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      ‘If you are in hiding, don’t light a fire.’
 Ashanti proverb

      
      
   



      
      
      1

      
      No Eye Contact

      
      MAYBE SHE WAS TWELVE.

      
      All we’d been told was that a girl had been stuffed into a plastic wheelie bin, one of the large ones. Olive green with a
         bright yellow lid. The lid hadn’t been properly closed. That’s because plastic wheelie bins aren’t made to hold people.
      

      
      It was the 1980s and metal rubbish bins were starting to be phased out; plastic and recycling bins were new. Only a few councils
         had begun to introduce them. People didn’t get the recycling thing, me included, but I knew they weren’t meant for throwing
         out human bodies.
      

      
      It was my first body. Until then I’d been running down petty crims, attending domestic disputes and too many drunken fights
         in aimless streets of ruined houses built by a generous postwar government in the suburb of Springvale, far from the heart
         of Melbourne, a flat, sprawling city just north of the Antarctic. Down behind a small, seedy shopping plaza that advertised
         a sex shop, a noodle bar and a discount chemist was a gravel lane. A yellow neon strip at the back of the sex shop spilt a
         dirty light into the gloom of night. Beyond its reach, a seemingly endless carpet of low and flat suburban streets, spreading
         across to a distant ocean. I could hear the low rumble of the highway, six lanes that led to the heart of the city an hour away. It was cold and late. It was a Thursday.
      

      
      A fat guy – the guy who owned the sex shop and who’d called it in – was bouncing on his toes as we walked towards the girl.
         At first he looked suspicious. Then he looked impatient. He was waving at us.
      

      
      ‘Down here,’ he shouted.

      
      We’d parked at the end of the lane and got out to walk the distance. My partner, Eric, an old cop, liked to walk and slowly
         observe as he entered a crime scene.
      

      
      I could see part of her body sticking out of the bin.

      
      The cold made the gravel harder. The sounds of our feet crunching down the lane carried like sharp echoes.

      
      ‘Kid?’ said Eric.

      
      I hated being called ‘kid’.

      
      ‘Yeah?’ I replied.

      
      ‘How long you been in uniform?’

      
      ‘Four months.’ I was nineteen.

      
      ‘Ever seen a DB?’

      
      ‘What’s a DB?’ I asked as we drew closer. Crunch, crunch.

      
      ‘Dead body.’

      
      Cops love shorthand.

      
      ‘No,’ I said. ‘Not people, that is,’ I added, as if the clarification might be helpful.

      
      ‘Don’t look ’em in the eye,’ he instructed.

      
      The sex shop owner was already talking before we got to him. ‘So I come outta the shop, you know, to go home, it’s late, you
         know, and pow, there she is. I mean, what fucking loony goes and shoves a kid in a bin? I mean, you know, what the fuck?’
      

      
      
      What the fuck indeed.

      
      Eric was old school, a walking police department. He’d done it all, seen it all. Forensics, traffic, CIB, community liaison,
         missing persons – each of these areas has its own department now, but back then they were just an everyday part of the job.
         The two-way was in the car, at the mouth of the narrow lane. Mobile phones were something I’d seen in a Lethal Weapon movie and they were the size of a small suitcase.
      

      
      ‘Let’s check her out,’ he said. ‘Lie the bin down, kid.’

      
      She was slumped inside, like she’d folded in on herself. An arm was sticking out. Whoever had put her in had shoved her feet
         first. I took the bin and rolled it back towards me. One of the wheels had come off. My mum would have complained to the council.
         Guess the fat guy didn’t care; we were out the back of a sex shop where nobody usually bothered to venture.
      

      
      I tilted it backwards and gently laid it down on the gravel lane. The yellow lid flipped open and her body flopped out. She
         had brown hair.
      

      
      ‘Drag her out, kid,’ said Eric.

      
      ‘Can I go now?’ asked the fat owner.

      
      ‘No,’ said Eric.

      
      I reached in.

      
      The yellow-lid bins are for recycled stuff: paper, bottles, cans. She smelt of cardboard. I gently eased my hands under the
         girl’s shoulders and slowly pulled her out, over the lid, onto the gravel.
      

      
      She was still warm.

      
      As I lay her on the cold, hard ground, her hair fell away from her eyes, and there we were, face to face. I exhaled, and my
         breath hung before her in a white mist.
      

      
      
      The DB. Eighties shorthand. Now we call them ‘vics’.

      
      Maybe she was twelve, I thought. Not much older than that.

      
      ‘What do you think her name is?’ I asked stupidly.

      
      Eric ignored my question.

      
      ‘Kid? What did I say to you?’

      
      I looked up at Eric, then back down to her face. Our eyes met and I held her gaze.

      
      Don’t look ’em in the eye, he’d warned. Because, if you do, you’ll connect.

      
      It was good advice from a seasoned cop. Advice designed to help a young rookie survive, advice that I ignored.

      
      You do connect. But not only with the victim. The last person they see alive is the person who kills them, who extinguishes
         life. And the next thing their dead eyes see is you.
      

      
      That’s the common bond between you and the killer. He’s stared into her eyes as the door on her life closes and you pick up
         after him. You find him. You close the case. Close her eyes. Put him away. Let her rest. If only there was rest for you. If
         only they stopped coming. I was young. Later I’d learn they’d never stop coming.
      

      
      —

      
      IT WAS ADVICE that I ignored yet again, many years later, as I stared at two sets of eyes belonging to two young bodies, laid out like
         patchwork, an entwined mosaic of limbs and a ribbon of hair, floating in the shallows beneath me.
      

   



      
      
      2

      
      ‘You Cannot Retire’

      
      SOMEWHERE A PHONE WAS RINGING. FAR AWAY, BURIED, ITS ring tone an annoying and vaguely familiar song. It stopped. I pretended it hadn’t happened. I continued on with the wise
         business of river-staring. For those of you uninitiated, this involves sitting in a comfortable chair or, in my case, a hammock,
         staring at the flow of the Noosa River on an incoming tide. Occasionally you may see a plank of wood float past or pelicans
         with accusing looks that say, ‘Where’s my food, pal?’ or, every now and then, a boat full of tourists, or one of the local
         fishermen who trawl the long river for anything that swims around under its brown, quick-flowing surface.
      

      
      River-staring is one of my main occupations now. I used to be called ‘the Gun’. People said I was the best homicide investigator
         in the country. Used to be. I resigned over two years ago.
      

      
      The phone rang again – the same annoying pop song – and then, after a brief pause, it started up one more time. The song had
         been designated to a girl who was, at the time, in mortal peril of being taken by a serial killer called Winston Promise.
      

      
      Promise was dead. After a hunt, I caught him, watched as my so-called partner shot him and then buried him in an unmarked
         grave that nobody would discover. So it wasn’t him trying to make contact.
      

      
      I had four phones during the time I was searching for him, all of them with songs specifically designated to potential victims
         so I would instantly know, if one of them rang, who was under threat.
      

      
      It stopped. This was now the third time it had rung. It meant someone wanted my help. It meant someone thought they were in
         trouble.
      

      
      I have little memory of what happened after Maria and I emerged from the dark forest where Promise lies buried next to an
         unnamed creek and called it in. An empty killer’s house, no sign of the owner, lots of questions from suspicious cops, but
         no charges. I recall coming home in a daze. I recall the walls of my home covered with pictures of Promise’s victims. I recall
         tearing them down. I remember staring at the river and waiting for the glow of dawn. I remember it rained. I remember putting
         the phones away in a cardboard box. Along with my gun. I’d kept the phones on charge, connected up to a powerboard. Even though
         Promise and the threat that he posed to those girls had been erased. Why did I do that?
      

      
      It rang again.

      
      I walked in through the wide open doors of my old wooden shack on the river and looked up at the roof.

      
      The house I lived in had been built in the 1920s by a fisherman who was, I’m convinced, either permanently drunk or extremely
         eccentric. When the wind blew hard – which it did nearly every day, as the river’s mouth to the ocean was barely a mile away
         – the house swayed as if inebriated. The fisherman builder either got bored, ran out of money or decided that a ceiling was
         unnecessary. Above me were exposed hardwood beams and sheets of tin metal. When people were polite they said it looked rustic. It didn’t. It looked unfinished, but I didn’t care. When I bought the house all I
         wanted was a place to escape. And after my initial reaction – what the fuck is that all about and why did the real estate
         agent fail to mention there wasn’t a ceiling? – I stopped looking up and eventually forgot about it. The hardwood beams had
         become a useful place to store things. Among which were a number of cardboard boxes, and in one of them, a phone that wouldn’t
         stop ringing, a girl in need of my help.
      

      
      The old fisherman had installed a power point in one of the beams above me. Cords snaked from it to the ceiling fan and an
         air conditioning unit that didn’t work and an extension cord, which disappeared into one of the twenty-seven boxes above me.
      

      
      Why had I kept the phones on charge? Why hadn’t I turned them off? Buried them, like I buried the killer? Now that the danger
         had passed, did I really want these girls to stay in touch? In case there was future trouble? All teenage girls have trouble.
         Why did I keep the lines of communication open? Was it the buzz? Was my friend Casey right when he handed me the Beretta and
         told me I’d never get rid of it, that it was part of me?
      

      
      I’d retired, left the force, turned my back on the darkness. I’d come out of retirement to cleanse the Sunshine Coast of a
         killer, but since then I’d been just dandy, happy sitting at the end of my jetty. Hadn’t I?
      

      
      —

      
      ‘DARIAN, IS THAT YOU?’
      

      
      I was tempted to say: no, wrong number, sorry, and hang up, but one of the unfortunate by-products of designating ring tones
         to certain people was that you could picture them. I knew, as soon as I saw the phone – bright pink – vibrating with some long-forgotten song we’d chosen over a year ago, that it was eighteen-year-old
         Ida from Vienna, backpacking her way around Australia. She’d been left on the edge of my lawn by the river one night, naked
         and terrified, swathed in a cocoon of about sixty-five layers of cling wrap, a gift from the serial killer to me. Against
         her will I’d forced her to leave Noosa and lied about how beautiful the Gold Coast was, how happy she’d be down there, and
         dumped her at the Nambour railway station. I did the right thing; she’d been targeted by Mister Promise and he would have
         gone back to her cheapo motel room and finished her off just for the fun of taunting me. Had she won the hours-long argument
         she would have ended up literally joined to a string of other victims in a macabre and perverse display of his glory.
      

      
      ‘Ida? What’s up?’

      
      Mistake number one: don’t invite a problem. I quickly tried to make up for the error.

      
      ‘I’m sitting out by the river. I’m really enjoying not having to be a cop or be involved in any crime. It’s great. I’m catching
         a lot of fish,’ I lied.
      

      
      Didn’t work.

      
      ‘Darian, you must come. Only you can help. There are so many bodies–’

      
      And that was it. I thought I heard some sort of swift movement from behind the words, like a person grabbing the phone off
         her, but maybe it was my imagination. I looked at the pink phone in my hand and checked its battery level; maybe it had died.
         But no, it was still fully charged.
      

      
      I redialled.

      
      
      ‘Hello, this is Ida, please leave a message.’ And then, ‘Hallo, hier ist Ida. Bitte hinterlasse eine Nachricht,’ which I took a wild stab at being the same, but in German.
      

      
      I stared at the phone and felt the emptiness at the other end. I tried not to see her, but that was as useless as trying to
         stop breathing.
      

      
      I stared at the river. I stared at the hammock. I stared at a flock of seagulls on my front lawn. I told them to fuck off.
         They didn’t move. They never do. You have to run at them, physically intimidate them, otherwise they’ll stand and stare at
         you, hoping or expecting that eventually you’ll succumb and feed them a crust or a soggy potato chip.
      

      
      That’s me, I thought. Like a dumb seagull. Programmed to react and respond in a certain way. Help, she’d said. Only you can help.
      

      
      No, I thought. I don’t do that anymore. I’ve retired. That’s all behind me, remember, as instinct took over and, without even
         thinking, I reached down to the very bottom of the box in which the phones had been tossed. Under them and some old rubbishy
         LPs by Deep Purple, as if buried from sight and mind, was the gun.
      

      
      The Beretta 92. I felt its cold metal, gripped my hand around it and pulled it out, tucked it into the back of my jeans and
         rang my colleague in the glass tower.
      

      
      —

      
      ‘I’M BUSY, I cannot talk. What is it you require? I am in the employment of the CIA, temporary, of course. High-level paranoia. Their
         remuneration is rather good, I might add, better than yours, dear colleague. What is it you need? I am in your rapture.’
      

      
      
      This was Isosceles, a brilliant computer genius I’d dragged out of court some years ago. I made sure that the charges against
         him – about 875 breaches of the telecommunications act – were dropped, then I hired him to be the analyst/computer guy for
         all the crews working homicide under my watch on the eighth floor of Victoria Police HQ.
      

      
      ‘I need you to track the location of this number,’ I said as I squinted at the little screen on the mobile phone.

      
      ‘Ida from Vienna,’ he said as I heard his fingers tap dancing across his keyboards. ‘The first woman to travel around the
         world on her own came from Vienna, did you know that, Darian? Her name was Ida too. Ida Pfeiffer. Tremendous achievement considering
         women weren’t even allowed visas in the 1850s. Labrador.’
      

      
      There was silence on the other end, the sort of silence that says, ‘Done, task over’.

      
      ‘Labrador?’

      
      ‘Labrador. Not the hound but the town.’ He giggled. Isosceles brought his rather eccentric sense of humour to every murder
         investigation he worked on. It didn’t exactly endear him to the homicide crews but usually nobody said anything. The guy was
         a genius and routinely supplied information that led to the successful conclusion of an investigation through arrest and conviction.
      

      
      ‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘Can you get me the exact location in Labrador?’

      
      ‘Indeed. That will take just a little while longer.’

      
      ‘Call me back.’

      
      ‘Just a query. Before you go. Does this search for Viennese Ida represent social activity? By which I mean, are you intending
         to go visit her? She is very young, too young for you to be engaging in sexual activity, I would have thought. Or are you
         in fact coming out of retirement, again? By which I mean is she in peril?’
      

      
      
      ‘I don’t know.’ I paused. ‘I think she’s in trouble.’

      
      ‘Darian?’

      
      ‘Yeah?’

      
      ‘You cannot retire.’

      
      He hung up before I could respond.

      
      Moments later my mobile buzzed.

      
      ‘Yep?’

      
      ‘Tell me I’m a genius.’

      
      ‘You’re a genius.’

      
      ‘I know. The signal from Viennese Ida’s phone has not ceased. It might be turned off but the battery has not been removed,
         therefore I can tell you with complete certainty that she is in the Coombabah Lake Nature Reserve, a large forest of dense
         bushland on the northern side of the Gold Coast Highway, close – in fact approximately two hundred metres – from Coombabah
         Lake itself. She is, in fact, dead smack in the middle – pardon me, Darian, I do apologise – she is smack in the middle of
         what was a crab farm, until its closure in 1972. I wonder what happened to the crabs after they shut down the farm? Do you
         think they just left them to die? I’ve emailed you the coordinates. It’s not as remote as the Sunshine Coast, but it’s off
         what you might call the beaten track.’
      

      
      I looked at the map. The town of Labrador was on the right-hand edge up near the top of the Gold Coast. I’m not good with
         directions, but I do left and right pretty well.
      

      
      —

      
      THE GOLD COAST is like a brother or a sister to the Sunshine Coast. Each is a resort playground full of tourists and itinerants, a series of towns and villages strung along a magnificent coastline that connects them and seems to never end. Hundreds of
         miles of pristine white sand and surf. In the middle of these tourist meccas is the capital city of Queensland, Brisbane,
         a town of some two million people. Forty years ago you’d be driving down a Brisbane street and have to stop and give way to
         sheep. Now it’s a hot city, cool and groovy. The big difference between the Sunshine Coast and the Gold Coast is that one
         has a thousand skyscrapers, numerous 1970s high-rise brick apartment blocks and an angry violent stretch in its heartland
         called Surfers Paradise, home to bikie gangs, hookers, Russian mobsters, endless thousands of drunken teenage students and
         equally violent and nasty cops armed with tasers and batons. I drove through it once. It reminded me of Tijuana.
      

      
      The other is a gentle, beautiful – some might call it boring – place where the greenies insist the tallest building can be
         no taller than a palm tree. The Sunshine Coast.
      

      
      The twin playgrounds on the surf are joined by the Bruce Highway. It takes at least two hours to drive from one to the other,
         more likely three or four, depending on the urban snarl of Brisbane traffic.
      

      
      I thought about driving down there, to see if Ida was all right. That was my next mistake: thinking. I should have just relied
         on my instinct.
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      Connections

      
      ‘I THINK IT’S BEST IF WE DON’T EVER TALK TO EACH OTHER again.’
      

      
      Maria was a sergeant at the local police station. She had hooked up with one of my only friends, Casey, and had been my unofficial
         partner in the hunt for Winston Promise. She was career-minded and liked to play it by the book. I didn’t. It wasn’t the best
         of partnerships. In fact, since she blasted Promise into eternal damnation she’d barely spoken to me. Taking a life, even
         that of a serial killer, is a momentous step in a person’s journey. It places you within a rarefied society, in which many
         of the inhabitants are evil; it redefines you and makes you – forever – consider who you really are. If you have the propensity
         to extinguish life once, for whatever reason, you’ll never stop worrying if you will do it again. Maria didn’t talk about
         it but I knew she was shaken to the centre of her identity. As I was the one who contrived for her to take aim and pull the
         trigger she had, since, carefully chosen to avoid me, keep me at a faraway distance. Casey still tossed out the dinner invitations
         when we spoke on the phone but if I ever said yes I think he’d collapse with shock.
      

      
      My role in the investigation of serial killer Winston Promise had also caused some excitement with the boys on the hill, especially
         Maria’s idiot boss, Fat Adam. I’d broken one cop’s arm and laid out two others in the very public arena of a nearby highway.
         I was best avoided if you wanted to climb the ranks at the Noosa station and Maria was ambitious.
      

      
      I ignored her opening line. After all, she’d taken the call. ‘Do you know anyone stationed on the Gold Coast?’ I asked. ‘I
         just had a call from a girl who seems to be in some distress.’
      

      
      ‘Call them yourself,’ was the answer.

      
      ‘Thanks, never thought of that. It’s a simple call, it’ll take three minutes of your day.’

      
      Cops are clan-like. As long as you wear the uniform you’re part of the special elite. If I called I’d be put on hold for an
         hour and then passed on to some dummy who’d log the report and go back to sleep. I might have been one of the clan two years
         ago but now I was a civilian.
      

      
      ‘Please,’ I added, remembering she was a well brought up girl.

      
      ‘What’s the distress?’ she asked.

      
      I told her about the call and gave her Isosceles’ coordinates.

      
      ‘I’ve got a friend,’ was all she said before she hung up.

      
      I went back to the river.

      
      I wasn’t aware I’d just passed on a death sentence.
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      Connectivity

      
      ‘WHAT THE FUCK HAVE YOU DONE?’ SCREAMED MARIA.

      
      I checked the time. It was five in the morning. I was in the kitchen, on my third black coffee, and she was on the other end
         of the line.
      

      
      ‘What are you talking about?’ I asked.

      
      ‘Johnston is missing,’ she said.
      

      
      ‘Who’s Johnston?’ I asked.

      
      ‘Johnston is the officer I rang, at the Gold Coast. He told me he’d check out your Ida story, told me he’d drive out to have
         a look. They’ve been on the phone to me. He’s disappeared and they’re blaming me because that call was his last. It was a
         favour, it wasn’t even official, he didn’t log it in and now he’s missing.’
      

      
      ‘Who’s they?’ I asked.

      
      ‘Stop asking questions and give me answers.’

      
      ‘Answers to what?’ I asked, not very helpfully.

      
      ‘What exactly did the girl say to you? What’s there, at that place you said she was calling from? Who is this girl? What’s
         she mixed up in that would lead to a cop going missing?’
      

      
      ‘I can answer questions one and three but they’re not going to help; it’s questions two and four that need to be investigated.’

      
      
      ‘What the fuck? Questions two and four? What are you talking about?’

      
      —

      
      A FEW YEARS ago it used to be that thirty thousand people were reported missing in Australia every year. Now it’s thirty-five thousand.
         Most are found. About sixteen hundred are not.
      

      
      One thousand, six hundred people missing. Every year.
      

      
      They’ve either successfully created a new life having escaped a bad one or they’ve been abducted and killed. Body dumped and
         buried somewhere. In ten years that’s over fifteen thousand people, an unknown number of them the victims of killers.
      

      
      When a person gets reported missing cops react accordingly with reassuring phrases like ‘They’re bound to come home, just
         wait’ and a recitation of the stats. It makes sense. No-one wants to spend time, money and resources on a kid who’s out joy-riding,
         off the radar for thirty-six hours, only to turn up hung-over and hungry.
      

      
      If they don’t turn up, though, the cops don’t have another playlist. It’s the same refrain: ‘They’re bound to come home, just
         wait.’
      

      
      Things are a little different if it’s a cop who’s gone missing.

      
      —

      
      I RE-DIALLED IDA’S phone. This time it rang.
      

      
      ‘You Darian, right?’ said a man’s voice. Rough, laconic, European maybe, young.

      
      ‘Can I speak to Ida?’

      
      
      ‘Ida. She dead girl sing,’ he said.

      
      Then hung up. The next call went straight to voicemail.

      
      He must have not known to take out the battery of her phone or didn’t care. It was still sending out signals, from the Coombabah
         Lake Nature Reserve, from the exact place where, forty years ago, a crab farm had been situated by the side of a dusty road,
         now a highway, three hours’ drive away, according to the Navman that rested on the dash of my car.
      

      
      —

      
      ‘IT’S YOUR FAULT,’ Maria had said to me on the phone. ‘I’m going down there and you’re coming with me,’ she had said. ‘I’ll pick you up from
         your place in forty minutes.’ She hung up without waiting for a reply.
      

      
      I left without her.
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      Place of the Cobra Worms

      
      I WAS DOING SEVENTY MILES AN HOUR IN MY STUDEBAKER. Even though Australia embraced the metric system many years ago I didn’t. Kilometres are lame. They suck. I was passing jerks
         in grey suits driving anonymous cars. They were all doing k’s, cruising to work. I was driving. I was doing mph.
      

      
      I have two cars. One is a Toyota. It goes. It’s nice. No attitude. It’s good when I want to be anonymous. In it I’m cruising.
         It drives itself. I could have a smorgasbord lunch while driving the Toyota. The Studebaker is a car. It snarls and grumbles.
         In it I’m driving and after about an hour behind the wheel, as the city of Brisbane began to loom ahead of me, awash with
         dawn’s golden light reflected off the city towers, after the sheer thrill of the joy-ride began to wear off, I thought: What am I doing?

      
      I’m not a cop anymore. I’m not a private detective. I left that world behind. Why am I driving hours down a congested highway,
         through sugar cane and pine plantations, passing a rapidly exploding sprawl of housing estates and industrial zones, which
         hug a string of beach communities along the Pacific Ocean coast in south-east Queensland?
      

      
      Why didn’t I call the cops? They’d take my call. They’d listen. They’d probably even go check out the old crab farm. They’d
         probably find my missing Austrian girl. They’d know what to do and where to look. They’d have the inside running.
      

      
      So why, I wondered, as I sped past Caboolture, towards Bald Hills, did I decide to play the hero?

      
      I knew the answer but I didn’t like it. It was why I’d left those mobile phones connected, and on charge. It was why I kept
         the Beretta, hidden, safe, waiting.
      

      
      I’d returned to the gun. It was my life, my code, no matter how hard I’d tried to leave it behind.

      
      And in my heart I knew that the Gold Coast cops would be like all other cops.

      
      They’d be bothered by my call. It was work. It’d mean they’d have to drag themselves out of the office. It was inconvenient.
         Chances were it was nothing. So many of the calls lead to nothing or, worse, a domestic. Maybe, I speculated, I just wanted
         to be a hero. But one thing I did know: I wanted to make sure Ida was safe.
      

      
      Only you can help, she had said.
      

      
      —

      
      DRIVING FROM THE Sunshine Coast to the Gold Coast is easy. You point your car in the direction of down and stay on the wide highway.
      

      
      After passing through Brisbane – or driving around it via a massive eight-laned highway bypass – the traffic became more intense.
         The Gold Coast is only forty-five minutes’ drive away from Brisbane but a lot of people commute. While the speed limit on
         this stretch of highway is 60 mph or 100 k’s or, in some parts, 110, most drivers seem to think that somehow they are in Germany,
         hurtling along the autobahn. The average speed seems to be 140. I’m not big on speeding fines, and I counted three speed cameras on
         the way down, so I kept to the limit. At this pace I could observe the hysterical weaving in and out of lanes by the fast
         drivers in my rear-view mirror then, as they roared past me, ducking in and out of the three lanes as they mowed on ahead.
      

      
      After passing the city of Logan, which is known, probably unfairly, for its population of bogans, my car started to creep
         up on a blue Holden that looked as though it had just come from a wedding. Streamers and balloons adorned it, stuck to the
         edges of the windows. Staring at me through the back window were three teenage girls. The car was packed with another three
         girls in the front. It was being driven by a P-plate driver. As I passed it I noticed the side panels were covered in large
         scrawls of handwriting.
      

      
      FINISHED SCHOOL, said one of the messages. OFF TO SCHOOLIES, said another and finally, scribbled where there was some space
         left: YAY!
      

      
      The girl driving the car was holding on to the wheel with great concentration. The windows were all up and inside I could
         see the other five singing to a song that must have been playing loudly on the car sound system.
      

      
      The five girls all waved at me and yelled, but the driver didn’t take her eyes off the road and kept her foot on the pedal
         at exactly 100.
      

      
      Schoolies week is an annual drink and fuck fest where kids who have just graduated from high school, mostly about seventeen
         years old, descend on the Gold Coast for one long, endless party at the beach and in the clubs. It was notorious, loathed
         by parents, adored by kids across the country. Between twenty and forty thousand teenagers, like the six girls in the car with
         the windows up, singing happily to a song on the radio, were about to hit the beach.
      

      
      As was I.

      
      I wondered how long their innocence would last as I overtook them.

      
      —

      
      I TURNED OFF the highway and carefully drove to Sea World, one of the numerous Disneyland-type theme parks. I had already driven past
         Dreamworld and Movie World and Wet’n’Wild, which was a waterworld.
      

      
      Sea World, I knew, was nowhere near the Coombabah Lake Nature Reserve. I had, as usual, gotten tremendously lost. Rather foolishly
         I’d turned off the GPS. I truly hate being spoken to by a friendly computer who has a better sense of direction than I do.
         I turned it back on.
      

      
      ‘Perform a U-turn where possible,’ it helpfully told me.

      
      Kids and parents spread out from the entrance to Sea World. They were laughing and holding stuffed toys and eating ice-cream
         cones or hot dogs or burgers. Empty tour buses waited. Another car park was swollen with empty cars, baking in the sun. Behind
         me was a forest of tee-tree that opened onto the beach. I could hear the pounding of the waves on the other side of the scrubby
         green thicket. I turned at the nearest roundabout and went back in the direction I’d come from. On my left was a five-star
         Sheraton Mirage, on my right was the Versace Hotel, the only one in the world, I seem to recall. Flashy cars, fake breasts and big teeth dazzled me from both sides of the road. I sped on. I was beginning to regret
         having told Ida to come down here.
      

      
      I drove back onto the highway and turned right. Gleaming high-rise apartment blocks were everywhere. Canals of brilliant blue
         water weaved between them. The sunlight radiated from the waterways onto the facades, sparking off the windows like scissor-mirrors.
         This was definitely a place for sunglasses.
      

      
      For about twenty minutes I travelled back the way I’d already come, driving along a winding four-lane highway that snaked
         along the water, turning inland and back towards Brisbane. Isosceles had been following my journey and, appalled by my progress
         so far, decided to call and guide me on the hands-free. I had him in one ear, the atonal GPS in the other. At least he provided
         me with a narrative of the landscape.
      

      
      ‘Did you know that Coombabah means “Place of the Cobra Worms” in the local Aboriginal language?’

      
      ‘No. I didn’t actually.’

      
      ‘Do you know what a cobra worm is, Darian?’ he asked. I had at least another ten minutes, according to the GPS, before I reached
         my destination, time that was going to be filled by his idiosyncratic questions and my ignorant responses.
      

      
      ‘No. I don’t.’

      
      ‘Little wood-borers. Apparently they are a delicacy when soaked in water. Isn’t that interesting?’

      
      No, not really. ‘Fascinating,’ I replied.

      
      ‘Don’t be patronising, Darian, it demeans you.’

      
      ‘My apologies,’ I replied.

      
      ‘Accepted,’ he said. ‘Turn right at the next lights, do a U-turn and then turn left at the next road.’ And I did, turning the GPS off and now allowing myself to be guided by him.
      

      
      ‘I’ll tell you when to pull over. The signal from her phone is approximately 145 metres from the road, in the middle of the
         bush. Is it hot and dry there? There might be snakes.’
      

      
      The road was narrow and the forest of dry scrubby bush rose up on either side. It was hard to believe there was a lake nearby.
         There were tourist signs indicating bushwalks and what animals and birds one might see on these walks. I climbed out of the
         car and looked around me.
      

      
      I was yet to find out exactly where Johnston might have parked his car, but it and he were nowhere to be seen. For the time
         being I wouldn’t worry about the missing cop and would focus instead on finding Ida. It was, after all, still uncertain that
         the two were connected.
      

      
      I was starting to feel and act like the desk idiots when a missing person gets reported: don’t worry about it, they’ll turn
         up.
      

      
      Well, the likelihood of an officer vanishing in response to a girl missing was pretty remote, I told myself. Most likely Johnston’s
         disappearance was related to something random like getting drunk or running off with a new lover.
      

      
      I was ignoring my own basic first rule of an investigation: there’s no such thing as random.

      
      I looked in at a deepness of swamp oak and paperbark trees, wild grass and native bush. I’m not fond of the wild; even though
         I grew up on a small farm I prefer footpaths and streets.
      

      
      As I pushed aside low branches and entered the forest I heard and felt a swampy floor – the place was moist with salt water,
         oozing from the nearby lake that was fed by estuaries and rivers, all of which merged into the Pacific Ocean which, Isosceles reliably informed me, was only a few kilometres away. Broken shards
         of sunlight dappled across the trees; the canopy above was thick and undulated slowly as a wind gently buffeted the leaves.
      

      
      Isosceles guided me. I climbed over fallen tree trunks and sank into pools of stagnant swampy water and crossed saltmarsh
         pockets of dry land until he finally said:
      

      
      ‘Here.’

      
      I looked around me. I was standing in about three inches of murky black water that was seeping from the ground below. Paperbark
         trees, bent and gnarled like old men, stretched away from me, as far as I could see. Larger blackbutt gum trees sprang out
         of the ground, towering up into the impenetrable sky above. It was gloomy and dank. No snakes but lots of mosquitoes.
      

      
      ‘I can’t see anything but trees and more trees,’ I said.

      
      ‘I can only get you to an accurate radius of about six metres. Her phone is close by.’

      
      The last time I did this I found a teenage girl’s skull, shorn of her face, hanging in a tree above me. Instinctively I looked
         up and saw lots of branches and leaves. Nothing human in any direction.
      

      
      I closed my eyes and tried to imagine being here in the shadow of a teenage girl from Austria. Or as a killer. Or as somebody
         who had abducted her. That was part of my problem. I didn’t know who or what I was stalking. What had happened to her?
      

      
      Forget the phone I said to myself. Look for the person.

      
      I stepped back and focused on the shape of the bushes and the flow of the ground. The pattern of nature is perhaps as chaotic,
         or structured, as the pattern of a person’s life but I tried to see if what was laid out before me showed signs of intervention.
         I looked for moulds of footprints, for broken twigs and branches, for anything in the unspoilt tangle of bush that might give me a direction
         to follow. This was much easier in the streets of a city or in a victim’s house or, especially, in the face of a possible
         suspect. Still, I tried to place myself within the surroundings and get a sense of the lines and forms around me, the lines
         of the trees and the grass.
      

      
      After what seemed like two decades I noticed that an area of tall hard grass seemed to have been flattened. I walked over
         and began to flatten it myself, in the hope that I was on to something.
      

      
      I was.

      
      I’d stepped onto a hard firm part of ground, dry. With the denseness of the bush around me I hadn’t noticed that it was like
         a small hill and gave way to an expanse of mangrove-infested swamp that ebbed darkly under tree roots and overhanging vines,
         the water sparkling with pools of sunlight that managed to penetrate from above. The swamp reached away from me until it was
         swallowed up by a black wall of trees in the near distance. Sitting on the ground, on this hillock, was a pink Nokia mobile
         phone.
      

      
      But it wasn’t the phone that got my attention. It was the bodies of two naked girls, their hair flowing gently into a matted
         web, floating just beneath the surface of the water. They reminded me of Millais’ painting of Ophelia or, more recently, Nick
         Cave’s video clip where Kylie Minogue is lying face up, dead, in a small pool of water. In both the clip and the painting
         from the 1850s, the dead woman floating in water seemed serene, as if her death and the surroundings of the gentle pasture
         and shallow river were at one.
      

      
      Not so with these two girls. Their mouths were open in a frozen scream of terror and their eyes were bulging out, as if imploring
         me to stop their anguish. I’ve seen a lot of dead bodies in my time and none of them were at peace, not even my father’s, who fucked and drank his way to death in a shabby Bangkok hotel
         room. No matter how many you see, no matter how prepared you are – and I certainly wasn’t at this moment – they are shrill
         in their horror which has an insistent ability to wrap itself inside you and not let go.
      

      
      The girls seemed to be young, about eighteen or nineteen, maybe a little older. There was no indication of how they’d died
         but one thing I was certain of: it was murder.
      

      
      There were no bullet wounds, no apparent bruising, although that was hard to tell from where I stood, and no sign of blood,
         although that would have been swept away by the gentle swell of the tides. Their arms were outstretched as if they were appealing
         for help or reaching out in an embrace. I couldn’t tell if there were indentations around their wrists, which would indicate
         they’d been tied up.
      

      
      There are so many bodies.
      

      
      What had Ida meant? Were there more bodies? In this watery grave? Elsewhere?

      
      A body under water will decompose at half the rate of a body left above ground. These girls looked like they’d been killed
         within the past forty-eight hours, meaning that Ida’s frantic call to me had come at a crucial time close to their death.
      

      
      —

      
      I’D DRIVEN DOWN here to find a missing girl. I’d ignored her cry about ‘so many bodies’, tried to push it out of my mind. I don’t know what
         I expected but I hadn’t been prepared for this. Now I’d discovered a double homicide and no sign of the girl I was actually looking for. Still, I had her phone. I put it into my
         back pocket and called Isosceles.
      

      
      ‘No Ida, but I found her phone …’

      
      ‘Brilliant work.’

      
      ‘… and the bodies of two dead girls.’

      
      ‘Oh.’

      
      ‘Not Ida. Can you trace her incomings and outgoings?’

      
      ‘Done. I’ve already emailed it to you but, Darian, I don’t know if this is her primary phone. You gave it to her for the specific
         purpose of triggering an emergency and loaded it with enough credit to keep it going for a while with minimal use. She has
         certainly been using it but nowhere near as much as a girl her age would normally be accessing such a device. And it’s registered
         in your name, with your address, which means I haven’t been able to find her address. What’s her surname?’
      

      
      Good question. I had no idea.

      
      ‘She was just Ida from Vienna,’ I replied, aware of how lame that sounded.

      
      ‘Very helpful,’ he said. ‘Cannon to right of them, cannon to left of them, cannon in front of them, volley’d and thunder’d, storm’d at with shot and
            shell, boldly they rode and well,’ he added in an upbeat manner, quoting one of his favourite poems about the ill-fated charge of the Light Brigade during
         the Crimean War, an obsession of his.
      

      
      I didn’t respond but took it to mean that he would keep on with the search for Ida’s identity despite the significant obstacle
         of not even knowing her name.
      

      
      ‘Are you going to stay down there? You’ll need to be connected; I can do that for you but I need a place of abode, an address,
         a place where you’ll be sleeping and rising in the morning so we can communicate.’
      

      
      I hadn’t thought that far ahead. I hadn’t planned on staying on the Gold Coast for longer than the day. Hero that I was, I
         imagined I’d arrive down here, find Ida within a couple of hours and be back home on the Noosa River before midnight.
      

      
      ‘No problem. I’ll let you know when I have it. I’m going to email you a photo of the girls’ faces. It might help identify
         them.’
      

      
      As I leaned down and snapped shots of the dead floating girls a thought crept through me: was this what Johnston saw? Before
         he went missing?
      

      
      Had I inadvertently sent him to their watery grave at a time when the killer was still in the area? No such thing as random.
      

      
      I was afraid I had.

      
      —

      
      THERE ARE SEVEN major police stations on the Gold Coast. Major as in big two- or three-storey bunkers, each one full of cops, each one a
         concrete warehouse. They like to do it big on the Gold Coast. It’s a splashy, in-your-face city. In October they close the
         streets and run an Indy car race. They have million-dollar horseraces. The first casino in Queensland was built here. Dino
         De Laurentiis, the larger-than-life movie producer, built Australia’s first movie studio here. The tallest apartment building
         in the southern hemisphere is here, sitting on the beach. The beach is big. The waves are big. The surfies are big. The drugs
         and the sex trade is big. I didn’t know it at that time but the education industry is big here too. There are over forty institutions
         selling graduate education of some sort. Two major universities. One of them has over fifteen thousand students. The other was built by a white-collar criminal billionaire
         who spent years in jail for defrauding millions from his investors. The university is still named after him. No shame here.
         I felt the boys in the seven bunkers could more than easily handle the two girls floating beneath me.
      

      
      I was wrong on that.

      
      I expected the boys in the bunkers, with the massive amount of crime on the Coast, would respond with professionalism, albeit
         of the testosterone type, in regard to the floating bodies and the crime scene.
      

      
      I was wrong on that too.

      
      I knew the boys in the seven bunkers had put away some of the most aggressive and violent gangsters in the country. I knew
         they were tough. I’d driven past one of the courthouses. It looked like an industrial complex. I knew they’d be a different
         breed, different from the boys on the Noosa hill, back up on the Sunshine Coast. Up there it’s Japanese tourists and stoned
         rich kids. Little guys growing dope and drink-driving. It’s tourism crime. Down here, on the Gold Coast, it’s hardcore. It
         was sleepy and laid-back in 1954. Now it’s a hellfire inferno. The waves kept crashing against the beach and the corks kept
         popping; it is a tourist playground, after all, but there’s a rumble-fuck not far below the surface. Step back from the beach
         and you can feel it, hear it, see it. The cops more than meet the need. They’re known to show off their guns to teenage girls.
         They don’t mind a bit of jackboot.
      

      
      I had a choice: I could either walk away from the crime scene and let someone else find it or I could call it in and suffer
         the endless questioning about how and why, in the middle of ragged bushland, I just happened to stumble across two floating bodies. Cops can’t help themselves; they love to make connections, especially
         obvious connections like a dead body and the person who discovers it. It’s a default mechanism: person finds a dead body,
         same person must be responsible. It’s an automatic connection as if logic and common sense are ignored. You call it in, you
         invite scrutiny, suspicion.
      

      
      I had a job to do: find a girl called Ida. If I called in the double homicide I’d invariably get tangled in the investigation.
         What were you doing there? How did you just happen to find them? Aren’t you the ex-cop who, it’s rumoured, has killed over
         a dozen guys, good and bad? Aren’t you the ex-cop who broke about a thousand laws up on the Sunshine Coast while that serial
         killer was on the loose? The same cop who assaulted three fellow officers? What are you doing here, so far south of where
         you live?
      

      
      And what were the answers? I’m looking for a girl called Ida from Austria who called me with a vivid and most likely inflated
         description of bodies …
      

      
      And what did lead her to this place? What was her involvement? An innocent bystander, someone who stumbled across darkness, that’s what I was hoping. Maybe she wasn’t
         so innocent. Maybe she was responsible, in some way, for the bodies.
      

      
      I wanted to protect her but I wasn’t sure who it was I’d be protecting.

      
      And now with their colleague missing, from the same place, all those cop suspicions would be seriously amplified and these
         cops liked aggro. Recently a young guy, a father of one, was arrested on the Gold Coast for creating a public nuisance, which
         meant he was probably pissing in a narrow street or yelling too loudly; he was dragged into one of the police stations and
         beaten up by the uniformed cops – who knew the CCTV cameras were recording it. In response to a question by the press, after this was made
         public, asking if this was appropriate behaviour, the Queensland Police Commissioner said, ‘Of course.’
      

      
      I really didn’t need the hassle and the inevitable delay and frustration.

      
      But.

      
      I’d connected with their eyes. I shouldn’t have looked when I was a rookie kid with Eric, after he warned me on our walk down
         the dark alley. I hadn’t learned even all these years later. I should have looked away as soon as I saw those bodies floating
         in the water. I shouldn’t have made contact.
      

      
      But I had and I was going to pay for it.

      
      I called it in.
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