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prologue


THE REALISATION SWELLS WITHIN HIM, LIKE A BIRTHING. IT’S HAPPENING RIGHT now, today, in this moment of time, in this sliver of history. After months of gestation—after all the connections and the cultivations, all the plotting and the intrigues, all the threats and the blackmail—it’s this simple. He’s going to get away with it. The files are downloading, faster than he could ever have imagined, transcribing the guilt, the corruption, the criminality, all neatly packaged, all digitised, all pre-digested, pouring from the computer through a supposedly disabled USB port onto the bright blue thumb drive, encryption broken, the truth laid bare, the drive itself hidden by nothing more than his bravado and a takeaway coffee cup. He stands and looks around, his mind electric but his exterior calm, the consummate actor. The consummate spy. He smiles—but, then, he is always smiling.


The trading floor is a hive of activity, brokers swarming, abuzz with corporate fervour and personal ambition, banks of monitors alive with bonds and equities and derivatives and exchange rates, all fluid, all flickering, all demanding their attention. Simply by standing still, he’s rendered himself invisible. No one is looking at him, no one cares about his monitor, they’re all focused on their own ephemera: numbers and charts and transactions; losses, margins and gains. He feels he is the only point of stillness, the cyclone swirling about him, that he alone possesses the perspective to know what is truly happening across these epochal seconds. It completes his victory; carried out in plain sight, the audacity of it, his own subterfuge disguised by the bank’s own much larger deception. It will make the retelling all the better; this will be the making of him, the stuff of legends. He catches a reflection of himself, only slightly distorted, in the surface of a golden wall panel. He’s pleased with what he sees: hair bouffant, face tanned, eyes bright and teeth even. He likes his face; everyone likes his face. It’s a likeable face. More importantly, it’s a trustworthy face.


The transfer is almost done. He lifts the coffee. It tastes excellent. Through the windows of the office tower, he can see the perfect Sydney day, blue and white, the sun pouring benevolence across the skyline, harbour alight, as if the city itself approves the righteousness of his actions.


He looks back to the computer, startled to see it’s finished. Already. He blinks, savouring the moment, this tipping point, this culmination. If nothing else, he’ll miss the bank’s state-of-the-art tech, so much faster and efficient than the antiquated systems at his real workplace. He sits. Quickly, he imposes his own encryption on the thumb drive, then runs a purpose-built program to cover his tracks. It takes mere minutes. Then he ejects the drive, pockets it and logs off. Done.


‘Early lunch?’ he asks, pausing at the cubicle of Raff, the shift supervisor—the one person he knows won’t accept his invitation.


‘Sorry. Bit under the pump,’ says Raff, not lifting his eyes from his screens. ‘Maybe later in the week.’


‘No worries,’ says Tarquin, grinning at his colleague’s predictability. ‘I’ll be an hour or so. You want anything?’


‘No. Brought my lunch in.’


‘Okay, see you, then.’


And Tarquin Molloy walks away, his gait confident, as always; his eyes shining, as always; his smile every bit as generous and unflappable as on his first day here. But inside, his stomach is churning and his mind is bubbling with what he has achieved.


He enters the lift, hits the button for the lobby, for glory, taking one last look across the trading floor as the doors begin to close, the curtains falling on the final scene. He commits it to memory, for the recounting. Then, at the last, an arm reaches in, forcing the doors open. Tarquin Molloy beams at the newcomer, a tall man, thin and dressed in a vintage suit of coarse brown wool. The doors ease shut.


‘Morning,’ says the gentleman, inviting engagement.


‘It certainly is,’ he replies. And to Tarquin, he does look like a gentleman. The suit is three-piece, of heavy cloth, as if it’s been transported from somewhere in the mid-twentieth century, immaculately maintained despite its age. There is a patterned kerchief in the suit’s breast pocket and a Legacy badge on its lapel. The man’s face is long, as is his hair, oiled so it stays in place behind his ears. The hair oil, or something, has a pleasant aroma in the confined space. The smell, like the suit and the man’s demeanour, is old-fashioned. His complexion is touched with sepia. A smoker, thinks Tarquin. Old for a trading floor.


‘California Poppy,’ says the man.


‘Sorry?’


‘The hair oil. California Poppy.’


‘It smells very nice.’


‘Thank you,’ says the man genially. One of his teeth has a gold cap. ‘Hard to come by nowadays.’


The lift shudders to a halt, but the doors don’t open. They’re stuck between floors.


‘That’s strange,’ says Tarquin.


‘You don’t know the half of it,’ says the man in the brown suit. He unbuttons his coat and withdraws a revolver. A six-gun, a prop from a Western, a massive thing, matt black and menacing, its handle inlaid with pearl shell. Tarquin’s stomach plummets and his mind begins to reel. The muzzle is pointed at his chest.









SUNDAY









chapter one


THE BOY IS LAUGHING WITH THE JOY OF IT, THE SENSATION OF IT, SLAPPING AT the sea water with his hands, sending it spraying about him. Martin laughs too; Liam’s pleasure is contagious. They’re side by side, the man and the infant, sitting in a briny puddle formed when Martin scooped out sand to build a castle, now demolished. The excavation won’t last much longer either, its sides slowly collapsing as another wave rolls up the beach, the tide on its way back in. Splat, splat, splat, go Liam’s pudgy hands. Splat, splat, splat, go Martin’s as he emulates his stepson, inciting more delight. Oh, how he loves the boy’s laugh, that distinctive chortle that has always been his and his alone, pre-dating words.


Martin can hear his phone ringing in the beach bag further up the sand, below the steps to the house, but he doesn’t move, doesn’t consider answering it. Nothing is urgent here, not anymore. The days of subjugation, to the dictates of phone calls and editors,

to deadlines and scoops, to egos and rivalries, are past. For sixteen months they’ve lived here at Port Silver—Martin, Mandalay and Liam—repairing their house on the cliffs above the beach, repairing their lives. Constructing a new and more robust reality, quarantined from the past.


‘Marn. Look. Marn!’


‘What?’


‘Whale! Marn, whale!’ The boy is on his feet, pointing excitedly out beyond the bar where the river meets the ocean. Martin hears it before he sees it, the exhalation of breath, the fizzing spray of a mist, the whale’s blow. And now, as if to greet them, one white fin rises from the water, waving as it catches the early afternoon sun.


‘Humpback. It’s a humpback,’ says Martin, smiling broadly, but Liam is too busy waving back to attempt the word.


The phone rings again. And again he ignores it. This mid-winter day is too perfect to lose: the sky clear, the day warm, the sea gentle. Even on the far north coast of New South Wales, winter southerlies can bite, bringing rain and cold. Days like this, the first after a week of cloud and squalls, are not to be interrupted. But when the phone rings for a third time, insistent, he knows he must answer it. Nobody rings three times unless it’s urgent.


‘Right back,’ he says to Liam as he stands. He moves up the beach, no more than twenty metres. He walks backwards, not taking his eyes from the boy. Liam is well past two, twenty-seven months, a real toddler, walking and talking. Even so, Martin is taking no chances, not with the boy close to the water. Still looking at Liam, he picks up his phone and answers the call. ‘Martin Scarsden.’


‘Martin. Long time.’


‘Max?’ Martin takes a quick glance at the screen, shading it from the sun, confirming it’s his former editor, his old mentor, Max Fuller.


‘Where are you? Port Silver?’


‘Yes, on the beach.’


‘Lucky you. How’s work?’


‘Yeah, good. The book’s doing well, the one about the killings up here last year.’


‘Good. So you’re at a loose end?’


‘Lot to be said for that, Max.’


‘I’ve got wind of a big story. A cracker. I could do with your help.’


Martin hesitates before responding; he still feels residual guilt for his part in Max being stripped of the Herald’s editorship. Liam has plopped back onto his bare arse and is splashing about in the puddle. Since when would Max need his help? ‘You don’t mean just a feature, do you? You wouldn’t need me for that.’


‘It’s early days, but this could be huge. An investigative series. A book as well.’


‘What is it?’


‘Not on the phone. You in Sydney anytime soon?’


‘I wasn’t planning to be.’


‘Well, see if you can make it down. Don’t wait too long.’


Liam is standing again, taking a few unsteady steps towards the sea, apparently intent on paddling.


‘Okay. But don’t take it for granted I’ll come on board.’


‘You will when you see what I’ve got. We’re not talking about a few pissy murders here, son. We’re talking grand conspiracy. I promise you, you’ll want in.’


‘Okay. I’ll talk to Mandy, see what I can do. Sorry I didn’t pick up first time.’


There’s a pause. ‘What do you mean?’


‘Wasn’t that you ringing just a moment ago?’


‘Not me.’


‘Okay. I’ll be in touch.’ Martin ends the call and checks his phone. Sure enough, the two previous calls were from Mandy: his partner, Liam’s mum. Unusual for her to call; she usually texts. Liam is heading towards him now, holding up a seashell.


‘Mumma,’ says the lad.


‘She’ll love it.’ It’s something Mandy and Liam do together, collect shells on the beach below their house.


Martin looks back at his phone; she’s left a voice message. He opens it, holds the phone to his ear. But it’s not words, it’s a scream: one long shriek, full of desperation and danger, ten seconds long. It cuts through the tranquillity of the day like a blade. It doesn’t finish; instead it ends abruptly, as if cut off.


‘Fuck,’ says Martin.


‘Fuck,’ says Liam, the irrepressible mimic.


Martin is already moving. He lifts the infant and starts running towards the stairs behind the beach, leaving everything else behind, taking only his son and his phone, nothing else matters.


Almost instantly the boy is crying, shocked by the rough handling, but Martin doesn’t care, not now. He reaches the steps carved into the sandstone, leading up to their clifftop house, starts bounding up, the boy squirming and wailing. Up they go. Ten metres, twenty. Martin is breathing hard, slowed by Liam’s weight. The steps finish at a zigzagging path. He scrambles along to the start of another flight, wooden stairs this time, suspended from a near vertical rockface. He doesn’t hesitate; up they go, the boy becoming sullen and silent.


The stairs end. They’re close now. Another couple of switchbacks through the rainforest, the rise not as steep, and the house appears through the foliage. He stops again. He can see nothing wrong, nothing unusual; he can hear nothing other than the noise of his own panting and the now distant sound of the surf . . . No, wait. There. Just visible around the corner of their home: a white car. Shit. Someone is in the house. He pauses, torn. Mandy’s scream is still reverberating around his skull, but he can’t take Liam in there, into possible danger. Shit. Then he knows what to do.


‘Drive, Liam.’


He jogs up to the house, hoping no one is watching, still holding his stepson firmly. Ducking down below the windows, he moves along the building’s side. He pauses at the corner, peering around it to where the unfamiliar car is parked. An SUV. New. Queensland number plates. A rental? He steps quickly past it to Mandy’s Subaru, sitting unlocked in the shade of some trees. He places Liam in the booster seat and fastens the belt.


‘Drive!’ enthuses Liam.


‘Soon. I’ll be back soon. You wait here, okay?’


‘Mumma?’


‘Yes. I’ll get Mumma.’


Liam looks uncertain, but there is no time to reassure him. Leaving the car door open—even in winter, a locked car can grow dangerously hot—Martin scuttles to the house, sheltering below the kitchen window. He looks back: the open door is out of sight on the far side of the car; Liam is silent and almost impossible to see. Martin turns his full attention to the house. He can hear nothing unusual; just the wind, the surf and birdsong. How can the birds be so insensitive? Didn’t they hear her scream?


He eases the kitchen door open and slides inside. There is no sound, a stillness has settled. The door to the dining room is open. Again, nothing. No: there is, there is. On the table: her phone. The one she screamed into. She must be here; she wouldn’t leave her phone.


He moves through the room, looks around the open doorway into the living room . . . And sees a man in a suit face down on the floor. Adrenaline hits him, and his already surging heartbeat accelerates. He tries to listen for the sound of an intruder, but the blood in his ears is too loud; that and the memory of Mandy’s scream. He takes a breath and edges forward, knowing he’s exposing himself, knowing he may be walking into danger. But she’s in jeopardy; standing still is not an option.


Nothing happens. There is no one else. He moves to the body, squats, feels for a pulse. It’s there, in the neck, strong and consistent. The man is alive. Martin can hear him breathing: a little ragged, but steady enough. There is blood seeping from the back of his skull, out through his hair. There is no other sign of injury. Someone has king hit him from behind, laid him flat. Did Mandy do this, knock the man unconscious? Where is Mandy? Martin needs to get upstairs, explore the rest of the house, try to find her. But first he rolls the man onto his side, into the recovery position. He’s a dead weight, showing no sign of waking. Only when Martin has him in position does he look at his face—and is shocked to recognise him. It’s Claus Vandenbruk, the ill-tempered policeman Martin encountered a year and a half ago in far western New South Wales. What the hell is Vandenbruk doing here? Back then, Vandenbruk was on secondment to the Australian Criminal Intelligence Commission, the ACIC; he’d played a major role in bringing down an organised crime syndicate. What is he doing here? The questions flood Martin’s mind, but he dismisses them: right now he needs to get help, and he needs to find Mandy.


He dials triple zero, asks for the police, explains quickly, voice low, what he’s found, requests that police and ambulance both attend, warning that there is the potential for danger, that the police should enter first. The dispatcher starts to ask questions, but Martin can’t afford to wait any longer. He interrupts to tell them of the boy in the car—if anything happens to him, at least they’ll find Liam. Then he hangs up and starts moving towards the stairs.












chapter two


SHE OPENS HER EYES, BUT CANNOT SEE; TRIES TO SPEAK, BUT CANNOT TALK. She closes her eyes again, almost slips back into sleep. It must be dark. No. It’s not that. There is motion, a sense of movement. She feels the vibration, can hear the sound. A car. She’s in a car. Or a van or a truck. But the weight of fatigue is too great. Her eyes close and she drifts away.


A loud sound, a vibration. She comes awake, and still she cannot see. But now she can feel the cloth that brushes her eyelashes when she blinks. She’s blindfolded. She rolls her eyes around. Yes: there, to her lower left, the slightest seepage of light. She tries to open her mouth to speak, but it’s taped shut. A fog comes rolling across her mind and it’s all she can do to stay awake, to stave off the temptation to fall under once again. But it is coming in too strong, a dark tide. She feels herself taken.


Awareness comes seeping back in; again, she opens her eyes to darkness. But the mist is lifting from her mind. She’s sitting upright, in a car. She can feel the cushioning beneath and behind, the shape of the seat. There are industrial smells: oils and grease and solvents. She tries to move her hands but they’re tied together. She attempts to lift them to her eyes, to remove the blindfold, but it’s no good: their movement is restricted. Breathe, she tells herself, breathe. And don’t betray your weakness. She realises she’s not fully gagged; there is nothing in her mouth, it’s just been taped shut. She can’t speak, but she could easily make a noise. She decides against trying. Instead, she sits back in the seat, feigns unconsciousness, while trying to work through what has happened to her, what might happen next.


The man. She remembers him now. The man in the suit, as unfamiliar and unlikely in her coastal home as a priest or a politician, out of place with his fidgety nervousness and abrupt manner. What had he said? That he knew her, that they had met before? In Riversend, her home town in western New South Wales. Had he said that, or did she dream it? There were no men in suits in Riversend. Only at funerals were there men in suits. And then she remembers: at the end, after the killings, the policemen and the reporters, all wearing suits, setting themselves apart, setting themselves above. That was it: a policeman. He’d said he was a policeman, had shown her identification. She remembers that now. A policeman.


God, she feels tired. Remembering is like lifting weights.


She closes her useless eyes, trying to concentrate, to push her mind through the treacle. Her memory of the detective is hazy, but she feels it wasn’t so long ago that she was talking to him. In her lounge room. In their house on the cliff. Claus. He said his name was Claus. Why is it so hard to remember? Has she been hit? Has she been drugged? She pushes against the headrest, slowly flexing her neck muscles, but there is no pain. Not hit then; drugged. She congratulates herself for working that out, then realises that it doesn’t help. She flexes her arms one way, then the other, testing the restraints: her wrists are bound painfully together, so too her ankles, with another cord threaded through the seatbelt, preventing her from lifting her hands above her midriff. She tries moving in her seat: but the belt holds her firm. To her left, there is nothing, but to her right she encounters resistance. The side of the vehicle. She leans as far as she can, presses her bare arm against the hardness. It’s warm. The sun, she thinks. The sun warming the side of the vehicle. If it’s the afternoon, then they’re driving south. But she can feel no sunlight on her face. So not a window, then. She must be in a van, or a truck. Makes sense. They could hardly have her sitting up, bound, blindfolded and gagged next to a window. She tries to follow the pattern of movement; there is no accelerating and decelerating, no rounding of corners. The engine and road noise have a constant pitch. They must be on the freeway, heading south. South towards Sydney.


South towards the past.


She breathes deeply, trying to quell the rising sense of panic. A detective came to her home, drugged her and kidnapped her. She tries to make sense of it, to imagine alternatives, but only one conclusion is possible: it’s the past, come to claim her. After all these years, just as she was beginning to believe she had achieved escape velocity, fled its orbital pull once and for all. The past; she’s sure of it.










MONDAY










chapter three


THE SUN RISES FROM THE DISTANT SEA, RAYS SPEARING ABOVE PORT SILVER TO catch the upper ramparts of the escarpment, before gradually bathing the twin towns of Longton, up on the plateau, and Port Silver, down on the coast, setting the landscape in soft relief with its golden light bestowing solar benevolence on a second day of mid-winter perfection. But Martin Scarsden is unaware of the dawn. He sits inside Longton Base Hospital, bathed in the hard fluorescent light of a waiting room. Hospitals and casinos: where time runs its own race, disdainful of external chronologies.


He hasn’t slept, hasn’t thought of sleeping. Mandy has gone. Vanished. There was no sign of blood at their home on the cliffs, no sign of a struggle. Just her phone left on the dining-room table and an unconscious policeman on the floor. The ambulance had come, so too the local police. The paramedics had acted decisively, stabilising the obstinately unresponsive Claus Vandenbruk

before whisking him away, here, to this hospital. By comparison, the police had dithered, unsure of their protocols. They’d taken Martin’s statement and, as if to reassure themselves he wasn’t a fantasist, they’d plodded about upstairs in an ill-disciplined search, despite his pleas not to contaminate the crime scene.


‘What crime scene?’ the young constable had asked.


Martin waited at home until almost midnight, feeding and bathing Liam, putting the boy to bed, all the time listening, alert to any sign, imagining her voice, hoping that Mandy might return. A flimsy theory of hope constructed itself in his mind, built on the soft foundation of too few facts and too much yearning: she had knocked out Vandenbruk, flattening him with a candlestick or frying pan or laptop, before fleeing into the bush to hide. You’d want to hide, he reasoned, if you’d belted a cop. They only own one car now, the Subaru, so she hadn’t left, not by herself. And so he listened, even as he tried to present an air of confidence and normalcy to Liam. But the child, sensing Martin’s anxiety, became quarrelsome. He cried for his mother, something he rarely did.


When the boy finally fell asleep, hours past his normal bedtime, Martin left the house. Standing at the edge of the bush, he called Mandy’s name. But the more he thought about it, the less likely it seemed she could be hiding in the forest: why would she ring him twice, scream into her phone, then leave it lying on the dining-room table? And would she be screaming, ringing him in extremis, running into the forest, if the policeman was already unconscious on the floor? No. There must have been someone else in the house. Or someones.


He crouched on the damp ground by the house with a torch, seeking tyre tracks, but the ground had been thoroughly trampled, all evidence obliterated by the feet and vehicles of paramedics and police. He should have thought to look earlier, before the emergency services had arrived.


Eventually, he returned inside, but the house was not large enough to contain his anxieties, his mind not quiet enough to contain his speculations. At midnight, he packed a bag for Liam and another for himself, then carried the sleeping child to the car.


Now he lingers in the hospital because he doesn’t know where else to wait. Liam is safe and secure with Martin’s uncle Vern and his family. Martin has left Mandy’s phone at home: if she returns, she will call, explain what happened. But if she doesn’t, then the only person who might know where she has gone is Claus Vandenbruk, the comatose policeman.


Maybe he nods off, maybe he just closes his eyes, but the voice rouses him. ‘Martin?’


He’s instantly alert, but unprepared nevertheless: it’s Morris Montifore, homicide detective. ‘You?’ Homicide.


Montifore must see the panic in his eyes. ‘Are you all right?’


‘Mandy. Where is she? Is she okay?’


‘As far as I know.’ The policeman offers an approximation of a smile.


‘Have you found her?’


The smile vanishes. ‘Not yet.’


‘So who’s dead?’


Montifore sits down. There’s a weariness to the man that follows him, a weight that seldom lifts. ‘Not Mandy.’


‘Vandenbruk?’


‘No. He’s still unconscious. Stable, though. He’ll be choppered to Sydney as soon as possible, have all the scans. They reckon he should be okay, but they don’t want to take any chances.’


Martin stares at the detective. ‘What’s happening? What is Vandenbruk doing here? What are you doing here?’


Montifore matches the intensity of his gaze before looking away, choosing his words. ‘You ever watch the news up here? Read the papers?’


‘Not as much as I used to.’


‘You seen any of those stories about dodgy Sydney apartment blocks?’


‘Some.’ Even in Port Silver, they’ve been hard to miss. Entire residential blocks evacuated because of structural flaws, unsound foundations and fire-trap cladding.


Montifore is looking at Martin again. ‘There’s a big one out at Parramatta, called Sublimity—whatever the fuck that’s meant to mean. Only five years old. Huge crack, going from the sub-basement up to the second or third floor. Creeps up a few more centimetres every day. All the residents have been kicked out.’


‘And?’


‘The structural engineers are on to it. They’ve been X-raying the foundations. They’ve got these huge machines, ground-penetrating radar or some such. The whole thing is as suss as all fuck. Not enough steel, too much sand, fuck-all cement.’


‘Let me guess: they found something.’


‘A cavity.’


‘A cavity?’


‘And a body. A very well-preserved body.’


‘Whose?’


‘A man known as Tarquin Molloy.’


‘What do you mean “known as”?’


‘An alias. You don’t need to know his real name.’ Montifore is examining Martin’s face, looking for a reaction. ‘Have you ever heard his name before?’


‘No. Never. Who was he?’


‘An undercover cop.’


‘What makes you think I would have heard of him?’


‘At the time of his death, he was engaged to be married. To Mandalay Blonde.’









chapter four


SHE WAKES, DISORIENTED ONCE MORE. SHE LIES STILL, TRYING TO GATHER HER consciousness around her, to assert her faculties, to take control. They’ve drugged her again, she realises. She struggles against the fog, straining to make sense of her predicament. She’s lying on her side, on a bed or maybe a mattress, constrained. The blindfold is still in place, and the gag. The smells are still there, same as in the van, but stronger now, more pungent. Petrol, solvents, above a sense of dampness and mould. Her tongue feels thick and pasty; her thirst immediate and pressing. She feels the chafing on her wrists: they are bound together by something thin and cutting, so too her ankles. Plastic ties, with more threaded through her belt, preventing her from lifting her hands to her face. Her arms and legs are stiff, her back hurts. She badly needs to piss.


Emotions wash through: helplessness and frustration; anger and determination. And beyond them, a sense of dread, a malevolence

threatening to come for her. She pushes back, concentrates, listens. White noise, the muffled sound of traffic. The distant whine of a plane. A city, then. Sydney? She pinches at her bedding: nothing more than a slab of foam rubber. She can feel the air on her cheek: still, cool, damp. She’s somewhere without light, a basement or an internal room. She shivers, an involuntary response. Who has brought her here? And why?


The dread threatens to deprive her of rationality, inviting her to panic. It’s the past, coming after her, propelled by karma. For an instant, she thinks of Liam. Of Martin. The future. She prays that they’re safe, that Martin has Liam, is holding him close, will care for her son.


There’s a lift in volume, the city momentarily louder, accompanied by a shift in the air, a zephyr of movement. A door opening and closing again.


‘Good morning.’ A woman’s voice.


Mandy freezes.


‘We’ll remove the gag. Stay still.’ Her captor’s tone sounds malicious in its neutrality.


Mandy nods. A hand takes her chin, holds it firm. A man’s hand? He pulls the tape away, his actions abrupt. The pain is sharp, as if skin has been lifted along with the tape.


‘You’re welcome to scream,’ says the woman. ‘No one can hear you.’ Her voice is coming from beyond the end of the bed. So there are at least two of them: a woman and a man. The woman is talking; she’s the one in charge.


‘I need to pee,’ says Mandy, keeping her voice calm.


‘I’m not surprised. Cooperate and you can.’


Jesus. That voice. ‘Zelda?’


Silence.


‘It’s you, isn’t it? Zelda.’


More silence. Then hands, the man’s hands, lifting Mandy’s head, removing the blindfold.


A light hangs directly above her: a single bulb, incandescent, a relic from another era. Mandy blinks. But there’s no mistaking who is sitting on a chair at the end of the mattress. ‘Jesus. It is you.’


Zelda Forshaw. Smiling, but with a furrow of concern bisecting her forehead. She looks older, harder; her foundation is thicker, and the cupid’s bow of her mouth has developed a sneer.


‘I thought you were in prison,’ says Mandy.


‘Yeah, I was. Thanks to you. You bitch.’


‘I didn’t testify.’


‘You didn’t have to.’


Mandy looks about her. She’s on the floor, on the foam mattress. A man is standing over her, dressed in jeans, cheap running shoes, a faded Nike sweatshirt. And a ski mask. He’s shifting his weight uneasily from leg to leg, as if he doesn’t really want to be here, as if unsure of his role. They’re in some sort of disused storeroom, its walls streaked with mould and lined with metal storage racks. Their shelves are rusting and empty, save for some old oil cans and plastic buckets.


‘What’s going on, Zelda? Why this?’


‘What do you think?’


‘The policeman. In a suit. He was in my house. What happened?’


‘He’ll be fine.’


‘What do you mean, he’ll be fine?’


‘Nothing to concern you. I just wanted to get in first—before he arrested you.’


‘Arrested me? For what?’


‘It’s me, Mandy—you don’t have to pretend.’


‘Arrest me for what?’ Mandy repeats.


‘For Tarquin.’


‘Tarquin?’ Of course, Tarquin. It was always going to be about Tarquin. ‘Tarquin Molloy? Why would they arrest me?’ She can’t help it; panic is rising. Something is happening and she doesn’t know what it is. Five years pass without incident, then all of a sudden, on the same day, a policeman arrives and she is kidnapped. ‘I have no idea where Tarquin is, where he went, but I’ll tell you everything I can. Just let me take a piss.’


But Zelda Forshaw is impervious to the appeal, her smile flickering. ‘Tell me where the money is, and you can piss to your heart’s content. Niagara fucking Falls. In fact, tell me where Mollisons’ money is and I’ll let you go.’


‘I never knew anything about any money. You know that.’


Zelda stands. She towers over Mandy. ‘Don’t play the dumb blonde with me, bitch. I want the money I went to prison for.’


‘It was Tarquin. That’s what the bank said; that’s what the court found. Tarquin took it.’


‘No he fucking didn’t.’ The anger in Zelda’s voice is rising.


‘How can you know that?’


‘The same way you do.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘He’s dead. Shot through the head.’


Mandy’s breath sticks in her throat, a jagged thing, unable to be moved. ‘Dead? He’s dead?’


‘Not just dead. Murdered.’


‘But when? Where?’


‘Enough bullshit. I went to prison for that fucking money. I want my share.’


Mandy doesn’t know how to respond; another denial is not going to get her anywhere. She looks around, but there is nothing to see: the uneasy-looking enforcer, the stained walls, the empty shelves.


‘Last chance. Tell me. Or we walk out and leave you here.’


‘I don’t have the money.’


‘Bullshit. I checked you out. First thing I did when I heard he was dead. You’re fucking rolling in it.’


Mandy shakes her head. ‘No. It’s an inheritance. From my grandfather. All of it. You can ask my lawyer. I’ll give you her name. She can send a copy of the will.’


‘I told you.’ It’s the man, the enforcer, voice tentative.


‘Shut up,’ Zelda spits back, before returning her attention to Mandy. ‘Sorry. I’m not accepting any more bullshit from lawyers. Tarquin was a lawyer, and look what a lying bastard he was.’


‘My partner. He’s a journalist. Martin Scarsden. Works for the Sydney Morning Herald. He wrote a book about it. It’s all there, in the epilogue.’


‘Yes, Martin Scarsden,’ Zelda scoffs. ‘Your latest lover. Who shares your wealth, your palace up there on the cliffs. No bushfires for you, no viruses, no recessions.’ She shakes her head. ‘I don’t think so.’


Mandy looks at the enforcer with his masked face, still rocking from foot to foot.


‘Truth serum,’ says the man, suddenly enthusiastic. ‘We can try truth serum.’


‘Quiet, mate. Quiet. We’ll be done soon.’ Now Zelda’s voice is surprisingly soft.


Mandy looks at the man. There is something not quite right there, something askew, his voice childish, not threatening. Maybe she can appeal to him, convince him of her innocence, of her ignorance. Maybe she can simply buy her freedom. ‘How much money is it?’


‘Tarquin told me ten million,’ says Zelda. ‘What did he tell you?’


‘I told you: he never said anything to me. Not about money.’


Zelda’s eyes are boring into hers. ‘What did he tell you, then?’


Mandy blinks, doesn’t know what to say, opts for truth. ‘That he loved me.’ And to her surprise she feels a rising emotion. It must be the lingering effect of the drugs.


‘You think you were the only one?’ says Zelda contemptuously.


‘We were engaged. We were getting married. He didn’t have to offer me money.’


‘But you knew what he was planning?’


‘No. He told me nothing. Made sure I wasn’t around to interfere. He sent me to the Gold Coast. A romantic weekend away—that’s what he said.’ Again, the rising of residual emotion, this time of distress, of betrayal. ‘But he never showed. By the time I got back to Sydney, he was gone. Then Mollisons called in the cops.’


There is a change in Zelda’s face; the hardness is joined by an intensity, a concentration. ‘So what did you think happened?’ Her voice is lower, engaged, no longer dismissive.


‘Same as everyone else, once I heard the rumours. I thought he’d scarpered, taken the bank’s money, played me for a fool.’ A sob escapes from somewhere, catching Mandy unawares. Surely she is beyond this, beyond Tarquin Molloy. ‘I heard he’d embezzled it and fled overseas.’ Now she can no longer meet her jailer’s gaze. ‘I was interrogated by the security people. Clarity Sparkes and Harry Sweetwater. They cleared me.’


‘They sacked you,’ says Zelda. ‘They must have suspected you of something.’


‘They sacked my whole team. And . . .’ Her voice trails off.


‘And what?’


Mandy looks back at Zelda Forshaw. ‘And they charged you. Convicted you. I figured it must be true, that you were in it together, you and Tarquin—that you stole the money.’ She swallows. ‘And I knew about the two of you.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘I knew that he was screwing you.’


‘Is that what you told the cops?’


‘I didn’t have to.’


‘So what did you do?’


‘Cried. I cried a lot. We were engaged, I loved him. But he used me and then pissed off with the money. What do you think I should have done?’


For a moment, there is no reaction. For a moment, it seems as if their mutual gaze might connect the two women. But then it breaks, and Zelda laughs, a brittle and uncertain sound. ‘Yeah, right.’


Mandy just stares. There is nothing left to say.


‘Zel, can we go?’ asks the man, sounding almost plaintive.


The impasse holds. And then, from somewhere beyond the storeroom, comes the sound of breaking glass. Once, twice, thrice. Shattering glass, cascading.


‘Shit.’ Zelda Forshaw turns to the man. ‘Check it out. Fast.’


Mandy is holding her breath. By the look of her, her captor is doing the same. Now Zelda brings a single finger to her lips,

signalling for her to remain silent. Mandy considers yelling. Should she risk it? Zelda removes her finger, appears about to whisper something, when they hear it: a single gunshot. It crackles through the air, electric, like bottled lightning. Close by. The next room.


‘Shit,’ whispers Zelda. And she’s off, past Mandy and away.


Mandy cranes her neck, straining against her bonds: there must be a second door at the back of the storeroom. She squirms, the ties cutting into her wrists, but there is no getting away. Seconds pass. She can hear the sound of feet grinding across the top of broken glass.


The door opens, the door through which the ski-masked minion passed, and a tall man enters, his face long and sallow, his thin body slightly stooped. He’s wearing a three-piece suit, navy with pinstripes. And he’s holding a large handgun, some sort of antique. From her position on the floor, she can see he’s wearing polished riding boots. He looks like Doc Holliday without the spurs and the handlebar moustache.


Mandy doesn’t move, can’t move. Only her bladder screams its insistence.


‘Well, hello,’ says the man. ‘What have we here?’


He stalks past her, gun before him. His hair is long and greasy. No, not greasy: oiled. For a minute or more he’s gone, out the same door as Zelda. And then he’s back, moving easily, unhurried.


He gets the chair from the end of the mattress, the one Zelda had been sitting on, moves it closer to Mandy, so he’s next to her. He places his gun in a holster beneath his coat and sits. He extends his hand, large and bony-fingered, yellow-stained, and rests it on her shoulder. Mandy can smell nicotine. ‘It’s okay, love. You’re safe now.’ He looks about forty, but something about him seems much older; not his age so much as his appearance, his demeanour borrowed from a past century.


‘Who are you?’ she asks.


‘Police.’


‘Police?’


‘Yes. You’re safe now.’


‘Can you release me?’


‘Of course.’ The man reaches out, lifts her bound wrists. He turns to the door. ‘Sergeant!’ he calls. ‘In here. Now!’


A man appears, short and powerful, with a shaven head, dressed in a black t-shirt, grimy jeans and industrial boots. There is a spider-web tattoo crawling up his neck, vivid blues and reds. His eyes are like pebbles: small and hard and perceptive.


‘Cable ties. A prisoner,’ explains the policeman, gesturing towards Mandy. ‘The constable. Get him to cut her free.’


The man nods and disappears back the way he came.


‘Who’s that?’ asks Mandy.


‘Forget him. He’s undercover. Understand? You never saw him.’


Mandy nods her comprehension.


‘Now. I’m assuming that was Zelda Forshaw who was holding you here.’


‘Yes. It was her.’


The man looks around the room, as if considering something. ‘We’ve been looking for her. You’re Mandalay Blonde, correct?’ His hair glistens in the fluorescent light. There is a sweet smell.


Mandy feels suddenly emboldened. ‘You say you’re a policeman.’


The man smiles, one tooth glinting with gold. ‘Detective Inspector Henry Livingstone, at your service.’ He reaches into the inside of his coat pocket, withdraws a wallet. He flicks it open, revealing a police badge. ‘Internal investigations.’ He holds it out for her fleeting examination, then returns it to his coat. ‘Now, while we wait for the constable and his wire-cutters, why don’t you tell me what happened here.’


And so Mandy explains. Her abduction, being drugged, waking to find herself a captive of Zelda Forshaw.


Inspector Livingstone listens intently, not speaking until Mandy has finished. ‘And this policeman who came to see you at your home—what was his name?’


‘It was Claus something. He said he’d met me before.’


‘I see.’ Livingstone frowns, as if considering the gravity of the situation. ‘I remember hearing all about you. You were the innocent; the fool.’ He smiles apologetically. ‘Tell me about the money. Why does Zelda Forshaw think you know where the money is?’


‘I have no idea. I don’t know anything about the money. I told them, back then, the police and the bank. I never knew about it. That was Tarquin. And her: Zelda.’


‘It’s okay,’ Livingstone says, reassuring. ‘I believe you.’


‘Is it true?’ Mandy asks. ‘Is he really dead?’


‘Who’s that, love?’


‘Tarquin Molloy. She said he’s dead.’


The man nods, eyes sad, face gaunt. ‘Oh yes. I’m sorry to say it is. I have it on the best authority.’ He reaches out his hand, places it gently on her bound hands. In the distance, Mandy can hear a siren.


The bald undercover agent puts his head back through the door. ‘Boss. Backup is almost here.’


‘Right. Thanks.’ He turns to Mandy. ‘I’d better go and speak with them. And I’ll see what’s keeping that constable.’ He’s almost to the door when he turns and says quietly, ‘A word to the wise. Don’t get mixed up in this thing. It’s going to get ugly.’ And he leaves.


It’s only later, after her bladder has surrendered but well before the police find her lying there, soaked and shivering, hands and feet still bound, that she realises Livingstone isn’t coming back. And that the man can’t possibly be a police officer.









chapter five


MARTIN DRIVES SOUTH TOWARDS SYDNEY, THE FREEWAY LONG AND SINUOUS, lined with state forest, far enough inland to be unimpeded by development, rising and falling with the gentle folding of the land. Exits come and go, promising beachside resorts to the east and heritage towns to the west, while signs assure him there are strategically spaced rest areas and service centres along the kilometres to come.


He guides the car automatically, eyes on the road but thoughts elsewhere, already stalking city streets. Somewhere down there, amid the office towers and the endless suburbs, the concrete and the bitumen, among the unmindful millions, there will be answers. Answers and Mandy—but how does he find them? He’s sure now that she’s no longer in Port Silver. She would have contacted him. And someone would have seen her; the town is too small, she is too well known, if not personally then by reputation. No, she’s gone; taken. He thinks again of her phone, left on the dining-room table, the screaming voice message. Her wallet in the bedroom, her clothes still there, their luggage. No, she’s been abducted; there can be no other explanation. So he’s brought her phone with him, and her wallet, hoping he can reunite them with their owner.


He tries to discipline his thoughts, to control them, just as he keeps the car in its lane; he mustn’t permit his imagination to swerve onto the fearful verge. He tries instead to concentrate on the future, the coming days, what needs to be done. He needs a plan. But the road is mesmeric, the forest unchanging. His mind wanders across the white lines, veering onto the soft shoulder of speculation.


Has he ever known her? Really, known her? They’ve been together for a year and a half now, sharing their thoughts, sharing their bed, sharing every intimacy. Building a life together. They’ve been refurbishing the old house on the cliffs, Hartigan’s. They’ve been raising her son Liam together, their son, the jewel in their existence. And slowly, amid the warmth of the coast, the warmth of this unexpected family, Martin has felt himself unfurling, growing, transforming. Because of her. Because of this stranger.


For she has never mentioned, not once, not even hinted at this other life, this other man, this Tarquin Molloy. Even as Martin gradually peeled back the layers of his own repressed past, the trauma of his youth, his lost family, she remained silent. Gradually he’d begun to heal, felt himself becoming a better man, more compassionate, more empathetic, spurred on by her love for him and his love for her and Liam. They’d hidden away in their redoubt, their fortress on the clifftops, removed from the traumas of the world. And in all that time together, she had never confided. Yet she had been engaged to be married; not something easily forgotten, not something to paper over. He acknowledges what it means: that he doesn’t know her after all. For if he didn’t know about that, how can he know what else she has redacted from her past? How can he trust those things she has told him? Can he trust himself to feel the same about her?


The cruise control rushes him up behind a semi-trailer. He changes lanes, taps the accelerator, moves past the truck, changes back.


An idea occurs to him, an unexplored line of inquiry. He speaks to his phone, mounted on the dash, and calls Winifred Barbicombe, Mandy’s Melbourne-based lawyer, her fiercest defender.


‘Martin? Is that you?’


‘Yes.’


‘Where are you?’


‘Driving to Sydney.’


‘How can I help?’


‘Mandalay’s disappeared. I think she’s been abducted. The police are looking for her.’


Looming on the road ahead is a wallaby, mowed down mid-lane. Martin veers, hitting the horn, sending ravens scrambling aloft. He passes the matted red mass without decelerating and returns to his lane.


‘Tell me what’s happened,’ instructs the lawyer.


Martin runs through the sequence of events: the screaming voicemail message, Claus Vandenbruk unconscious on the floor, bleeding from the head, Mandy gone. The Subaru parked, none of Mandy’s clothes or belongings touched, her phone on the dining-room table, her wallet and passport upstairs.


Winifred listens without comment, waiting for him to finish, before prompting him. ‘So why are you going to Sydney?’


‘She was engaged, Winifred. To an undercover policeman. Tarquin Molloy.’


There is no response, nothing for long seconds. Then: ‘When was this?’


‘You didn’t know?’


‘No.’


‘How could you not?’ Martin can’t help it; he can’t keep the accusatory note from his voice.


‘She’s my client. I work for her. I don’t spy on her.’


‘Not even in those years before she turned thirty, before she came into her inheritance?’


‘No. I was explicitly instructed not to contact her. What about you? Were you aware of her engagement?’


That puts Martin back in his box. ‘No. No, I wasn’t.’


‘Right. So tell me what you’ve learnt.’


Martin recounts the scant information Morris Montifore shared with him: the body in the foundations, the undercover policeman, the engagement five years earlier.


‘That’s incredible,’ says the solicitor. ‘I didn’t know. You didn’t know. She didn’t tell anyone.’


‘Apparently not.’


‘Why not? Why didn’t she tell anyone?’


‘If we knew that, we’d be halfway there.’


‘But, Martin, her name was everywhere. The events at Riversend, then again at Port Silver. She was big news, nationwide. Don’t you think it’s uncanny that no journalist discovered she’d been engaged to a missing policeman, thought it worthy of reporting?’


Martin can’t help but agree. ‘I guess Molloy’s disappearance wasn’t ever reported. I’d never heard of it.’


‘Surely the murder of an undercover cop would have been newsworthy. Did you check?’


‘I googled it. Nothing.’


‘It must have been suppressed. But why?’


‘So as not to compromise an ongoing investigation?’ Martin leaves his guess hanging.


‘Investigating what?’


‘Montifore wouldn’t tell me. But he did say that no one knew Molloy was dead, not even the cops. He was listed as missing right up until his body was found.’


‘And there’s no doubt that it’s him they found?’


‘Apparently not.’


More silence before the lawyer resumes, her voice thoughtful. ‘And Montifore told you all of this?’


‘That’s right. He’s got the job of finding who killed Tarquin Molloy.’


‘I think Montifore may know more than he’s saying.’


‘How do you mean?’


‘Down in Riversend, he was happy to hang Mandy out for you vultures of the press, but in Port Silver he was far more circumspect.’


‘Maybe he just didn’t want to stuff up the second time around.’


‘Maybe.’ She sounds unconvinced.


‘Did the police ever raise her past with you? With Mandy?’


‘Not with me. And not with her. Not directly anyway.’


‘What does that mean?’


‘There was one occasion when Montifore was interviewing her and he threw in a couple of unconnected names—people who lived in Sydney, not Port Silver.’


‘Do you have a transcript?’


‘No. But I took notes. I’ll have the names. I remember checking them out.’


‘Can you send them to me?’


‘Of course.’


They talk some more, strategise, before Martin rings off. The road continues, the traffic sparse, the day calm. Then, abruptly, the eucalypt forest changes from khaki to more emphatic tones: black trunks wrapped in bright green foliage, recovering from the bushfires of summer. But the ground is still white with ash, the undergrowth slow to regenerate. Maybe it’s waiting for spring, maybe it’s waiting for rain. Maybe the fire had burnt too fiercely.


Martin goes over what he knows yet again. The body of Mandy’s fiancé was found in Sydney, murdered, concreted into the foundations of a high-rise. And within days she’s disappeared, most likely abducted. The police had come for her: Claus Vandenbruk, investigator with the Australian Criminal Intelligence Commission, no doubt motivated by the discovery of Tarquin Molloy’s remains. Morris Montifore didn’t say as much, but clearly the homicide detective believes the discovery of Molloy, the assault on Vandenbruk and Mandy’s disappearance are connected. Now Vandenbruk has been medivacked to Sydney’s Royal Prince Alfred, and Montifore is back in the state capital. Soon, Martin will be too.


He changes lanes, powers past a motor home—ADVENTURE BEFORE DEMENTIA painted across the back in old-fashioned cursive. The grey nomads, like the forest, slowly returning. He looks at the speedo, is surprised to see he’s crept up to twenty-five kilometres per hour beyond the limit, overriding the cruise control in his urgency. He winds the speed back, engages the speed limiter for the third or fourth time.


His phone rings, the sound coming through the speaker system. He answers it.


‘Martin. It’s Max Fuller. Thought I would have heard back by now.’


God. Max and his story. ‘Sorry. Something important has come up.’


‘So you won’t be heading to Sydney any time soon?’


Martin smiles despite himself. ‘I’m on my way.’


‘Good man. I knew you couldn’t resist. You won’t regret it. It’s a ball-tearer.’


‘Max, I can’t help you. Mandy has disappeared. I think she’s been kidnapped.’


There is a momentary silence then: ‘Shit. You sure?’


‘The police think so.’


‘So why are you coming to Sydney?’


‘Because I think she might have been taken there.’


‘Right.’


‘Sorry, Max, but she’s my priority. I wouldn’t be able to concentrate on anything else.’


‘Absolutely. Understood. I’m sure we can press on without you. But let me know if there is anything I can do to help.’


‘Actually there is. Have you ever heard of a man called Tarquin Molloy?’


There’s no response. For a moment Martin thinks he’s lost the connection. ‘Max?’


‘I’m still here.’


‘Molloy was an undercover police officer.’


‘Martin, this is important. Come and see me. As soon as you can.’


‘What is it?’


‘No, mate. Not on an open line. Come first thing tomorrow.’


‘I’ll be there.’


Somewhere north of Newcastle, the seasons change. A wall of grey cloud comes roiling up the coast, pushed by the cold thrust of a southerly, overwhelming the pretence of summer, the temperature dropping by ten degrees in ten minutes. The sun retreats and the rain starts spattering, insistent on the windshield. Martin closes the windows, the wipers engage, he turns on the demister. By the time he reaches Sydney, the rain is sheeting down and night has fallen. Red tail-lights bounce in reflected patterns from oily streets, the traffic slowed to a hydrophobic crawl. He inches onto the Gore Hill Freeway to find the flow of cars no less viscous, the endless river of red beacons shining on black. There must be an accident somewhere; it takes him another hour to get across the bridge, navigate the southern reaches of the city and arrive at his apartment in Surry Hills. Even then, his journey is not yet complete: there is nowhere to park. It was difficult enough back when he still owned his old Toyota, its residents’ parking sticker worth more than the car itself. He finds himself feeling lost in his old neighbourhood, circling the block twice, then a wider circle twice more, winding further and further from his place before giving up and heading down the hill towards Central Station, finding paid parking in an underground lot. The overnight fee isn’t so bad, but he can’t leave the car here for long.


He’s still wearing his north coast attire: t-shirt, shorts and sandals, ineffectual the moment he steps from the car’s heating. He extracts a sweatshirt from his suitcase, then another. He has no umbrella and no raincoat. The downpour pauses long enough for him to get a block from the car park before it starts in again, rifling in from the south, soaking him through, rendering the sweatshirts cold, soggy and heavy. He trudges with his head lowered, his case rattling along behind him, a small river washing down the hill as he ascends Foveaux Street. Intermittent awnings offer shelter, not that they make any difference now; there is no part of him that isn’t wet.


The street is both familiar and unfamiliar, the footpath widened from when he first bought his apartment here fifteen years ago, the boutiques and cafes and noodle bars seemingly ever-changing, new entries emerging from the bankruptcies of corona, the remaining pubs evolving further and further from their workers’ origins. He passes a homeless couple in brand-new sleeping bags, tucked into the doorway of a design business, a craftily constructed dam made of polystyrene boxes diverting water out and around them. He pauses under an awning, giving his arm a rest from pulling his case. ICHIBAN COMPUTERS AND SCARVERY says a sign, but there are no displays of either electronics or fashion accessories; the windows are painted black and caged in tempered steel grilles, more like a crack den than a shop. Maybe it’s a front for stolen goods; it has that sort of look. A skateboarder captures his attention, pelting down the hill in the middle of the road, bare-chested and his arms extended, as if flying, carried by the torrent and propelled by life. Martin watches him go, reckless in the night, down towards the lights of Central. By the time Martin reaches his place, he’s given up trying to control his shivering.


The apartment block looks unwelcoming, a two-storey brown brick remnant of the 1940s, two apartments on the top floor, two on the bottom, none of them with lights in their windows. The gate opens with resistance, screeching on its hinges. There are steps up to twin entrances sheltering under a pair of expansive porticos. Someone has been sleeping in the left-hand entryway, their swag pushed to one side, surrounded by the halo of homelessness: a mattress of flattened cardboard, plastic bags, empty bottles, the smell of piss and poverty. He threads his way through it, treading carefully, unlocks the door, pushes through.


There is a slurry of junk mail scattered inside on the floor. His downstairs neighbour must also be away. He sorts through it, but there is nothing of importance, not even a bill, just lotteries for dream houses on the Gold Coast, an invitation to join a Zumba class and various takeaway menus for everything from pizza to Portuguese chicken. He climbs the stairs, unlocks the door to his apartment.


Inside, it’s dank, dark and cold. There’s that pungent inner-city smell, a mix of mould and cockroaches, with the added tincture of leaking gas. It’s a smell he’d found intoxicating as a uni student, fresh from the north coast, but no longer. It’s been two months since he was last here—a fleeting visit, back when autumn was perpetuating an Indian summer, when the climate was at its most agreeable and he could open the windows. Now he extracts a small blow heater, gets it going, blowing enough dust to make him sneeze but not enough to warm him: the cold and damp are in the walls, in the bones of the place, and will not easily be exorcised. He finds a second heater in a cupboard, an oil-filled column variety, sets it going in the single bedroom.


Sydney in winter: the most miserable of seasons. As a correspondent, he’d reported from truly frigid places: Moscow, Mongolia, Northern Quebec, but he’s never in his life been as cold as in a Sydney winter. In the northern hemisphere, the denizens respect the seasons, embrace their variability. The same in Canberra and Melbourne, where houses have central heating and double glazing, but not here, not in these remnants of the twentieth century. Here, there is a collective agreement that if winter is ignored it will disappear soon enough.


He shivers, desperate for a shower, before remembering the boiler will need to be powered up. No hot water, not until morning. He really needs to install reverse-cycle air-conditioning: the place is small enough and it gets stinking in summer. He wonders why he’s never thought of it before. He heaves his suitcase up onto the old leather couch, strips off his wet clothes and pulls on jeans, a t-shirt, a long-sleeved shirt, socks and boots, an old woollen jumper and a puffer jacket. He feels slightly ridiculous. And no warmer.


He sits on the couch, swathed in a blanket. He phones Max, wondering why his old boss needed to see him so urgently; he must know something about Molloy. But the call rings out. He gives it away and Facetimes Vern and Liam instead. The boy’s face comes streaming through the ether onto his screen, bright and full of cheer, bringing warmth into the frigid flat. They talk, Liam initially excited and cheerful before, for no apparent reason, he starts to cry. Vern takes the phone back, says the boy will be fine, that he’s just tired. Martin feels guilty for upsetting his stepson’s equilibrium, for reminding him of his absence, of Mandy’s. He tells Vern there is no news of Mandy: he’ll make some calls tonight, start searching tomorrow. The life flows back out of the apartment as he says his goodbyes and cuts the connection.


He tries Max again. Still no answer. What is he up to? What does he know about Tarquin Molloy? Martin closes his eyes, starts to drift, growing warm at last, his mind returning to those early days at the Herald, to the night of his humiliation, the night he started to become a real journalist. Throughout that first year as a cadet he’d been intimidated by Max, the chief of staff; been so eager to please him, or at least appease him. He’d been so full of himself, with his honours degree in history, wanting to tell great stories, like Livy, A.J.P. Taylor and Manning Clark. Max had been scathing. ‘Cadets don’t tell stories; cadets report facts.’ And, ‘It’s a news story, Scarsden, not the rise and fall of the Roman fucking Empire.’ That particular quip had stuck; for a time his fellow cadets nicknamed him Gibbon.


So Martin had buckled under, tried to stick to the facts, keeping his writing as simple as possible, even while D’Arcy Defoe won praise for his eloquence. That hurt. One time, D’Arcy was sent to cover a council meeting but had found it so boring, he’d filed a sketch, a satirical piece. Max praised his initiative and the piece was published online.


When Martin was revolved through the same round, he’d encountered the same problem: council proceedings were mundane, not significant enough to warrant space in a paper distributed statewide. So he’d tried a different tack, tried digging, tried to substantiate rumours of corruption, of illegal rezoning to benefit property developers. Even now he cringes at the memory. A councillor had gone out of business, was unable to pay his debts. Martin had replaced a sentence with a word, labelled the man a ‘bankrupt’. It wasn’t accurate, the man threatened to sue, and was only persuaded out of it by a fellow councillor keen to curry favour with the Herald. Max’s silence was more scathing than any words could ever be.


Three weeks later, promotions were announced, cadets graduating into rounds. D’Arcy got the plum: state parliament. Not Martin. Max gruffly told him he’d make the cut next time, maybe in three months, maybe in six. Martin considered quitting.


That night at the pub, upstairs in the roof garden, while everyone else was celebrating around him, or pretending to, Max found Martin nursing a beer and tending his ego. The chief of staff sat with him, put his imposing persona to one side, and spoke with sincerity.


‘Listen, Martin. Local government is a backwater. Everyone knows it. Reporting the facts isn’t enough; the stories will almost never be important enough for a paper like ours. The only two in your whole intake who realised that were you and D’Arcy. Everyone else just obeyed the rules, followed the formula and had their efforts spiked. You would have been promoted as well, if you hadn’t fucked up. But trust me, that fuck-up will serve you in just as good a stead as D’Arcy getting his story published. Always check your facts; double-check them. Never rely on one source when you can use two.’


After that, Max bought him a beer and they sat talking into the night, like equals, his colleagues looking on with jealousy until a couple joined them, and then more. By the end of the night, the table was packed, full of drunken camaraderie. That was the night Martin had found his new family, after the trauma of his Port Silver childhood and the cut-price fellowship of university.


He opens his eyes, looks around him at the apartment’s walls, decorated with trophies of his career as a correspondent: a poster of Lenin purchased from a market in the outskirts of Moscow, a woven palm hat from the Pacific, a carving of Christ from deep in the Amazon. A declaration of rebellion from the Arab Spring, a bullet-holed road sign from Africa, a Hamas flag from the Gaza Strip. He’d once been proud of them, impressed by his own achievements, curating an exhibition in his own honour, but now they seem try-hard and sad. Who else decorates the walls of their living room with work-related memorabilia? Dentists with X-rays of recalcitrant mandibles, accountants with challenging spreadsheets, politicians with high-denomination brown paper bags? He shakes his head. The museum of Martin had been useful enough back in the day, projecting his man-of-the-world persona, impressing his intermittent lovers. He looks around him and wonders how he ever managed to live here, in this small world, his personal diorama. He decides he needs to redecorate, clear most of it out, although the hand-woven rug shipped back from Afghanistan, spreading warmth across the floorboards, can stay.
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