





[image: ]











Pip Fioretti lives in Sydney, and enjoys hiking, books, friends and family. Bone Lands is her first crime novel.











[image: ]











For Max


Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are advised that this book contains references to historical events that may be distressing.











[image: ]




First published by Affirm Press in 2024


Bunurong/Boon Wurrung Country


28 Thistlethwaite Street


South Melbourne, VIC 3205


affirmpress.com.au


Affirm Press is located on the unceded land of the Bunurong/Boon Wurrung peoples of the Kulin Nation. Affirm Press pays respect to their Elders past and present.


Text copyright © Pip Fioretti, 2024


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced without prior written permission from the publisher.




[image: ]




ISBN: 9781922992864 (paperback)


Cover design by Luke Causby/Blue Cork © Affirm Press


Cover images by Inge, Leah-Anne Thompson, Ben and Mieszko9 via Adobe Stock


Typeset in Garamond Premier Pro by J&M Typesetting
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Few men out this way need an excuse to drink, or to fight, for that matter. But celebrations were scarce, so when the new king, George V, was crowned, coronation balls and dances appeared like flies around a corpse. I’d fought for Georgie’s old grandma, Vicky, in South Africa. Oh yes, I had a long relationship with our kings and queens, always drinking their health and singing about how long they might reign for and killing their enemies and drinking and singing some more. But tonight, my job, as a mounted trooper, was to keep the peace.


I was sent to police the coronation dance held in Larne, three hours north of my post in Calpa. The Larne trooper, Parry, and I put a stop to the odd fracas, threw some drunks in the lock-up and hung about on horseback looking suitably grim, coat collars up, faces in shadow, horses breathing out plumes of steam. Every man jack in that dance hall who came out for a piss at the edge of the light was guilty, and we’d find ways of proving it if they so much as turned a bleary eye our way.


By midnight, the new king was christened and his people staggered out of the hall, stained with piss and splatter, and trying to recall how they got here and why. Soaked in rum, reeking of carbolic and hot shearer’s armpit – a stench so ingrained you’d have to chip it off with a chisel – some fell in the dirt and some on each other. I’d been in that state myself more than I care to admit and found nary a laugh in it, just tar-black shame, some of which still held fast to the inner walls of my skull.


Finally, the last of them set off and the words ‘God Save the King’, accompanied by screeches of laughter, faded into the silence. Cleaning the hall wasn’t our job so we just locked up and grunted at each other. Parry set off to patrol the road north and I set off for Kitty’s house on the edge of town to try my luck. She tossed me out an hour later. The punt man was still up, albeit in a filthy mood, but he took me across to the west of the river and I set off on the long ride south.


Silent forks of lightning flashed in the west. Rain was coming in, driving the dust before it. It would be a long ride before I reached my bed but I didn’t mind all that much, sleep being a difficult pastime for me. My horse, Dancer, picked his way along the rutted road. I lounged in the saddle, pulled my oilskin closer as the rain hit, fat drops pelting down, then settling into a steady downpour. Soon my boots were full of water, my feet numb. Dancer was fed up, ears back, plodding along with his head down, sticky mud cleaving to his hooves. Water rushed along a ditch at the side of the road, rain hitting the parched ground loud as a train.


Out of habit I took notice of the fenceline, looking for breaks. Through the rain I noticed a whole section down, sagging wires and a fencepost uprooted. It looked fairly recent. No dead roos tangled in the wire. What could have been fresh wheel tracks led across the fenceline, over the sagging wire and up a low rise. No stock around, just saltbush and the odd clump of mulga.


I saw the cart on top of the rise, no horse in the traces. No people. The rain continued its steady pace. I dismounted, took my rifle out of its holster, stomach clenched tight, and walked over to what looked like a pile of wet washing.


A young woman, sprawled on the ground, her skirts torn and her legs twisted. Rain fell on her face, washing the blood away and leaving a mask of jagged bone, tendon and muscle. I felt for a pulse and then lurched away and vomited, glad no one was with me. I’d seen death many times as a soldier, but I’d never seen a woman so brutally bashed. Still shaking, I turned back to her, fairly certain I knew who she was, but the state of her face left some hope I was wrong.


With the cloud cover the night was dark, and in the back of the cart I found a lantern. I took it out and crouched under the cart, trying to get a match to strike, hand shaking. Once it was lit I straightened up, then walked over to another crumpled pile and held the lantern aloft, the raindrops glittering as they smacked into the body of a girl, a blanket tangled around her feet.


I squatted beside her. She was facedown in the mud, her hair loose and flowing in the rivulets like shining seaweed. There was a small hole in her back which had to be a bullet wound. I couldn’t tell if she’d been raped and I didn’t want to go looking. I checked her pulse. People sometimes take a while to die, but she was gone. Her skin was as cold as the mud she lay in.


Lantern shadows danced like spirits of the unshriven dead. Back at the cart I found a young man slumped by the rear wheel, the side of his head caved in, his hands in his lap, water and blood dripping from his face. I recognised him, and fought off the urge to throw up again. It was James Kirkbride, and the girls were his two younger sisters, Nessie and Grace.


God in his wasteland of a heaven – who would kill these three?


Rain hammered my face, trailed down my back, dripped from my hat. I wiped my eyes, blinked as my mind galloped around in useless circles. Three dead. Two females and a male. Three in the morning. I needed a doctor, I needed a tracker, more troopers. I needed a slug of whisky. I heard a noise and swung around, ready to shoot.


Nothing.


Thunder rumbled in the clouds above. There were four Kirkbride siblings – another sister, Flora. I searched, frantically pushing aside scrub, holding the lantern aloft, shouting her name, my words drowned by the rain. If she was here I couldn’t find her, but I couldn’t keep looking. Complete the mission first – that was a rule the soldier lived by, and it was still deeply embedded in my brain, despite frequent flushing with alcohol.


I checked my watch – ten past three – put the lantern back in the cart, went back to Dancer and mounted up. He didn’t have much left in him but I set him at as fast a gallop as could be managed in the wet. I needed to raise the alarm, get telegrams off to Bourke, find the doctor and get back to the scene of the crime as fast as I could.


~


The rain kept up, a relentless drumbeat. I remembered the ripple and snap of the Union Jack over our camp. The Butcher’s Apron, as it was known. The call to violence, the thrill of it. Until it was done unto you. The Boer who attacked me cut my face in two with a bayonet, from hairline to jaw, then went at my chest, my arms, anything he could get at, scything my flesh like wheat.


I was fighting because I was young and foolish. He was fighting for his land. That’s why he went for my face, I reckon. But it wasn’t even his land – it belonged to the Zulu. I was an Australian, fighting to take it back from the Boer and give it to the British, after the Zulu had been knocked out of the game. Make of that what you will.


~


I galloped the twelve miles into Calpa like the devil was on my tail, dragged the postmaster from his bed and watched him falter as I dictated the telegram to my boss in Bourke. I couldn’t officially name the dead, not yet, so I just said ‘bodies’. Next I woke the town doctor, Joe Pryor. I saddled a fresh horse, Felix, threw a blanket over the exhausted Dancer, then set off back up the road to the dead.


I heard a shout and looked over my shoulder. A dark-hooded figure on a black horse riding at me, on its way to the apocalypse. Dr Pryor, huddled under an oilskin.


‘How far?’ he shouted.


‘An hour.’


By the time we got there the rain had stopped, the sky cleared, the cold winter night closed in, crickets clicking in the darkness. My uniform stuck to me, clammy and cold. The three bodies lay there in the mud, exactly as I’d left them, pitiful and full of reproach.


Joe, holding a lantern, walked from corpse to corpse, breath misting, his boots squelching in the mud. ‘You know who they are,’ he said, glancing up at me.


‘James, Nessie and Grace Kirkbride.’


‘Who the hell would do this?’


‘Just declare them dead so I can cover them.’


‘Should have sent for Reverend Hickson too, because by God there’s been some evil done here.’


‘He can wait. Start with Nessie. If you can.’


The black, silty mud dragged at our boots, and we floundered about, destroying evidence, but there was no help for it. The rain had already washed away so much of what would have been useful. The chatter of birds and the glow on the horizon signalled dawn, and we were still waiting for somebody, anybody, to come and assist. I checked my watch – nearly seven – and made a note of it. Joe sat wearily on a log and lit a cigarette.


I had to know if Flora was lying out here, dead or dying. I headed off into the patchy scrub, silently begging a God I had no time for to spare her and take me instead. My shouts raised no answer.


I heard Joe call out and froze. He’s found her. If I stayed by this mulga long enough, the universe would right itself and Flora would come to me, pushing through the saltbush, a smile in her eyes, some broken bird cupped in her hands.


I hurried back, heart in my mouth. ‘Flora?’


‘No. Just … yeah, it’s eerie out here.’


The men who’d done this were long gone, but I was armed and he wasn’t. He held out a lit cigarette and I took it, inhaling a lungful of smoke with relief. As I sat beside him I noticed a circular, dirt-covered sliver in the mud. You don’t see perfect circles in nature that often. Picked it up, wiped it on my breeches. A coin, thruppence.


‘It’s like the Breelong massacre,’ Joe said.


‘It’s usually white raping black, not the other way round,’ I said, sticking the coin in my pocket.


‘True, but it happens. Were they at the dance in Larne?’


‘I didn’t see them.’


‘Why the hell were they on this road? I would have thought they’d go to the ball in Cobar?’


Robert Kirkbride, their father, owned the biggest station in the districts, and was rich and influential, so his four children were like local royalty. Attending a stockmen’s dance was unheard of for such a family. Joe was right: the Coronation Ball in Cobar was where they should have been. Cobar was a fairly wealthy mining town to the east, and you didn’t get there travelling the western road along the Darling.


A couple of wallabies, raindrops on their fur sparkling in the light, watched us from a distance then slowly hopped away. Rabbits ran about. The sun glinted on puddles of water, steam rose off the wet horses, water dripped from the leopardwood. Three people dead on my watch – except I hadn’t been on watch. I’d been fucking the Larne schoolteacher.


‘Can you tell what time they died?’ I asked.


‘Hard to say … maybe seven or eight hours ago.’


‘Around midnight, then?’


‘Or a bit earlier. Impossible to get an accurate time of death, unless you have a witness.’


We sat smoking in silence. I slipped my hand under the oilskin and inside my shirt. The tangle of knotted and raised scar tissue covered my chest from armpit to midline. In idle moments, my fingers always sought this gristly map, plucking and rubbing, tracing each welt from one end to another, as if still unable to grasp what had happened.


Joe got to his feet. ‘Someone’s coming.’
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Birds fell silent. Rabbits disappeared, the sound of the hoofbeats, two horses maybe, louder. I took my pistol out of its holster. Sergeant Ernest Martin and Constable Mick Lonergan cantered over the rise.


‘Hawkins,’ Martin said, with a brisk nod. ‘Telegram said you had some bodies.’


‘Informally identified as James, Nessie and Grace Kirkbride, sir.’


The sergeant’s mouth fell open and he looked past me to the cart on the rise. ‘Was it an accident? Cart overturn?’


Martin, a knobbly man in his forties with a brain too small for even the mounted troopers, lifted the sheet from Nessie, saw her face and replaced it quickly, swallowing hard, and then looked at the other two. Lonergan had his rifle in his hands, scanning the scrub. The ferrous stench of blood filled the air. The horses whickered softly, nosing the ground.


My heart was pounding so hard I expected it to punch through my chest any moment. ‘I’ll get a couple of the trackers up here,’ I said, appalled at the shakiness of my voice. ‘They might be able to find something.’


Martin blinked, an unlit cigarette in his fingers. ‘It’s like Breelong.’


The Breelong massacre happened near Dubbo in 1900. Two women and three children, axed to death by a black tracker called Jimmy Governor. I’d been in South Africa at the time but the story had come up often during my training. People in the bush didn’t forget events like that.


‘The bodies will have to go to Cobar,’ Joe said. ‘They’ll have to bring the coronial surgeon from Dubbo, so he’ll need to be notified. Better talk to the Kirkbrides fast, before word travels. They’re in Cobar too, for the ball.’


Martin nodded. Kept nodding, because if he stopped he’d have to do something, poor bastard. Telling parents their child was dead was a hell of a job, but telling them three of their children were dead, killed by some person or persons unknown – well, I actually felt some sympathy for him. But we couldn’t stand around waiting for him to fire the starter’s pistol. People had been murdered and we needed to crank up the great mechanism that turned the wheels of justice.


‘Lonergan, go to Calpa, fast,’ I said. ‘Telegram Trooper Hardy in Cobar asking him to find Mr and Mrs Kirkbride and saying Sergeant Martin is on his way to speak to them. Tell him to organise a doctor too. And to check the whereabouts of Miss Flora Kirkbride. Urgently.’


‘A doctor?’ Martin said.


‘Mrs Kirkbride might need sedating.’


Once he was back on his horse, Martin got a grip on himself. ‘You wait for the ambulance van, Hawkins. There should be some troopers with them. Get them to guard the scene until relieved, then find the trackers and set them on this. And make sure they’re not armed.’ Then he set off through the mud.


Joe looked over at me, eyebrows raised.


‘I wouldn’t go looking for the bastards who did this without a gun,’ I said. ‘Why should the black trackers?’


‘You weren’t here when Breelong happened. The Mawbey women were just the first victims – Governor and his brother went on killing. People are going to be jumpy as cats when this gets out.’


He was right. It wouldn’t take long for accusations to start flying. It was the blacks, it was Queenslanders, it was monstrous, and everyone was going to be killed in their beds. We resumed smoking, one fag after another, hands shaking. Cockatoos screeched and carried on above us. Sunlight shining on the puddled water.


I should have been there to save them. The shame almost took my breath away, like a punch to the guts. Police the roads and keep travellers safe, that was my job when in uniform. If I hadn’t taken my uniform off to slip into Kitty’s bed, I’d have been there to protect the Kirkbrides. Or I’d be dead alongside them, and at this moment, that looked to be the better option. 


Finally the ambulance van came trundling down the road, accompanied by a several troopers. Once everything was loaded, Joe, white-faced and shaky, rode after the van. I put the troopers on watch and left them to it.


~


Chilled to the marrow, hungry and exhausted after being up all night, I rode back to Calpa feeling like a beaten old dog, eyes gritty, filled with a sense that I’d passed through a terrible dream. The sight of the whitewashed stone police station, with its ramshackle stable and yards, raised my spirits. Sleep or write a report first? The place would be swarming with police wanting details at any tick of the clock, so that settled it.


I’d been derelict in my duty and people had died. That was a detail hard to get past.


In the business part of the police station there was a chest-high bench, where the incident book was kept and all paperwork was laboriously carried out. Behind the bench and below the side window was my desk, where I composed reports no one read, then there were shelves of files no one looked in. Out the back to the right was the lock-up and armoury, and to the left was the door to the private quarters.


I stabled Felix and went in the back door, through the laundry to the kitchen and the station proper, sat at the desk and found a fresh sheet of paper, and put my head in my hands. Then I went back out across the muddy yard to the stable, buried my face in Dancer’s warm neck and wept.


~


I must have fallen asleep on the straw because that was where I woke several hours later, stiff and aching, the stable cat curled up on my chest and the scent of fresh horse shit prodding me to wakefulness. Sleeping in a damp uniform on the cold floor of a filthy stable was only marginally better than sleeping in a ditch, and I cursed myself for a fool.


Aching and filthy, I trudged back across the yard and let myself in through the laundry door. I found a half-full whisky bottle behind the mangle, took a few gulps and felt the liquid course through me, soothing and numbing.


Trooper Lonergan was in the second narrow bedroom making a dog’s breakfast of his bed. If he was here then it was real. The Kirkbride siblings were dead, and it was not some horrific dream. Lonergan was currently stationed at Bourke, a trooper for about two years. At twenty-one, he was ten years younger than me, although he looked about fifteen. Swarthy black Irish, of medium build, noted for being a capable horseman but dragged his feet on paperwork. Typical for a mounted trooper – we were catch and coerce, not thinkers, you could say. Give us a herd of camel to cull and we were off, merrily riding and shooting and to hell with your apostrophes.


I did not want Lonergan here, did not need him here. I’d run this one-man station for three years and, apart from the trackers, never needed any help from anyone. I certainly didn’t want him in my private quarters, watching me drink, touching my books, messing up my woodheap and leaving his filthy footprints on my clean floors.


‘Corcoran’s posted me here, sir,’ he said, giving me a wary glance. ‘I’m to run the station while you escort the detectives from Sydney. Sir.’


‘Run my station?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘What detectives?’


‘Here’s the orders, sir,’ he said, passing me a couple of telegrams.


The first telegram said that Mr and Mrs Kirkbride and Flora had been found safe in Cobar. Tears welled up and I quickly turned away, shamed by how easily they came these days. The second telegram confirmed what Lonergan said. Detectives from Sydney were on their way.


~


While I’d been conked out in the stable, Mrs Schreiber had made breakfast and left it in the kitchen. A pan full of her best sausages, all fried up and sitting in their own grease. I cut a hunk of bread, wrapped it around a sausage and put a pot of coffee on, then reheated the remaining sausages. Lonergan, sniffing the air like a dingo, waited by the door.


‘They do a reasonable breakfast at the Royal,’ I mumbled through a mouthful of sausage.


‘How come you get a cook, sir?’ he said, venturing closer.


‘I pay for her, that’s how. Share her with Dr Pryor.’


‘Is she German, sir?’


‘Related to the kaiser. So watch yourself. And don’t make extra work for her.’


Lonergan scuttled away and I inhaled several more sausages. Mrs Schreiber, a heavy, big-boned woman, was a miner’s widow from Cobar who’d raised ten kids and run a boarding house. She was so used to hard work, she told me, that she wouldn’t know what to do with herself if she stopped. She called me Herr Kapitän, as that had been my rank in the army – being a German, she had more respect for that than the mounted troopers. She made rice pudding with poached quince when she was in a good mood. When she wasn’t, I got jelly with nothing. So it paid to keep her happy.


I drank another coffee, closing my eyes as it went down. Flora was safe. I felt better with a full belly, and I went to my room and stripped off, hurling the damp shirt and breeches at a chair and hanging up the tunic to dry, again giving silent thanks for Mrs Schreiber and her domestic skills. The navy wool tunic and its brass buttons took a beating out here, but the army discipline of immaculate turnout was deeply ingrained in me.


I splashed my face with warm water and looked in the mirror. Hair and beard the colour of dried grass, red-rimmed eyes gritty with lack of sleep, dark circles under them like empty waterholes. And the scar, running from the top of my forehead across my nose and cheek and ending at my jaw. My heavy beard hid some of it, but it remained a confronting sight, even to me.


A Chinese bloke I met at the Sofala gold diggings sold me a jar of ointment that he swore would make the scar better. Smelled like cat piss but I rubbed it on religiously. I turned my head this way and that, examining the scar from all angles. Fading to white now, the scar looked like someone had penned a line across my face, marking me absent.


~


Mounted trooper stations functioned in remote areas as government administration outposts as well as being the coercive arm of the law. The bushranger days were nearly over so manhunts were rare. We tracked down sheep and horse thieves, maybe an escaped prisoner here and there, locked up the drunk and disorderly, issued permits and licences, hauled in mad bastards from out bush for the Master of Lunacy, registered guns, rounded up truants, ran pests out of town, conducted inspections under the Diseases in Sheep Act and a hundred other government functions. I’d done them all, and much of the time did them with Wilson Garnet, the senior black tracker. But we’d never had to look for men who could kill like they’d killed the Kirkbrides.


I rode downriver to Wilson’s camp. Puddles of water glittered in the sunlight. Ducks swarmed the river, squabbling and taking advantage of the rainwater. Wilson was a Barkandji man, a police tracker like his father had been. He was at his campsite by the river, what they called the Barka, along with the rest of his mob. Their land stretched north and south along the river to Wilcannia. Legend had it the Barkandji tribes were ferocious defenders of their land. Now it was Kirkbride land. They only lived there and not on the reserves because they were useful to Robert Kirkbride as a source of cheap labour. Wool growers were not given to sentiment.


The scrappy camp under the redgums, corrugated-iron huts with bark roofs, was full of dogs and kids who ran alongside my horse as I rode in, laughing, teasing. Mud stuck to everything, the women’s skirts and the kids’ legs. Woodsmoke wafted around. Women tended fires, baking damper, tea boiling in the coals. A couple of them had slabs of wallaby meat, bloody and bright, fur singed away, cooking in the coals. The smell of it stirred a mighty hunger that even sausages and coffee could not touch.


I found Wilson sitting by a fire with a mug of tea. The kids made a racket and Wilson looked up and saw me.


‘Hey, boss. Thought you be sleeping off the new king.’


‘No chance of that. I was too busy watching everyone else on the scoot up at Larne.’ I gazed around at the camp; it was business as usual with no tension in the air. ‘Been an incident out on the Larne Road. Looks like …’


It was hard to say it. Murder. Three people murdered. It would make the newspapers in Sydney and Melbourne. All over Australia, probably.


‘Three of the Kirkbride children murdered on the western Larne Road. We need you up there.’


His face gave nothing away. ‘Breelong massacre again, eh, boss?’


‘Except it’s not. Unless you …’


He shook his head and threw the remains of his tea at the fire.


Most of Wilson’s sons worked for Kirkbride as stockmen, and the women from the camp worked as laundry maids or domestics. He had relations all over the place. If there was anything to know, he would know it.


He found Frosty, his eldest, who was learning tracking. We went back to the station, where they saddled the spare horses. I issued them with rifles and sidearms, and we rode back up to the scene.


‘Look for anything that might … ah, just look for anything.’ They knew what to do. I was finding it hard to put two thoughts in a straight line.


The Garnets examined the ground, then roamed around, pointing, conferring, slowly walking. The air was thick with the low buzz of flies. I stared at the bloodstained mud, churned up by Nessie’s struggles.


Last time I saw Nessie, she’d been laughing with Flora on the homestead verandah. The four siblings were like puppies from the same litter: warm, familiar, inseparable. Now only Flora was left. The jaws of hell had opened, she was falling towards the flames and I’d let it happen.


I dragged my gaze away from the mud, and in the bright daylight noticed what could be a large bloodstain on the wooden boards of the cart tray. I made a sketch of it and noted the time. I also noted the absence of the horse that’d pulled the cart. Wilson and Frosty joined me and I tucked my notebook away.


‘How many men, d’you reckon?’ I asked.


Wilson shrugged. The scene was a hell of a mess. ‘Have to keep looking.’


‘All right, I’ll leave you both to it. I’ll be back at the station. If you see anyone suspicious, do not approach – report back quickly. Weapons to the ready at all times.’


Sergeant Martin could go fuck himself.


I made a note of the order and watched them return to the eastern edge of the clearing and vanish into the saltbush.
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The Darling River is fed from smaller rivers in south-west Queensland, which in turn are fed by rainfall in the far north gulf country. These smaller rivers, like the Culgoa and the Barwon, cross the border into New South Wales around Brewarrina and converge into the Darling River. The river snakes its way past Bourke, a big transport town with wharves along the river and pubs full of paddle-steamer crews, bullockies, drovers and the usuals, and down south-west for two hundred miles through the Western Division to Wilcannia, and from there it goes to Menindee and joins the Murray. It’s a wide river, busy with paddle-steamers taking wool to Adelaide for the sales, copper ingots from Cobar, supplies, passengers and more. There are two main towns on the river between Bourke and Wilcannia: Larne on the eastern bank, and around thirty-six miles south of Larne you have Calpa, on the western bank.


The Paroo River, also coming from headwaters in Queensland, runs parallel to the Darling only further west, although it’s sometimes without water. It’s the land between the two rivers that gives the best grazing, and some of the biggest wool outfits are situated there. The stock routes follow the river and that’s how my town, Calpa, got started, as a summer stock crossing for drovers coming up from the south and heading west across to the Paroo. The paddle-steamers stopped there, too, if they had a reason.


Away from the river, stark plains stretched to the horizon on all sides, plains on which a man could die and never be found. As a trooper in a remote area, I had to be as vigilant about my own survival as well as that of others. Cobar was the nearest town to the east, about a five-hour ride, and to the west – well, there was dust, heat and the odd bore with a clanking windmill pumping up bugger-all.


The Calpa pub, the beating heart of the district, catered to the drovers and the permanent staff on the local sheep stations, the itinerant workers who flooded the place during the shearing, and the swaggies, hawkers, vagrants and assorted odd bods who lived on the riverbanks. There was a store which sold most things needed out here, a post office with a telegraph machine, my police station, a doctor’s surgery and that was it. Quiet as the grave, usually, except for a few smack-ups now and then.


As I rode back into town, I noticed people milling about outside the police station. Everyone knew of the murders. Word travelled fast out here, and there were few dams to hold it back. People were talking, crying, stunned or just staring, looking for certainty, looking for ways to make themselves safe from this unseen threat. I rode silently through the clamour, sorted my horse out and then went inside.


A large, framed lithograph of Queen Victoria hung on the wall of the police station. Spotted with fly shit and now two monarchs out of date. I needed to do something about that.


I had hoped that an order would have come through setting out where and when. It would have to come via the telegraph office because I couldn’t wait days for the mail coach delivery, which was how we usually communicated with Bourke. But there was nothing.


I pinned a bulletin to the police station noticeboard outside saying investigations were underway. They weren’t. That the trackers were onto leads. I didn’t know. That the situation was under control. It wasn’t. But giving an impression of knowing what the hell you were doing was nine-tenths of leadership. The other tenth was luck.


~


I dropped into the chair at my desk, lit a fag with a shaky hand, found a piece of paper, chewed on a pencil and looked out at the muddy street. A sulphur-crested cockatoo gnawed at the telegraph pole outside, as if he’d seen me and thought, yeah, good idea.


The front door opened. It was Thomas Fletcher from Gowrie Station. Tom was a couple of years younger than me, a big fellow, built like a front-row forward. I got up from my desk and walked around the bench towards him.


‘Is it true? Is Nessie dead?’ he yelled.


Kev, the postmaster, had just entered the station. He took one look at Tom and slapped a telegram on the counter. I quickly signed for it and he scuttled out.


‘Tom, maybe—’


‘Is she?’ he shouted.


‘Yes, she is. She was killed with Grace and James out on the road to—’


‘I have to see her.’


‘The bodies are in Cobar, and I doubt you’ll be able to—’


Before I could finish stammering, Tom raised his fist and slammed it into my face. I was hurled onto my back, slid along the floor and thudded into the wall. He loomed over me, panting, almost out of his mind. I judged it was best to stay put on the floor.


‘You’re under arrest, mister.’


Tom looked over his shoulder. Between his legs I saw Lonergan, standing in the open doorway, aiming a rifle in our direction, eyes wide with fear.


‘It’s all right,’ I mumbled, hand to my throbbing face.


‘Punching a mounted trooper? Are you out of your bloody mind?’ Lonergan cried.


‘To hell with both of you,’ Tom shouted and marched out, shoving Lonergan’s rifle to one side. I climbed to my feet and staggered over to the chair.


‘You just going to let him walk out?’


‘Settle down, he’s just found out his girl’s been murdered.’


Lonergan lowered his rifle and looked out the open door and down the street after Tom.


‘He’s not fit to be roaming Cobar looking for her body,’ I said. ‘Do you know Gowrie Station? Head north on the western river road and you’ll find the turnoff about five miles out of town with a sign that says Gowrie Station. Follow that road and you’ll come to the homestead. Hurry there and tell his father, Will Fletcher. He might be able to send men to head him off or something.’


Lonergan nodded and went back outside to his horse. Cobar was a five-hour ride to the east from here, and Tom might just have run out of fury by the time he got there. He needed help, no matter what state he’d get to. And there was no way on God’s earth Tom should see Nessie’s body.


Tom Fletcher could land a serious punch, and my head throbbed. I wetted a cloth and put it against my eye to bring down the swelling. No ice out here – not in the Coolgardie safes that served the police station, anyway. With my good eye, I read the telegram Kev brought over. ‘Detectives from Sydney coming STOP keep populace calm STOP no further action until instructed STOP.’


Kev was in and out of the station all afternoon. He was an older bloke, balding, thin and weathered, with a face like a gumnut. Had a Chinese wife, and I reckon that’s why he was out here – easier all round. They grew red geraniums in a line of old kerosene tins outside the post office. Civic gardens, Kev called them.


‘They caught them yet?’ he said, coming in with another telegram.


‘Yep, they’re in Bourke now being sentenced,’ I said, ripping open the envelope. He looked at me expectantly. It was an order to set trackers on the scene.


‘They sending reinforcements?’


‘Nope, we’re not under attack. It’s just a duplicate of a previous order. The populace can rest easy.’


‘Can you tell me who they were at least?’


‘James, Nessie and Grace Kirkbride, but I don’t know any more than that. It’s not official, so keep it to yourself.’


Kev blinked several times. ‘They sure?’


‘I found them.’


‘Oh, Jesus, Jesus Christ,’ he whispered, tears suddenly welling up in his rheumy eyes. ‘But they were just babies. You found them?’


I nodded.


‘Oh, Gus, mate,’ he murmured.


I knew Kev was no stranger to hardship. I looked down at the paper in my hand, trying to keep a grip on myself.


‘People keep tramping into the post office asking for news,’ he said eventually, wiping tears from his cheeks. ‘If you could issue regular official bulletins and pin them up outside, I’d be obliged. There’s mud all around the place and I’m the one who cleans up.’


‘I’ll do that right away, Kev. But don’t breathe a word as to who it is – not yet.’


~


At dusk I walked a few doors up to Joe’s. Joe Pryor had worked in Calpa about a year longer than me, and as single men who liked a drink or three, we struck up a friendship. Joe, in his late thirties and unmarried, wore his dark hair longish, like a Victorian poet, and combined this with a luxurious military moustache and a penchant for black suits, even at the height of summer. From a legal family, he’d been educated at Melbourne Grammar and trained as a doctor at the University of Melbourne. What was this son of the establishment doing out here in the Never-Never? I think he pondered this question many times, often while deep in his cups. But we all had our reasons. No good asking, because then you’d have to reveal your own.


I found him in his backyard, staring at a row of brown-spotted cabbage, shirt sleeves up, leaning on a shovel. The chooks in their run stopped their muttering. His old dog hauled himself up out of the last of the sunlight and waddled over to say hello.


‘All damaged by rabbits last night,’ he said, nodding at the cabbage. ‘I’d promised them to Mrs Schreiber for pickling.’


I held up a bottle of whisky. Joe dropped the shovel and we went inside to the kitchen. Everything was in order, which gave me a sense of comfort. A jam jar full of crepe myrtle sat on the whitewashed table, while a colander of potatoes, still crusted with black dirt, rested on a draining board. A mutton stew simmering on the stove filled the air with the scent of countless humble Australian kitchens, places where murder was only a story in a newspaper, soon to disappear under potato peelings.


We drank and he stared at his glass. I refilled it. We smoked, kept drinking.


‘Walk into a door, eh?’


‘Tom Fletcher.’


‘Why?’


‘Needed to punch something,’ I said with a shrug.


‘Poor bastard.’


There was a small iron crank handle on the table alongside a thick screw, an iron disc with holes in it and other bits and pieces.


‘What’s this?’


‘Broken meat grinder. Mrs Schreiber wants me to fix it.’


I stubbed out my cigarette and tried fitting the pieces together. ‘The circular blade goes in here.’


‘Yeah, but there’s nothing to hold it.’


A fly buzzed around the window above the sink. I poured some more whisky, considered the grinder pieces. Footsteps. We looked up. Lonergan slammed the screen door open, panting. ‘Dr Pryor, you’re needed at the Kirkbrides’, urgently. Miss Flora.’


‘Is she all right? What happened?’ Joe asked, leaping up.


‘Tried to drown herself in the river.’


‘Alive?’


‘Only just.’


Joe raced off to get his bag. I gulped my whisky, felt the burn of it, and took a few more swallows to kill the bees swarming through my veins. Ran back to the station to saddle Dancer.


~


There was smoke haze above the men’s quarters at Inveraray Station. The dusk air was bitterly cold already, settling over the land like dread. Birds screeched and bickered as they settled into their perches for the night, an undertone to their racket, like they’d all gone mad and were fighting over some terrifying vision only they could see.


Joe shrank into his coat, stunned by the sudden rift in the world. The windows of the homestead glowed in the dusky gloom, lamps burning to guide the spirits of Nessie, James and Grace home. Except they never would. I was relieved to dismount, plant my feet on the ground and toss the reins to the Kirkbride stable boy.


Joe was taken straight to Flora. I wanted to go with him but the maid took me to Robert Kirkbride’s study. A large clock above the fireplace ticked, counting off the minutes that his children no longer lived. The fire crackled and hissed. A painted portrait hung above the mantel, a Kirkbride patriarch no doubt, all muttonchop whiskers and stone eyes. From somewhere in the house came the sound of a woman wailing, high and eerie, repeated with her every breath.


Robert Kirkbride was a tall, lean man with sparse, greying hair. His face had a hard cast to it, like a Greek mask, the eyes black and hollow. He wasn’t a man to be trifled with and had more influence in the Western Division than was proper, to my way of thinking. But tonight, slumped in his chair, wearing rumpled pyjamas, he looked beaten. I’ve seen parents react to the death of their child – even had to deliver the awful news once or twice. They land on the reality of their child’s death like a plum falling on granite. The mess could never be stuffed back inside the skin and made to look whole.


Reverend Hickson sat beside him, a hand on Kirkbride’s shoulder, a copy of the Bible in his ample lap, flesh bulging above his dog collar. Hickson was the Church of England minister from Cobar. A sanctimonious prick who gloried in tragedy, he sniffed me out when I first arrived in the district – six-foot-four worth of trouble with a thirst for strong drink and a chip on my shoulder so big I could barely stand upright. After several encounters, Hickson gave me a wide berth.


‘Mr Kirkbride,’ I said. ‘I am sorry to intrude on your grief, but—’


‘How could Flora do this to us?’ he murmured. ‘How could she, after …’


‘I’m going to have to speak to McIntosh and anyone else who was witness.’


‘I don’t want this to get out. People will talk about her.’


It seemed the least of his worries. Flora had every reason to do what she did, and I’d challenge anyone who called her feeble-minded, or a disgrace, or guilty of an insult to God. If Hickson was peddling that line, I’d have words with him.


I left them, and as I was halfway down the corridor the Reverend called me back, a wary look in his eye.


‘Constable, Mr Kirkbride wished me to ask you not to formally report this incident. It is a crime, I know, and God will view it as such, but let’s leave it to Him to deal with.’


‘I hope you aren’t saying that to Miss Flora?’


‘I minister to my congregation as I see fit, and you police as you see fit.’


‘I police as the law instructs me to, Reverend.’ Bloody halfwit.


‘Mr Kirkbride is concerned that if this gets out, it will ruin her chances of making a good marriage.’


I must have failed in keeping up the dispassionate look all troopers strive for, because the Reverend raised his eyebrows.


‘He has done you a great many favours,’ he reminded me.


‘Tell him I won’t report it.’


But I still needed to know what happened.









4


Outside the night was frigid, arid air cold as a tomb. I pulled my great coat closer, scarf tighter, as I walked across to the stockmen’s quarters to find the Inveraray overseer, Jock McIntosh, hardworking mainstay of this property. He and a couple of other men were quietly drinking in their mess. Normally alcohol wouldn’t have been tolerated on the property, but nobody cared at this point. Grog was all we had. A small fire burnt in the hearth, giving comfort if not heat. I sensed there’d been little conversation.


‘Can you tell me what happened, what you saw?’ I asked, after I’d closed the door.


‘They’d only been back from Cobar a half-hour,’ McIntosh said. ‘The Reverend was with Mr and Mrs Kirkbride, and Miss Kirkbride must have slipped away when no one was looking.’


‘Who saw her in the river?’


McIntosh looked over at a stockman I’d seen around the place, a quiet, lanky fellow who was smoking like his life depended on it. ‘Walsh?’


Walsh looked up with a start. ‘Yeah, I was by the river, saw her float past, thought it was a cow at first. Couldn’t believe it because there’s no cows round here. Then I saw it was a girl. I shouted, thought she was dead, then Mac came over and we waded in and pulled her out. She was coughing and carrying on but just like in a daze.’


I scribbled this all down, got the names of the men who helped, the time and Flora’s state.


‘She gunna be all right?’


‘The doctor is with her now.’


‘She’d cut her hair off,’ McIntosh said. ‘Hacked at it with shears.’


I looked up at him. McIntosh was a cool-headed Scot, but his voice broke as he spoke.


Another fellow murmured, ‘It’s like they’ve been cursed.’


‘Shut your yap,’ McIntosh snarled.


He could shut them up, but it was what everyone was saying. The Kirkbrides are cursed, being punished. But if Kirkbride was being punished, I knew it would be by another human. God didn’t go around punishing people or helping them. His indifference was supreme, like a neglectful parent. He was off at the front bar, drinking Himself senseless to blot out the folly of what He’d made, a squalling, destructive infant He could not raise to adulthood.


~


Joe joined me and we rode home, starlight illuminating the road, the howling call of wild dogs away in the darkness, the barked response from station dogs. The side of my face that had connected with Tom’s fist throbbed like a beating heart.


‘Will Flora be all right?’


‘She’ll have to be monitored for pneumonia after nearly drowning.’


‘But her mind?’


‘I’m not one of those doctors. I sedated her so she can get some sleep.’


‘Pouring that opium muck down her throat will make it worse.’


‘I’m her doctor and I have administered laudanum.’


I knew better than to argue with Joe on this. He wielded his stethoscope like a truncheon, always having the last word. We continued in silence. I’d spent a lot of time in a military convalescent home in Cape Town, recovering from my injuries, swilling morphine as if the hospital bought it in bulk and needed to get rid of it. It numbed the pain but didn’t do anything for my mind, and it took a dogged perseverance to get free of its clutches.


The doctors in Cape Town told me I had neurasthenia and should pull myself together and be a man. Same thing my father said to me. He spent his life holding himself upright in the face of endless deaths and he expected his son to do the same.


But to my way of thinking, there was endurance and stoicism, and then there was something else. The mind was cleaved, leaving one division to its own terrible devices, even if the rest of the company was marching in formation.


~


As we neared town, I saw a group of men outside the police station. Joe kept going, I dismounted and the men looked at me expectantly. Senior men from the district, owners of the big outfits, their managers and overseers, holding lanterns, low voices, long shadows on the muddy road.


Doug Forsythe, owner of Tindaree Station, stepped forward. ‘Gus, I know you’re busy, but we need some answers.’


As if I had answers. Over Forsythe’s shoulder and through the police station window I saw Lonergan at the counter, staring uselessly back at me.


‘Bob Kirkbride said James was taking his sisters to the ball in Cobar,’ Forsythe said. ‘How the hell did they end up on the Larne to Calpa road, then?’


The men looked to me.


‘We don’t know at this stage,’ I said.


‘It can’t be right,’ he replied. ‘Jimmy wouldn’t go to a workers’ dance, much less take his sisters to one. Mrs Kirkbride wouldn’t have it. Because this is the sort of thing that happens.’


‘The detectives from Sydney, they’ll go through all of this.’


Forsythe gave me a sceptical look. All of them did. Capable and well-respected wool men, they’d cleared and improved a wasteland, grown wool on it that contributed to nearly fifty per cent of the national clip, fought off drought and pestilence, and no shiny-arsed detective was going to come out here and sort out local matters, murder included.


‘We have to do it their way, Mr Forsythe. And it’s not going to be quick, or pleasant.’


‘We should go after them now,’ Jim Crowther, the Tindaree overseer, said. ‘We have enough men.’


‘Sorry, instructions are to wait.’


‘Ah, that’s wrong,’ cried Henry Peyton, the overseer from Gowrie Station. ‘They’ll be on their way to Queensland, and if we go tonight we might overtake them.’


‘Go where? Up the east bank or the west? Over to the Paroo? Maybe they shot off to White Cliffs or down to Wilcannia? We can’t go chasing hunches.’


‘Surely Bob Kirkbride wants them caught as quickly as possible?’


The trouble was, I agreed. We needed to put pressure on the killers and quickly, let them feel the fiery breath of vengeance coming at them, hooves pounding, steel flashing. Then they’d panic, make the wrong call and we’d pounce, get their necks between our teeth and shake the bastards until their teeth rattled.


‘If Sydney thought a manhunt now was the right way, they’d have ordered it. But they haven’t, so we wait and go by the book, gentlemen. No vigilantism will be tolerated. Anyway, it’s crutching time – which one of you can spare a dozen men for a manhunt?’


That silenced them.


‘Check all your staff,’ I added. ‘Warn them everyone will be questioned and not to jack up about it. Word has gone up and down the river and there will be reinforcements. Everyone has to pull together, keep their wits about them and stay calm.’


~


I barged into the front office to check on Lonergan. ‘Wilson turn up?’


‘Nope.’


I snatched a completed form from the top of the wrong tray and slammed it in the right tray. ‘This is a fucking firearms licence application, not a liquor licensing application.’


I straightened the blotter, checked under the counter to make sure Lonergan hadn’t mucked the rest of the forms around, opened the incident ledger and ran my eye down the night’s events. I picked up the firearm licence application again and read it this time.


‘Thompson wants a pistol. Did he say why?’


‘Ah, no? Was I supposed to ask?’


‘What is it you do in Bourke again?’ I slammed it down again. ‘And get that tea mug out of here.’


‘Yes, sir,’ Lonergan said, blinking rapidly, holding a telegram envelope out to me. ‘An order came in. I left it for you. Sir.’


‘Here,’ I said, shoving it back at him. ‘Stick it in the right tray this time.’ Then I stalked out and put myself to bed.


~


I woke with a shout, drenched in sweat, heart frantic. I scrabbled for a match on the nightstand, dropping them in the choking darkness, finally striking lucky and with a shaking hand holding the flame to the candle, still panting from terror. A soft, golden light bathed the room, throwing shadows on the wall. I propped myself up with a couple of pillows and lay there, taking deep breaths and hoping Lonergan hadn’t woken.


My nights were often punctuated with such events. The extensive scarring on my chest and under my arm puckered and pinched, waking me to the illusion that the bayonet was slicing my flesh again. Laudanum brought on sedation, but nothing stopped the dreams, so I left it alone.


If I was alone, I could manage. With another man in the next room, I just didn’t know.
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I was fully awake before dawn, dressed, found a lantern, turned the wick up, lit it and blew out the candle. I worked the woodstove, bringing the coals back to life, fed it some more kindling, then went through to the station, re-read my report and added some details I considered useful. Until Wilson got back it was hard to know what to do or where to look, but time was slipping away.


I looked out the window as if that would magically make Wilson and Frosty appear, then remembered the order that came through last night, snatched it up and read. An inmate at the Kenmore Lunatic Asylum in Goulburn had hidden from his nurse and done a runner. He’d been seen in Cobar, gave troopers the slip and was last seen heading west on foot. His parents, the Jongs, owned a run near Curranyalpa. It wasn’t known if they still lived there but that was where he was likely headed.


A routine job. These poor blokes made a beeline for the empty spaces, where they just let it rip. He was probably carrying no water, and if he was on foot between here and Cobar he may never be seen again. Heat, thirst or death by misadventure, usually at the hands of some sadistic prick who enjoyed baiting the mad, getting a few laughs from their distress.


I checked my watch, tucked it in my tunic pocket, saddled up and cantered up the western road to Gowrie Station, the second-largest station in the district, which shared a border with Inveraray. Because of the brilliance of the stars, it was never really dark in the open out here, and the soil, the scrub, the river, all were bathed in an icy, ethereal light. I rode up the long drive to the homestead, passing the laundries where white sheets hung on lines like ghosts who’d finished for the night. The lights were on in the stockmen’s quarters and the homestead, the smell of frying bacon thick in the air.


I tethered my horse, went up the steps to the homestead and knocked. Will Fletcher came to the door. He was as big as his son, with a hard set to his mouth, a reserved and stoic man from a past era, a bit like my father. Firm believers in progress, empire and the sanctity of grazing.


‘Sorry to disturb you, Mr Fletcher.’


‘Have you come to arrest him?’


‘For what?’


He nodded at my eye.


‘No, just to see how he is.’


Mr Fletcher relaxed slightly, stepped out onto the verandah, closing the door behind him, and gathered himself. He shook his head, compressing his mouth until it disappeared.


‘He’s with his mother.’ He paused for a long moment, staring at the dark shadows under the peppercorn tree. ‘She gives him some comfort.’


‘Detectives will be here soon, coming from Sydney. The investigation isn’t going to be easy for anyone, but let me emphasise that striking a detective or a trooper, regardless of the situation, won’t be tolerated. Stay with him when he’s questioned, if you can.’


He nodded. ‘Any news yet?’


‘No, but you might want to call in your boundary riders and doggers.’


‘I’ll not be calling off the doggers just before lambing.’


‘Fair enough, I know how busy the district is right now.’


He nodded. ‘How are the Kirkbrides managing?’


Kirkbride grey-faced, Mrs Kirkbride wailing, Flora floating in the river, arms outstretched, dead leaves swirling around her slender body, giving herself up to oblivion as her wet skirts dragged her down.


Fletcher nodded at my wordless answer and disappeared back into the gloom of the homestead. I couldn’t picture Tom with his mother as I had never met Mrs Fletcher. She was an invalid who rarely left her room, let alone the homestead. And as I’d never known my own mother, I was unfamiliar with the sort of comfort mothers could provide. But if ever there was a man in need of comfort, it was Tom Fletcher.
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