so I believe.’


‘Fair enough,’ says Ivan. ‘The dead man—identified as Athol Hasluck. Any doubts about that?’


‘None whatsoever. Formally identified by his wife Jacinta. I recognised him myself.’


‘So you saw the body?’


‘Aye.’


‘Cause of death?’


McTosh frowns, perhaps not happy at the memory. ‘Stabbed. Once through the heart. Also marks on his hands and lower body. Not cuts, though. They looked like burns to me. The post-mortem will tell more. Scheduled for this afternoon.’


‘What do you know about him?’


‘A respectable guy. Forty-nine years old. Local accountant. Grew up here. Went away to uni, worked in Sydney and Wagga. Moved back about ten years ago. Most of his clients are small growers, local businesses, that sort of thing. Did my tax every year.’


Now it’s Ivan who raises his eyebrows. ‘You knew him?’


‘Sure. Mostly through that: getting the tax done. But you’d see him around. Not into footy, but a keen cricketer.’


‘Any connection between him and the Titchfields?’


A shrug, eyebrows speculative. ‘No idea if it means anything, but the victim’s wife, Jacinta, she’s the younger sister of Lucretia Titchfield, Otto’s wife. But you know, town this size, coincidences like that abound. Athol and Otto must be about the same age. So there’s that.’


Ivan thinks about Yuwonderie. Seven hours south-west of Sydney, five hours north of Melbourne, five hundred kilometres inland. The middle of nowhere. Without the irrigation, it wouldn’t even exist. Just the sort of town where everyone knows everyone else, where half the town would be related to the other half.


‘What about a professional relationship between Otto Titchfield and Athol Hasluck?’ Ivan asks.


‘Doubt it,’ says McTosh.


‘Why not?’


‘Oh, nothing against Athol. But he’s a retail accountant. Mums and dads and small businesses. And not back in the district all that long. The Titchfields are old money. Here for generations. One of the Seven.’


‘The Seven?’ asks Ivan.


‘Toffs, or so they see themselves.’ There is a hint of resentment in McTosh’s voice, some remnant of the working-class Celt. ‘The original landholders, from back before the irrigation scheme was put in a hundred years ago. Made them rich. The bunyip aristocracy.’


‘Millionaires, then?’


‘Certainly. Many times over.’ McTosh looks like he’s about to say something more, then pauses as if reconsidering. ‘Athol’s family, the Haslucks, they’re Seven as well, but he’s a junior member.’


‘So not a multimillionaire?’


‘Not him.’


‘Titchfield. Hasluck. Who are the other five?’


‘Blaxland, McLean, Heartwood, Horsham, Allsop,’ McTosh fires back.


‘Know them by heart,’ observes Ivan.


‘My job—important I understand the lay of the land,’ says McTosh.


Nell looks towards Ivan; he nods, giving her the go-ahead.


‘When Athol Hasluck did your tax, was he straight down the line, or was he into pushing the envelope?’


‘Straight down the line. Knowledgeable, but risk-averse.’ McTosh pauses, then cracks a knowing grin. ‘Then again, I’m a copper; unlikely he’d be bending rules for me.’


‘True,’ says Nell.


‘You knew him,’ says Ivan. ‘You know the town. Any theories about who might have done this?’


McTosh shakes his head. ‘None. Completely out of the blue.’


Ivan looks up, alerted by the flash of sunlight off a windscreen. A police car is coming along the track beside the canal. A second fly has joined the first, flying circuits around Ivan’s head. Two years in the bush and he still finds them infuriating.


‘That’ll be the boy now,’ says McTosh.


‘Give us a moment,’ says Ivan. ‘We’ll be right over.’


The sergeant walks towards the approaching vehicle, leaving Ivan and Nell. Ivan watches him go, wondering why a man with such a fair complexion isn’t wearing a hat in this heat.


‘Thoughts?’ Ivan asks Nell.


‘Why here?’ she asks. ‘If he was killed here, why this location? And if he was dumped, was it just a convenient spot, or was it designed to send a message to the Titchfields, or make some sort of statement about them? Or about Hasluck?’


‘Anything else?’


‘No real attempt to hide the body. If the boys hadn’t found him, a farm worker would have.’


‘Why in the water?’ Ivan muses.


‘Hoping to wash off DNA or fibres?’


‘Possible.’ Ivan looks out across the fields. Three crows fly above the net-covered vines, cawing loudly, emphasising the stillness of the day.


Nell is staring down at the canal, concentrating. She looks up, sharing her thoughts. ‘Seems an unusual way to kill someone. A single stab wound to the heart. Confronting. Difficult. Deliberate. Up close and personal.’ She sighs. ‘We’re in the country; no shortage of guns.’


Ivan agrees. ‘If they are burns, and he got them at the same time he was stabbed, this seems an unlikely location. More likely he was killed elsewhere, dumped here.’


Ivan can see Nell’s disquiet and understands why. More questions than answers.


‘Good they got us in straight away,’ she says. ‘Didn’t leave it with the local detectives.’


‘Titchfield,’ Ivan responds, eliciting a wry expression from his partner. ‘He’s a big deal, right? Lots of sway in Sydney. See him on the news all the time. Mover and shaker.’


‘Yeah. Popular in the bush. Leader of Country First.’


‘Enough to attract media attention?’


‘Body found in his canal? I’d say so.’


‘That’s what I think.’ Ivan pauses just a moment more. ‘We need to pull out all the stops, Nell. See if we can get the divers down.’


‘You sure?’


‘Yes. We need to get on top of this. Politics and the media. All the makings of a shitstorm.’


‘Done.’


He has a bad feeling about this. Bloody Plodder. The Homicide boss must know about the Titchfield connection; it is almost certainly why he assigned Ivan and Nell to the case. Either the police minister or the commissioner requested investigators who could be trusted to be discreet, or Plodder assigned them on his own initiative. But why hadn’t he told Ivan about Titchfield?


Ivan walks over to the police car. A young man is standing talking to a female officer, presumably Constable Simmonds; she’s taller than the youth and a good head taller than her boss. The lad looks late teens, shedding the last signs of adolescence, sandy hair, well built, slouching, struggling unsuccessfully to look relaxed. That’s not what catches Ivan’s attention, though. The boy’s face is bruised, a nasty colour around his eye. It looks recent.


‘Detective Sergeant Ivan Lucic,’ Ivan says, shaking the lad’s hand.


‘Benedict Bright. Everyone calls me Eggs.’


Ivan can’t help smiling. ‘They used to call me Lucky. Lucky Lucic.’


‘Were you?’


‘Not very.’ He cuts the small talk. ‘Benedict, thanks for coming back out. Trust it’s not too confronting.’


‘No, it’s okay,’ he replies, but glances sideways at the canal, nevertheless.


‘Your face? That from when you collided with the body?’


‘Nah. Fell off my dirt bike. Went out this morning, trying to clear my mind.’


‘No helmet?’


The boy shrugs. ‘Private property.’


Ivan says nothing, but lets his scepticism bridge the gap. A split lip from coming off a bike is fair enough, not so much a black eye. He changes the subject back to the murder. ‘Show me what happened.’


‘Straightforward, really,’ says Eggs.


They head back past the curve in the canal, walking along the track where Johnny drove the truck, Eggs recounting his story. Coming around the bend, concentrating so hard on staying upright, hitting the sack, discovering it was so much more. It’s the same story McTosh recounted, but told with more immediacy.


By the time Eggs has finished, they’re almost back with the others. The boy’s eyes are on the canal, looking past the crime scene tape; he appears troubled.


Ivan chooses his words carefully. ‘When I was a kid, my father used to beat me black and blue. With a belt when he was sober, with his fists when he wasn’t.’


Eggs looks at him, staying silent, but there’s understanding in his eyes. Then he looks away, back to the canal. ‘At least we’re still breathing. Not like that poor bastard.’









chapter three


1993


THE WEATHER WAS BENIGN AS SUMMER OFFICIALLY BEGAN. HOT OF COURSE, this being Australia, and nowhere more so than at Yuwonderie, baking out on the great inland plain, five hundred kilometres west of the coast and two hundred and fifty from the mountains. Yet the days remained in the mid-thirties rather than the low forties, and no one complained about the cloudless skies. The irrigation scheme basked in sunlight, basked in an abundance of water, basked in prosperity. No one imagined the long decades of abundance could ever end.


And by a canal, three friends, three young men who had known each other their entire lives, were reunited. Davis was the last to arrive and he grinned, which extended into a smile, which in turn birthed a deep, infectious laugh, even as he shook his head. ‘You fucking idiots.’ He was looking at the truck, the rope, the waterski. ‘Who’s the genius?’


‘Not shit-for-brains here, that’s for sure,’ said Craven.


Otto took no offence. ‘My truck, my ski, my canal.’ And then he too laughed. ‘Ideas are overrated.’


‘Your old man?’ Davis said to Otto. ‘He’s okay with this?’


‘Sure. Compared to Craven’s last stroke of genius.’


Davis turned to Craven, who smirked as if being paid a compliment.


Otto continued, ‘A bit of circle work down on the lake. Few wowsers got upset. You know how it is.’


‘Circle work?’ Davis asked Craven.


‘Jetski. Lake Yuwonderie.’


Davis shook his head. ‘You idiots.’ A jetski, noisy as hell, on a lake which was more like a pond, the size of three or four football fields, with a narrow band of grasslands separating it from surrounding houses. Davis had no trouble imagining the reaction, the upswell of resentment: mutterings about rich kids, entitlement and the Seven. ‘Why not use the jetski here? Be perfect.’


‘Can’t,’ said Otto. ‘The wash could damage the canal banks. But the truck should work.’


‘Should?’ asked Davis. ‘You haven’t tried it out?’


‘Three-man job. Driver, bloke in the back, plus the skier. That’s you. The guinea pig.’


‘You blokes are all heart.’


Later, at the Coachman’s Arms, sitting in the beer garden with his mates in their board shorts and muddy t-shirts, sandals and sunnies, it was as if Davis had never been away. The place felt like home: the long trestle tables, the shade cloth, the sound of Hunters and Chisel and the Oils pumping out of the speakers and mixing with the chitter-chatter staccato and laughter of a dozen conversations. Along the walls were murals of Cobb and Co coaches, of teams of horses, of farriers and grooms. Of a large man with a large beard, holding the reins of his horse, waving to the patrons. The coachman himself. A fabrication, Davis realised for the first time: there was no coachman; there couldn’t have been. For when the pub was built in the 1930s, the coaches and the horses would have long given way to trucks and buses, cars and trains. And yet, even for Davis, the budding historian, there was something engaging about the image, as if a lie told for enough decades might become the truth, a benign myth to be embraced.


Certainly he liked the pub, liked its familiarity. The farm workers and tradies, the small landholders and attractive young retail workers, all sharing the same space. Davis loved that about Yuwonderie: none of the social boundaries of Melbourne. The beer, the sun, the clean air, the lack of urgency. The old patterns of banter, fast quips, put-downs, good-natured backhanders, of conversations that touched on nothing important and nothing too personal, merely words playing on the surface of a late summer afternoon.


The three friends recounted the afternoon’s exploits once again, and with each retelling the exaggerations grew a fraction more: the speeds attained, the precariousness of near-misses, the truck’s erratic steering, the flock of water birds so narrowly avoided.


The conversation only turned serious when Davis announced his intention to study another year in Melbourne.


‘Bullshit,’ said Otto. ‘Waste of time.’ Verdict delivered, he drew deeply from his third schooner, as from the well of all knowledge.


At a nearby table, an old man was having a coughing fit as if he had somehow overheard Davis’s proposal. Davis watched as the man hacked up a gob of phlegm and sent it, with nonchalant accuracy, on a parabolic arc into the base of one of the beer garden’s palm trees. The man gave him a nod of recognition, drank from his beer and reached for another cigarette. Davis nodded back. Old Joe Marney, skin roasted brown by the sun, had worked on the family property for years before retiring to a bush block out by the river. Davis wouldn’t mind going over, having a chat, asking about how the pub got its name. Joe would know; he could remember back to the early days of the irrigation scheme. But Davis’s friends wanted him to explain himself.


‘I enjoy it. I’m good at it,’ he told them. ‘The honours year is their idea, not mine.’ Davis shrugged. ‘It’s just one more year. No big deal.’


‘But history? What’s the point?’ asked Craven, himself having just completed an accounting-finance degree at Sydney University. ‘Not in general—I don’t mean that—but for you? You’re not just part of the Seven; you’ll be head of your family sooner than anyone.’


Otto agreed. ‘Craven and me, we can fuck around all we like; our parents are still alive. Same with Eric Hasluck: he spends half his time in Europe, but his father and grandfather are both hale and hearty.’ Which was true, except that Otto, two years older than Davis, was already deeply enmeshed in the family business, having returned to the district a year ago with an ag science degree. ‘Your grandfather won’t last forever.’


‘Thanks for that observation,’ said Davis dryly. He drank some more beer, but he was now on his third glass and the thirst built up waterskiing had loosened its grip. He didn’t want to be half-cut when he saw his grandfather. ‘Place runs itself, as far as I can see,’ he said. ‘Pops leaves the day-to-day stuff to Flax Fairfield; he’s a better manager than I could ever be.’


Craven sipped at his beer, and when he spoke there was a rare seriousness in his voice. ‘Have you told him? Your grandfather?’


‘Tonight.’


Davis revelled in driving his sports car, his Alfa Romeo. It was eighteen years old, almost as old as he was, but it still went like the clappers. It looked old, a classic car, but he’d had the interior restored, the engine reconditioned and the mechanics returned to near new. He barely used it in Melbourne, but now he was back in town, he relished its low-slung style, the way it hugged the corners, how it responded immediately to a touch of the brakes or tap of the accelerator. No air-conditioning, of course, but he loved the roar of the wind, almost blocking out the music from the tape deck. He loved the gears, loved knocking it back into third, listening to the throaty pitch of the engine, the responsive acceleration. And he loved the way it got up Otto Titchfield’s nose. His friend would look at it with unbridled contempt, call it a wog car and tell him to buy a ute, a Holden, even a Ford, anything instead of a posturing import. Out of Otto’s earshot, Craven Allsop admired it, but also questioned aloud how practical it would prove to be hundreds of kilometres from the nearest dealer, from the nearest mechanic who understood the intricacies of such European exotica. Davis didn’t care. Besides, such decisions were about to be pushed another year into his future.


Davis drove the Alfa from Yuwonderie, over the Spur, into the drylands and the Heartwood family seat. Three Wells Station was as grand and proud as ever it was, from the stone-walled gateway, the oak-lined driveway, past the white fences of the horse paddocks. He breathed it in, this sense of belonging. He arrived at the homestead itself, a statement of wealth reaching back a century and a half: a two-storey rural manor, with deep verandahs and iron lacework, elevated in status above similar homesteads by a central stone tower, topped by a turret. The gardens were like something displaced from England, an oasis in the brown monotony of the surrounding paddocks.


Davis knew the view from the tower by heart, all three hundred and sixty degrees of it, looking out from Three Wells’ island of green: the low rise of the Spur to the east, the looming presence of the Castle to the north-east, the tree-lined river to the north, the brown and featureless plain extending to the horizon to the west and south. Out here, it was as if the irrigation scheme didn’t exist. Unlike the rest of the Seven, the Heartwoods had not moved their family seat inside its boundary, hadn’t built a new mansion, hadn’t updated and upscaled into Italianate or Art Deco or, in the case of the Blaxlands’ most recent iteration, concrete brutalism.


Davis was grateful his family had remained here on the dusty plains, removed from the town. He thought that perhaps this was where his sense of history came from: this house, built by his family and synonymous with it ever since. When people spoke of the Heartwoods, their thoughts would turn to the house, and when someone mentioned Three Wells Station, the family was immediately connected, so that the two terms were rendered interchangeable. ‘Three Wells is chipping in for the relief fund,’ people would say, when they really meant the Heartwoods, or, ‘The garden at Heartwoods is looking splendid,’ when what they really meant was Three Wells.


He parked his sports car in the garage, part of the old stable block. At the house, he let himself in. The door was not locked; it never was. He went up to his room, finished unpacking, then went to find his grandfather.


That evening the family ate out on the verandah: Davis, his elder sister Krystal and their father’s father Clemence, their grandfather, instinctively taking the head of the table, his two grandchildren on either side.


‘Very good, Krystal,’ said Clemence to Davis’s sister, who had cooked. ‘What do you call this?’


‘Stir-fry. The same as I make every week.’


‘Well, I like it,’ said Clemence. ‘I like the spices.’ And then to Davis: ‘Not quite the fatted lamb for the prodigal, but a hell of a lot tastier, wouldn’t you say?’


‘Better than college, that’s for sure.’


‘Well, that’s in the past now, my lad.’


Davis stole a look at his sister, who nodded her encouragement.


‘About that, Pops . . . They’ve invited me to do an honours year.’


‘I see,’ said the old man. He chewed slowly before extracting a piece of well-worked gristle from his mouth and setting it aside. ‘Honours.’


‘Didn’t you do honours, Pops?’ asked Krystal, her tone innocent.


Davis blinked his gratitude; his sister would not ask a question like that without knowing the answer.


‘You know I did,’ said Clemence, sipping from his glass of white wine. ‘We all did.’


‘Really?’ asked Davis. ‘I never knew that.’


Davis did know his grandfather had gone to Oxford, as had his father before him and his father before that. Such was the tradition in some squattocracy families well into the twentieth century. Until Davis and Krystal’s father had broken the chain, opting for ag college in Victoria instead.


‘Not exactly honours,’ said Clemence. ‘A ranking. A first, a second, a third, a fourth.’


Davis thought of asking which his grandfather had received, but didn’t. If it had been a first, then Krystal would already be asking the question.


‘A reasonable second,’ said his grandfather, unprompted. ‘Which was about as good as you could get if you weren’t wasting all your time studying.’


‘Did it make much difference?’ asked Davis. ‘Afterwards, I mean.’


The old man snorted. ‘Not a jot. Not out here. I guess people were impressed that you’d been to Oxford, God knows why, but they never thought to ask about actual grades or even what you’d learnt.’ He picked up the bottle of wine, studied the label. ‘What do you think of the house wine, Davis?’


‘Excellent, considering the weather that year,’ his grandson replied. The ‘house wine’ was from Heartwood Estate, with the grand house adorning the label, even though the vineyards and winery lay back within the golden circle of irrigation.


‘Better than what they serve at college?’ asked the old man playfully.


Davis laughed. ‘You know it is.’


‘Then you must really want to do this honours year.’


Davis smiled. ‘I do.’


‘And what do you think, Krystal? I can see your brother has already consulted you.’


‘Sure. Let him do it. What harm can there be?’


‘My thoughts . . .’ said the old man, placing his chopsticks on his bowl.


Davis held his breath: the patriarch was about to deliver a verdict.


‘History is a fine degree, and a fine profession,’ said Clemence. He lifted his glass, examined the colour of the wine, but didn’t drink. His grandchildren knew better than to interrupt. ‘You are the eldest son. The only son. At some stage, you must return and run the estate.’ The old man looked down at the centre of the table, as if he had laid the subject before them, like some material object.


‘Flax does a brilliant job,’ said Davis. ‘Hard to improve upon.’


‘He does indeed. But in saying that, you reveal your own ignorance of how an estate this size actually works. Think of the government and the public service. The public service keeps the country running. The government could disappear up its own fundament for years on end, and the bureaucracy would keep the wheels turning over. Happens all too often. But the big decisions, the big calls, the ones that shape the country? They come from ministers, the cabinet, the prime minister.’


‘It’s one year, Pops,’ said Davis.


‘But is it?’


Davis wasn’t sure how to respond.


‘Otto and Craven and Athol all took gap years,’ said Krystal, coming to his defence. ‘Davis went straight through.’


But the old man hadn’t taken his eyes from Davis, not distracted by his granddaughter. ‘That’s the crux of it, Davis. Is it one year?’


‘That’s all it will take,’ he replied truthfully.


‘Is it though? You’re bright. Capable. What happens when they offer you a place for a PhD?’


‘I haven’t considered that.’


‘You should,’ said Clemence, picking up his chopsticks and taking another mouthful, waiting until he has chewed and swallowed before turning once again to Krystal. ‘It really is very good, you know.’


‘No need to patronise me, Pops,’ she said, with enough grit to make her point, but enough lightness that the barb remained good-natured.


Davis was only half-listening, his eyes having returned to his own meal. He’d been thinking so much of this next year, and whether he could persuade his grandfather to support him, that he hadn’t thought beyond it.


The silence held for a good few minutes, interrupted by the mad squawking of cockatoos coming in low over the roof, catching the final rays of the setting sun, as they flapped and screeched and whirled about before alighting in a pine tree.


‘Wonderful, aren’t they?’ observed Clemence. ‘Sodding pests that they are.’


‘Yes,’ replied Davis. ‘I miss them. I miss it.’


His grandfather placed the chopsticks back on the table. Sighed. ‘Our family has held this country for almost one hundred and sixty years. The 1830s we came here, stole it from the blacks, held it against all comers until the government formalised our claim. One hundred and sixty years. Seven generations, counting you. A fair heft of time. I’d rather like it to continue. Life’s work and all that.’


Davis exchanged a frown with Krystal. Such an exposition was out of character for the old man.


Clemence looked first at Krystal and then to Davis, as if assessing them, weighing them in his mind. ‘We do become rather hidebound, though, don’t you think? You young people?’


Krystal smiled. ‘What are you cooking up, Pops? What deviousness?’


‘Primogeniture,’ stated the owner of Three Wells Station.


‘What of it?’ asked Davis.


‘The inheritance of the entire estate by the eldest son. We’ve always practised it. So have all the Seven. Might be time for a change.’


Krystal lost her smile. She was sitting perfectly still, eyes widening, voice dropping. ‘What are you suggesting?’


‘That you inherit the estate when I die. You are the elder, after all. And I suspect your heart is in it. More than Davis’s.’


‘I have a fine arts degree,’ protested Krystal. ‘How is that better than history?’


‘You would need to retrain, of course. Go back and do something useful. Business and financial management, something along those lines. Agriculture, if you feel it in your blood. I’m not about to drop off the twig anytime soon, but I would need to start mentoring you. I was planning to begin with Davis this year.’ And only then did the old man turn to Davis, and Davis could see some element of pain in the old man’s eyes. ‘What’s your opinion, Davis? I won’t act unilaterally. We can only proceed if we all three agree.’


Davis felt astonished, then confused, and then hurt: his birthright was being pulled from him. He looked about him, at the verandah, the garden, the fields beyond. The house. In his mind he saw again the view from the turret, the wide brown plains, and imagined an even larger estate, reaching into the very heart of Yuwonderie. It had always been his destiny, and his alone. He had grown up with that assumption, had it instilled into him, impressed upon him, until it had become part of who he was, a defining trait, shaping his view of the world and of himself. And now, in between mouthfuls of his sister’s stir-fry, his grandfather was suggesting he relinquish it.


‘It’s one year, Pops,’ he repeated.


‘If only I believed that,’ replied his grandfather, with sadness in his voice. ‘Of course, you would receive an allowance, a very generous one, as in generations past—as was planned for Krystal. But the ownership and the decisions would reside with your sister.’ He took up the bottle once again, scrutinised the label with its picture of the house, then turned back to Davis, and spoke with weight in his voice. ‘The estate would pass to her children. Not yours.’


Davis looked to Krystal for guidance, and he saw concern in her face and compassion in her eyes, not thinking of her own prospects, not yet: still thinking of him. It had been the two of them all these years, for almost as long as he could remember, since their parents died young. Their grandfather had been harsh and distant in those early days, leaving it to his wife to care for them. When she had grown frail and ill, he’d employed a governess, a fierce and judgemental old battleaxe who had reigned over them with absolute authority, until the day she went too far and beat Davis. Clemence had sacked her on the spot. After that it had been boarding schools and summer camps and university colleges. Only in recent years had the old man mellowed, begun to take them into his confidence.


Davis thought of his sister. The fine arts degree, followed by adventuring: skiing, sailing, flying planes, preparing for her own predestined future. And yet there was also the truth his grandfather had alluded to: her heart was here; she was attached to the place.


Davis stood, walked to the verandah railing. The light had turned golden, bathing the garden, the cockatoos now chatting happily among themselves as they chewed at the pine, a steady stream of twigs and needles and cones showering the ground. The wonderful thing about animals, thought Davis: they always knew where they belonged.


And in that moment, an epiphany. A freedom. A burden lifting; a new life beckoning. He turned, saw Krystal’s eyes on him, her forehead creased with concern, his grandfather considering him with wisdom and affection.


‘I think it’s an excellent idea,’ Davis heard himself saying. ‘After all, we’re heading towards a new century. A new millennium. But only if Krystal wants it. I don’t wish to burden her.’


Clemence turned to his granddaughter, not speaking. Davis saw her squint as she regarded their grandfather, a sign that she was thinking deeply. ‘How could you know?’ she whispered.


Their grandfather smiled, a tension easing from his shoulders. ‘Oh, I’ve walked this earth a fair old while.’ He looked from Krystal to Davis and back again. ‘But let’s not be hasty. Davis doesn’t need to return to Melbourne until the new year. We’ll give it a month, make sure that we’re certain before we announce it. It will cause quite a ruckus among our peers.’


‘Fair call,’ said Davis, ‘but between us let’s work on the assumption that Krystal will inherit.’


‘Well,’ she said, ‘if I am to be mistress of Three Wells, perhaps we can tap the cellar for something more appropriate than the house wine. So we can toast you, you canny old coot.’


And Davis laughed, and any remaining tension was washed away, and the matter seemed settled. Worlds had shifted, new orbits dictated, the shape of the universe contorted into a new reality. And yet it seemed such a slight alteration. They were still there, the three of them, united. So not such a very big change after all. Simultaneously momentous and minor.


Some time later, when the sun was down and the lights were on, the smoke from mosquito coils wafting and the mood genial, a satisfied languor upon them, Clemence Heartwood asked his erstwhile heir a final question. ‘This honours thesis—what’s your subject?’


‘The founding of Yuwonderie. How the Seven built the scheme.’


‘Oh my,’ said his grandfather. ‘That should stir the pot.’


‘How do you mean?’ asked Krystal.


‘The Seven, my dear. We do take ourselves ever so seriously. Who knows what skeletons our budding historian might find?’ The old man raised a speculative eyebrow. ‘And in whose cupboards he might find them?’









chapter four


YUWONDERIE IS DIFFERENT. IVAN REALISED THAT THE MOMENT HE AND NELL drove from the sun-bleached flatness of the Riverina and entered the boundaries of the irrigation district on their way to the crime scene. They’d passed from encroaching drought into verdant abundance, the perimeter a clear line: dry and brown and El Niño-blasted to the north; green and abundant to the south. Now he finds the town centre is different too: planned and impeccable, twice winner of the Tidy Towns of Australia award. There are palm trees along the main street, Commonwealth Way, rather than the straggly and haphazard gum trees typical of a country town. Yuwonderie didn’t just happen, Ivan concludes: it was planned and built, its vision laid out before any sod was turned.


Ivan had initially resented the bush, as if it were the landscape’s fault he’d been banished from Sydney. Now, two years into his tenure as head of the Regional Homicide Squad, he’s found his attitude evolving, gradually becoming more positive, a growing admiration supplanting his initial disdain. And while he’s learnt to appreciate the large and prosperous centres like Tamworth and Mudgee and Dubbo and Bathurst and Wagga, it’s the smaller towns that have captured his imagination, the ones fading away, overcome by the new economies of the bush, their dwindling populations absorbed by the bigger towns. But big or small, growing or contracting, most of the country towns share a common feature: they’d all started from nothing. They’d been seeded by a hotel or a river ford, by a crossroads or a railway crossing, by the discovery of a gold nugget or an elevated spot above the flood plain, or even just being a day’s ride from the next settlement. Many faded back into the landscape almost as soon as they were founded, others struggled, a rare few flourished. None of them were planned, not at first, not back in the nineteenth century. And so there is a commonality between them: the streetscapes are similar, the architecture the same: pubs with wide verandahs and corrugated-iron roofs; stone Anglican churches facing off against the redbrick of their Catholic rivals; CWA clubs of white weatherboard and community halls of fibro sheeting; main street service stations falling into disrepair, replaced by highway monoliths; a caravan park by the river; a footy oval; a takeaway serving fish and chips hundreds of kilometres from the sea. Evolving and growing, declining and disappearing.


Yuwonderie has none of that. There’s a cleanliness to it, lawns mown, no litter. Even the air smells different: a hint of moisture, a lack of dust, the sense it’s a degree or two cooler than the surrounding plains. There are Art Deco buildings that could be from Southern California and roundabouts that wouldn’t be out of place in Canberra. Nell steers the four-wheel drive round a central statue-cum-fountain, frothing water, locating a place to park along Commonwealth Way. The shopping strip is festooned with Christmas decorations.


They find the Lone Dog Café in time for a late lunch of toasted focaccia, coffee and iced water, Ivan ravenous after the long drive and the visit to the canal. He and Nell have the place to themselves, the kitchen about to close, the owner checking with his watch before deciding to serve them as if the decision is not his own but dictated by the clock. He’s an old bloke with grey mutton-chop whiskers, who talks to himself incessantly as he busies himself moving chairs in from outside while his wife, a decade younger and chirpy with it, takes over the preparation of their lunch. The cafe has managed to mix the old and the new. The wood-framed windows look original and the floorboards are broad and worn, although buffed and oiled back to life. The art on the walls is colourful, random splotches that conspire to suggest familiar shapes: the figure of a woman, the profile of a face, the intimation of eyes, all framed in weathered grey wood. There’s lots of space between the tables, something else Ivan has come to value in country towns.


They eat in silence, lost in thought, while mutton-chops gives himself instructions on the storage of the chairs—this lot, over there and let’s squeeze a few more in here. Ivan feels a sense of anticipation: these are the investigations he lives for, the ones that aren’t obvious. All too often, there is no mystery, the murders brutal, the killers obvious. The perpetrator is the husband or the boyfriend, sometimes the wife or the girlfriend, or a business partner out for revenge or motivated by greed, but acting in the moment, unable to cover their tracks. Part of Ivan wishes that will be the case here: a quick and easy resolution, justice served. But another part of him hopes for something more challenging, like the case up at Finnigans Gap, or down in the Barmah-Millewa Forest. He thinks of McTosh. The man knows the town, knows its people. And yet he can’t nominate a suspect; Ivan wonders about that.


After lunch, Nell drives them to the Progress Hotel a block down on the right, glowing in the mid-afternoon sun, looking simultaneously modern and heritage-listed. They leave the vehicle in the shade of a tree-lined car park and push through ornate doors of brass and glass. The reception counter, adorned with Christmas bunting, has three clocks on the wall behind it and black-and-white photographs dating to the hotel’s opening almost a century ago. The clock on the left shows the time in Perth, three hours behind, the one in the middle is labelled Yuwonderie/Sydney/Melbourne, and the one on the right, two hours ahead, has the time in Auckland. Nothing as pretentious, or ironic, as Paris, London and New York, but still placing Yuwonderie at the centre of something.


After being checked in by a smiling and efficient clerk dressed in knickerbockers, suspenders and a flat cap, Ivan finds his room tastefully updated: a replica ceiling fan complemented by air-conditioning, the bathroom retiled and fitted with a huge shower rose, water no problem here. He likes this town with its pride and its neatness and its ambition. Now, however, it has a stain and it’s their job to remove it: to catch the killer, and return Yuwonderie to unblemished normality.


Not all autopsies are the same. Sometimes, the bodies are close to pristine. At such times, the opportunity to delve inside the complexities of a human machine is a privilege, to glean the answers from a person who can no longer speak their own truths. At other times, the cadavers are so badly decomposed that near freezing conditions, nose plugs and the most powerful extraction fans cannot alleviate the stench. There is no mystique then, and often no answers.


Ivan doesn’t like any of them. It’s not the state of the bodies that troubles him: it’s the finality. Whatever he and Nell and the pathologist might discover, they can’t bring the person back. And whatever revelations a corpse may silently impart, it cannot compare to a living breathing human being. There are no souls in a body, and precious little personality. Just remnants of a life ended too soon. He and Nell are always too late: a day, a week, half a lifetime, but always too late. That’s what troubles him: the burden of the homicide detective.


Yuwonderie Hospital is an odd affair, another Art Deco building, ninety years old, its concrete render bathed yellow, a little mottled in places. It would make a good museum or a hotel, thinks Ivan, as he and Nell enter the crowded foyer, where the stylish motifs and stonework inlays seem out of keeping with the bustle and practicalities of modern health care. A kindly-looking old man at the information desk directs them towards the morgue, at the end of a long corridor where the retrofitted air-conditioning is groaning as if to plead its case.


The surgeon, down from Griffith, comes out to meet them, removing her gloves, then her mask, revealing a tanned face, eyes bright, a fit-looking fifty-something. ‘Jane Seabridge,’ she says, shaking hands. She’s smiling with her mouth, but the lines on her forehead suggest it’s merely politeness. ‘I’m sorry. I don’t think I should proceed. Not sure I’m qualified.’
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