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Praise for Promise by Tony Cavanaugh


‘One of the most complex and uncompromising heroes since Harry Bosch.’ Weekend Australian


‘The best thing about this book is that it looks like there will be a second one.’ Australian Bookseller & Publisher


‘Chilling and memorable: top-notch Aussie noir definitely not for the faint-hearted.’ Graeme Blundell


‘For crime fans thirsty for an Aussie voice.’ Woman’s Day


‘Tony Cavanaugh’s searing debut marks the beginning of what should be a very promising writing career.’ Canberra Times


‘Cavanaugh’s capacity to crawl inside the mind of his killer character, Winston Promise, is convincing and frightening, walking the reader in graphic detail through the acts of stalking, abduction, torture and killing.’ Herald Sun


‘Compulsive reading, Promise itself is more menacing, more disturbing and much more confronting than any other crime thriller on the shelves. It is brutal. It is terrifying. It is a brilliant book.’ Rob Minshull, ABC


‘The good part of any crime story is an intricate yet totally authentic plot, allowing the reader to suspend any disbelief for the entire journey. Mr Cavanaugh manages this with the deftness of a tightrope walker – all the while retaining his own unique approach to the characters and backdrop.’ The New York Journal of Books
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PART I


SUSPECTS






‘Evil brings men together.’


ARISTOTLE










THE MAN WHO WOULD BE KING


I AM SINKING.


All around me the press and swell of water. Above me a shimmering surface, a radiance of dappled sun. I can’t get back up to it. I can’t hear anything but the roar inside my ears. I’m sinking. Below me I can’t see form or place, but it’s dark. I’m on my way down to the ocean floor. If I make it there, still alive, I’ll probably thud. My arms are waving, my legs are scrambling. I’m trying to find something firm, for my feet to touch, to springboard back up towards the surface, but there’s nothing, only the crush of water. Drowning is supposed to be a pleasant way to die, that’s what I’ve been told. Really? Better than falling asleep and not waking? If I open my mouth and inhale, a rush of cold water will fill my lungs and I’ll sink even faster. Will it bring bliss, that rush of cold water? I don’t think so; I think it will bring panic, an onslaught of panic, greater than the panic I’m feeling now.


Before I was sinking I was getting scared – scared that we were so far from the shore, like the old man and the sea, from the book Dad read me when I was in bed and he’d sworn off the grog, last time for sure, when I lay on the cool pillow that smelled of lemon and the breeze came in off the paddocks, fluttering the curtains, when he came in and sat on the end of my bed and said: Son, this is a great book.


My heart is being crushed. I’m not so good at science, but I think that’s what happens when you sink in water: your insides get crushed.


Why aren’t I floating? Why can’t I float to the top? Why am I sinking? It’s against the law of nature, isn’t it? I’m messed up. An aberration.


I think I can see the bottom. Will I hear a thud? Maybe not. No sounds down here. It’s really quiet. Getting darker too. I can’t make out the outline of our little fishing boat. What happened at the end of The Old Man and the Sea? Did the man die? Did he bring that fish in to land? I might have been asleep by the last page.


—


I HATE WATER. Not the stuff that comes out of taps – that’s okay. I hate being in it. Oceans. Lakes. Swimming pools. Rivers. I almost drowned when I was eleven. My father, in a riotous fit of spontaneous whatever, after too many beers and my worried looks, lifted me from the floor of our rental tin boat and tossed me into the sea. I sank. In what I guess was a sudden hit of the guilts, he then jumped in after me and scooped me up, mid-sink, and carried my limp body back up to the surface. He didn’t apologise, didn’t say anything, just plonked me into the boat, started the engine and steered back in the direction of home. Since that day, some thirty-five years ago, I’ve managed to avoid bodily contact with water, aside from taking showers and baths. People scoff when I tell them this. ‘Oh but, Darian, swimming in the ocean is just the most exhilarating experience.’ That sort of thing. No, it’s not. Give me a footpath, give me concrete, give me a place where my feet are firm on the ground.


It certainly wasn’t nostalgia then that led me to a cabin on the edge of a lake, a place of hibernation where I had been for almost a month, where I would sit on the balcony staring at the expanse of charcoal-grey water; where, most days, I’d drag a small wooden boat, which came with the hire of the cabin, into the water, jump in and chug towards the middle, casting a line, spending hours unsuccessfully fishing while I stared at the mountains in the distance, whose peaks were always shrouded in layers of winter mist.


I was the only tourist in the Great Lakes district on the coast of New South Wales. I’d turned off the highway in search of a motel and got lost while driving along twisted roads that clung to the forms and shapes of the jagged mountain range that hovered over a series of interlocking lakes close to the Pacific Ocean. I’d been driving hard and fast, away from failures. Rose, a woman I loved, and The Train Rider, a killer I’d hunted, their worlds coalescing into an increasingly dark spiral I was unable to control, were both now lost to me.


Rose I had left behind in Byron Bay, a day’s drive from the lake, and The Train Rider, a man whose depraved serial killings had begun to define me, was in the wind. Would I connect with either of them again? I didn’t know. I was in the wind too.


Sitting in a wooden boat in the middle of a lake in dark winter, I was doing an awesome job of not thinking about where to go to next. Back home, on the Noosa River, up in sunny Queensland, my land of sarongs and hammocks, a life of early retirement, didn’t yet feel like an option. My house on the river – yes, more water, but I only look at it – was a brooding reminder of those failures. Not long ago Rose had moved in and her scent would still be in the walls even though she was no longer there. The Train Rider had followed me from Melbourne, had infiltrated the entire area, from Noosa to Nambour, Gympie, Tewantin, towns dotted across the hinterland and coastline; he had vanished just as I came close to finally catching him, but he had left a mark on that part of my life that wouldn’t fade anytime soon.


I had tried not to think about him, which was as successful as not noticing that daylight followed the night. The Train Rider was a monstrous killer. He’d taken, if we were to believe his horrid ex-wife, hundreds of girls in a rampage that’d lasted decades. Snatched them off trains, raped then killed them. Then stuffed them using a state-of-the-art taxidermy process. It was beyond anything I had ever seen, and the house full of his victims, naked and preserved, was like a horror movie that I couldn’t shake off. I’d failed to catch him. First in Melbourne, as a cop, then on the Sunshine Coast. I didn’t like failure. I wasn’t used to it and his survival ate at me like a decay inside my body. As far as we knew he had fled the country. The Train Rider, Kirk Thornhill, was also very wealthy and I couldn’t help but see him sitting on a beach in a resort somewhere in Asia where the policing isn’t what you’d call rigorous, rising from the sand and surf to ride another third world train, take a girl and add her to a growing tableau of real-life dolls.


I’d stay here, on the lake, until the tourists and the sun turned up; that was my plan. And after that, there was no plan. Maybe a trip to Thailand to visit some of my late father’s greatest hits in an effort to get to know him, the bars and the brothels where he spent his last couple of decades in the absence of the son he’d tossed into the sea in a drunken burst of anger a week before he closed the front door behind him, walked across the paddocks to the highway and never returned home.


I dragged my boat out of the water, up onto the sand, and hurled the anchor back into the lake. I lassoed another rope around the base of a tree on the shoreline and then began to trudge up towards my cabin. Yet again without any fish. I pulled my thick black woollen jacket tight around me. Light was fading and the chill of the night was fast developing, blowing down from the mountains.


A white Toyota Camry, late model, was parked out the front of my cabin, next to my mid-sixties bright red Studebaker. Hire car written all over it. Maybe another tourist in search of some midwinter lake activity, I thought at first. Then I saw, as I drew closer, that the front door to my cabin was wide open. I had a visitor.


‘Is that you, Darian?’ I heard from inside, as I walked towards the steps leading up to the porch.


‘Yeah, boss, it’s me,’ I said.


I stepped inside.


—


THERE ARE THREE very different breeds of Police Commissioner. One is the guy – always a guy – who went from wearing a school uniform to wearing a police uniform, no interruption, and began to pound the footpath, learning the ways and whys in the land of crime, from the hopelessly pathetic to premeditated savagery, from the skivs and popheads to the gangs and killers. This is the guy who works his way up from the street; who, by the time he’s reached a desk on the top floor of HQ, has got to know every single person on the floors beneath him. Many are friends, some are enemies, but all of them have a job that he also did, once, so from his grand office of control he knows and understands the challenges of every working man and woman in the Force. When this type of Commissioner is a good guy, not corrupt or in dumb league with politicians, he earns a ferocious loyalty.


Then there’s the guy – pretty much, again, always a guy – who works his way up the ranks, does the hard yards, understands the rigours of the job, earns the respect of his men and women, pledges to help and then, having got the top job, finds himself seduced by the power and influence and turns on his men and women, once loyal but now increasingly disillusioned as his decisions and behaviour become more about currying favour with politicians than active concern for the wellbeing of his troops. This is the guy who disconnects and, in the job, grows into another, unrecognisable person. This is the guy who usually goes down in a coup.


Then there’s the Commissioner who went to university and studied up on criminology and psychology and business, and arrived at the Force wearing a suit and carrying a degree and a whipper-snip skill in Microsoft Excel spreadsheets and wowed the fuck out of the gangs of accountants and lawyers with PowerPoint presentations and felt the cool comfort of a desk while noting trends and talking the talk. These men and women were becoming increasingly popular with governments. The bullheaded old guys were being eased out; they weren’t so hot at TV news conferences and they didn’t do the latte thing with the rest of the media. They smelled of beer and chased skirt. They were old school, twentieth century.


Well, it wasn’t really that black-and-white. The character of Commissioners was always much more nuanced, but cops live in a black-and-white world. Good guys, bad guys, them and us, the boss who understood and the one who had no clue, living in a world of data and politics.


Copeland Walsh, the man waiting for me inside the cabin, was from the old school. He became a cop in the late fifties. His term as Commissioner started in the nineties and crossed into the early twenty-first century, when he was replaced by a hot shot graduate from Sydney University who managed to alienate the men and women in uniform, the police union and finally a new government, who eventually decreed that the infighting and disgruntlement of the police department needed to remain out of the newspapers. He’d been fired and Copeland had been brought back, out of retirement, to take over as Commissioner. It was supposed to be an interim seat-warming type of thing but Copeland was good at his job and loved by all, a rare and true blend of the old school with a complete understanding of spreadsheets, data and how to drink a coffee without offending anyone. He was now close to seventy-five, the mandatory age of retirement for public servants having been blissfully ignored by him and the government he served.


Copeland, nicknamed Copland because he was a walking encyclopaedia of the land of cops, taught me pretty much everything I knew and was responsible for my own fast-tracked rise through the ranks to becoming Officer in Charge of Homicide at an unprecedentedly young age.


‘Forgive the intrusion, but there’s only so long an old man can stand outside in the cold. What say we light a fire?’


‘Good to see you, boss.’


‘And you, Darian. Haven’t aged a wink.’


‘Nor you.’ Copeland was a tall man, at least six foot four. And he was big. He didn’t walk. He lumbered. In his youth he had played cricket for Victoria. He was dressed in a dark-blue suit, blue and white striped shirt and a tie from one of the clubs he belonged to. This one today looked like the Melbourne Cricket Club tie. One of the most exclusive clubs in the country; took Copeland twenty-five years of waiting before he was granted membership.


‘Liar. But kind words, old son, kind words.’


He had already set the fire. Manners, which he had in abundance, had prevented him from lighting it; that would have been an intrusion too far. Scrunched-up newspaper, kindling and small logs had come from a cane basket next to the stone fireplace. The cabin was all wood, old dark hardwood. It had that rustic North American cowboy feel to it, a sort of pioneer let’s-be-men approach to walls and furnishings. There was an open-plan living and kitchen area with two bedrooms; everything I needed. Windows looked out to the lake and, on the other side, a forest of gum and tree ferns at the base of a mountain.


The flames took hold, crawled across the wood.


‘How’d you find me?’ I asked as I removed my coat and wet boots, sitting across from him.


‘Credit card on your check-in,’ he said.


I settled back in my chair and waited. Police Commissioners don’t leave their offices on the top floor of HQ, let alone the building itself, let alone the city or the state, let alone hire a car and drive a couple of hours from the nearest airport to a remote cabin by a lake for a fireside chat with a former detective who abruptly resigned four years before. And if they do undertake any of the above, they don’t do it alone. Whatever it was he needed from me it was important. To him.


‘I understand that you read. To fill in the days,’ he said.


‘I do. But there hasn’t been a day that felt it needed to be filled.’


‘Embraced it totally? Good for you. Wish I could have said the same about my retirement. Bloody awful. Completely boring. I tried golf. That’s what retirees are meant to do, that’s the image on the sides of buses. Disaster. I felt as though I’d died and gone to hell. I tried to renovate the house but that was the same. And what was the point anyway? Renovations are for young couples, not an old man. Somebody suggested a cruise. I can’t remember who but I remember thinking: Is this the end of the line? Sitting on a cruise ship, circling the world without point or meaning? Is this how it ends? You can imagine then how I felt when the Minister rang and asked if I’d go back, renew stability, keep the seat warm, a show of support for the troops until we found the right person to fill the post. No rushing the decision, that’s what we agreed. Whoever was going to replace me needed to be thoroughly vetted. None of this postmodern psychobabble in the interview, either. A solid man. Or woman. Reliable. One of the troops. Someone they can look up to. None of this rancour and infighting. A leader. Someone with notches on his belt. Or hers. Know what I mean, Darian? Of course you do. Someone who’s done the hard yards, walked the beats, worked in the tough divisions, successful conviction rate. But modern. New-media savvy. Might even have his own Twitter account. Or she might. No hint of corruption, of course. No scandal, or if there was, discounted. Thoroughly discounted. You know what the Force is like. Service, I should say. Rumours. Innuendo. Never escape that. But unless there’s anything concrete, anything proven – you know what I mean, Darian? Of course you do – then it’s just talk. Give me the facts. The evidence. That’s our bread and butter.’


Copeland could be direct if he needed to but, in some instances, like this, the end point, the actual meaning of his speech, was arrived at via a circuitous route and, in some instances, again, like this, there wouldn’t appear to be a meaning or end point at all. I’d played this game before. I was one of the few who knew how to play it; in fact, I was probably the only one in the police department. Most cops just stared at him blankly, waiting for clarity.


‘You want me to resolve Isobel Vine’s death,’ I said. It wasn’t a question.


He smiled, as a father would to his son upon the latter correctly divining a tangled challenge.


‘That’s my boy! Always on top of it. I knew I could count on you. Always get to the end of a conversation before we reach it.’


‘Racine’s been nominated to replace you,’ I said. Again, it wasn’t a question.


He leaned forward, nodding, grinning, eager, excited. Like a teacher with his best student.


Outside it had begun to rain. This was a regular pattern: clouds of mist in the morning, the pretence of fair weather in the early afternoon, icy squalls at night. Usually I’d be sitting by the fire reading my way through Infinite Jest, written by the linguistic genius David Foster Wallace, who had also been a junior tennis champion and killed himself at the age of forty-six. My age. Rain spattered the windows.


‘The government wants him, you want him, the men and women in uniform want him and even the police union want him,’ I said.


Nod, nod, nod, smile, smile, smile. That’s right, Darian, keep going.


‘And he wants him.’


Nod, smile. Almost there, Darian.


‘But there’s that small matter of twenty-five years ago.’


‘Tragic incident,’ Copeland said. ‘Hell of a misunderstanding.’


‘And even though everyone’s forgotten about it …’


‘Except you,’ he interjected.


‘… it’s the sort of blemish that could derail him.’


‘First thing the press will do upon his announcement. Look into his past service record.’


‘But if there’s been an independent inquiry, just completed …’


‘Which fully exonerates him.’


‘… which fully exonerates him, then the blemish is gone. And Racine has a clear path to become the new popular, successful Police Commissioner.’


Go to the top of the class, Darian.


‘You’ll have your own office, staff of your choice, total independence, report only and directly to me, no interference. Excellent remuneration. One month, tops. Maybe two. Car and apartment, per diem, all provided.’


He was leaning closer, his hands clasped. By now, in this life I’d established in the cabin, I would normally not only be reading by the fire but I would have eaten. The owner of the cabin had taken pity on me and my inability to catch a fish in the entire time I’d been here and had given me a bundle of fresh trout and whiting to freeze; enhancing the tourist experience for me.


I also leaned forward. Copeland knew what was coming and edged even closer.


‘But what if I couldn’t exonerate him?’


‘If he’s guilty?’


‘If he’s guilty,’ I said.


‘It was suicide,’ he said firmly.


‘The Coroner gave an open finding. He was balancing suicide, self-inflicted accident and murder. He couldn’t decide between them. And it wasn’t just Racine implicated; there were other cops.’


Copeland held my look, spoke sternly, a righteous man. ‘I don’t, cannot, believe that Racine, or any of the others for that matter, did it. Killed that poor young woman. But if your investigation reveals that he did, or was somehow involved, even witnessing one of the others, he goes down. This is, as you understand, a matter driven by political expediency, but it has to be, at the end of the day, about justice. I wouldn’t have it any other way. Find the truth, Darian. I know you won’t let me down.’


For four years, since leaving police HQ in Melbourne, I had been sitting by the Noosa River in a generally successful attempt to capture a sane and tranquil life. River watching, reading in the hammock, pelican feeding, cooking and listening to the crash of the ocean and the swell of the river, the sounds of the birds and happy cries of tourists had become my new four walls of existence. Melbourne, which I had fled, and to which I had returned only once, briefly, while on the hunt for The Train Rider, was a city defined, for me, by murder. You know when you hear a song and it reminds you of a first kiss or a break-up maybe, or catch a fragrance and re-run a moment from the past, when those sensorial moments are flooded by distant memories, joyous or otherwise … The grid, the suburbs, the streets, the beaches and parks were all imprinted upon me through a history and culture of rampage and blood. Bodies strewn across the landscape. A city of murder. That was Melbourne. That was where Copeland wanted me to return.


Since losing Rose and failing to catch The Train Rider, I’d come adrift, sitting in the middle of a lake, doing slow circles in the water. No direction home, that was me. Home, my new home on the Noosa River, was defined by a shimmering failure: the presence of a girl who left me and a serial killer who eluded me.


‘Why not get Internal Affairs to do it?’ I asked.


He leaned towards me, as if inviting me into a secret, and jabbed his finger at me.


‘Too political. They’re all driven by bias and innuendo. Active-duty cops investigating active-duty cops? No. You, Darian. You upped and left without a goodbye or a thanks-for-the-memories. Turned your back on us and left Victoria. No grudges, old son. No hard feelings, not on my account. I understood, when they told me. You’re a rogue. A loner. True to the righteous values. Independent. No loyalties to sway you. Nothing but contempt, a back turned and a new life begun. There couldn’t be a better choice for the job.’


What are you not telling me, boss? I wondered as I stood up.


‘Let’s cook up some trout,’ I said. ‘The rain will ease in an hour or so. Then you can grab your bag from the car. I’ll make up the bed in the second room.’


He grinned, the grin of a happy father, it seemed to me.




WE LIVE FOR MURDER


I BLINKED. IT WAS TWO MINUTES PAST FOUR. STILL DARK. Deep silence but for the sounds of snoring from the next room. The old man wouldn’t be up for a few hours. I rolled out of bed. It used to be that I would stagger out of bed, stumble, crash, knocking myself out in the process. Not now, not since I’d left the Force – now I welcomed being awake with a bright zap of hello.


The fire was long dead. I pushed away the ash, then built a new cathedral of kindling, added some small logs and lit it. The cabin was freezing, but not for long. The flames caught and the glow and warmth spread through the room. I made a coffee, then another and another.


I sat in the chair where the boss had sat last night. We’d eaten the fish and talked of the old days. Reminisced. Swapped war stories. He told me how, when he came to the big chair, second time around, he’d discovered that all the troops in the Crime Department had been screwed over with their overtime; they worked an eight-hour shift, then, if still on a case, they worked the next four hours for no pay, and then, to add glory to glamour, they would work on at half their hourly wage. This they did, working at half-pay until they knocked off, maybe up to thirty hours straight. The concept of ‘knocking off’ doesn’t really apply when you’re on a murder investigation. That was the brilliant cost-saving approach of the previous Commissioner. Copeland was demanding the government change the madness and insisted he wouldn’t budge from the seat until they complied.


We do it for justice, we do it for righteousness, but we also do it to pay the rent and send the kids, if you’ve got ’em, to school. Without a fair dollar, you can’t focus on the job. As Officer in Charge of Homicide, I got that – whenever there had been a financial injustice done against my crews I’d go ballistic.


I liked the sound of the boss’s snoring. It felt reassuring.


I hadn’t said I’d do the job but I was going to. We both knew it. I’d deflected, changed the subject to food, dinner, fish, my inability to catch them; he’d laughed and played along without comment, brought up the war stories, the guys who’d gone down or gone away, and, as always, he ended up in a retrospective crimson gallery of his wife’s memory. Jan had died of cancer after a far-too-long battle against it. I’d gone to the funeral. It was a very private ceremony and, as is sometimes the case, full of inter-family politics and acrimony.


There had been a problem with the body. She had cancer and it wasn’t a good cancer, not that any are, but this one ravaged her body, shutting it down week by week. There was time to prepare. Her death could be marked in a diary, not the exact date, of course, but within a certain time frame. Copeland wanted her buried, intact, in a grave. Her sister wanted her cremated. Jan didn’t care and was unaware of this developing family dispute over how to inter the crumbling body of the woman they loved.


It has always struck me as a curious dispute, because, really, when you’re dead, does it matter?


It mattered to Copeland and it mattered to his sister-in-law. He was steadfast and he won. I suppose they were arguing over something else below the surface, but it became intense and permeated the funeral service to the point where the sister refused to even look him in the eye.


I was the only other cop there, aside from his Chief of Staff. This was just before he retired as Commissioner, first time around. Afterwards, in the car park, away from the family and mourners, he’d fallen into my arms and wept. I’ve never been good with the expression of my own emotions but, funnily enough, I’m good at it when it comes to other guys. I held him tight in the flat gravel car park of the Malvern Catholic church, telling him not to worry, telling him that it wouldn’t matter if we were late for the lowering of the casket at the cemetery, telling him to let it out.


‘A beautiful woman,’ he had said at the time. ‘Wise, sharp, smarter than me,’ he kept repeating.


—


COPELAND WAS OFFERING more than a job. I’d been trying to fight it but having a hard time. I was remembering the buzz and the thrill of an incoming murder announcement. We lived for murder. It was exciting. In Victoria we’d have about a hundred a year, but we always wanted more. Give me two hundred, three hundred, give me a city of killings. The swirl of the eighth floor, the crews working Homicide, the buzz and the thrill, the oxygen that gets us moving. Eventually, over time, I was poisoned and burned out, unable to break free of the victims and their wraith-like murmurs of anguish fingering out like tentacles, reaching into my increasingly vodka-soaked mind as I kept searching for the very few killers, most notably The Train Rider, who slipped the net, stayed in the shadows, killing again and again or maybe retiring after one or two successful shots at it, leaving behind the plaintive sounds of the victims, calling for justice. Or calling out for me, at least, the guy who wanted to be perfect, Mr Hundred-Per-Cent, that’s how it seemed. I couldn’t deny, not after seeing the boss and hearing the war stories, that old feeling of camaraderie within the ranks of the crews on the eighth. The idea of going back to HQ, to solve a twenty-five-year-old killing, was giving me flutters of excitement.




COPLAND


MY FEET WERE HURTING. I WAS WEARING LEATHER SHOES FOR the first time in four years. I was also wearing a suit, again for the first time in four years. Shirt tucked in and a tie squeezed around my neck. I was walking into St Kilda Road HQ, up the steps and into the foyer. It was my first day back on the job as a cop.


St Kilda Road HQ was built to intimidate. All police HQs are. It’s all about intimidation. I was in my early twenties the first time I walked into this building, a kid with just a few years in uniform behind him. I’d been picked by an older, powerful cop with influence to join Homicide at a ridiculously early age. Copeland had been impressed by my investigative skills and fast-tracked me.


I was intimidated the first time I stepped inside the building. Not today.


—


THE FOYER IS large: a tall, open space full of light that blasts through the facade of windows that face the street. A white marble floor. A long reception desk to the left, a security gate nearby, leading to a corridor where the lifts whisk you up to one of the nine floors above. A guy in uniform sitting behind the reception desk, dreaming of better things. Sometimes it’ll be a woman. They are cops, who are not noted for welcoming skills, but, on average, they exceed many of the hotel greeters I’ve encountered around the world. My footsteps carried to the guy behind the reception counter as I approached.


‘Darian Richards,’ I said.


‘Seeing?’ he asked.


‘Detective Inspector Darian Richards. I’ve been assigned an office. If you could tell me which one and buzz me through.’


‘Yes, sir,’ he said and began both an online and hard-copy search for any record of my name and expected arrival details. Behind me I could hear the incoming traffic passing through the revolving doors and walking across the foyer, zapping themselves through security and heading towards the lifts. I kept my back to them. In four years there would have been a turnover of cops, but most of those who walked behind me, across the foyer, would have known me. Was it yet out, on the gossip cycle, that I had returned? Most likely. Would anyone care? Only the crews, up on the eighth: my crews, those I had abandoned without a farewell, let alone an explanation.


‘Detective Inspector?’


The guy was smiling. He’d finally found me in the system.


‘You’re on the second floor. Office 26G.’


Guys in uniform love hierarchy. Hierarchy is everything. Rank, position, respect. Intimidation also.


‘Put me through to the Commissioner,’ I said.


He stared at me as if I’d just announced I was a suicide bomber.


‘Excuse me, sir?’


‘The Commissioner. Get him on the line for me.’


‘He’s in a meeting.’


‘I don’t care. Tell his PA to interrupt him. Tell her to tell him that I need to speak to him immediately.’


Who is this fuckin’ guy? he must have wondered as he pursed his lips in a very non-cop way, punched in the numbers and then spoke softly into the phone. ‘Jen, it’s David at reception. I have a Detective Inspector Darian Richards here and he wants to speak to the Commissioner … Yes, I told him that …’


I leaned over the desk and took the phone from David. He looked as though he was going to arrest me – he was a cop, after all – as I spoke: ‘Jen, Darian. Get the old man out of the meeting. Tell him I need thirty seconds. Tell him, “precedential ground rules”.’


‘I warned him you’d still be a troublemaker, Darian.’


I laughed.


David looked as though he might have a stroke. I turned around, for the first time, still holding the phone and leaned back on the counter, now eyeing the shufflers and the stragglers. It was well past nine. The swaggering and the drunk, the heroes and the losers, tough guys with too many abs and too much attitude, the geeks and the cowed – you can pick ’em all. Every division has its own physicality, look, attitude. As they walked in for the new day, I now held their gaze. Most I knew, though not necessarily their names, and some I didn’t. No-one from Homicide. Not yet. That would come.


‘Is that you, Darian?’


‘Boss, you’ve put me on the second floor.’ Hierarchy rules, perception is everything.


‘Not me, old son. I told them: don’t put him anywhere but the eighth. Even the ninth, up here next to your old boss, but you know what they said? No space. Recruitment drive since you left. Bursting at the seams. We’ll be putting desks on the bloody rooftop soon. It’s a good office, Darian. I went there myself, checked it out. It looks straight across at Melbourne Grammar. All that bluestone, eighteenth century, not to my liking, never been convinced by the concept of boarding school, but it’s necessary I suppose if you live hundreds of miles away from Melbourne and want the best for your son – or daughter – but it is gracious, that view.’


‘I’m on the eighth or the ninth or I’m not here at all,’ I said.


There was a moment’s pause, then: ‘Still a black-coffee man? Or has the life of sarongs and hammocks got you drinking herbal tea?’


‘Still a black-coffee man, boss.’


‘There’s an excellent cafe at the top of Toorak Road, just across from France-Soir. New. Best coffee this side of the Yarra. You’ll be comfortable there while we sort this out.’


‘I’ll be waiting for your call,’ I said.


It might have been petty-minded and childish of me, schoolyard behaviour, but it was also necessary. If I was to get cooperation and respect from other cops – and in order to conduct a cold case in which the suspects were cops, that was exactly what I needed – I had to be seen to be the top gun I once was, not a loser, not a wannabe, not a forgotten hero who’d lost touch, now rusty. They had to believe I was still the leading homicide investigator, the guy with the best solve rate, the guy people lived in fear of, the guy who ran the sexiest and most sought-after division. Even if I wasn’t that guy and, after four years in a hammock by a river, I knew I wasn’t that guy, not anymore. I had to pretend and hope like hell everyone bought it.


—


ON THE NIGHT of 21 December 1990, eighteen-year-old Isobel Vine was found dead in her house in Osborne Street, South Yarra. She was slumped, naked, on the back of her bedroom door, hanging by a man’s tie that had been wrapped around her neck. She, or someone else, had secured the tie to a solid brass hook on the door. Because she was naked the immediate assumption was that she had died during a fling with auto-erotic asphyxiation that had gone terribly wrong.


I was sitting in the cafe, looking out across Toorak Road, a long boulevard that sweeps down from St Kilda Road, past swanky outdoor cafes, expensive designer-clothing shops, restaurants and hotels, down a hill through the suburb of South Yarra, one of the hippest and most expensive in the city, until it reaches a stately park on one side and a modern library on the other and begins to climb up another hill; over the other side is Toorak, the heart and soul of old money and tradition within Melbourne. Trams clattered along the street, which was, like all the old streets of Melbourne, originally built from bluestone cobbled blocks, many of which still remain. BMWs and Saabs jostled for space on the road, trying to slide past the trams, which paused to let on and disgorge passengers every few hundred metres. I was going through the original case file, which had been dragged out of the Archives building in North Melbourne and couriered across to my rented apartment, which happened to be just around the corner, off Toorak Road, in a street lined with oaks, Davis Avenue.


The file wasn’t exactly thorough. The details of the case – a dead teenage girl in a South Yarra house – were pretty straightforward, albeit exotic in a weird sexual way, to the first responding officers. As they sealed off the house and waited for CIB, the Coroner and pathologists to arrive, they speculated that the death was her own fault. She had indulged in some masturbatory fantasy while going for the thrill of the choke and then lost control.


There were no signs of a struggle or of any violence, anywhere inside the house. No break-in at a window or door. Rape and murder were not only discounted, they weren’t even considered.


Auto-erotic asphyxiation was, and remains, a very unusual death, and for a young woman to die in this way was extremely rare. More recently it has taken on a cultural relevance, with Michael Hutchence and David Carradine allegedly dying while experiencing the rush and thrill that the loss of oxygen can bring to a sexual experience. The problem with choking yourself, despite whatever fail-safe mechanisms you put in place to avoid a nasty accident, is that you flirt with the edge of consciousness, and it’s a very narrow edge. One half-second too long and you’ve lost consciousness and you’re dead. Choking during sex is definitely a two-person game.


Additionally, the responding cops considered suicide, presuming that Isobel had deliberately wrapped the tie around her neck and then slumped to choke herself to death. A little weird, but there was very little that they hadn’t seen before.


What seemed like a Coronial toss-up between an auto-erotic asphyxiation gone horribly wrong or a suicide suddenly went awry when, some days later, Isobel’s father, an elderly jeweller named Eli, loudly and angrily announced that it was in fact murder.


That was when the shit well and truly hit the fan, and that was why I was sitting in a cafe in South Yarra, waiting on an office in St Kilda Road, reading a crusty old file and wondering if any of the original responding officers were still in uniform.


Eli’s story provoked questions not only about Isobel’s death but also about police involvement in her life in the weeks leading up to it. Seven weeks before she died, Isobel had returned to Australia from an exchange program where she had spent a term in her final year at a high school in La Paz, Bolivia. When she stepped off the plane she’d been met by members of a Federal Police task force, who’d been tipped off about a small quantity of cocaine she was smuggling into the country. These Feds, according to Eli, had harassed Isobel right up until her death, with some hardcore threats of jail time, wanting to know whom she was bringing the cocaine back for.


The revelation that Isobel was being harassed by the cops and, no doubt, by the drug importers, placing her firmly in the middle of one gang wanting her to talk and the other wanting her to stay silent, added credibility, some suggested, to the suicide theory.


But old Eli kept screaming. It was murder. And, he added, the ones who killed her were the ones with the most to lose: cops who were in with the drug ring, Eli claimed. They were the ones Isobel was most scared of. They got her to bring in the cocaine and then they killed her when she was caught. Nobody paid a lot of attention to the old guy. Just a distraught father howling at the wind. Give us the evidence or shut the fuck up, was the general attitude.


The case then took a turn when it was revealed that four young cops had been at Isobel’s house on the night she died. She’d hosted a party and they’d turned up. I checked the file. Isobel had died at approximately four in the morning. The party had begun at seven the previous night and, according to the very brief witness statements, the last person at the house left her alone, stoned, drunk and listlessly happy at about 2.45am.


The four cops were all young constables. They all said they’d met up with a friend, a girl with the improbable name of Ruby Jazz, at one of the city nightclubs, the Underground, and she’d told them about a party at a girl’s house in South Yarra. Ruby was going there and suggested they tag along. Which they did. Their witness statements were also very brief. They’d arrived at about midnight and had left by one.


The first three names listed in the file were Boris Jones, Jacob Monahan and Aristotle Pappas.


The fourth was Nick Racine, the next in line to become Victorian Commissioner of Police.


Confounded by the lack of evidence amid the accusations, but having confirmed that Isobel was being hassled by Feds who were investigating a drug-importation ring, the Coroner gave an open finding. In other words, he couldn’t make up his mind. Soon afterwards, Isobel was cremated.


All of this happened well before I joined Homicide.


Over the years the Isobel Vine case took on a mystique, largely because it had never been solved, but also because at its centre was the strikingly memorable image, conjured up in lurid reports by the media, of a dead naked girl tied to the back of her bedroom door. And because her father, Eli the jeweller, had raged at the injustice of her death ever since. Like one of those obsessive nut-jobs you occasionally see hanging around outside the front of an embassy or an abortion clinic, old Eli took to mounting a lonely and ignored vigil by the front steps of the St Kilda Road police HQ on the anniversary of her death. Every year he came with two hand-scrawled placards that railed against the murder of his daughter and the ongoing cover-up from within the walls of the building, a cover-up orchestrated by the police who were guilty of Isobel’s murder who now, year after year, determined to keep the truth silent, never to be exposed or revealed. When will the true killers of my daughter – POLICEMEN! – be held to justice? he asked in thick black texta. I remember seeing the old guy, dressed in a cheap plastic coat, shivering against the cold wind and ignoring the rain as it fell around him, parked by the steps leading up to the foyer, holding his signs, each one bearing a colour photograph of his daughter. He was there, out the front, every year on the day of her death. He didn’t speak – he just glared at every one of the passing cops, especially ‘the four’, Jones, Monahan, Pappas and Racine, as they arrived for work. After a while nobody bothered to even notice him. He was mad, obsessed. As more time passed, ‘the four’ went on their way, slowly climbing the ranks, and, one assumed, began to forget about the fresh-faced, dimpled Isobel with her shortish dark bobbed hair, her high cheekbones and wide smile with one crooked tooth.


Until now. I knew that Racine had, according to the boss, welcomed my appointment to investigate Isobel’s death, but I wondered about the others. I didn’t know Boris Jones and had met Monahan only a few times in the past. Last I heard Monahan was high up in the Drug Squad. Pappas was a Homicide cop. I’d knocked his application back a few times while I ran the squad. My successor, Zach Reeve, had hired him. Pappas was okay but he seemed, to me, a little too prone to fits of anger and he did have something of a wild past. Girls and clubs. I wasn’t surprised to read that he’d been involved with the others at the inner-city nightclub. Back in the eighties he was a booze-girls-and-coke boy. I’d always had a bad vibe about him.


Twenty-five years is a long time to completely forget about an embarrassing incident – at best – or a crime – at worst – that never caught up with you.


My phone buzzed. I put down the file and answered.


‘You’re on the eighth floor: 803, next to Homicide,’ said Copeland.


‘Be there soon.’ I glanced down at the files. ‘Hey, the files that were sent across to me, are they the only ones? They seem thin.’


‘No idea, old son. I just put in the request and left it up to the archives people.’


Copeland signed off cheerily, leaving me to worry that the scant official records of her death were going to make the job, nearly three decades later, all the more difficult. And I couldn’t get it out of my mind that some cops deliberately keep case notes at a bare minimum in order to deflect prying eyes. Was that what happened with Isobel’s file? If so, a good job was done.


There’s an old truism in policing: every moment beyond the actual crime is a bad moment lost. The killing is a hot zone and as the hours tick by the investigation becomes more challenging. Cold case work relies on recreating that hot zone and the case files are the first important element.


This was starting to feel icy.




ROADWORKS


SITTING INSIDE A POLICE CRUISER WATCHING A PROCESSION OF cars crawl past her at the highway-roadworks regulation speed of forty kilometres per hour would have to be the most boring task on earth, thought Maria. For three weeks she had sat in the car, its red-and-blue lights circling to advise drivers that yes, roadworks speeds were enforced, staring at the construction guys as they poured asphalt and rolled backwards and forwards over the freshly made new lane in the highway. The two northbound lanes on the Bruce Highway, close to the Nambour turn-off, had narrowed into one and the traffic inched by as trucks and construction vehicles and men in yellow safety vests laboured on. Why the government had seen fit to place a manned police cruiser at every roadworks site along the highway she did not know. It seemed a huge waste of resources. Up and down the length of it there would have been at least a dozen other cops, like her, bored out of their brains, watching the cars, watching the road being built, wishing that something, anything, might happen. All she did was stare vacantly through her windscreen, hoping that a driver might go insane and smash out onto the dirt-and-gravel shoulder with a hundred-kilometre surge of dust and stone, endangering life, so she could fire up the siren and give chase. Maybe the driver had a pistol and he could fire at her, The Fast and the Furious style, and she’d fire back, hit their tyres and watch as the getaway car skidded off the road and, sailing through the air, crashed into a tree, whereupon it would burst into flames. Then maybe she could leap from her cruiser, gun at the ready, and run to the car and drag the bank robbers or drug dealers with a boot full of coke and cash out of the flames, just before a massive fireball engulfed the entire area.


Nobody did anything remotely illegal. They all drove at their stately forty and smiled, sometimes nodding or waving to her as they passed.


Occasionally she fantasised over some of the better-looking guys who drove the trucks and poured the asphalt, but that, too, was a short-gain trip. They were all too busy to talk to her except the occasional dumb-arse supervisor who would lean on the side of her parked car and chat inanely about black spots on the highway or how many fish he’d caught on the weekend. And anyway, none of the highway workers were her type. They all had the sunglasses-tatts-and-beard thing going on, and even though her lover Casey was as tattooed as Ray Bradbury’s The Illustrated Man, the thick-beard look, which reminded her of the Kelly Gang or dirty pirates from three hundred years ago, gave her the creeps. She stared at their beards and wondered what insects and vermin and foodstuffs had gathered in them.


This was her punishment, she knew, from Fat Adam, her boss, the head of the Noosa Hill police station, a gift to her from his envious little heart, for having become high profile in a world where mediocrity reigned. Only recently she had been reassigned, by the Commissioner, no less, to a very high-profile task force to investigate The Train Rider, a Melbourne serial killer who had relocated. Maria had worked out of the salubrious Homicide offices in Roma Street HQ, down in Brisbane. The task force had exploded. She’d been fired out of it but, soon afterwards, almost caught the killer and, in doing so, saved the lives of three terrified girls. And Fat Adam didn’t like any of it.


Another forty-three kilometres of roadwork to go. It was a big reno, and both the state and federal governments were proud of their nation-building in the form of added lanes to the existing highway system, which spanned the edge of the continent, connecting each of the capital cities in a vast, open, lonely, empty land. When she wasn’t imagining fireballs in the paddock or staring at the groaning road-building machines, she’d sometimes try to do the calculations on how long it was taking them to construct the road on which she sat. She’d never been good at maths, but this was impossible. Some days they’d advance a metre. Some days, thirty metres. Some days it rained and nobody turned up. Except for her, of course, because even in the rain, when the trucks lay idle and the workers enjoyed a paid day off, she had to sit in the cruiser and enforce the speed limit. Occasionally Casey rode out to her on his Harley and kept her company in the passenger seat of the cruiser – breaching a number of cop regulations, but she didn’t care; she was past caring – with a lunch of cooked noodles, Thai-style mostly, and her favourite: key lime pie. He’d regale her with stories and, like kids, they’d play I-spy, then, when that wearied, they’d make up fantasies about the people inside the cars that passed them so slowly that they could see in and get a snapshot impression of the driver and passengers. None of the stories were as good as the car chase and gunshots ending in flames as she heroically rescued the baddies from the burning car. Some days she listened to The Hunters and Collectors Best Of CD and chanted the chorus of ‘Holy Grail’. Some days she jived to the indie band Machine Gun Fellatio, who Casey insisted had the best name band ever, with the possible exception of Les Négresses Vertes.


Cars on the highway, an endless stream. When she was a kid she’d loved being in the back seat in her parents’ car on the highway, staring out through the rear window. Who are these people? she used to wonder. Where are they going and where have they come from and are they happy? Are they driving into the arms of a lover or a kid like me or are they driving to a place that will make them angry? Or sad. She’d often give them names. She would sit there, on the back seat, staring through the rear window and think: hello, your name is Ant. Or: hi, your name is Sissy. Or: hello, you don’t have a name because you look mean and I think you should die.


Cars on the highway, an endless stream; this wasn’t why she had become a cop. Sure, all cops did the drudge. Part of the gig. But if Fat Adam had his way, she’d be on road patrol for the rest of the year and well into the next. She’d been thinking about transferring out of Noosa. Even a one-dog town in the middle of the outback would be more fun than this. Casey had said he’d follow her – ‘No dramas, babe’ – just as long as she was happy.


Her mobile rang.


‘Hello?’


‘Chastain?’ It was Fat Adam. Maybe he’d just got news that the roadworks were going to be extended for another two hundred k’s.


—


HOW DOES SHE do it? thought Adam.


Is she fucking Darian Richards?


Is she fucking the Police Commissioner?


Before picking up the phone to call her, he’d been sitting in his office, staring, yet again, at the letter from the Commissioner that stated that his officer, Senior Constable Maria Chastain, had been seconded, at the request of the Victorian Commissioner, to Melbourne, to work on a short-term special investigation. I mean, really, come on, from one Commissioner to another … about her?


Does this have anything to do with Darian Richards? It has to, thought Adam.


He stared out through the window of his office at the teams of detectives and investigators who worked the main open-plan room at Noosa Hill. They were under his control, all of them. The only wild card was Chastain. He wanted to hurt her.


He’d been staring at the letter for over a week. When he first read it he was astonished. Angry. Bitter. He ignored the letter for as long as he could, but now, after a week, he knew that he’d soon get a phone call, saying, ‘Why isn’t Chastain in Melbourne?’ and there’d be no answer. You can’t say, ‘Because I’m pissed off she gets all these high-profile cases and no-one ever thinks about me.’


Adam came from Melbourne. He’d been on the Sunshine Coast, running Noosa Hill, for just over three years. He knew Melbourne and all its back streets and its bad guys, he knew the cops who owed him a favour and he knew it could be a tough town. If Chastain was going down there to work on a special investigation, at the request of the Commissioner himself, then maybe Adam might arrange for a bit of a welcoming party for her. Give her a bit of rumble, give her a bit of Think you’re so high and mighty? Take this, bitch.


But as he picked up the phone, he knew he wouldn’t follow through. He couldn’t admit it to himself but he was scared of payback from either Richards or her crazed boyfriend, Casey Lack.


‘Hello, Maria,’ he said. ‘You’re going to Melbourne.’




TANTRUMS


I PACKED UP THE FILES AND WALKED ACROSS FAWKNER PARK, a large and gracious expanse that extends from Toorak Road down to Commercial Road, towards HQ. More oak trees. This part of Melbourne, like many parts of the inner city, was created back in the nineteenth century by wealthy Englishmen. These were the empire-building days. English-mansion-style houses were surrounded by cramped workers’ cottages, wide boulevards by narrow side alleys and streets for the less important. Large parks had been designed and built by Englishmen who planted elms, poplars and oaks; they weren’t just creating a park, they were advertising the glory of the British Empire. As winter fast approached, many of the trees in the park were losing their leaves. Melbourne is, really, the most European city in the country.
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