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PART I

 

‘And nothing, where I now arrive, is shining.’

DANTE ALIGHIERI, ‘INFERNO’


1

Make No Promises

NINE MISSED CALLS.

My gun and my phone; they were my life. Leaving my gun behind was easy. I just hurled it like a baseball into the ocean. I didn’t bother to watch its dead journey from the top of the cliff. I was staring at my phone. I knew I had to destroy it too, but I shoved it into my back pocket and kept walking. Later, I told myself.

Nine missed calls, same caller ID. I’d driven for eighteen hours, until the exhaustion had finally kicked in and I’d pulled off the highway. Six coffees later, I stared at the phone, which I’d carefully placed on the other side of the table as if it were a guest.

I was the only customer in the roadhouse. Out back there was a car park stretching deep into the night, crammed full of road trains and campervans and long-haul semis but they were still, quiet; everyone was asleep. A crumpled woman wearing a name tag that said Rosie had served me from behind a counter display of deep-fried day-old food. She had also been asleep when I walked in. Now she was staring at me, which is what most people would do to a man who doesn’t answer his phone when it rings and then buzzes and rings and then buzzes for twenty minutes. What’s wrong with you? Answer your phone. You’re hiding, you’re on the run, people are chasing you.

Rosie kept a dark watch on me. I knew she’d scanned the fastest way out in case her suspicions were confirmed and I was indeed a monster slowly awakening with each bolt of the coffee she reluctantly handed me. I guess my dubious behaviour was aggravated by my ring tone: Jimi Hendrix’s ‘Hey Joe’.

I knew the song well. I knew similar details of real domestic murder cases even better. The ring tone was a code, plugged into all of our phones, signalling a call from Family of Victim. Even though we had a lot of victims, spread over long years and across the reach of a vast city, it didn’t matter; the questions at the end of the line were always the same.

Rosie was starting to flinch on cue, as Jimi’s voice rumbled on about how Joe had gun-barrelled his woman into the ground because she looked at another man.

The same number flashed up on the caller ID. I’d memorised it long ago. I gave Rosie a wide smile and asked if she’d be so kind as to give me a seventh coffee and then picked up the phone and answered, my voice stretching back over eighteen hours and a thousand kilometres.

‘Hi.’

‘You resigned?’

I guess that after nine missed calls the shock had worn off; all that remained was anger and betrayal. Her voice was tired. I knew she had been crying; I knew this call would cast her into a dark journey from which there was no hope. She knew it too. I just had to confirm it, that’s all.

‘Yes,’ I said.

I heard an intake of breath: deep, slow, like the last echo from a sinking world. I burned away my shame and shut my eyes hard and kept them in a clinch while I waited for her to answer. From a place that seemed further than a thousand kilometres away I heard her say: ‘So, she’s dead.’

She hung up before I could reply. It would’ve been easier if I’d answered the first call. After nine unanswered attempts she’d distilled everything into a silent landscape of recrimination that would linger long after she hung up.

I looked out through the window. There must have been at least thirty semi-trailers and trucks in the car park. It was getting close to four in the morning; soon it would be dawn. A car sped past. I’d been following its approach since I noticed a tiny light, way off in the distance. Outside, beyond the neon spill from the roadhouse, it was black. No moon, no stars, no shape to the scrublands that stretched far and wide around me.

I put the phone down. In it were stored hundreds of contacts. I flipped off the back, removed the battery and eased out the SIM card. Before I allowed any feelings of doubt or remorse or guilt to surface, I snapped it in two.

Out in the car park, I shattered the rest of the phone with the heel of my boot. I picked up the pieces and threw them into an industrial rubbish bin. I heard the growl and rumble of a road train as its engine came to life. I heard the crunch of gravel as another truck began to ease towards the highway.

I walked towards my car. I had another six hundred kilometres to drive.

—

MY NAME IS Darian Richards. I grew up on a sheep farm, beneath a mountain called Disappointment in the soft valleys of the Western District. Every night I would lie in bed and stare out at the next mountain: it was called Misery. In the mornings I’d go outside and stare at a third mountain: it was called Despair. They were named a hundred years earlier by some fool explorer who was searching for The Great Inland Sea, which didn’t exist. Every time he climbed one of the mountains he got excited. Every time he reached its peak and looked across more land, he got … well, we know.

I couldn’t wait to get out of there. I had nightmares; it was as if the feelings he’d given these places as names were conspiring against me. Aged seven, I imagined I was already doomed. I knew there would be disappointments. But misery? Despair? Was that what the future held?

I was sixteen when I caught a lift with a truckie. I didn’t look back at those mountains. He dropped me off in the heart of Melbourne, two hours down the highway.

Three years later I was a Constable with the Victoria Police where I stayed, climbing the ranks until I had become Officer in Charge of the Homicide Squad. I earned a reputation as the top homicide investigator in the country. At the age of thirty I was also the youngest.

Most crews have a ninety per cent success rate. Ours was ninety-eight. People called me a legend. I wasn’t. I was just doing my job. Still, investigators from other cities would ring and ask my advice. Ministers from State governments would hassle my boss and try to get me seconded to clean up a murder that was lingering too long on their front pages.

I stayed in that job for sixteen years, until I could bear it no longer, which was exactly two weeks ago, when I abruptly resigned, having decided to relocate to a hastily purchased cottage on the Noosa River, which was about as far north on the east coast of Australia as I could go unless I entered the final thousands of kilometres of rural coastland that stretched up to the Timor Sea. I’d saved enough money to live a frugal life and sit by the river for a few years.

—

‘YOU PROMISE?’ I heard her voice echo, as I climbed into my car and closed the door. I started the engine, revved the accelerator. It was old, imported from America with left hand drive.

We’d been chasing the perp for about three years. It was always the same. A girl boards a train. Vanishes. A week later she’s released into a multi-storey car park, wandering, drugged, dazed, unsure if she’s alive; more likely she thinks she’s dead, in an enclosed world of concrete spirals and parked cars. Always dressed in the clothes of his previous victim, ripped, shredded, now tattered, rags held together so loosely they flutter to the ground, leaving her naked by the time she’s found. She’s been living in a collapse of darkness and time. He said nothing to her. He raped her repeatedly, endlessly. Then she awakes, a week later, among parked cars. It’s not the same world that it was a week before.

He’d stolen his ninth, Lorna, when I heard the question asked by her mother, Diane, as I was standing in the kitchen of their home, out of the way of my crew as they searched for any trail that might link the victim’s stable world to his prowling one.

Diane knew how he worked. Everybody knew. Newspapers, television, radio reports were full of breathless speculation. He may as well have had his own blog. He was lord of the city and all of its homes.

‘It’s him, isn’t it?’ she asked in a voice only just controlling the terror. She was strong. She’d stay with us until her girl was returned. Most parents don’t. They freeze and turn inwards, their lives already ruined.

‘Yeah, it is,’ I replied.

‘Then he will release her, won’t he? Like the others, in about a week?’

I turned to her as she asked another question: ‘She’ll come back to me, won’t she?’

‘If it’s him,’ I said, ‘and we have every reason to believe it is him, then yes, Lorna will–’

I’d already said too much.

‘–most likely be released.’

She stepped up to me and I felt her hand close around mine and hold it tightly in a soft embrace – something I hadn’t expected or anticipated; she’d caught me off guard – and she said: ‘You promise?’

I just wanted the desperation to stop. Not only hers.

‘Yes,’ I replied.

—

LORNA DIDN’T COME home after a week or after two; weeks became months and still she didn’t come home.

After the second month I began to drop by and see Diane. Every month. She clung to me. My promise kept her going, feeding the hope that Lorna would one day return. My visits confirmed we were still investigating. I was on the case. I was active. We were closing in on the perp. In truth we were stranded. But I’d made a promise.

Once, late, after midnight, after my reassurances, she took my hand again and started to lead me towards her bed. I wanted her as much as she did me, for different reasons, all of them selfish. I pulled my hand away and left. Some cops do sleep with victims or their family members. Maybe they need it to keep going, to keep hunting or to find some joy in a world of grim trauma. I didn’t. But I wanted to.

—

I DROVE AWAY from the roadhouse, back onto the highway with her voice in my head.

She was right: her daughter was dead. I knew it after the first week passed and she didn’t surface. I knew it every time I visited her, assuring her, giving her hope when I knew there was only despair, made worse by my promise. It could have been worse had I not pulled my hand away, compounding deceit with the embrace of my body into hers.

Lorna wasn’t coming home. Nor were the other seven girls who boarded trains after her. We never found him. He’s still riding trains.

I stared ahead, driving faster, and pushed images of Diane – naked now, her bra unclasped and falling softly onto the carpet beneath us, her body pressing into mine – into darkness. All I could see was the road.


2

The Newsagent’s Daughter

IT WAS A YEAR SINCE I LEFT THAT ROADHOUSE. A YEAR SINCE I tried to walk away from darkness.

A breeze swept up from the Noosa River, in through my house, a rickety wooden cottage built by a fisherman about a hundred years ago. All that lies between my living room and the water is grass, palm trees and a hammock. When it storms I get a little nervous because the house shakes.

I was staring at a photo of a young girl on the front page of the local newspaper. Another Girl Vanishes. Killer Claims Number 6.

Her name was Brianna.

I listened to the pounding of the surf from the beach a kilometre downstream where the Pacific Ocean sweeps through a narrow channel, over a sandbank with deep tangles of mangrove on either side.

Brianna looked as if she hadn’t yet decided whether she would smile or be serious for the photo. I wondered who took it and if it had been taken inside or outside; the background was flat and grey. It wasn’t intended to run on the front page of a newspaper.

I turned away from the photo and picked up the phone.

‘Casey’s Antique and Second-hand Emporium,’ said Casey, ‘a place of mystery and treasure.’

‘It’s Darian. I thought I’d come over–’

‘Darian?’ he interrupted. ‘The bad man from the dangerous streets of Melbourne,’ he added, chuckling.

‘–maybe later today,’ I finished. A small tinnie floated past me, drifting along the current, downstream in the direction of the sandbar. Standing in the boat was a local fisherman, an old guy with spidery legs firmly spread so he didn’t lose balance. Without looking in my direction, he waved. He sells me mud crabs when they’re in the river.

‘Stay for dinner,’ said Casey as I waved back. I hate waving but I like mud crabs.

‘Thanks. I will.’

There was a pause. ‘Cool,’ he said slowly.

It wasn’t cool. I never stayed for dinner; it had even become part of our friendship, a signature exchange of, ‘Stay for dinner,’ always met with, ‘Next time.’ That’s how it worked. He didn’t really mean it because his girlfriend doesn’t like me and I didn’t mean it because I don’t like going out for dinner.

I like a simple life, a private life, a life without distraction. This happily leads me to the exclusion of people. Most people I’ve met want to talk about the patterns of the fish in the river or the clouds in the sky or, the very worst, how their baby is growing up so well. Don’t get me wrong: I devoted my life to the protection of people. I just don’t want to have to talk about it. I adore the writings and the songs and the poems and the thoughts of people – mostly dead people – but not a regular engagement with them. Casey was one of two exceptions.

He spoke carefully. ‘Maria gets home at six.’

Maria was Casey’s girlfriend, a Senior Constable in the Noosa Crime Investigation Branch. Her staggering beauty was matched by her popularity at the station; she was also very clever. The boys told her things. Trying to impress the pretty girl. Male cops, generally speaking, are dumb. Some are wooden-plank dumb, some are rodent dumb. Most are just moron dumb. Female cops, on the other hand, are not dumb at all.

Maria is wary of me. All the cops on the Sunshine Coast are wary of me. Small-town cops don’t do respect. They do superiority. I didn’t want to rumble the petty jealousies in the station up on the hill, so I drove into town as anonymously as I could, albeit in a bright red Studebaker convertible. I stayed low, never told anyone where I came from or what I did, and I always waved back. This was about as successful as taking out a full-page ad in the local paper.

‘I thought I’d get there ’bout four,’ I told Casey. ‘I’ll go through Tewantin. Buy some wine.’

‘She likes rosé. French–’

‘Chateau St Paul,’ I said. ‘I know.’

‘Hey, stop by the newsagent, get me Rolling Stone, get me some other magazines too. But nothing moron.’ Retired people are strange; they develop weird habits. Casey’s is that he never goes into shops. Mine is that I wave at people.

There was silence. He was thinking. I didn’t intrude. And then he asked: ‘Should I be prepared?’

‘Yeah. Will that be a problem?’ I said, referring to many things, one being Maria.

‘No.’

‘I need a Beretta.’

‘See you ’round four,’ he said and hung up. I could’ve told him I needed a pencil.

—

CASEY LACK USED to manage a strip joint at the end of a brick lane close to the Melbourne dockyards. One night it exploded in a gigantic fireball that rose to over three hundred metres, spewing a black rain into a January night; an explosion so loud it woke old people ten kilometres away and set dogs barking until dawn, which was about the time I was shoving aside a fireman from a charcoal awning to unearth yet another victim, her body shattered into pieces like the others.

Casey and I became friends after he helped me investigate the deaths of the eleven strippers who were killed that night. He knew the Twenty-Four were responsible. I nailed them. Casey loved the strippers and was shocked anyone would harm them, let alone blow them to pieces. After giving evidence he fled the icy web of Melbourne, drove north and retired on six acres in the Noosa hinterland. Like everyone who retires up here he got bored, and he opened a junkyard, a place of mystery and treasure.

I have two cars. In one I’m alive. In the other I’m driving. I inherited the ’64 Studebaker Champion Coupe from an ageing Algerian gangster whose life I’d saved back in Melbourne. It has fins. It drives like a ballistic monster. Behind its wheel I’m immortal.

I purchased the 1990-something Toyota LandCruiser soon after realising that the local terrain wasn’t all smooth and flat. It’s off-white. It goes. It climbs hills that are almost vertical. It knocks down small trees that get in the way. Behind its wheel I’m anonymous.

I put the LandCruiser into reverse and eased out carefully so as not to scrape the red inheritance.

Up here people are friendly. They wave at you.

This was what Jacinta-something, one of my neighbours, was doing as I crushed the gears from reverse into first and hammered the car, quickly, into Gympie Terrace. I pretended I didn’t see her. That was better than making eye contact. Eye contact could lead to familiarity; she might even think she’d be able to drop by. People up here are like that. You have to be on your guard.

Gympie Terrace runs along the river, through Noosaville to Tewantin. Old wooden Queenslanders – cottages held high off the ground by thick wooden poles of forest hardwood painted white – line the broken footpaths filled with puddles of brown water. It stormed last night. The branches of frangipani and jacaranda trees twist and mingle, becoming walls of green, purple and white flowers, sometimes reaching high enough to form a canopy over parts of the road.

I drove across the bridge that spans Lake Weyba, still and calm, its surface a mirror. Maybe half a kilometre wide, on the other side of its shore was the Wooroi Forest. Rising up from inside it was a black mountain. Shaped like a dagger, it was called Tinbeerwah. The landscape wasn’t enough to distract me.

Six girls had vanished over fourteen months. All blonde and pretty. The youngest was thirteen; the oldest was sixteen. The cops listed them as ‘missing’ or ‘vanished’ – that’s what they have to say if they don’t have a body. But I knew those girls were all dead.

Jenny Brown was the first. She vanished sometime after four in the afternoon on Saturday the fifteenth of October. Everyone – except for her parents and her friends and anybody who knew her – thought she’d run away. Especially the cops, who were the ones who said she’d run away. They would’ve allowed a good two or three minutes before arriving at that conclusion. By the time they’d reached the front gate of her home, before they’d even walked across the road and climbed into their cruiser, they would’ve forgotten Jenny Brown existed.

That’s the type of police work I used to call DD: Dumb and Disdain.

After two more girls vanished, also blonde and pretty, the cops realised it was hard to say ‘coincidence’ any longer. There was a pattern they couldn’t ignore.

Jessica Crow was the fourth. Wednesday, the twenty-third of February. She was walking along Sunshine Beach and then through the National Park, a thick forest that traverses a headland between the calm Laguna Bay and the ocean. Thousands walk through it, along a tourist path, every year. There are places to rest and signposts telling you dead facts about the koalas that live in the trees. As Jessica walked along this path I was down on the beach, walking barefoot along the sand. I’d noticed a young Asian girl. She couldn’t swim and she looked like she was in trouble. In Australia we lose a few Jap tourists a year because they can’t swim. There is a strong current that ebbs beneath the water’s languid surface. I decided to see if she actually was in trouble.

I stripped off my T-shirt and hurled into the water, towards her. She didn’t understand what I said, so I tried a bit of sign language, to which she responded by bolting like a jet ski until she reached the shoreline; there she ran on to the sand, grabbed her towel and was up the wooden steps and into the car park in record time.

As I waded back to the comfort of land, less than a kilometre away Jessica Crow was staring into the last set of eyes she would ever see. Her body, like the bodies of the other girls, has never been found.

Two months later his fifth victim, Carol Morales, was taken. I was trying real hard to ignore these vanishings. This part of the local environment wasn’t expected nor was a rampaging serial killer on the loose part of the early retirement plan. I was doing a good job of pretending the killer wasn’t my problem but the growing body count and the knowledge that the local cops didn’t have the expertise to handle it was starting to oppress me at night, when I slept. I can erase the thoughts during the day and stare at my friends the pelicans. At night I’m as much a helpless victim as those girls.

Brianna was taken at 3.38 on Thursday afternoon on her way home from school. Three days ago. Last seen in the Noosa Civic shopping mall. Brianna played classical music. Piano. At her year nine end-of-year school concert she shocked some parents with her choice: ‘Stairway to Heaven’. But when she’d finished, the applause lasted nearly five minutes and she had tears in her eyes as she stood before the parents and teachers and her school friends. She’d killed it, big time. Even the headmaster climbed out of his seat and congratulated her for her amazing talent and bravery.

‘Imagine that,’ he was quoted in the local newspaper. ‘Who would have thought, Led Zeppelin at the end-of-year school concert? Our Brianna Nichols is going places.’

I had come up here to retire early, and that had been working, until about three o’clock this morning when I could bear the nightmares and the whispering voices no longer. So now I was going to find this guy because the cops couldn’t.

Then I was going to make sure he’d never kill again. I was going to erase him from the face of the earth.

—

I PICKED OUT Rolling Stone. And The New Yorker and Q. Lady Gaga was on the cover of Q. Nude. That was the clincher, although I’d tell Casey Q was way cooler for a guy like him, second-hand dealer and all.

The place was packed. Cliff, the owner, was busy selling tickets to a twenty-eight million dollar Lotto prize. He used to be a coffee farmer, retired up here but soon got bored. Then, when the newsagency went up for sale – after its owner had a sudden and apparently spectacular heart attack while stacking new issues of Playboy, Penthouse and Hustler into his shelves – he purchased the business. This I learned, without having asked, from Silvio the Onion – ‘call me Sil’ – who owns the fish-and-chip joint near my house. Sil the Onion keeps me informed, even though I ask him not to.

The newsagency is in the main street of Tewantin, the next town along the river after Noosaville. Tourists don’t come to Tewantin. The Sunshine Coast Council offices are in Tewantin. Tewantin is where you go to get your driver’s licence.

Cliff’s daughter was behind the counter. She was about fourteen. She was pretty and blonde. She wore a short skirt and a singlet cut into a v around the neck to reveal a tiny cleavage and cut short around the waist to reveal her navel. She smiled at me in a sweet and innocent way, the sort of smile some guys read as an invitation.

‘You like Lady Gaga?’ she asked as she zapped the magazine’s barcode.

‘Only the first album. In danger of selling out.’

‘Yeah, maybe, but she is amazing.’ She smiled at me again, but differently, like we shared something in common. Lady Gaga. Check the wit and stay silent, I told myself.

‘Doing some bushwalking?’ she asked as she zapped a local map, the only accurate chart of creeks, estuaries, forests and national parks in the Sunshine Coast.

I smiled and sort of nodded while I paid and then said: ‘Bye.’

‘See ya, Mr Richards,’ she called out. Even the newsagent’s daughter knows my name. I turned back to nod or do something. There was that smile again. Big, genuine and – I couldn’t help feeling –

Dangerous. I went on my way.

‘Darian!’ Cliff was running towards me. What now?

‘I’m sorry,’ he said as he reached me. We stood on the footpath. For what? I wondered.

‘But, you know …’ he said. He paused awkwardly. I stared at him. People were passing us. It was hot. The sun was hot, the footpath was hot.

‘What do you want to say?’ I said even though I knew where this was going; I’d already got to the end of the conversation we were about to have.

‘Her. Henna.’ He jerked his head in the direction of his daughter. ‘Look at her,’ he said, almost as an accusation.

I didn’t. He went on: ‘She’s exactly the type of girl he targets, isn’t she?’

I didn’t say anything.

‘Look: she’s blonde, she’s fifteen, she’s beautiful.’

I waited.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said once more, in a faltering voice.

‘What is it you want to ask me?’

‘You were a homicide cop.’

It was that full-page advertisement I took out.

‘I just want some advice. Sorry.’

‘Stop saying sorry. Ask. Now.’ I’m not big on patience.

He took a deep breath, looked around and leaned in, close, like we were brothers. He whispered: ‘Should I get her a gun? A pistol, just a little one she could keep in her bag, when she’s out at night, or alone, to keep her safe, from him. She’s exactly the type he’s taking. Look: she’s a fucking target.’ He was shaking.

I looked around the street. People were watching us. They probably knew what we were talking about. Fear permeates. When a killer is on the loose and living within your community the whole world changes. You don’t walk down the street like you used to. Now everybody – even you – is wondering. Is it him? Or him? Or that guy; he’s always been creepy-looking. The town was being strangled by fear and I was standing right in the middle of it.

‘She’d be committing a serious criminal offence carrying a firearm.’

‘Would that matter? If she was taken?’ He was angry.

‘You’d teach her how to use the gun?’

‘Yes.’

‘You’d teach her how to distinguish between a drunk who wants to try it on, a guy who scares her and a serial killer?’

He didn’t say anything.

‘Here’s my advice: do not buy her a gun. If she is ever in the company of a serial killer she won’t know it because he’ll be just like her favourite uncle or big brother. And if, in the unlikely event that she is grabbed, she’ll have ten seconds, maybe, if she’s lucky. Ten seconds to act, and those ten seconds will be full of one thing only: terror. Okay?’

‘Okay,’ he said slowly.

‘Okay. That’s when the adrenaline kicks in. Only a person trained to operate and think clearly in those circumstances can use a gun to terminate the threat.’

He nodded.

‘Do the following things. Engage a security company to monitor her movements. Buy her two GPS trackers; make sure they are on her body at all times. The first GPS she places. That’s the one he would find. The second has to be very small and more powerful than the first. Have this one attached between two of her toes. It’s about the only area of a girl’s body they don’t explore until later.’

He was silent.

‘Are you thinking about how much this will cost?’ I asked.

He looked startled and tried to cover his embarrassment.

‘Don’t think about how much it will cost.’ Then I walked away, determined to buy all future magazines at the Cooroy newsagency, even though it was further to drive.


3

Turf

COPS DON’T LIKE IT WHEN THEY THINK SOMEONE IS INTRUDING on their investigation, even dumb cops or cops out of their depth or cops desperate for help and guidance.

With that in mind I parked the LandCruiser under a massive willow tree on the side of a dead-end dirt road fringed with a forest of palm and gum trees. I looked across to the house in which Jenny Brown had lived. A cottage, made out of wood sometime in the 1930s, no later. It stood high off the ground, held up by wooden beams. It had been painted back then but not since. It was a home for poor people back then, and now. Under the house, between the wooden beams, was a scattering of junk: a TV, a couch, an assortment of rusty outboard engines and a small upturned boat. The yard was full of thick grass, unopened mail and newspapers rolled up in plastic.

This was the beginning. When the cops came to investigate Jenny’s disappearance, they weren’t investigating a serial killer. Their interview with the mother, days after the killer had examined the house, as I was doing now, would have been ruinously thin. Incomplete. Irrelevant. Jenny was a runaway, an inconvenience. They should have – but wouldn’t have – thought to ask: Have you noticed any strangers outside lately?

I would come back here, soon. It didn’t seem like there was anyone inside but even if there was, I wasn’t ready. I just needed to see her home, get my first inkling of who she was and why our guy started with her. Why her? She triggered him. Why?

I drove past the other houses, as derelict and forgotten as Jenny’s, until the road gave way to a forest of ghost gums and paperbark trees. It came to an end in a wide circle for a smooth turn back to the way I had come. I swung the wheel and then stopped.

There was a track leading into the bush. Maybe it led to nothing, or maybe it led to a place where kids smoked or teenagers fondled, or maybe it was just a short cut to somewhere else. Whatever it was, it looked like it led to a place of secrets.

I got out to look.

Thickets of dry scrub edged either side of the track. About eighty metres in I found a clearing, just off a turn, hidden from view by dense bush and a massive sprawling tree trunk. I pushed away the bush as I walked in and found myself in a small and secluded camping spot. Somebody had made it. Why? Did it have anything to do with Jenny or had I just stumbled into the passion palace for the local kids?

I tried to get my bearings. My sense of direction is appalling. I have no idea of proximity. Then I reached into a thicket of palm trees that formed a sort of natural wall and pushed them aside, creating a hole.

I had a clear view of Jenny Brown’s house. I was standing where the killer had stood. I knew it.


4

Maria

I TOOK THE COOROY ROAD OUT OF TEWANTIN, PASSING THE turn-off to the North Shore, a scrubby island of forest and dirt tracks accessible only by car ferry. The four-wheel drive tourists love it over there. They get to drive like maniacs along the beach, which is technically a highway and possibly the only beach in the world that has road rules.

I drove past a cemetery, of which there are many up here, past a golf course, one of thousands, then a retirement village, one of hundreds of thousands, then out of town, following the twists of the road as it climbed a black volcanic mountain that rose through forests of eucalypt.

At the crest of the hill I turned into Sunrise Road, which runs along the top of the Eumundi Range. Very wealthy people live on one side of the road, in houses the size of Balinese resorts. On the other side, away from the ocean views, narrow roads weave into the hinterland, a land of thick bush and dirt tracks, a land where houses and farms are scattered, hidden.

Casey’s Emporium is signposted. ‘Magic! Antiques! Mystery! Do Not Ignore! Turn Right. Follow Signs!’ I did as instructed, remembering how easy it is to be among millionaires one moment then feel lost, like the last man alive, moments later. Deep in a valley of silence, Casey’s Emporium sprawls across a yard the size of a small country. It felt like driving through a safari park as I peered through my windows, but instead of animals I saw old cars and planks of wood and bathtubs and sheets of tin and washing machines. Under the cover of awnings were couches and chairs and record players and a jukebox, Singer sewing machines and piles of magazines and books, enough to keep the same small country reading for at least a year. Casey’s house was as chaotic and incoherent as the emporium; it too was a Queenslander, built of wood, resting on solid poles for support, encircled by a wide verandah.

Wearing a Samoan sarong and a T-shirt that read ‘Don’t Blame Me: I Voted McGovern’, Casey stumbled out to greet me. Casey’s in his early fifties. He has long black hair tied into a ponytail that swings as he walks. He’s the sort of guy who looks like he’s been to a health farm, tanned and fit. He’s covered in tatts, memorials to the early days when he grew up a gangster in the backstreets of Fitzroy.

‘Awesome! Lady Gaga nude! Have you seen the photos of her with those conical-shaped things on her tits that shoot out jets of fire? She is dog, man! She is dog!’

We settled on the verandah and looked out over the valleys and hills to the ocean. Casey sat in his favourite spot, a passenger seat from a 1950s Dodge pick-up. I took a chair. Like wise men preparing to solve the problems of the world we stared at the view and said nothing. As he flicked through the magazines, without looking up, he said: ‘I told Maria you were coming for dinner.’

‘Yeah, of course,’ I replied.

‘She said she ain’t going to tell you anything about the investigation.’

‘I’m not going to ask her about the investigation.’

‘I know that! You think I think you’re a fuckwit?’

‘I like Maria–’

‘Yeah, yeah,’ he said, dismissing me. ‘The Beretta: next week.’ I nodded.

‘The cops don’t know what the fuck they’re doin’. No leads: dead end. Same deal with all these serial-killer things: it’s not, like, until a third or fourth vic turns up do they realise what they’ve got. Vics one, two and three: they were all missing persons, you know, their files are buried somewhere else; gotta get ’em out and start all over again. You know? It’s fucked.’

I nodded at his wisdom. Casey had the know. Now, and back then. After the fireball incinerated his eleven strippers I instructed my crew to shake the Persians. It was obvious, I thought: gang warfare. ‘Catch a fuckin’ boat to Madagascar, man,’ was Casey’s reaction.

‘Catch a boat to Madagascar? What are you talking about?’

‘I’m talkin’ about you goin’ south when you should be goin’ north.’

‘Madagascar’s in the west,’ I said, bemused.

‘You think I’m a fuckwit? I know where fuckin’ Madagascar is! It’s off the fuckin’ map, which is where your dumb crew’s headin’ right now. Ain’t got nothin’ to do with the gangs. It’s the Twenty-Four, you dumb fuck, they’re the ones who did it!’

‘What’s the Twenty-Four?’ I asked.

‘Finally! Homicide investigator asks an intelligent question.’ And then he answered.

The club was owned by twelve Greeks, all in their thirties and forties, slicked hair and gold chains swinging around their necks like big dicks, which is how they saw themselves. Each of these boys had a wife. Twelve wives, married with kids and staring down the barrel of a middle age that no amount of peroxide and breast implants could salvage. Each of these boys also had a mistress. Twelve mistresses, holed up in cute apartments they didn’t own, staring down the barrel of inevitable replacement.

Twelve wives, twelve mistresses: the Twenty-Four. Funny thing was, each held the other in place when it came to keeping the boy locked and safe. He’d bounce his mistress in the apartment, drive home, eat ravioli with the kids then watch The Lion King. He didn’t bounce his wife but she didn’t care, too much, just as long as she knew who he was sleeping with. The mistress didn’t care if he was with his wife or not, just as long as he didn’t sleep with anyone else who was younger and prettier.

Then one of the boys, during a regular Wednesday night meeting at the strip joint, took a sidelong glance at the girl on stage: Arlene, a nineteen-year-old drop-dead-with-a-heart-attack beauty, the sort of girl men go to war over. Even though Casey warned the girls – no cock touching or sucking or fucking any of the owners – Arlene did just that.

Word spread fast. The Twenty-Four were under threat. Arlene wasn’t just one nineteen-year-old beauty; there were endless nineteen-year-old beauties. The Twenty-Four decided they would make a point. Which they sure as hell did.

A car pulled in down below.

‘Gotta have a piss; back in a sec,’ Casey said as he left me alone. Maria came in through the front door.

‘Hey Darian,’ she called out, without looking, walking into the kitchen.

‘Hey Maria, how are you?’

‘Casey said you were staying for dinner.’

‘If that’s okay.’

‘Of course.’

I strolled into the kitchen to look as if I might offer to help do something, like make a cheese platter or take dips out of the fridge. Maria was in her late twenties. She had long flowing brown hair and grey eyes. High cheekbones and a wide smile. She was gorgeous, the sort of girl you’d expect to see at a Sports Illustrated photo shoot. As much as Casey looked like a mechanic with the brain power of a beer bottle, she looked like a goddess, good for wearing bikinis on the beach and not much else. That’s how most guys treated her. They were wrong. She and Casey had met outside a local gym in Noosa Junction. Maria was leaving, walking across the road to a car park surrounded by a forest of palm trees. A couple of local heroes were hassling her. Casey happened to be riding past on a Harley-Davidson that he’d just swapped for a consignment of Balinese furniture. He turned back, aimed and ran straight through the boys. Not hard or fast enough to do severe damage but enough to make the point. She started yelling at him, going all cop on him, telling him she could’ve handled it herself. He got off the bike, took off his helmet, let his hair swing loose and smiled at her. He’s got a winning smile and she likes a dangerous guy. Cops flirt with the outlaw. Until Casey showed up in her life she’d been used to conversations about surf and cars by guys who thought the definition of an interesting night was dinner at the local Chinese.

‘Wow,’ she said to me, holding up the bottle of rosé. ‘That’s really kind of you. Thanks.’ She was trying to be friendly but doing a pretty bad job of it.

I smiled as if to say, ‘Hey, that’s nothing,’ instead of, ‘Thought I needed to bribe you with something.’ She grabbed a corkscrew and began to use it with a don’t-interrupt-me vibe.

Cops have this thing about loyalty. When a cop puts on a uniform, it’s like they’ve just departed the human race and joined another clan. I used to be like that. You think you’re different and, in truth, you are. You think your loyalty is to your fellow officers but it’s not. It’s to the victims. Sometimes it takes a little while for a cop to discover that. Sometimes a cop won’t ever discover it.

I knew Maria would but she hadn’t yet. I also knew, as we settled on the verandah with her rosé and my soda water, she was in possession of some information she didn’t want to share with me. While we talked about Casey’s eclectic range of T-shirts from the presidential campaigns of the 1970s and 80s I could see it and feel it. She was acting. There was a clue or a lead; whatever, it was important. It was secret. Everything about her was anchored to an overwhelming intention: keep the information hidden from me.

People in every home, from one end of the Sunshine Coast to the other, were talking about the serial killer’s sixth victim, and here we were, ex-Officer in Charge of Homicide, a guy with more than a little experience in this area, and Maria, a member of the Crime Investigation Branch charged with finding the serial killer, talking about anything but the serial killer.

Maria knew I wanted her hidden knowledge; I knew it would be a reprehensible breach for her to reveal it. The night was an evasion of elegant steps. I knew she was smart. She knew people referred to me as the best homicide investigator in Australia. She knew my solve rate. She knew I was safe. She loved Casey, trusted him; she knew of our shared past and our bond.

We ate fish. Casey played Led Zeppelin’s IV and sang ‘Stairway to Heaven’, loudly and down into the valley beneath us. Maria and I joined in. I don’t think she had read the local newspaper this morning.

The hinterland at night is a place of dark forms and deep shadows, a place of dense forests and abruptly rising mountains of smooth black rock. It’s eerie.

Maria whispered, ‘There’s something,’ as we stopped where my car was parked. I stood and waited.

‘He boasts,’ she said.

I didn’t say anything but I felt the familiar surge of a lead that, from the tone of her voice, would get me there. I gave her the silence and the space to walk away. She didn’t.

‘After they’ve been captured we find their mobiles. He leaves them for us.’

‘Where?’

‘Random places.’

No such thing. I kept silent.

She looked into my eyes and I could see that the nightmares and the whispering voices had begun; I could see the haunting of a righteous person captive to an evil she couldn’t control or stop, an evil she didn’t understand.

‘He takes photos of them. On their phones. They’re all the same. They’ve been tied to a chair and … he’s taken off their clothes. It’s just one photo on each phone.’

There was a long silence. I knew she was thinking about the look on each girl’s face.

She took a deep breath.

‘They look …’

She didn’t complete the sentence. Maybe she was trying to think of words to match the image. There were none.

These moments are the obstacles on the endurance track for the cop who wants to be in Homicide. If you can absorb them – nobody really cares how – and continue the work, you can survive. I’ve seen good people crumble at moments like this; later, when I found them, if I cared about them, I would try to make them understand it isn’t cowardice, it’s survival, and if they hadn’t crumbled and abandoned hopes of a career in Homicide they would have ended up dead through alcohol or suicide.

‘I’m going to catch him,’ I said.

She turned back towards the house. ‘I know,’ I heard her say before she walked through the door.

—

I TACKED SHEETS of white cardboard onto the wall of my living room. I laid out photos of the six girls. I moved furniture and pinned the map of the local area onto the next wall. The map was good, it was hand drawn; a local bushman had walked and surveyed the entire area, from Tin Can Bay in the north-east, to Maroochydore in the south-east, from the tough and grim city of Gympie – gun capital of the country – in the north-west, to the Glasshouse Mountains and rainforests in the south-west.

I then added other maps: tourist maps and road maps and bicycle-track maps. Then I added pages torn from tourist brochures: caravan-park locations, motels and bars and clubs and clothes shops, especially clothes shops. These guys love clothes shops; they hang out in the shopping centres just to watch girls going in and out. As long as it has a change room – more killers than you can imagine make the decision about a target while watching girls going in and out of change rooms.

My wall was now a vast map of cultural, tourist and shopping information. I stood back and absorbed it.

Then I began to trace the last journey of each girl.

I started with the disappearance. Where was it? A shopping centre, or a street or a park? What was she doing there? How did she get there? Who was she with? Who saw her? What did she want there? Was she meeting someone? What was she wearing? Was she carrying anything? Had she put on make-up?

With each question I added what information I had at this stage to bring her back to life. Then, making sure I’d considered everything, I slowly began to step backwards. Where did she come from? What route did she take? Did she travel alone? If it was a familiar journey, did she deviate?

Rewinding her steps as slowly as possible, so as not to miss a question to ask or an observation to note, I took each girl back to the beginning of the day, where they woke up in the morning. Home. Where was it? Was there a park nearby, or bushland, or any place that our guy could hide? How far away from the other girls’ homes? Was there anything unusual at her home? Who lived at home? Had she slept alone in her bed?

And then onwards, back into the night before. Had she gone out or stayed home? Did she have a boyfriend? And on I went, until I had gone back two weeks for each of the girls.

I’d lost track of time when I stood back and looked at my wall. I let my eyes follow each of the journeys, staring at the points of connection – the schools they went to, the shopping centres they hung out in; anything that might tell me something. When I do this I have to summon an almost painful concentration so as not to let anything distract me. He was here, on the wall. My crew used to joke that it was like playing ‘Where’s Wally?’.

Six final journeys. Six girls. Jenny Brown, Marianne McWinter, Izzie Daniels, Jessica Crow, Carol Morales and Brianna Nichols.

Before each one is taken he’d fantasise. A world where he was king and she was the queen of his dreams, a slave in his bed. She was there to provide a mirror reflection of his power and glory. It’s never about the sex. It’s all about the power. Then he would go searching and find his target. Then he’d stalk her, maybe for weeks. The stalking deepens the fantasy. He watches her, in her final days, imagining what glory he and she will have together. Then he strikes, quickly. And then she’s gone.

Fantasies never play out in real life, especially for the serial killer. By the time he’s got her back in his lair she is going to be hopelessly unable to fulfil the role he’s imagined. Maybe she’s crying all the time, maybe she’s aggressive. Whatever she is, she won’t be his queen. She exists in only one place: his mind. That’s when she’ll become nothing more than a slave, a whore to fulfil his urges. Already he’ll be thinking of her disposal. Now she’s become little more than some rubbish to be dumped next Tuesday or Wednesday. The experience will have sated him, but only for so long. Soon the fantasy world will return, a burning need like a junkie’s fix. The need to have another queen, the urge to go looking again.

He was in there, on the wall, hidden within the collage of maps and brochures, somewhere within the minutiae. Now to find him. I closed my eyes and took in a deep breath. I had to become him. I breathed out and opened my eyes and stared at the map as he was living it.

The one journey now. ‘Let me shadow you,’ I said.

My living room was a thorough and complete view of his world.

Until this moment I hadn’t realised the Sunshine Coast was the perfect place to be a serial killer.

It’s vast, awash with tourists, surf beaches, caravan parks, cheap motels, golf clubs, a big airport for hordes of holiday-makers, Japanese couples on their three-day package-special honeymoons, resorts with Italian-marble pathways with limos parked out the front, bush walks and parks – monstrous tracts of unmapped land dense with scrubby gums and mangrove swamps and stringybark trees, not a road or track anywhere; little villages with art galleries and coffee shops and lattes and psychics who’ll tell your fortune, abandoned sugar-cane fields and hundreds of acres of sand dunes and low scrub pocketed with thousands of unexploded bombs from the Second World War war games when the American army lounged by the ocean as they waited for MacArthur to send them back into the jungles of Guadalcanal or Milne Bay; kids surfing, teenagers in love and escaping their parents to fondle in the camping grounds or the dark corners of the all-night bars, tourists in and out for a few days only, a population of waiters and bartenders with Canadian passports and Swedish innocence, backpackers and mums and dads listening to the waves and surf, the calming sounds of the beach, always there, always in the distant background reminding you: it’s safe here, happy, it’s a holiday zone.

This guy was in paradise.

Serial killers are phantoms. Invisible. They lead secret lives. Only their victims see inside these lives. Serial killers are rarely caught. If they are it’s usually because they make a mistake that draws the cops to them. Either they get lazy and forgetful or their ego overwhelms them and they just have to emerge and let the world see them. Rare is it when a police investigation culminates with an arrest without that mistake.

In an investigation, bodies are like treasure: they reveal the killer’s secrets. All six of this guy’s victims were most likely buried, somewhere deep in the ground. That meant he was smart. It also meant he wasn’t interested in the headlines.

I desperately needed to know where he left those mobile phones. Maria hadn’t yet learned that there’s no such thing as ‘random’ when tracking a killer. Everything is critical.

I looked at my watch. Almost two in the morning. Isosceles wouldn’t be awake until ten. I should have called him yesterday.

At three the phone rang.

‘I’m having nightmares,’ said Maria.

‘I know you are. It means you’re a good cop who cares.’

‘Do they go away?’

How would I answer that? The silence did it for me.

‘So I guess not,’ she said.

‘No. They don’t.’ I stared at the river. There was no moon; it was a black flow of abrupt sounds: the splash of a fish, a waterbird, frogs from the island on the other side. It made me think I could’ve been in the Congo.

‘Come and see me. Any time that works for you. I can’t really help a lot but maybe …’ I thought back to Melbourne. ‘What I do know is that you can’t survive them alone. And I know what I did wrong and what I should have done.’

‘Now?’ she asked. I heard a little girl, scared.

‘Now’s good. Come down through the side gate. I’ll be out front, on the river.’

—

I THOUGHT ABOUT who I was and what I had done, who I’d hoped to become and what – now that the screams and eyes had found me – I could do. I thought about the people I had killed and the times I had wept like a boy. I thought of the times I’d fled. I heard the sound of a bird landing on water. I thought about this holiday land, always warm, the blue skies and the tropical storms that lashed my home, blasts of thunder and torrential rain. I thought about the life I had created here, of ease and calm and isolation.

I thought about the life I’d left behind. An existence defined by savagery, of killers disintegrating life, closing a person shut like a door, extracting the breath of their memories, annihilating the sounds of their footsteps; a savagery of blood, of severed flesh and the mutilation of a journey, a dreaming line where day and night become anguish and despair. I spent my life walking through blood, absorbing the vision of the dead and holding the cinders of horror and disbelief inside me as each investigation became a trek, a dark tunnel that I entered, a world in which the grotesque has the appearance of the ordinary, where the demon greets you with a paper surface of emotion and feeling, beguilement a wall I must discern then penetrate with a savagery of my own.

A world to which I had to return.
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Great Geek in the Sky

‘APOLOGISE FIRST.’

In the background I could hear the familiar thump of Linkin Park. Stevie Ray Vaughan would be next. Then Noel Coward, Erik Satie and Neil Young.

‘Sorry.’

‘Level of insincerity rather high, Darian. What do I call you these days? Darian? Boss? Mr Richards perhaps? Instructions; we need new boundaries. By the way, of relevance and interest, the Sunshine Coast is, I posit, rivalled only by the sub-continent as a landscape suited to the behaviours of our perpetrators. Go back to that forest at the dead end of Jenny Brown’s street: there was a white van parked there two days before she was taken.’

‘You’ve been tracking me?’

‘I get bored; I’m lonely; at nights I collapse with nostalgia. Prostitutes don’t help. Nor does God. I’ve become an Existentialist; I take classes. Your departure was tremendously selfish. I appreciate that you were shot in the head; that is significant. Who’s the girl on Tuesday nights? Red Celica, 2006; blonde; a hundred and sixty-two centimetres. Is she your method of sexual release? Would you like me to tell you of her movements; I have them all. Did you know the Sunshine Coast was so named by real estate developers in 1958? Until then it was called Near North Coast. He’s going to be a very hard man to capture; I presume you would have chosen another location for retirement had you known he was already there.’

They used to be called analysts. Then, for a while, we called them researchers. Now we just call them geeks. Throughout my time as a homicide investigator I made it known I was the sum of many parts, the mightiest being the genius on the other end of the line; sitting in his apartment on the top floor of one of the tallest buildings in the heart of Melbourne, all curtain-less floor-to-ceiling windows, a mattress on the floor with its Raquel Welch sheet and the walls grasping for space amid two hundred framed prints of Goya’s dark and horrific ‘Disasters of War’ – and of course his desk containing ‘the Pulse’, his array of computers all linked to one another and to the cloud, where all digital information was stored in cyberspace.

Isosceles.

‘Tell me about the white van,’ I said.

‘It’s white.’

‘And it’s a van; what else?’ Isosceles had a theory that humour was an essential and much-maligned tool in murder investigations.

‘Late model, possibly HiLux; imagery indistinct. That it’s white is actually relevant, Darian; it’s white-white; i.e. new or hired.’

‘Sorry.’

‘You’re forgiven. You’re rusty. Did you know that retirement calcifies the brain?’

‘How long was it there for?’ I asked. ‘Where exactly was it? Have you looked at the other victims’ houses to see if it was there too? Can you search the hire-car agencies up here and also recent sales, say the last two years of new and used white vans?’

‘Thursday, thirteen October: it was already parked at o-six-hundred, directly across from our girl’s house. It looks like a willow tree out there. Did you know the Queensland government has banned willow trees, due to their colossal water drainage? Eighteen hundred, same day: van had gone. I have not looked at the other houses due to uncertainty regarding the investigation; verification hereby noted following this communication–’

I was scribbling as he was speaking; he’d also be taking notes, one-handed, onto a keyboard, always on his left-hand side, while reading from the many screens in front of him and using his right hand on another keyboard directly in front of him.

‘–which is also the case re sales and hiring of vans; I’ll have that information soon.’

‘You ready?’

‘Commence.’

We began. It was just as if we were back on the eighth floor of St Kilda Road HQ.

‘All known sexual offenders. Try Brisbane and the Sunshine Coast; it’s only an hour and a half away. Stretch up to Gympie inland, Tin Can Bay, eastern edge; encompass the hinterland past the Glasshouse Mountains. The local cops would have already done this but they’ve missed him. He’s in there and they’ve already interviewed him–’

‘Most likely,’ he corrected me.

‘Most likely. In particular we need to focus on low-level obscene behaviour towards young women in a twelve-month period before Jenny was taken.’ Serial killers don’t just start killing. They build up to it. They leave trails, usually minor sexual crimes.

‘Noted.’

‘Can you hack into the Noosa police database?’

‘Trying; not looking good.’

‘Let me know.’

‘The victims?’

‘Not yet. Stay with him for now; he’s boasting.’

‘Is he? Good.’

‘He leaves their mobile phones, afterwards.’

‘I need their numbers.’

‘Don’t have them yet. He takes a photograph of them in captivity, alive, with their phone, then …’ I was thinking: what did he do then? ‘This only just came to light.’

‘Wait,’ he commanded.

I did. At the other end of the line I could hear his fingers scattering across the keyboards. He types very quickly. I kept waiting.

‘Darian?’

‘Still here.’

‘I’m getting them. I’ve just got Jenny Brown’s. It will take some hours to get them all. The constabulary will have already done this.’

‘Will they have your spyware?’

‘Of course not. A question.’

‘Yeah?’

‘Who are we working for?’

‘The victims.’

‘Oh.’ Isosceles was high profile in the investigative world. He took jobs from private and government contractors around the globe. He wasn’t going to be paid on this one. I knew I didn’t need to ask but I did anyway, just to make sure there weren’t any misunderstandings.

‘That okay?’

‘Did you need to ask?’

I spent the next two hours going through each victim’s profile, giving Isosceles instructions on what to look for. At the end of the conversation, as we were about to hang up, he said, ‘A minor problem.’

‘A problem about what?’ I asked.

‘Entirely everything. You don’t have internet: you remember, that late-twentieth-century tool of communication? It’s still in use.’

‘I don’t use it.’

‘What happened to your mobile phone?’

‘I threw it away.’

‘Just an observation, a note in passing; minor flaw to the investigation.’

I hadn’t even thought about it. Isosceles was right, as usual. ‘I’ll call somebody and get them to do whatever it is they need–’

‘Done. There’s a guy on the way; he’ll be there in an hour. Owes me. He’s bringing a computer for you as well; he’s bringing everything you need. Don’t complain, especially about the computer. He’ll hack into the exchange and commit a few crimes under the Telecommunications Act but you’ll be online by the middle of the day.’

‘Do I have to wait for him and–’

‘–be nice to him and make him cups of tea? No, I would not ask you to engage in unnecessary human contact; you can exit the house.’

And so I did, to visit Jenny Brown’s mother.
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Feelings

THE ZEPPELIN SAYS I HAVE TO BE GROWN-UP.

‘You’re not a boy anymore,’ she says.

The zeppelin says I can be anything I want.

‘You don’t want to waste your life on those video games, Winston.’

The zeppelin is a cunt and I want to kill her but I can’t because if I do my mum will get angry and say I am being irresponsible and that maybe I’ve gone boomy again and then she’ll stop giving me money. I want to kill my mum and get all her money but I can’t because cops always look to the next of kin as the first suspect and that’d be me and then I’d get caught. So I gotta put up with the zeppelin telling me I’m a child but I’m not, not all the time. Sometimes I am but sometimes I’m not.

Hello my brothers and sisters. Welcome to the Awesome World. I’m Big Winnie and I’m the man. Pleased to meet you, hope you enjoy the lessons.

The zeppelin says I should write things down. Feelings. That’s what we’re doing today: feelings.

‘It’s to help you, Winston,’ she says.

She says I should start with something meaningful, like my first memory of being happy, or like the first time I felt love … or maybe like when I first saw baby girl Jenny B – not baby girl Jenny G, she’s next – walking along the footpath under those big jacaranda trees that hang down on the road like icicles and that big wave of warm that came from under the ground and rose up through my body like a hot bath and gave me the tingles all over and made my cock all hard, standing still, there I was in the street, no cars, no people, just me and Jenny B with her blonde hair and tight shorts and pink T-shirt and her bare feet, and me following her along the footpath and she not knowing Big Winnie is behind her, shadowing her, making plans for her as we walk to the end of the road and cross Gympie Terrace to the bus stop in front of the Noosa River Bridge, cars going this way and that, boats on the river, kids on the sandy beach looking for prawns and baby girl sitting at the bus stop playing with her phone, texting, not ever looking up to see Big Winnie nearby under that old dead gum tree. Doesn’t even notice me getting on board the bus, so close I can smell her. This is good, zeppelin, this is meaningful. Me and baby girl taking the Sun Bus ride through the streets arriving at Noosa Civic. I love Noosa Civic. It’s got a Big W. It’s got lots of girls’ clothes shops. It’s got lots of girls, they come here after school. Today it’s got baby girl. Still she hasn’t noticed me and I’ve been her shadow for over an hour and now I know her shape and I’ve heard her voice and I know she has a friend called Carol and she is a size 10 and soon I’ll know even more and she’ll know me. I’ll know everything. But first we have to start with the beginning.

Step One: Retreat from target. (That’s so she doesn’t know I exist.) Become the ghost.

Step Two: Track the target. This may take up to three weeks before I have learned enough about her pattern of movements–

Stop.

No movement. Suck in breath. Listen. Assess. Stay absolutely calm. Concentrate all angles.

Is there a breach?

LISTEN! DO NOT LOOK AT HER. ISOLATE HER AND REMOVE HER FROM YOUR MIND.

NOW –

Concentrate.

It’s a voice.

Roger that.

It’s nearby.

TRY HARDER. CONCENTRATE.

Roger that.

Oh. It’s the zeppelin. Wow, totally forgot about her.

‘Hi,’ and smile. Roger that.

‘Winston?’

‘Sorry, Doc,’ smiling, ‘I was miles away.’

‘Did you come up with anything?’

Yes absolutely I did, I came up with my Tingle, all soft and pink and nude-nude-nude baby breasts with nippletops, blue baby eyes–

‘Winston?’

‘Sorry.’ Focus. Sayonara Tingle. Big Winnie, he be back.

What was I meant to be doing? Gotta be something. Zeppelin’s like waiting for me to do something. Or say something maybe?

‘Ah, maybe if you could give me a little bit of guidance?’ I say.

‘It doesn’t have to be your first pleasurable memory but something from when you were really young. Like going to the beach or on a camping trip. As long as it is, now, something that you can look back on and think: that was fun.’

That’s right: we’re doing an exercise. I’m meant to be writing down my first experience of fun. Wow, even got a pen in my hand and a notepad on my side of her desk.

Right: that’s why Tingle got involved; I’m not losing my mind. Okay: gotta think, complete the exercise.

She’s smiling at me like I’m a dumb insect. ‘Anything, Winston. Maybe a puppy you had.’

What’s that word to describe that way she’s looking at me? Oh yeah, condescending.

‘Well,’ I say, ‘I reckon it was either when I was on a school camp outside Melbourne in this town called Daylesford and it snowed and so I saw snow fall, for the first time, ever, and I built a snowman … or else it was when I–’

–snatched little Robin outside the video store as she walked under that old fig tree, into the big shadow that its branches cast across the footpath – not a fucking word or sound. WHAP. There she was, now she’s gone. WHAP. So easy, so amazingly easy, fast man, amazing knowing I COULD DO IT, yay-yay-yay!

‘–no, it was the snow. Cold but beautiful, you know? I love nature. That’s why I moved up here to the Sunshine Coast. No snow up here, eh! Eh?’

—

‘SHE, AH, SHE wants to see me again, like, the week after next.’

She stares at the computer screen.

Helen. Twenty, maybe twenty-two. Engagement ring on her finger. Thin gold chain around her neck. Slender fingers. Tapered. Size 36, maybe a D cup. Nice lips. Very good bone structure. Looks after her body. Overall, a size twelve, maybe ten.

Sensual. Can’t apply eye make-up for shit. I dunno about that dark brown hair colour. I mean, I like that it’s thick and the way she ties it up at the back of her head.

‘How’s Thursday at ten?’

Don’t you really hate it when chicks talk to you as they stare at the computer screen?

‘That might be a problem, Helen. Sorry.’

And now she looks up and makes eye contact with me. And just what I thought, what I thought the last time I was here: pale blue eyes. Watery. Almost whitish with a pale blue wash.

‘Don’t you hate guys like me? Sorry.’

‘No, you’re right, Winston.’

‘Any time but ten actually.’

Eyes back to the screen. I sorta like the cleavage. I don’t think she should have that top button undone though.

‘Twelve?’ Eyes on the screen.

‘Roger that.’

‘I love the way you say that, Winston,’ laughing, still looking at the screen.

The cleavage is good, yeah, I like it. A long time ago I learned that the hidden is arousal. Mystery and wonder. That’s what the cleavage is making me say: I’m an all-curious guy, Helen, all curious. I’m floating. I love it when I float. I want to see her breasts.

That’s weird, huh? Because, you know, I actually haven’t wanted or looked or felt woman breasts since –

Since when I found that drunk drugged chick, crashed out in the park that night, who was so out of it, she was like dead as I fucked her, even when I blew inside her and shouted into her ears, ‘I just fucked you; I came inside you’ but not too loud because we were in a park, even though there were no other people who could hear me, and then, when I grabbed her breast like hard and squeezed it and shouted, but like last time, not too loud, with my mouth right up next to her ear, ‘I’ve still got my dick inside you’ and still she kept sleeping, so then I shouted, but still soft like: ‘Now I’m gunna cut your throat, ear to ear.’ And still she slept. And then it hit me that it’d be real cool to do that: to cut her throat with one hand, while I had my dick inside her and the other hand on her tit; because, you know, I reckon she’d wake up then; wake up WOW: imagine that. Total sensation of being fucked and tit squeezed and blood pouring down your neck, pinned under and staring up into the eyes of the conqueror; so cool; stare down into her eyes as her blood would pour out over her and my hand would get all sticky as I squeezed harder and at the same time – all at the same time, she’d die: I’d see her eyes go all cloudy and she’d look – up – into my eyes as it’d blast through the end of my dick and deep into her and she’d die in my arms.

But none of that happened. I did find the sleeping chick in the park and I did pull off her clothes and I squeezed her tits and then I fucked her but I didn’t kill her because I knew I’d get caught. Fear not, brothers and sisters, Big Winnie acts and thinks like a child but he is smart smart smart.

I’m way ahead of the cops. Which is another reason I wanna touch and feel Helen’s big-woman tits: the cops will get confused after she vanishes and I leave behind her iPhone, which I can see on the desk next to her. Because Helen is raven-haired and she’s old.
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‘Spit-It-Out Izzie, the Fuck Monster’

I PARKED UNDER THE WILLOW TREE. THE ROAD WAS EMPTY, just like it was yesterday. Jenny Brown’s house looked the same as it did yesterday, like it would look tomorrow and for days stretching into an uncertain future. There was no gate, no fence, just a broken concrete path through overgrown grass where the unopened letters and throwaway newspapers would probably sink into the earth before someone bothered to pick them up. I climbed the wooden steps that led to a porch.

The front door was open. Nearly everyone in the area leaves their front door open and their house unlocked. People are trusting up here. Too trusting.

My place is always locked.

I knocked.

I counted to twenty and knocked again. I peered through the screen door but couldn’t see anything.

‘Hello,’ I called. ‘My name is Darian Richards.’

I waited. Maybe I’d missed her; maybe Sheryl was out. She liked the pokies. She liked bingo. She liked the pub. The list of her recent boyfriends ran for two pages.

‘I’d like to talk to you about Jenny. I’m not a cop. I’m not a journalist. I’m not a psychic.’ When you become a Family of Victim you start to see everybody by what they are not.

‘Are ya here to give me a donation?’ came a woman’s voice from inside.

‘Sorry, no.’

‘Then fuck off.’

‘I will. But first, before I fuck off, I’m going to tell you who I am. Why I’m here.’

I waited to see if there’d be another fuck off.

I broke the silence: ‘I used to be a homicide investigator. In Melbourne.’

I broke the silence again: ‘I’m here about Jenny.’

I heard the rustle of a chair on linoleum, footsteps, and then Sheryl appeared at the flywire door.

‘I’m broke.’

‘I’m not charging. I’m not a private detective.’

The door opened. I began to walk inside–

‘Shoes!’ she said as she walked away from me.

As well as smiling and waving at you and knowing everything that you did and will be doing in the future, the people up here have some strange habits. They say ‘cheerio’ instead of ‘cheers’ and ‘hooray’ when every other English-speaking person on the planet says ‘goodbye’. And they have a thing about walking around inside a house wearing shoes. They don’t. They leave their shoes at the front door or the back door; anywhere, just as long as they don’t walk inside wearing shoes. I loathe walking in my socks; it feels disempowering, I can’t explain it any other way. I have, however, learned not to ignore this customary demand and so, by the front door, I leaned down and removed my shoes then padded inside, in my socks.

Sheryl waited for me, sitting at a pale green Formica table in the kitchen at the back of the house, which opened onto a snarling and tangled garden of strangler fig and mango trees.

She was gazing at me, as if trying to figure out my real intention. Her face was sad, and showed a withered spirit. Her hair was lank, unwashed. She was pale even though her skin was parched brown from a life on the beach. She wore a man’s shirt that used to be white. It was too big. Some of the buttons were undone or missing. When she leaned across the table to grab the packet of Camel cigarettes and the bottle of cheap vodka, I glimpsed her breast. Once she would have been very pretty.

‘The cops are fuckwits,’ she said.

I said nothing. I knew how this would play out. I’d let her vent. That would make her feel comfortable with me. That would make her agree to what I wanted.

‘Never listened when we told them she’d gone. Fuckwits. Then that fuckin’ tramp down the road – number three – then she goes missing and the cops are back, all over us, asking this, asking that. Too fuckin’ late, I told them. Too late.’ She paused.

I made a mental note: ‘fuckin’ tramp down the road – number three – then she goes missing’ – what on earth did that mean?

‘So what makes you different?’ Before I could answer: ‘And how many times do I have to say what happened? Jenny walked out the door. That one. See!’ She was pointing at the front door. ‘She said nothing. I heard the door close. That’s “goodbye”: the sound of a door closing.’

She breathed in deeply as she fought back tears.

‘You better tell me what you want to know.’

‘Everything. About Jenny. About you. About this house, the street. Who comes and goes. Phone calls, visitors. Jenny’s friends. Your friends; your boyfriend–’

‘Get fucked.’

‘What have the cops told you?’

‘Not to give up hope. She’s most likely still alive. Like that girl in Austria. Lots of girls get taken and they escape.’

‘They’re lying,’ I said.

She looked at me, astonished. She opened her mouth to speak but couldn’t. Tears welled in her eyes.

‘She’s not alive. He’s taken six girls. They are not alive.’

She abruptly pushed the chair away from the table and got up. She stood by the kitchen sink and stared through the window into the garden. I saw a swing, cut out of an old tyre, hanging from the strangler fig. The truth can hurt, but it’s the truth.

‘Then why are you here?’ she asked softly.

‘To stop him from taking anyone else.’

I’d gambled hard on this, so I figured I didn’t have anything to lose. I got out of my chair and stood behind her. Close. I spoke softly. ‘I’ll find your little girl, where he put her. I’ll bring her home to you.’

She was weeping as I continued: ‘She needs to come home. She needs that. You need that. It’s not closure. It won’t erase the pain. That never goes. But you will have tended to her spirit.’

Amid the sobs and gasping breaths, she said: ‘Do you know how many people have come into this house and told me they’ll find her?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘But what I do know is, you’ve learned how to spot them. That’s why you sit in here and listen to them at the front door. You can hear the bullshit and the promises, the liars, the journalists, the cops who pretend they’ve got something to say. You don’t even have to look into their eyes. I bet you can even tell by the sound of their footsteps and the way they knock on the front door.’

She nodded. ‘Yep.’ She was still looking out into the backyard.

‘I’m different.’

She nodded again.

‘That’s because I know how this guy thinks. I know he sat outside your house for days. He watched and he waited. He followed your girl. He probably followed you. After locking onto Jenny she became his obsession, day and night; he tracked and charted everything you, your boyfriend and Jenny did. He ensured there were no risks to his plan. When he felt safe, he swooped. There was nothing you could have done to stop him.’

—

SHERYL TOLD ME everything she could remember about the days leading up to Jenny’s disappearance. She let me into Jenny’s room. She opened her wardrobe, pulled out her clothes, lay them on her bed. I asked what Jenny liked to wear; I told her to be honest with me. She took out two pairs of tight shorts, said they were disgusting, like the G-strings she also showed me. I told her that none of this meant Jenny was sexually provocative. Or if it did, it didn’t matter.

The tight shorts might have incited him. The clothes she wore to a club in Noosa might have incited him. Or he might have been incited simply because she happened to walk past him at the wrong moment.

I asked about her friends. I asked about her life away from home. Facebook, the beach, school, the local shopping centre. I asked about her doctor and her dentist, any place he might have spotted her. I asked about her route to school, her bus trips.

She told me everything, the minutiae of a teenage girl’s life. Cheeseburgers at McDonald’s; fries from KFC; chicken from Red Rooster. Hang-outs. Boys.

Sheryl hadn’t noticed the white van parked out the front of the house.

I felt a buzz in my back pocket. My new mobile phone. Only one person knew the number. I quickly checked the message.

gofish

It was our old code for ‘Got a lead’. I’d call him back after I finished. There was something missing here. I’d been granted complete access to Jenny’s world, even her last Facebook postings, but nothing led me into his trail, not even remotely. What was I expecting? An email exchange of an innocent girl being groomed by a psychopath? Was I over-reaching? Was I pretending to be a saviour when in fact I was rusty, over the hill? Maybe I was past it. After all, I had clambered into this without even thinking to get online, get a mobile phone; all I’d thought of was the gun.

And then I remembered: ‘fuckin’ tramp down the road – number three – then she goes missing’.

Sheryl had almost vanished inside Jenny’s bed. With the pink Doona tightly gripped around her, the G-strings and tight shorts were scattered across its fluffy surface, amid the other trinkets and memories of her daughter’s life.

‘Who were you talking about before? The tramp down the road?’

‘Spit-it-out Izzie, the fuck monster. Why? What do you want to know about her for?’ she asked narrowly.

The what?

‘Are you talking about Izzie Daniels, his third victim?’ I asked.

‘How many Izzies you met?’

‘But what do you mean by “down the road”? She lived at Mooloolaba.’ At least an hour’s drive away; maybe I was about to discover another local foible.

Sheryl sat up in bed. ‘She lived there, yeah, but she fucked the twins and anyone else with a dick three doors down from here,’ she said, jerking her thumb towards the houses in the direction of the main road. ‘Carl, the ugly one, was her boyfriend, sort of – most blokes have an attitude if their sheila’s a slut, but not him – and she spent all of her time up here. It was disgusting.’ Sheryl sat up further in bed. ‘I ain’t no saint, but even I rang up the coppers to make a complaint about it.’

‘About what?’ I asked.

‘Izzie! Most people close the curtains before they have sex. Izzie? Dead opposite; that girl was in training to be a porn star. Everyone knew about it; some of the kids along the street even made a place to spy on her, out in the bush on the other side of the road.’

‘Izzie was thirteen,’ I said without thinking.

‘Must be a Queensland thing then, eh?’ she responded sarcastically.

Which momentarily reminded me of indeed another local habit; finishing a sentence on an upward inflection of ‘eh’ as if a question had just been asked. ‘Did Jenny know Izzie?’ I asked.

‘Everyone knew Izzie. Jenny hated her. All the girls hated her. And the parents and the school, ’specially after that time she was caught selling the DVD.’

The what?

—

I PUSHED THROUGH the palm fronds and scrubby bush until I was, once again, in the quiet of the makeshift camp with its view of Jenny’s house across the road – only this time I was staring at the house three doors down. I had a direct view into the twins’ living room where the curtains would part and the lights would blaze and Spit-it-out Izzie would dazzle the hidden spectators, dozens of eyes shrouded in the night outside, watching her as she ‘fucked and sucked like a Bollywood slut’, as Sheryl so vividly described.

This was it. This was the beginning; not Jenny. Izzie’s fame spread like a virus in the underbelly of the local area, along the road, through the school – where she sold a DVD of blow jobs, a compilation that earned her the nickname – into the waiting rooms of the local doctors and up the footpaths and down the aisles of the nearby supermarket. If he hadn’t caught up with her by then he probably did while prowling the shopping centre and eavesdropping on the conversations of the girls as they walked in and out of the clothes shops.

Izzie was number one. He would have tracked her down and watched her from where I was now standing. But her extraordinarily overt displays of sexuality might have both excited and frightened him; he liked his girls subdued. Enter Jenny, simply walking along the road, crossing his view, capturing his attention: same age, pretty, blonde. Innocent, compliant-looking. It would have been that simple, that easy, and that tragic.

I felt a vibration in my back pocket.

‘Who’s calling?’ I said.

‘Is that humour? Cease. Only your sense of direction is worse. I need you to go home and sit in front of your new computer. I have news.’
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Fat Adam on the Jetty

THE COPS WERE WAITING FOR ME.

In a show of subtlety a white cruiser was parked on the street in front of Sil the Onion’s, which I edged past as I turned into my driveway. Another cruiser was parked directly opposite, on the other side of the street. In the driveway, blocking the entrance to my garage, were two more cruisers. I counted seven uniforms; the biggest muscle on the hill. No female cops. Just the DD.

I parked carefully, blocking in both cruisers.

‘Boys,’ I said by way of greeting as if we’d just arrived for a Christmas party on the beach.

They didn’t reply. They were stone faced and very still, arms muscle-bound across their chests. Seven statues, with eyes that trailed me as I climbed out of the Toyota and ambled my way towards the river where I knew Fat Adam was waiting for me.

Years ago Adam Cross was a Senior Sergeant stationed at Broadmeadows, a huge and sprawling suburb on the fringe of Melbourne. Somebody once told me Melbourne has the biggest land mass of a city per head of population anywhere in the world. When you’re in Broadmeadows you think: maybe.

Adam never rose beyond Senior Sergeant. He was lazy and rolled with blubber, content to inhabit the other side of a desk while others caught the action of the streets. When a job opportunity for Officer in Charge at the Noosa Hill station was posted on our internal newsletter, there were eighty-two registered applications within an hour. The news that the desk had gone to Fat Adam meant his new bosses were either stupendously stupid or he had the best offer. Queensland, after all, has the most brilliant history of police corruption, easily, in my opinion, outperforming New South Wales and Victoria.

I knew Adam, not well, as the Senior Sergeant. He knew me more than I knew him. Everybody knows the Officer in Charge of Homicide; you’re like a gunslinger walking into the saloon: people stare at everything you do. You don’t stare back.

He was, as expected, sitting at the end of my jetty where I’d placed a solid Balinese three-seater bench, hewn from Indonesian hardwood. I didn’t sit next to him. I smiled at the pelicans floating on the water, as if to reassure them he was only temporary.

‘Who are you working for?’ he asked.

‘Nobody. I won’t get in your way. You’ll get the credit. Press conference will be all yours.’

I thought that about summed it all up, so I said, ‘Good seeing you, Adam,’ as I turned back to the house. ‘Looks like you lost a little weight,’ I added happily. He must’ve gained at least eight kilos.

‘Ever listen to Bob Dylan?’ he asked.

I didn’t speak, but I didn’t walk away either.

‘Maybe you’re familiar with his religious period, when he was born again.’

I stayed silent but he had my attention. I’ve usually already reached the end of a conversation by its first or second utterance – it’s good to know where you’re going so you can play it out accordingly – but exactly where this tangential line was taking us, I didn’t know.

‘One of my favourite songs is “You’ve Gotta Serve Somebody”. Know it?’

I didn’t speak but had an inkling where we were now going.

‘He sings about Presidents, ordinary men and women, anyone. Says that no matter who you are, what you do, you have to be serving someone.’ He turned and looked at me for the first time.

‘How many’s he taken now; your killer riding the trains?’

I didn’t answer. Fat Adam was smarter than I thought. I wanted to push him off the jetty into the river. It would have been what the seven DDs wanted as well: seeing the fat boss trying not to drown and whacking the crap out of me at the same time.

‘You think you’re working for the victims. I hear that all the time. Burden of the righteous. You’re working for you. You couldn’t catch the train-rider so now you have to prove yourself up here. You won’t catch this guy either. None of us will. You know that, I know that. Even the civilians know it. Everybody knows it, ’cept for him. But you … you gotta step in, gotta flash the badge of forgotten glories and offer hope where there is none; stand sharp in the evening sun, when your shadow is as long as your fuckin’ ego.’

He started to wobble, an imitation of a walk. He was also bald and short. He was puce-red and fleshy. He looked like something you’d feed to hungry animals. No wonder the pelicans had gathered around him.

‘We both know the drill. Let’s see where it ends,’ he said.

I looked down at the wooden bench. He’d left a newspaper, the Melbourne Herald Sun. It was folded to page three, an article about the train-rider. His last victim had now been missing for over two weeks.

The drill was this: they couldn’t stop me as long as I didn’t break any laws. I had to operate as a civilian. People could slam a door in my face; all I could do about it was walk away or knock again. They’d be watching me; maybe for fun they’d rumble me but, then again, the constabulary were wary of me – even the DD, two of whom were now walking along the jetty towards me, shouting that I’d parked them in.

My phone buzzed.

‘Give Casey your number. I am not an answering service. He said to tell you the Brescian has arrived.’
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The Doppelganger Emittance

I KEPT THEM WAITING WHILE I REVERSED, CREPT FORWARD, swung the wheel, reversed again, got out of the car and measured the narrow space between the Toyota’s rear and Janice-something’s wooden fence, smiled at the boys as if to say, ‘Ain’t life grand?’ then hit the pedals with a gentle edging forward, then braked, swung the wheel again and slowly reversed. Two of them stood and watched me while the other two sat glumly behind the wheel of each cruiser.

I would have liked to have wasted the boys’ time a lot longer than I did, but I had work to do. Isosceles had news and I hadn’t called him back. Casey had the Brescian; my gun.

After I navigated into an eclectic position between a lemon-scented eucalypt, a little garden of Italian parsley and a wild bougainvillea tree whose heavy branches swung close to the Toyota’s roof, I squeezed out and walked towards the back door. The boys hadn’t moved.

Time for a message, I realised. I paused and waited.

Right on cue, number three said, ‘You think you’re real fuckin’ smart, don’t ya?’ He had the blond dreamy beach look. King of the kids at the surf club on Saturday nights. If I was a champ surfer he might have asked my opinion on riding waves. Champ cops rarely get respect, they get envy rolled into put-down contempt.

I didn’t say anything.

‘Well, you’re not,’ he added, thus completing every six-year-old boy’s fantasy of what it’s like to be a tough cop.

Brain Surgery didn’t move, nor did the genius next to him. I counted to ten. None of us moved.

The phone calls would have to wait.

By now Fat Adam and the other cops would have arrived back at the station; there was going to be a twenty-minute delay, at least, before these guys got back. Everybody at the station would be waiting for them, wanting to know what they did to me, how they intimidated me, maybe pushed me into the river, messed me up a bit, how they taught the know-it-all from the big city down south to get back into his place.

The geniuses hadn’t thought that far ahead yet. But they would, after they left here. It would occur to them there would be a waiting party, including the boss.

I needed to make a point.

‘Tell your friends to get out of the cars,’ I said with a lethal calm that I hadn’t used in a while. They looked at one another, uncertain.

‘Or if it’s a problem, I’ll do it for you,’ I said.

Both turned and stepped to the cars, one of them opening the side door and leaning in to speak to the waiting driver, the other walking to the driver’s side window, knocking on it for him to roll it down.

The other two got out. They were big boys, the four of them. They stood next to one another and waited. At least they weren’t dumb enough to flex their fists.

‘Come here,’ I said.

Cops don’t like being told to go anywhere. They didn’t move.

‘No problem. I’ll come to you,’ I said and walked towards them. Cops don’t like it when people approach them either. I got close but not dumb close.

I looked each of them in the eyes. They held the gaze. I could hear their shallow breathing, see their bodies tense, unflinching.

‘I’m going to tell you a story, but don’t worry, it’s short. I was nineteen when I put on the uniform. An old guy, a Senior Sergeant who’d been at Collingwood station since the thirties and had the scars to prove it, told me the uniform never comes off. That’s why they carry it at your funeral. It even follows you to the grave.’

I had their attention. I was talking about something each of them knew in their hearts but never spoke of in public.

‘I’ve been shot at sixteen times; three times hit. I’ve discharged my firearm on sixty-four occasions. Never reprimanded. I’ve killed eighteen bad guys and feel a whole lot better for it. A number of those men looked me in the eyes before I pulled the trigger. I was glad to see those boys die before me. Three of them were cops.’

I paused again. Deep breathing now, bodies sagging just a little, muscles no longer tense. They were listening.

‘When you go back to the station, say what you want. But don’t you go back pretending I’m something I’m not. Brag all you need to in front of the boss but with your colleagues, tell ’em how it really is. In plain language, boys, tell ’em not to get carried away thinking I’m good for a rumble. That’d be a big mistake.’ And then I turned and walked inside my house.

I heard the cars leave a few minutes later.

—

I DON’T HAVE a desk, so my new computer was sitting at one end of my dining table, which wasn’t a dining table but a massive block of timber that Casey found in an abandoned warehouse on the old Brisbane docks. Beside the computer was a list of handwritten instructions: how to turn it on, which icon to press to get wired – and a very long list of what not to do.

I went to Skype.

‘How were the police?’ asked Isosceles.

‘How did you know?’

‘Casey told me. He’s rung me three times. He found a ninety-two. It came in early.’

‘Did he?’ I was impressed; the 92 is hard to find.

‘You’re tanned.’

‘That’s because I live in the sun.’

‘Loathsome.’

‘You haven’t changed at all.’

‘I’m immortal. I’m thinking of travelling to Burkina Faso after this is all over; would you like to accompany me?’

‘No.’

‘Suit yourself. I’ll go alone. You recall our last conversation on the matter of signals emitted from mobile phones?’

‘Sort of. Not really. It was over two years ago, I’d just thrown a perp into the back of a wagon and was bleeding from a knife wound. I do recall you were incessant.’

‘I am always incessant. Assumption: after neutralising the target, he destabilises her phone.’

‘Correct.’

‘Correct,’ he repeated as if ticking off an item on a shopping list. ‘A process of some ten seconds?’

‘Make it twenty; some of the girls had tote bags, some had school bags.’

‘In which case we now have an accurate location for each of the six disappearances. You’ll see two anomalies. The first: victim five was not taken at the KFC, where she was last seen. Her final signal occurred four minutes later; it’s on the map I’ve sent you. The second: victim three–’

‘Izzie,’ I added, so indelibly forged into my mind she’d become.

‘–was taken twenty-three kilometres away from where the police say she was taken. The discrepancy in time is also odd. I have her being taken sixty-eight minutes after the police logged her as “last sighted”.’

‘Twenty-three k’s and sixty-eight minutes? How did they stuff that up so badly?’

‘Theirs not to reason why, comrade, theirs but to do and die.’ Isosceles adored history and in particular the somewhat-obscure Crimean War. It was the source of many quotes, scattered throughout his conversations and text messages and the occasional random email.

‘Recalling our last conversation on the matter,’ he went on, ‘I said there was no device one could use to stop the signal from a mobile phone, not even if it was turned off. To evade detection only the removal of the battery would suffice. You may remember the rather vicious debate regarding tin foil being wrapped around mobile phones as a means to evade detection?’

Geeks: they love to obsess over the obscure.

I assumed he had discovered six blinks, like stars in an incoherent sky, winking for the merest of seconds then vanishing into black; six messages from the phones of six captured girls. I was wrong.

‘Once he destabilises them, they remain destabilised.’

‘But how does he take the photos? He’s got to turn their phones on, surely, to take the photos?’

‘Add to his profile: knowledge of telecommunications, computer hardware and photography. He must be removing the SIM cards and inserting them into a homemade device that allows him to cut and paste a photo, from a hard drive, no doubt, into its little plastic world.’

‘Cost? Places to purchase the hardware?’

‘Irrelevant. It’s the knowledge; that’s your first lead.’

‘The first? There’s another?’

‘His location.’

All geeks are like this. They can’t tell you, ‘Hey, guess what? I just found where the perp is.’ They have to lead you there as if it were the end to a mathematical puzzle. I kept calm and refrained from yelling at him, which would have delayed me even more.

‘Ah. The location,’ I said, as if ordering a pizza.

‘Emittances. Fragments. Apparitions. Mirages. The local constabulary won’t have detected them. They are chimeras, ghosts. Maybe we could call them doppelgangers.’ He giggled. ‘Did you know Abraham Lincoln saw his own doppelganger? John Donne too: the poet, the rake, the man who spent half his life in luxurious intercourse and the other half in repentance.’

‘Isosceles!’ I barked, knowing I was close to him reciting the entire ‘Batter my heart, three-person’d God’.

‘Yes. Apologies. I digress. They are there. Not all of them, not all six, but enough. Doppelganger emittances, direct from the girls’ mobile phones. Four, to be exact. The other two must have dithered into the unfolding universe. And they emanate from the following coordinates.’

As he listed them I wrote them down with one hand, and with the other I typed them into Google Earth.

‘I’ve Google-Earthed it,’ he said, before I’d even got halfway. ‘Darian, our killer appears to be residing on the North Shore in a luxury resort.’
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Return to the Gun

I LOCKED UP THE HOUSE AND GOT INTO THE TOYOTA, STILL wedged between a tree, a bush and a garden of herbs. I drove to the end of my driveway and paused. I looked left, and right and then left again. No cruisers. No unmarked vehicles.

I drove carefully, as if leading a funeral procession.

Cases don’t break this fast. Not unless the killer is standing over a body with the gun in his hand. Cases shouldn’t break this fast. But Isosceles was never wrong and, anyway, I knew he was right. Cops have a sixth sense; all cops, even the DD. We can spot a bad guy in a half-kilometre radius: the way he looks, the way he walks, the way he smiles, the way he stands. If I had friends they wouldn’t invite me to dinner parties. I’d have all the guests summed up by the time I’d smiled and said, ‘Thanks, just a glass of soda water.’ There’s the coke-head, there’s the marital cheat, there’s the wife-beater.

I drove out through Tewantin, passing the turn-off to the North Shore – my destination.

First, though, I had a gun to get.

In Queensland the standard-issue weapon for police is the Austrian-made Glock .22-calibre semi-automatic. The Glock is a very ugly weapon; it reminds me of a grey refrigerator.

The standard-issue weapon for members of the Victoria Police is the .38-calibre Smith & Wesson, an American handgun made in Springfield, Massachusetts. Every cop in Australia remembers their first time seeing Clint Eastwood play Dirty Harry. ‘Go ahead, make my day.’ That was a Smith & Wesson. Its barrel looked a foot long. That particular pistol was called a Magnum. It was a .44 calibre. All cops want to be Dirty Harry. They can’t, but the department can ease the frustration by giving them their own Mr Smith and Mr Wesson.

Long after I’d been assigned my Smith & Wesson and long before I decided never to carry a gun again, I fell in love with the shape, the grip and the feel of the Beretta 92. I kept the .38 as my authorised firearm but I rarely used it. The 92 I kept at home. Used it only when necessary, when I needed a gun that wouldn’t leave a trace. The Beretta is my Studebaker version of a pistol: sleek, crafted with artisanship, metal with curves.

While Smith & Wesson has been making firearms since 1852, timed nicely to coincide with the American Civil War, and while the Glocks have been little grey fridges since 1963, nicely timed to coincide with the escalation of the Vietnam War, the Beretta company goes back to 1526, nicely timed to coincide with the Italian Wars which lasted from 1494 to 1559 but ramped up with the ‘Battle of Pavia’ in 1525. The Beretta is made in a place called Gardone val Trompia, on the northern outskirts of a town called Brescia, near Lake Como.

The 92 was designed and made in 1972. It’s rare. Only 5000 were made. One of them lies at the bottom of the Pacific Ocean, due north of Melbourne, about a hundred metres offshore.

—

CASEY HANDED ME an R.M. Williams shoe box that carried the weight of more than a pair of cowboy boots. We were on the balcony, overlooking the sweep of the valley. In the far distance dark thunderheads were rising over the horizon, slowly blocking the soft metallic sky with the threat of a big storm. Casey was wearing a sarong with a pair of brand new R.M. Williams boots.

‘It’s a ninety-two,’ he said as I opened the lid of the box.

‘I know. Isosceles told me.’

‘He’s booking a trip to Burkina Faso. I’m going with him. You should join us.’

‘Thanks. I’ll stick to Queensland.’

I held the gun.

‘No throwing it in the fuckin’ ocean this time, all right?’ he said. ‘What a fuckin’ waste. You know how many of these were made?’

‘Five thousand,’ I said as my fingers slowly clenched the soft curves of its hard metal.

‘Five thousand. And because of you, now there are only four thousand, nine hundred and ninety-nine left. You hurt that one, it’s down to four thousand, nine hundred and ninety-eight. And Lord knows how many other fuckwits have been sweated by madness and tossed theirs into rivers or streams or lakes or oceans far away. Look after the fuckin’ thing, all right?’

I wasn’t really listening. I was looking down at my right hand as my index finger took control and nudged into the trigger with familiar pressure. Like when I was a kid, leaning back on a chair, balancing on the rear legs, suspended in mid-air, the merest breath leading to a collapse backwards or an unbalancing topple forwards – this felt the same. All my senses were alert when my finger was on the trigger of the 92; I was in a zone where nothing else mattered, the feel of the trigger’s pressure on my finger had taken me into another place. This was the moment where life or death was in my hands, literally.

Just like the kid leaning in mid-air on the back legs of a chair, I knew at exactly what point I would tip the balance, exactly how much pressure I needed to unleash the bullet with its abrupt, loud, deadly and thunderous force.

I looked down the barrel of the gun and saw men on their knees begging for their lives, and others fleeing, running from the hard chase of my pounding feet behind them, and another trying to scramble up his bedroom wall, some – not many – smiling as if taunting me or maybe daring me; men before me, all of them plunged into a dead end, an abyss of black, brought to them by the 92.

I don’t know how long I was in that zone, but when I looked up Casey had stopped talking and, behind him, in the open doorway, stood Maria, dressed for work.

‘Be careful,’ she said to me, leaned towards her lover and kissed him. Then she left.

‘What’d you fuckin’ say to those coppers at your place, man? Maria wasn’t even at work and she heard all about it; laughing her head off, said it was the biggest fuckin’ rumble since Arch Raynor let off a grenade in the mayor’s office.’

People up here make their point with an unequivocal ferocity. Arch lives down the river from me. He owns one of the slipways and the council try to take it off him every now and then; he gets fed up with bureaucracy sometimes and cuts to the chase to re-focus them.

‘Even Fat Adam’s scared of you. Maria said they think you’ve killed thirty-two crims and eleven crooked cops. Fuck man, even I’m scared of you.’

I flipped open the gun and loaded in the bullets.

‘Whoa; hey, what? You need it now?’ asked Casey.

‘Yeah.’

‘But–’

‘Do you want me to bring it back?’ I asked. ‘Given its four-thousand-nine-hundred-and-ninety-nine status.’

He thought for a moment.

‘Will there be a body?’

‘No. Complete erasure.’ Like the man I’m hunting, I insist on absolute evaporation. No bodies, no bullets, no trace, no forensics of any kind.

He stared at me, the kind of stare you give when taking in the measure of a person.

‘You know, Darian, it’s not just him. I mean, he’s real bad but the others to come; what about them?’

‘It’s just him,’ I said.

‘I don’t think so.’

‘It’s just him,’ I said.

‘No, it’s not. It’s you. You’ve returned to the gun. Like it or not, brother, it’s yours to keep.’
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Cereal

I FIRST HEARD THE TERM ‘SERIAL KILLER’ ONE NIGHT DURING an after-hours six-week course called something like ‘New thinking in crime’. It was held in an old tech college opposite the sprawling nineteenth-century Melbourne University. Every twenty minutes we’d hear a tram rumble precariously along the wide boulevard outside like the clattering of a thousand guns.

Once a week we were taught a ‘focus of interest’. We learned about psychology. We were taught ‘victimology’. A guy with a handlebar moustache told us that computers would become essential. He said the ‘mobile’ phone would become our most valuable asset. One night I and an equally ambitious woman named Rhonda Blank were the only ones who turned up for a lecture on ‘criminalistics’. I wrote notes. I was the only one who took notes. Most of the time I didn’t know what I was writing but imagined that my scribbles would, one day, mean something.

On the very first night I wanted to sit next to Rhonda Blank. It was two to a desk. Deep eyes and dark hair and a smoky beauty; everything about her said: I dare you. As I walked into the dusty room with the frail lighting and shonky heating and desks made for ten-year-olds I saw her and felt I’d been thrust to the precipice of love. A guy from Traffic took the empty seat next to her; took it every week and spent the entire time ignoring her.

Traffic. Dumber than the Livestock branch.

I guessed Rhonda was there for the same reason I was: wanting to understand everything beyond the safe world of the 1950s and 60s where most cops still lived; a new place, a place uncertain, dark, dangerous, of unknown evil. Maybe we both sensed we’d be caught in its deep web, battling for a sense of identity as the crimes became more unspeakable and seemingly inhuman. Be prepared; that’s what I’d been thinking.

I fantasised about Rhonda, and looked forward to the warm Wednesday nights in the tech college in room 118 on the second floor, when her presence suggested the possibilities of flesh, of sensuality. We never spoke. Only once did we share a look, and that was on the night a cop from Scotland Yard talked to us about a dark abyss in a person’s soul that defies compassion and empathy.

Empathy. I wrote it down, not really knowing what it meant. Or what, more accurately, its absence meant. I was to find out.

Most nights I sat next to a cop named Daryl Baldock. Daryl was everything I hate in men. He was tall, blond, handsome, had strong muscles and spoke with charm and grace. He was enormously popular. On the weekends he surfed or hiked or climbed mountains. He had friends and an invisible gravitational force that would drag beautiful girls to him. He was nice and friendly and always asked what I did on the weekend. He had an uncanny knack of being sympathetic and, worse, I think he was genuine. He was also spectacularly stupid. In all his years on the force, despite being such a great guy and winning lots of surf championships he never rose beyond the rank of Constable.

The bloke from Scotland Yard spoke with a machine-gun accent that none of us could follow about the lack of empathy being a key contributing factor with what they termed the ‘serial killer’.

It’s a common phrase now, but back then none of us had heard it. I was trying to get a sense of it, rolling it across my mind, jabbing at it like an agitated boxer, when Daryl asked: ‘Is that like a murderer who only kills at breakfast?’

The brilliant dumbness of this question, despite none of us being able to provide a suitable answer, was astonishingly radiant.

‘No, ya dumb fuck!’ the Yardsman spat, in the glory days before you’d be sent to anger-management classes for using that sort of language. ‘Get a fucking dictionary and don’t open ya mouth again.’

Daryl shut up and we all laughed and the Yardsman went on with his lecture. We’d all had our experiences with repeat offenders, guys who couldn’t stop getting into trouble. Jails were full of them. It was their third home, the second being our police station where they got to know the cops, the first being the dive that might be a boarding house or a caravan in which they etched out their sordid, pointless lives.

But this was different. This was the description of a killer who thrives, as we thrive on air, on the fantasy of what they are going to do with a tied-up naked teenage girl or boy, then on the scheme of how they are going to capture that girl or boy, then finally on the enactment of their fantasy in all its appalling reality. In the mind of the serial killer the finale to this grotesque three-act play is the disposal of the body. And as much as we need air to continue living, the serial killer needs to do it all over again. Another boy or girl. And again. And again.

The room went quiet. The Yardsman took out a smoke – a Kent – and lit up, surveying us, like it was a game to see if he’d horrified us yet. I heard the scrape of a chair from behind me and the clumsy exit of one of my colleagues. I didn’t turn to see who it was. No-one did.

I raised my hand.

‘Yeah?’ he barked.

‘Do they ever stop?’ I asked.

‘Killing?’

‘Yeah.’

‘The marriage between psychology and traditional police work has really only just begun, laddie,’ he said, ‘so we cannot give you an answer that’d be scientific-like or definitive, you know what I mean?’

I nodded.

He looked at us for a moment, this lanky Glaswegian with a twitchy, hard-to-understand accent, two-quid haircut and etched face; a bloke whom, up to now, I’d dismissed as a twit. I saw in his eyes what I would come to recognise in mine, every morning, in a fleeting glance in the bathroom mirror: the pressing weight of futility like a tomb pushing against the slender barrier to your soul.

‘But no,’ he said. ‘They cannot. As much as you–’ he pointed at me, ‘and you–’ he pointed at someone behind me, ‘all of you, as much as you all need water and air and food and shelter, maybe sex or maybe laughter or alcohol to survive, to keep you alive–’

He took a deep breath.

‘–they need to kill. The abduction and enslavement, the degradation and mutilation, the torture of their victims, the pleas of help, their agony, these are as necessary to the serial killer as breathing, eating and sleeping are to you. They cannot stop.’

Another silence filled the room, as the incoherent sounds of a city echoed outside the windows, faraway; distant voices, shouts, maybe laughter.

What I love about really stupid people is their staggering lack of perception. Utterly oblivious, Daryl broke the silence and asked another question.

‘Is this–’ he searched, rifling through some place in his brain that could match his thoughts, ‘is this serial-killer thing, you know–’ again, searching, ‘–is this, like, new? I mean, have these people always been around, or are they, like, new, a modern thing?’

I heard a couple of people say, ‘Yeah,’ as if affirming the question with their own thoughts. I turned around to see who they were. That was when I caught Rhonda’s look. Like me, she knew the answer, and a bond formed.

‘Lad,’ he said to Daryl, ‘I’m sixty-five years old and have worn a policeman’s uniform since I was seventeen. Let me tell you something and don’t you ever forget it.’

He walked up to Daryl at his desk, stood right over him and looked into his eyes. ‘There are “us” and there are “them”,’ he said to Daryl, who stared into the older man’s eyes as if he understood.

The Yardsman may as well have told him he had lemon chicken for lunch. He stepped back and looked at us all, scoping us, an old traveller in a horrible world. The look, the click, the recognition, the connection, calmly looking at each of his young students for their brief tutorial on this clammy Melbourne night. Feet shuffled, people moved in their seats. Silence is awkward. I guess most of us felt the old guy was eccentric and maybe he’d forgotten what to say next. He looked at me and I held the gaze. He looked away and in Rhonda’s direction. I knew she held his gaze too.

After an awkward pause he smiled, stepped back and laughed.

‘Look at the time. Thank you for coming.’

Everyone packed up quickly. We’d all arranged to meet at a pub across the road afterwards. The publican gave free beers to cops.

I moved slowly, putting my lined notepad into my pocket, screwing the cap of my pen on tightly. I heard the others leave, a rushed scuffle of uninterested bodies pushing down the corridor and the staircase onto the street below.

Left in the room were Rhonda and me, two young cops, and the Yardsman, an old cop from a faraway city who understood that this world of ours had an undertow of depravity we were about to embrace, like he had. I’m not religious and this wasn’t a religious moment, just an awareness we shared: a common bond.

‘What’s your name?’ he asked me.

‘Constable Darian Richards.’

He looked to Rhonda.

‘Constable Rhonda Blank.’

‘Fergus McDowell. Chief Inspector.’ He didn’t offer his hand to shake. ‘You understand what I meant, back then, about them and us?’

‘Yeah, I do,’ I said and went on: ‘But – I’m new at this. Is it really that black and white? Because, surely, Chief Inspector, “them” – they – surely they can’t be totally bad? Evil, I mean.’

I thought he hadn’t heard the question. He stared at us without speaking for what seemed like ages. Maybe he was recalling the past or maybe he was sizing us up, wondering if we were worthy of his stories. He leant forward, his gaze penetrating.

‘I sat as far as I’m sitting from you, and you, girlie, from a man who’d abducted an eight-year-old girl. Her name was Gladys. He stripped her naked, he tied her to the concrete floor of his basement, he raped her every three hours for two days, doping himself to stay awake. He cut this little girl, long slices down each leg then along her arms; he masturbated as she cried in agony – that made him climax, he told me with pride. He told her he was going to kill her in the most painful way possible, he told her he’d then go on to kill her little sister in the same way. He cut off her ears and her toes and after he’d exhausted his imagination and her body, sliced open her throat, cut off her head and slowly began to clean up after himself. He told me this in detail, like it was a holiday or a great meal at a gourmet restaurant, savouring the memories, and afterwards there was, in his eyes and his mind, only one regret: that he’d be unable to do it again. He was married and every Saturday he took his eight-year-old son to a river where they’d fish for trout. At night he’d sit on the edge of that boy’s bed and read him a Roald Dahl story. He dreamed his son would study law at university in London. His wife slept by his side every night, waking up to him every morning. Gladys wasn’t the only one. Just the one we caught him on. There were lots of others. All little girls. All vanished from the streets, long forgotten. All taken by this person who’d come home every night to read to his son and climb into bed with his wife. Does evil exist, Darian? Yes it does. But will you, and you–’ turning to Rhonda, ‘will you understand it? I still don’t. But what I do understand is the effect “they” have on “us”. You be careful of that, you two. Their darkness is insidious. The nightmares will be the first signal. Not the normal nightmares you have as a cop, we all get those; no, the nightmares where you are no longer you but one of them.’

He snapped into another place. ‘Enough. I’m gonna get pissed. G’night to you both,’ he said, and left.

‘What about you, Rhonda? Feel like a drink? I know I do,’ I said.

I turned to face her. She’d already left.

I was on my own.
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Vampire Slayer

I TURNED OFF THE TEWANTIN ROAD AND DROVE DOWN Moorindal Street for about two kilometres until the road stopped at a gathering of trees and grass and sand; the river’s edge. I pulled up behind a line of about twenty four-wheel drives, all patiently waiting for the car ferry to return to our side of the river and carry us over to the North Shore.

Accessible only by water, the North Shore is shaped like a long flat island, the ocean on one side, the Noosa River and three massive shallow lakes on the other. About one hundred kilometres long and three kilometres across, it isn’t an island – at its very northern tip it joins up with the mainland, just below the southern end of Fraser Island – but it may as well be. Up there, after the river has shrunk into a meandering narrow creek, snaking its way through mangroves and everglades and flat deserts of sandy shrublands, the North Shore finally connects with the rest of civilisation at a town called Tin Can Bay.

The North Shore is home to the world’s only beach highway. Road rules, as much as there are road rules, do apply; you stick to the left. That’s about it. As the highway is one or two hundred metres wide – instead of its boundary being a wall or a fence, it’s an ocean that swells – you can pretty much swerve all over the place, just stay left of the oncoming, and drive as maniacally as you wish. No traffic lights, no stop signs, no intersections, no cops. It’s great if you’re into driving off-road up and down sandy hills and getting bogged. In fact the getting-bogged bit is the best, I’m told; everybody stops and helps drag you out of the sand. The worse the bog the bigger the party. Sometimes people bring out canvas awnings and chairs and light up barbeques and crack open tinnies.

Just down from where the asphalt road runs into dirt, a luxury five-star resort began construction a few years ago. The resort has over a hundred apartments, set back a little from the beach, surrounded by forests of black wattle and wild grass. There are street signs and street lights, roundabouts too. Palm trees have been carefully planted along narrow avenues and manicured swathes of lawn. It’s a community of wealthy people. They don’t deliberately bog their cars in the sand here, they don’t scrunch their tinnies and chuck them into the sea; they drink wine and eat shaved ham and d’Affinois in this part of the North Shore – or, they would if they could. After that big financial crime – when a bunch of perps in New York cooked up a scam to drain people of their money, their jobs, their homes, their lives – spread over here, the consortium building the resort sank under the weight of derivative-driven debt they probably didn’t even know they had. The place just stopped being built. Some of the local builders ripped out fittings from kitchens as a desperate means to be paid, knowing they weren’t ever going to see money in the bank.

But, sections of the resort had been completed; apartments were for sale, which was why a high-smiling woman in her late thirties was waiting for me outside the gate to the Noosa North Shore Dreaming Resort. She was rake-thin with platinum hair and red lips. She wore a black suit.

‘Hi!’ she exclaimed with a smile that looked so wide and forced it had to be real. ‘I’m Paula and you must be Darian. That is the most fantastic name I think I’ve ever heard!’ she exclaimed. I’m not a big fan of real estate agents but I liked her as soon as I’d glanced at her car – a black Mercedes – and saw the back seat appallingly full of clutter, ranging from clothes and old newspapers to empty Coke cans and chocolate-bar wrappers.

‘Agh!’ she exclaimed when she saw me looking at her portable rubbish bin. ‘Don’t look at that; I’m as messy as a drunk tit on a Tuesday night! You’ll hate me and never listen to a word I say, let alone spend half a million dollars on the best apartment this place has to offer.’

‘Come on Paula,’ I said, smiling, ‘come and show me the place of my dreams.’

‘You betcha!’ she exclaimed. ‘Jump in the Merc,’ she said as she walked around to the driver’s side of her car. ‘We’ll go and meet up with Eddie. He’s going to help show you around.’

‘Who’s Eddie?’

‘He’s like the caretaker. He lives on-site. Sweet guy. You’ll love him,’ she said breezily, then paused and took a sidelong glance at me. ‘What line of business are you in, Darian?’

‘I’m retired. Used to run a security firm.’

‘You know, as soon as I saw you get out of that car, I thought you were in that line of business. You reminded me of my first husband; he was a homicide cop in Perth.’

As we drove down Sea Breeze Avenue and approached the resort – a cluster of mud-brown buildings in that fake Tuscan look – I asked Paula how many of the apartments were occupied.

‘Darian, I don’t actually know,’ she replied. ‘Eddie will. There’s always somebody here. Even though it’s not totally finished, two of the four wings are completely liveable. I think they’re great. Only place on the North Shore that’s like it.’

We turned onto a roundabout and stopped out the front of a building named Ocean Breeze. No taller than the tallest palm tree, it was three storeys high. There were eight apartments on each level, and each had a balcony. It looked like a nice place to retire if you loved golf, except there are no golf courses on the North Shore. There’s nothing on the North Shore except a highway beach for bog parties. It didn’t look like those sorts of fun-lovers would be living here in Ocean Breeze. It didn’t look like anyone was living here in Ocean Breeze. It had the atmosphere of a cemetery.

‘He’s meant to be here,’ said Paula, reaching into her handbag. ‘Sorry about this,’ she said as she pulled out her phone and hit the speed dial.

After a moment: ‘Eddie? It’s Paula. We’re out the front.’ And then: ‘Good.’ And then to me: ‘He’s on his way.’

I nodded, looking around. ‘It’s pretty quiet. I guess there aren’t too many occupants at the moment.’

‘It is quiet, Darian.’ Real estate agents will never disagree with you, no matter what. Same with car dealers. Experts at accentuating the positive. ‘But,’ she added, ‘it’s different during the school holidays.’

‘Ah,’ I nodded wisely, ‘school holidays.’ If I were a kid I’d take one look at this joint and hightail it out of here faster than Batman.

‘Here he is!’ exclaimed Paula.

Eddie lumbered around the side of Ocean Breeze towards us. I try to distinguish my impressions of people, especially on a case when many of the people you meet could in fact be the killer you’re searching for. It’s important not to be distracted by extraneous issues like ugliness or slothfulness or sheer creepiness.

Eddie had all the above. He was stout, flabby; the sort of guy who’s always smiling as if he knows the secrets of the universe. As he got closer I noticed his lips were fleshy. As he got even closer I saw that his lips were glistening, wet. He was like a toad. Wearing an idiotic uniform of khaki shorts and safari jacket made especially for the resort, Eddie was about twenty-eight years old but could easily pass for seventy-eight given his glacial pace and grotesque ugliness.

‘Hi Eddie!’ exclaimed Paula. ‘This is Darian.’

Eddie held out his fat hand and I shook it. He licked his lips, fat pink tongue rolling across the top and then the bottom lip. I tried not to flinch.

‘Hello Darian. That is a very interesting name,’ he said in a rodent voice.

I nodded and quickly withdrew my hand.

‘Darian is interested in looking at some of the apartments that are for sale. I thought we’d show him the three in this building here and then those over in Sunset Breeze.’

‘No dramas,’ said Eddie and pulled out a key that hung on a chain around his neck from beneath his shirt and waved it. ‘Gets us in anywhere.’ He smiled at Paula and licked his lips again. I fought off an urge to go back to my car, grab the shoe box from its hiding place, take out the gun and shoot this monster for the crime of being ugly and creepy.

‘Lead the way, Eddie,’ I said. ‘We’re in your hands.’

He slothed forward, Paula and I following. ‘Darian was asking how many of the apartments are actually occupied,’ she said.

‘I like to have people around me,’ I added.

‘You mean occupied as in sold or occupied as in people here now?’

Good, Eddie: excellent clarification.

‘People here now.’

‘Gee,’ he said.

We’d walked up the steps and through the main doors to Ocean Breeze and were now crossing through the foyer. It was large and ornate with brown marble floors, Tuscan-brown walls, all-purpose forgettable prints of frangipanis and girls in bikinis and palm trees in large pots. As we stopped by the lift, Eddie repeated: ‘Gee.’

‘Well, there’s the Goldmans and, are the Robinsons still here?’ Paula added by way of a prod.

‘Gone.’ The lift doors opened and we stepped inside, Paula first, then me then Toad Eddie.

‘Their three months was up.’

‘Their what?’ I asked.

‘Oh!’ exclaimed Paula: ‘Silly me. I just assumed you knew.’

‘Can’t live here longer than three months,’ said Eddie, who had taken over half the space in the lift as we rode to the third floor.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said and touched me on the arm with a reassuring grip. ‘One of the provisions made by the council was that occupancy is limited to three months a year.’

The Sunshine Coast: it gets weirder by the day.

‘You can’t live in a place that you own for longer than three months a year: is that what you just said?’

‘I know!’ she said with arms outstretched as if to show me she agreed it was crazy. Finally we’d reached the third floor. ‘The council is–’

‘They’re Greenies,’ Eddie said, completing her sentence. ‘Fuckwits.’

Paula shot him an admonishing look, short, sharp, professional.

‘’Scuse the language.’

Paula jumped in: ‘The council never let anyone build over here, not for decades. There were forty or so housing approvals dating back to the 1920s and that was it. They want the North Shore to be world-heritage listed … and it is beautiful over here,’ she added in real-estate mode, ‘so when the developers finally got this resort approved it was with this three-month condition.’

‘Why?’ I asked.

‘They’re concerned about population levels. It’s actually really good–’ here came the real-estate speak again, ‘–because it means the Noosa area doesn’t become overrun and crowded like it is down on the Gold Coast. You know: Noosa is special. There’s nothing like it in the entire country, and this resort – being over here on this amazing island – is special too.’

‘But what if you want to live here?’ I asked. ‘As in live here.’

She reached out and held my arm and whispered: ‘No-one would ever know.’

‘That’s right,’ added Eddie. ‘I’ve been living here for two years now.’

‘And the people who are living here now; what about them?’

‘Well,’ said Eddie. ‘There’s the Goldmans, and Naomi who used to be an investment banker in Sydney, and Ian who was a lawyer in Sydney and his wife Wendy, and then there’s John and Anna – he was an accountant then went into garden supplies just before the drought – and … oh yeah, Ron. And me. I’m over there,’ he nodded towards another identical three-storey Tuscan brown building called Sunset Breeze. ‘That’s it. Gets pretty busy during school holidays, though.’

Goldman, Ian the ex-lawyer, John the accountant-turned-garden-supplier and Ron, whoever Ron was.

And Eddie.

And anyone who had regular access to an empty apartment. Eddie was unlocking a door to one of Paula’s properties.

She’d been chatting about the advantages of living on a remote island where there are no shops or pubs or clubs or … anything, really, just a nearby beach that was like something out of Mad Max.

The apartment was unremarkable. The view from the balcony was of trees. I knew the ocean was close. I could hear the surf. I turned to my guides.

‘It’s great,’ I said.

‘You like it?’ She looked surprised.

‘Yep. Just the sort of thing I’m looking for.’ A view of trees.

‘One thing,’ I said, as if I had just had a flash. She leaned forward and Eddie turned towards me.

‘Internet. I’m on the computer most of the day; I need to be wired to check my stocks, keep tabs on the portfolio.’ I looked at Eddie. ‘Have you got wireless here?’

‘Yep. Free wireless throughout the resort.’

‘I’ve just bought this new computer–’

‘What sort?’ he asked.

‘Apple. That’s the thing: I don’t know jack shit about it or how to connect to wireless; I can hardly turn it on, I’m so useless. Is there like a person around here who’s good with that sort of stuff? A brilliant in-house geek?’

‘Sure is,’ said Eddie. ‘You’re looking at him.’

—

TED BUNDY, WHO killed a string of young women, was a handsome guy. Harold Shipman, who killed over two hundred of his elderly patients, looked like a mild and sweet family doctor. Dennis Rader – of BTK (Bind, Torture, Kill) renown – looked like a bus driver. Rapist, torturer and murderer John Wayne Gacy looked cute and funny. Before he carved a swastika into his forehead Charles Manson looked a little weird but could easily pass as an intense guy with a story to tell. Only Ivan Milat looked like the personification of evil that he – and each of his colleagues – was.

Eddie looked creepy and smug, and licked his lips. He had an air of self-importance about him. But he didn’t look right. He didn’t feel right.

I’ve been wrong before, and the first rule of investigation: eliminate.

—

I SAT, WAITING. From where I was hidden within the scrub, I had a perfect view into Eddie’s apartment. I was about twenty metres away, framed by stunted tea-trees and tall grass.

I’d said goodbye to Paula, taken her business card, promised to touch base once I’d made up my mind and watched her drive away, down the asphalt towards the river ferry. I drove my Toyota in the opposite direction, as if heading towards the beach highway, passing the entrance to the resort.

Just before the dirt road gives way to sand, a little distance from the entrance to the beach where the ‘road’ passes between two large dunes, is a car park. People leave their vehicles there to sleep off the grog before they drive home; or else they rest there before embarking on the highway race; or they stop and set up camp if the tide might be coming in and night is approaching, when the highway becomes deeply hazardous. People have been caught as their cars were swept into the ocean.

My white Toyota looked right at home. It was as anonymous as it could ever be. Nobody noticed me slipping away into the bush, or if they did they wouldn’t have cared, just assuming I was off to have a pee.

Easy for me to be anonymous, easy too, for the killer.

I only got lost for an hour and finally pushed through a wedge of trees to see the Tuscan-brown buildings in the distance, the orange glow of sunset reflecting in dazzling bursts from each of the windows.

I edged along the building, trying to make out which apartments were occupied. Eddie made it easy: he walked onto his balcony and started doing calisthenics; a revolting sight.

Normally at this juncture of an investigation, I’d be working through the arguments to put to a magistrate for a search warrant. I’d have the crew trolling through the suspect’s life: applying to Telstra for the release of his incoming and outgoing phone records – a frustrating process that can take days – interviewing friends and colleagues, checking out priors, building up a profile before the hammer strikes. The silent investigation that can last for weeks before you finally arrive at a residence and he hears a knock on his front door.

I felt my mobile phone buzzing; a text message.

nada

No priors. Eddie was clean.

Homicide cops go insane while waiting for a magistrate to decide whether they can search a suspect’s house. They scream at the phone, yank it from the wall and hurl it across the office while the bureaucrat at the other end of the line calmly explains it’ll take five working days to get the incoming and outgoing phone records of their suspect, regardless of whether the suspect might have a child or a woman or anyone locked inside his house, that a person’s life might be at stake–

I’m sorry, I really am, but I’m bound to adhere to the Privacy law. My hands are tied. And I do understand your frustration, Inspector, I really do.

I lay in wait outside my suspect’s residence, gun tucked neatly into my belt. I was dressed in my usual clothes: black jeans, black T-shirt, black Converse. The darkness of the night embraced me. I felt an exhilaration knowing it was just Eddie and me, and that whatever I was going to do, nobody would ask me to answer to it.
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Cling Wrap

EDDIE’S APARTMENT WAS ON THE SECOND FLOOR. I WAS ON HIS balcony within thirty seconds of leaving my hiding spot. It was just past midnight. I’d been waiting seven hours. It wasn’t entirely boring; Isosceles had sent me sixty-five text messages, all of them quotes from his collection.

He was trying to alleviate my boredom. And he did.

Alas! It was but too true –

their desperate valour knew no bounds and far indeed was it removed from its so-called better part –

discretion.

William Howard Russell on the idiotic Charge of the Light Brigade during the Crimean War.

If any question why we died,

Tell them, because our fathers lied.

Rudyard Kipling, in consideration of the above, during World War I.

Eddie had spent the evening on his computer; the blue wash of its screen was the only light in his apartment until half an hour ago when he ambled off to bed, leaving it on. The computer went to sleep, plunging the apartment into darkness a few moments later and I figured: like computer, like man.

OEBPS/images/9780733629068.jpg
‘As good as Harlan Coben’

TONY GAVANAUGH





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
[ONY
CAVANAUGH

THE DARIAN RICHARDS CRIME FIL

PROMISE

—— AND —

DEAD GIRL SING






OEBPS/images/book1_title.jpg
PROMISE

ToNY CAVANAUGH





OEBPS/images/book1_Australia.jpg
(=] hachette

AUSTRALIA|





OEBPS/images/9780733632617.jpg
e
GIRLSING

“Chilling and memorable; “One of the most complex and
top-noteh Aussie noir definitely ‘uncompromising heroes
not for the faint-hearted.” since Harry Bosch.

D AUSTRALIAN.





OEBPS/images/book1_priauthorbio.jpg





OEBPS/template.xpgt
 

   
		 
			 
		
		
     
			 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
        
    

  





