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About the Book


Old bones sink - but secrets always rise to the surface.


Newly-minted homicide detective Nell Buchanan returns to her hometown, annoyed at being assigned a decades-old murder - a ‘file and forget’.


But this is no ordinary cold case, her arrival provoking an unwelcome and threatening response from the small-town community. As more bodies are discovered, and she begins to question how well she truly knows those closest to her, Nell realises that finding the truth could prove more difficult - and dangerous - than she’d ever expected.


The nearer Nell comes to uncovering the secrets of the past, the more treacherous her path becomes. Can she survive to root out the truth, and what price will she have to pay for it?


Gripping and atmospheric, Dead Man’s Creek is a stunning multi-layered thriller from Chris Hammer, the award-winning author of Sunday Times Crime Book of the Year Scrublands (2019) and Times Crime Book of the Month Opal Country (January 2022).
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AUGUST


SHE MOVES THROUGH THE NIGHT, THE FOREST DARK, THE TREES GATHERED AND whispering support. She passes through them, relying as much on memory as the shielded light from her torch. Her mind is alive, her senses alert. A brief hesitation, then the decision to take a shortcut, leaving the ridge and cutting across a small lagoon, now empty, following a wallaby path. Above the trees the sky is dark, clouds skimming low and quick, as if infused with her urgency. An owl swoops, a flash of white against the grey-black, and is gone. She stops, turns off the torch, feels the blackness move in, enfold her. Comfort her. She breathes it in, the smell of it, the odour of this world. She can feel its desire, its thirst, the longing for water. She closes her eyes, then opens them again. The clouds part momentarily and the sky is ablaze with stars, so very bright through the canopy. It seems for a heartbeat as if it’s the galaxy that moves and the world that remains static. Then the greyness closes again and the illusion passes.


She reaches the creek and edges down its sides, making her way along its dry bed, the easiest route. There is leaf litter and cracked earth and a few colonising saplings, either struggling or dead. There should be water here, not young trees. At this time of year, with the winter rains in the alps, the water should be above her head, its sustenance bathing the earth, feeding the roots of the river redgums and being thrust back into the sky, breathed out into the misting night. On a midnight so cold, the trees should be wrapped in fog, embraced by it. She breathes out, holding her torch to see her steaming breath. She alone has moisture to spare.


There is no one to see her, no one to witness her passing. Not at night, not in winter, not this far into the forest. Not along the forgotten paths and not in the cover of the creek bed. She leaves no trace: the soil is so hard that even her hiking boots don’t leave prints.


She arrives: the last of the water, a putrid remnant, pooling up against the regulator wall, a still and murky pond no longer than thirty metres where there should be water aplenty, water lung-busting deep and stretching away into the woods. In times of drought, she could almost understand it, the authorities robbing the forest of water to keep the farmers afloat, but not this year. This year there is water—storms in the mountains, minor flooding—yet nothing for the trees. And nothing for this last torpid pool, the swimming hole of her youth. A memory comes to her of sleek bodies, sun-touched and hormone-ripened, water beading and eyes alight, before it too passes, clouded over like the fleeting stars. No one would swim here now, not among the slime. Too shallow, too stagnant and, come summer, skinned with blue-green algae, toxic to all who touch it, lethal to anyone foolish enough to drink it.


She scrambles out of the creek bed, moves parallel to it, relieved to see no cars, no last-minute campers, no restless souls driving the access road to the regulator. Past the regulator wall she sees the river, her beloved Murray, and it gives her pause. She moves to the bank and, despite the chill, stands to admire its progress as it eases through the night, a silent god. The sky parts again and the Milky Way shimmers on the water like a blessing. The river flows, sliding, as if in its entirety, towards the sea. Such a mighty thing, quiet tonight, resolute in its movement, a passive observer. She knows it’s not real, this river, that its impetus was long ago arrested, constricted by dams and weirs and locks, its lifeblood sucked at by thousands of pumps, the mosquitoes of agriculture, told when to flow and when to stop, when to carry boats and when to water crops, when to supply the towns with water and when, as if no one is looking, to carry away the waste: the slurry from the farms, the pollutants from the factories, the chlorine from the town water, the effluent from a million people, the salt from ancient seas.


The forest is dying without the river, but the river is dying without the forest, like a bloodstream no longer filtered by its kidneys. The annual pulse is no more: the river flooding the forest in winter and spring, the water flowing back as summer progresses. The natural world, her world, subverted for profit and perverted by ignorance. Well, no longer.


She stops dead, her train of thought derailing. What was that? In the distance—what? A gunshot, another. Surely not; not in the forest. Hunting is prohibited in the national park. She strains to hear. Perhaps it’s rangers, culling feral animals with no one to witness the necessity. But don’t rangers use poison baits for foxes, not bullets? Perhaps it’s a farmer, out beyond the forest periphery, taking down wild dogs; sound can play strange tricks at night, travel great distances over water. Perhaps. Perhaps she has just imagined it. But then it comes again, a cackle of gunfire, like fire crackers. That must be it: fireworks at some distant camp site. Risky in the parched forest, but no concern of hers. If anything, it will divert the attention of any late-night ranger. The gods are with her.


The gunfire comes again, closer now. He runs and he runs, plunging through the woods, branches clawing at his face, terror gouging at his guts. He’s running blind, the night dark, the scuttling clouds impeding visibility, not daring to use his phone light lest they see him, use it to target him. He’s lost, with no idea where he’s going, with nothing to run towards, just the imperative to get away from the men with the guns. Another volley rings out, then the unmistakable burst of an automatic rifle. A military weapon, as illegal as it is deadly. Still distant. What are they shooting at? Movements in the bush, imagined sightings? Or are they simply firing for the thrill of it, unable to contain themselves, knowing the terror it will induce?


He runs again, unsure if he’s getting away or running in circles. Is that the purpose of the gunfire? Are they mustering him, herding him towards an ambush? But such thoughts slip away as quickly as they come, unable to gain proper purchase, like his boots on the dry leaves.


He hits water, a low lagoon, stumbles, almost falls. It stops him. He starts to back out, then thinks better of it. They have dogs, he knows that. Could they follow his scent? Is that why the shots seem to be getting closer? He plunges ahead, but there is no more water, not enough, just mud, cloying and solicitous. It slows him, tugging at his boots. What a disaster that would be, to lose a boot when he needs it most. He pushes through, comes to a shallow stream a metre across, wades through it, water barely above his ankles but the creek bed solid, the going easier. Then he’s up the other side, breathing hard, climbing a low rise. He clambers behind the trunk of a massive tree, dares to check his phone. Still no signal. He looks out from his refuge, back the way he came, can hear nothing. No shots, no dogs. He can see nothing; no torches. And then, in the distance, not behind him, but somehow ahead of him, a soft crump, like distant thunder. Maybe it will rain. Maybe that will save him. He runs towards it, as if it might offer sanctuary. Maybe it’s not thunder. Maybe there is someone else in the forest. Someone who can save him.


She approaches the regulator. She even hates the name, so technical, so official, with its hard straight lines of concrete and steel and logic, so foreign amid the knotted and twisted tree trunks, its barrier keeping the river from the hinterland. She squats for a moment, listening. There is no sound. She uses her torch, can see the disparity, the river a good three metres above the remnant pool.


Now comes the difficult part, demanding concentration. She removes her backpack, extracts the wires and the detonators. She retrieves the Senatel from its tin, the explosive tubes sourced months ago on a road trip west, contraband from a mine, its provenance disguised by several months and thousands of kilometres. Now she moves quickly. She has rehearsed this, knows what to do. Until this point, she would be able to feign innocence, but not now. Now she is vulnerable—discovery would mean imprisonment.


She inserts the detonators, connects the wires, guarding against an accidental charge. She wraps the two tubes in gaffer tape, waterproof enough to endure the few short minutes required. It would be easier to set the explosives on the forest side, but for maximum effect, the charge needs to be submerged in the river, to recruit its power. The regulator sits some metres back from the river, away from the current; the water will be safe enough. She has been here before, swum in the freezing water, familiarised herself.


She strips naked. Another decision considered and adopted: she can’t be caught carrying wet swimwear, so she wears none. The air is cold on her skin, somehow exhilarating, somehow intimidating. She takes the fresh glow stick on its improvised necklace, hangs it around her neck. That is all she wears, that and her goggles. The rest is left on the shore. She eases into the water, feeling the rising chill, resisting the temptation to plunge in. But she needs to eliminate all risk, needs to maintain her discipline. She lowers herself into the muddy water, breathing steadily, letting it lap above her shoulders, acclimatising. She adjusts her goggles, making sure they’re sealed. Then she stands, reaches back, takes the hard plastic sausages of the explosives. She inches towards the regulator, takes one last deep breath and pushes gently into the still water of its inlet. She breaststrokes to the dam wall, explosives in her right hand. The water is starting to gnaw at her, deep and cold. She feels her way across the face of the structure, counting the vertical beams. One, two, three. Even in the dark she knows she has arrived at the centre, the midway point where the regulator will be weakest, the most vulnerable. Now comes the part that needs to be done first time, done correctly. She ducks her head, checks once more that her goggles aren’t leaking. Satisfied, she cracks the glow stick beneath the surface, smiles at its luminescence. She ducks her head again, doesn’t look directly at the light source, but sees the dam wall clearly enough. It’s time. Explosives in one hand, glow stick in the other she moves back from the wall, then duck dives, pushing her legs skywards, feeling her own weight drive her into the depths. She kicks hard, uses her arms as much as possible, gets down two metres, three, enough to feel the pressure in her ears. Working fast, she attaches the explosives to the wall, the gaffer tape holding, a small miracle. It’s so quickly accomplished, easier than she had visualised. But now comes the delicate part: resurfacing with the detonation wires, taking care not to wrench them loose.


She breaks the surface, breath gasping, treading water, listening. Nothing. She eases back to her entry point. She is unhurried. This is working; it will work. She wraps the glow stick in cloth, enough light escaping to assist her. She towels herself dry, dresses quickly, takes her time with her socks and boots, making sure all is ready for a quick retreat. The authorities will drive in along the maintenance road, maybe check the paths along the river, but not the forest paths. The water will spread, covering her retreat, remembering the old creeks beds and lagoons, the swamps and the marshes.


She trails the leads as she shelters behind a massive river gum. She attaches the wires, closes her eyes and recites a silent mantra, calming herself with its repetition. The moment is here . . . She turns the dial, feels the detonation deep within her, hears the fluming water. And then, stepping away from the tree, risking her torch, she revels in the sight.


The regulator is all but gone. The two ends remain, but the middle has vanished, and the water is roaring through the gap, roaring with joy, the river spilling into the creek bed. Pushed by the accumulated weight of miles of river sitting above it, all the way back to Yarrawonga Weir, kilometres and kilometres of river. There will be no stopping it now, not easily. She gives herself a moment to take in the sight, knowing that it will live with her for the rest of her days: this vision of life pouring back into the forest. Then she begins to gather the remnants of the leads, pulling them to her, making sure she has left nothing behind, nothing incriminating.


But for a moment she’s distracted. She hears it again, somewhere down along the river: fireworks. It sounds wrong. Fireworks, the middle of the night, the middle of winter, the middle of nowhere. She stands perfectly still, but there is no more. She imagines she can hear dogs yelping. Maybe it is a farmer after all, killing dogs that have turned wild and got in among the sheep. Maybe.


She can’t stay here, not next to the destruction, not next to the joyous water. She moves away, back into the night, alongside the rapidly filling regulator pond, the water moving down the creek and into the forest. She’s excited now; her calmness abandoning her. She’s almost skipping with elation, catching the reflections of the sky as she moves, the sky in the water, the sky and earth moving into balance once more.


He runs and he runs until he feels he can run no more, and somehow they are still following, the shots growing closer, rifling through the sky, curdling the air. He can hear the shouting voices, still far away. And a dog, maybe two. It must be the hounds; they must have his scent, weren’t put off by the muddy lagoon. He scans the darkness and there, suddenly, he sees the flash of a torchlight. They will get him, he realises, eventually they must get him. He is too tired, stumbling and half blind in the night. There will be no outrunning the dogs. Unless he can get to the river. Of course—he should have thought of that before. Could he swim the river? Or let it carry him, take him back down past them? There: a muzzle flash, the sound following. If he can see them, then they can potentially see him. He runs, veering to his right. The river must be there; it has to be. But he knows all too well how it can ramble, folding this way and that in its long bows. It is down to fate, then, whether the Murray will swing close enough to save him.


And now he can hear the dogs. Not one or two. A pack. Baying in the night. Why didn’t he think of the river before?


He gets there, the Murray, just in time. There are more lights flickering through the trees, closing in. If they have night sights, they could see him any moment. He keeps low, gets to the bank, is about to plunge in, when he checks his phone one last time, risks the light from the screen, sheltered by the oversized trunk of a redgum. And there it is, the whisper of a signal. One bar, a flickering second. He punches at the messaging app, bringing up the image, the oh-so-innocuous image. He can’t think what to say; the adrenaline is too rich, the fear too palpable. This is it, he types, but that is all. His eye catches the red circle dancing on the next tree. A laser sight, kissing the trunk, and then it is gone. Something smashes into the wood above his head, followed by the sound of a shot, followed by a yell of victory. Some part of his brain suggests the sounds have come in the wrong order, that a film would do it differently. He hits send on his phone, gets the message away. And then he’s in the river, taking the phone with him, swimming desperately for the first few seconds, knowing it will take them some few moments to gain the bank. Before they can, he goes under, stays under, pushing hard, trying to get as far from the bank as possible, out into the main channel, out into the fast water. He comes up for air, dives again. Dives, surfaces, breathes, dives. Once, twice, three times. On the fourth time, bullets smack the water around him, and he dives extra deep, no longer trying to move across the river, just trying to catch the current, trying to survive.









chapter one


NOVEMBER


IT’S A SEVEN-HOUR JOURNEY, DUBBO TO TULONG, MORE THAN EIGHT HOURS including stops, travelling from the centre of New South Wales to the state’s southern border, passing through the towns that now belong to them, to her and Ivan. Their patch. Nell is driving, taking them through Parkes and Forbes to West Wyalong, then Grong Grong and Narrandera towards Jerilderie and on to their final destination. The unmarked four-wheel drive has plenty of grunt and power steering, the roads straight.


It’s still another hour and a half to go, the days of PolAir planes and charters no longer part of their world. Nowadays they drive the long roads to obscure towns and far-flung shires, distant from head office. And so it is this Sunday, ostensibly their day off. They’re based in Dubbo, but it can feel more like Coventry. Not for her, but certainly for Ivan. She’s a newly minted homicide detective, still revelling in her promotion. But for him, an established detective sergeant, it’s what exactly? She glances across at him, but he doesn’t respond, just keeps looking out through the windscreen. He’s getting very good at that lately, staring at nothing. She almost misses the days when his intense gaze would fall on her, those piercing blue eyes focused, his mind working hard. Now his eyes seem as unfocused as his thoughts. When they left Dubbo, the stated intention was to share the driving, but almost six hours later Nell is still behind the wheel and he remains staring out into space, his face a blank. The brief she printed for him sits unread on his lap.


‘You okay?’ she asks.


‘Beaut.’ He sighs. ‘You?’


‘Good.’


‘Want a break from driving?’ he offers.


‘Next town,’ she says.


The memory of the meeting returns. She considers it once more, searching for implications. She was summoned to Sydney three months ago, the phone call coming at night, the flight down from Bourke the next morning. Superintendent Dereck ‘Plodder’ Packenham, head of Homicide, waiting for her. What had she thought on that flight? All sorts of wild speculation. That she was in trouble again? Something like that.


The moment she walked into the office, it started becoming clearer. Ivan Lucic was already there, seated across the desk from Packenham. Despite the formality of the setting, despite the looming presence of the Homicide boss behind the desk, Nell couldn’t help herself. She broke into a wide smile, so glad to see Ivan again, her colleague from the previous summer, up at Finnigans Gap, where they’d solved a famous case, winning plaudits and garnering media coverage. But Ivan didn’t smile back. There was anger in his eyes and resentment and perhaps other things. Was that sadness she saw? So many emotions packed into a single glance, too many to interpret then, only understandable in retrospect.


‘Detective Constable,’ said Packenham. ‘Glad you could join us.’


‘Morning, sir.’


‘Take a seat,’ the senior man said, but Nell’s eyes were already scanning the desk. It was covered with printouts of newspaper articles, turned to face her and Ivan. She recognised them immediately. She’d read all of them, studied them with interest. Now she knew what this was about.


‘Martin Scarsden,’ said Plodder as she sat. ‘Good journo.’


‘Sir?’


‘You ever met him, Constable?’


Nell turned to Ivan. He raised his eyebrows, his mouth crooked and sardonic. ‘No, sir,’ she told Packenham.


‘Spoken to him?’


‘No, sir,’ she said, voice low. Why do this in front of Ivan, force him to watch?


‘Someone has,’ said Packenham, voice not unsympathetic. ‘But it has to stop.’


She could sense Ivan bristling, but he remained silent.


Packenham smiled at her. ‘I’ve had my eye on you, Constable. That was exemplary work you did at Finnigans Gap. Ivan gave you full credit. Your superiors at Bourke speak very highly of you. And Professional Standards have finally given you a clean bill of health.’


Nell said nothing.


‘Ivan is establishing himself as a fine investigator. Especially in rural cases, out where we can’t deploy big teams, where the forensics resources are thin on the ground. Places where wit and insight and investigative nous still trump technology. Where a skilled interviewer can get a result. Places like Riversend, or Port Silver, or Finnigans Gap.’


Still, she didn’t speak. She knew it wasn’t required.


‘We’ve been experiencing some political pressure. The Nats don’t think the bush is getting a fair share of the police budget. And the brass see a need for a greater presence out there as well, so they’ve managed to extract a bit of dough from one of their hollow logs. Potentially it’s win-win. More coverage for the bush, a bit more money for Homicide. I’ve asked Ivan to head up a new rural flying squad. Homicides only. Based in Dubbo, but travelling state wide. Only the challenging cases; not the day-to-day horror shows.’


‘I see.’


‘You interested?’


‘Sir?’


‘Homicide, Constable. You ready to step up? Join the A-team? With Ivan at Dubbo?’


She didn’t hesitate, not for a moment. ‘Absolutely, sir. Thank you, sir.’ She looked at Ivan then, saw his wan smile, wondered what it was conveying: gratitude, sympathy, scepticism? None of it dampened her enthusiasm.


‘Glad to hear it,’ said Plodder, before addressing Ivan. ‘Give me a moment alone with the constable, will you, Sergeant?’


‘Of course.’ Ivan stood, gave Nell another smile, a warmer version, and shook her hand. ‘Congratulations. And welcome.’ His tone seemed almost wistful. He closed the door behind him.


‘Don’t let his attitude fool you. He asked for you specifically,’ said Packenham. ‘You will make a good team.’


‘Thank you, sir.’


‘To be honest, it’s a bit half-arsed, just the two of you out there by yourselves. We’ll get you some uniformed support when we can. But it’s important you fly the flag. Politics, you understand. Do a good job and we can get you a couple more detectives. Grow it.’


It was a statement, not a question, but still she responded. ‘Yes, sir.’


Packenham tilted his head towards the articles still arrayed across the desk. ‘I understand why he’s been talking to the media. To Scarsden. So do you. But enough is enough. I don’t want to lose him.’


Nell looked at the newspaper reports. She’d heard of homicide cops being drummed out of the force for talking to the media.


‘Nice town, Dubbo,’ said Packenham. ‘Very central.’


‘I like Dubbo, sir,’ she said, which was true, but even to her own ears it sounded weak, as if she was sucking up to the senior officer.


‘In that case, welcome aboard.’ And he rose, came around his desk and shook her hand.


‘Thank you, sir. I’ve always dreamt of being a homicide detective.’


Plodder smiled at that, a wry grin. ‘That’s a very strange dream to have.’ And then, as she was leaving. ‘Look after him, Nell. Shout if you need help.’


There is an echidna unmoving in the middle of the road, snapping her attention back into the present. She brakes hard, unable to stop but slowing enough to slip by behind the spiky ball. She brings the car to a stop.


‘What are you doing?’ asks Ivan.


‘We can’t leave it there. It’ll get flattened.’


She climbs out, Ivan joining her. The echidna is frozen into place, its instinct to burrow thwarted by the bitumen. Only as Nell approaches does it make for the shoulder, waddling off the road and heading down into a grass-filled gully.


‘That was easy,’ says Ivan. He climbs back into the passenger seat, offer to take the wheel forgotten.


The plain is flat, the horizon endless, driving effortless. And today there is a blueness to the sky, a purity. It’s been a wet spring, talk of La Niña, with a green tinge to the flatness. Off in a field, she sees a tractor ploughing, seeding a summer crop. There must be plenty of moisture in the soil. She looks across at Ivan, who’s again contemplating the distance. She wonders what he sees, what he thinks; if he sees any of this or if the landscape is merely the backdrop for his internal dramas. She’s grown to respect him, even to like him. She just wishes he would talk more.


She slows down, entering Jerilderie, where Ned Kelly wrote his famous letter of rebellion. She parks outside the town’s bakery, next to a lopsided ute with a broken brake light, a peeling Eureka flag, a One Nation bumper sticker and a silhouette of the bushranger’s famous helmet. The outlaws are not forgotten inside either; they’re there on the bakery walls, immortalised in two-tone portraits: bearded Ned and brother Dan, Joe Byrne and Steve Hart. No images of the policemen they murdered, no mention of that. Nell orders: a pie for him, a salad roll for her, coffees. They sit outside, away from the iconography, not speaking.


Rural Homicide. A huge career leap. And Dubbo is so much bigger than her previous posting in Bourke, with a cinema, a library, a base hospital, air and rail links through to Sydney. Positively cosmopolitan. And now she’s not just a detective, but a homicide detective. The crème de la crème. But she’s learnt not to let her eagerness show, knowing how it rankles with Ivan. He believes he’s been sidelined, warehoused, demoted in all but rank. For him Dubbo is to be endured, survived.


Nell eats her roll, looking past Ivan. The streetscape seems vaguely familiar, the outer reaches of her childhood. But all the towns out here look the same: roads that are too wide, trees that are too far apart, air that is too dry.


She’s heading home. Her family is there, unaware of her imminent arrival, but she feels them waiting all the same. She’s not sure how she feels about that. She knows she should have called ahead, but in the rush to get going she didn’t have the chance. That’s what she tells herself. Ivan had only called her this morning, first thing, and she’d rushed to pack. And she doesn’t want to call from the car, not with him listening. Better to separate the personal from the professional.


They had been stridently opposed to her joining the police. Her father tried to forbid it; her mother wept at the prospect. They’d wanted her to do something safe, something caring, to be a nurse or a teacher, but all she had wanted was to wear a uniform and get in among it, kick arse and catch crims. Only her uncle Gene had supported her. She can already hear their inevitable inquiries. Has she met a fellow? Is she thinking of a career change? As if policing is some teenage infatuation she’ll grow out of. Yet for all of that, she does want to see them.


Maybe she should wear her gun. Not her shoulder holster but the one on her belt, having loosened it a little so it hangs low. She imagines herself striding through the door like a gunfighter entering a saloon. Her mother long ago banned them from wearing shoes inside the house; what might she think of a gun?


Ivan speaks, breaking Nell’s reverie. Perhaps he feels obliged, having finished his pie, or perhaps he’s starting to engage at last. ‘You’re from down this way, then? Tulong?’ He pronounces the name of the town tentatively, the first words he’s spoken since they took their seats.


‘Close enough. Half an hour south of there, on the river. Boonlea. Born and raised. I’ve got a grandmother in Tulong, though, and a grandfather on a farm just outside. An uncle at Hatty.’


‘Hatty?’


‘Hatheson. We’ll drive through it on our way.’


‘Good. Having your grandparents nearby might prove handy.’


‘I wouldn’t count on it. She’s a prickly old dear. And he’s practically a hermit.’


Ivan sips at what’s left of his coffee, disapproving, as if nothing brewed west of the mountains could ever match the artistry of Sydney’s baristas. ‘What about your parents? They still at . . . what did you call it?’


‘Boonlea. Yep.’ She sips some of her own coffee. It’s perfectly passable.


‘Brothers and sisters?’


‘Two brothers, two sisters. I’m the youngest.’


‘Quite a mob. Any of them still there?’


‘One brother, one sister. The other sister just across the border in Shepparton.’


‘They must like it.’ He sounds unsure, and she knows he can’t imagine why anyone would stay in the bush if they had a choice. ‘Where’s the other brother?’


‘Not far. Albury. Greg. He’s older by a long ways. Then the middle three. Then me, lucky last.’


Ivan says nothing. If she hoped talking about her own family might elicit some response, some admission of his own, it’s not coming unprompted.


‘You?’ she tries.


‘Only child.’


‘You can borrow some of mine if you like.’


That does raise a smile, at last. It fades soon enough, though, and they sit in silence once again.


But Nell isn’t willing to let it endure all the way to Tulong. ‘It’s not forever, Ivan. We get the results, you’ll be back in Sydney before you know it. Back on the fast track.’ There, she’s said it. It’s only taken her five hundred kilometres.


He stares at her, those piercing blue eyes focused at last. When he speaks, his voice is quiet, considered, any anger long drained from it. ‘I know, Nell. I’m not stupid.’ His eyes remain upon her, the unwavering gaze not as disconcerting as she once found it. She almost welcomes it now. ‘So, this body they’ve found. In a regulator. You know what that is? A regulator?’


It’s the first time he’s referred to the case, the purpose of their trip south. She’s relieved he’s at least looked at the brief. ‘It’s like a small dam at the mouth of a creek, between it and the river. Regulates the flow. Most of the time, stops it altogether.’


‘To stop water flowing into the river? Why?’


‘No, the opposite. So the river doesn’t flow up the creek. Or only when they want it to: then they open the regulator.’


Ivan frowns. ‘I thought creeks flowed into rivers, not the other way round.’


‘Not this side of the mountains. Not in the forest.’


‘You want to explain that?’


‘The land is flat. Some places, billiard-table flat. Back before the dams and the weirs and the regulators and all, the Murray didn’t just flow uninterrupted to the sea. In a severe drought it could dry up and stop flowing altogether. Most years, in summer and autumn, it would just dribble its way through. But when there was a lot of water, in winter when it was raining and in spring with the snow melting in the alps, the river would push up the creeks into the forest. Every couple of years or so it would burst its banks, flood the forest. And then later, as summer kicked in, what was left of the water would drain back down the creeks, out of the forest and into the river.’


Ivan is frowning. ‘So why put in regulators?’


‘To save water. For irrigation. For the towns. For Adelaide. They want to keep it in the river, only let it out where it’s needed. And the farmers, the townspeople, the government: they don’t reckon the forest needs it.’


‘How do you know all this stuff?’


‘I told you: I grew up on the river.’


‘Any particular reason why someone would dump a body in a regulator?’


‘Not that I can think of.’









chapter two


JAMES WATERS—FIRST STATEMENT


I REMEMBER THEM BUILDING THE REGULATORS. HERE, AND ON THE VICTORIAN side. I was with my dad, before the war. Maybe around 1938, before Hitler and Tojo and the whole bloody mess, before I knew anything of Berlin and Tokyo. Sydney and Melbourne were the biggest places I’d heard of, the biggest places possible. ’Course, I’d never been anywhere like that. Biggest town I’d ever been to was Echuca, and that was scary enough. I must have been seven or eight, something like that. I remember Dad standing there, smoking his pipe, watching, a big grin on his face. He liked it, approved of it. It was progress, he told me, and progress was good. Back then it was. No one questioned progress. We were all for it; you’d be mad if you weren’t. It was the promise of a better life. Electricity was still coming through, and it was true: it made life easier. That was progress.


They were starting to seal some of the roads with bitumen and bluestone. Out our way and into the forest there were midden roads in those days, surfaced with the shells the black folk had left behind, great mounds of them, stretching along the river for kilometres. Thousands of years of shells. Tens of thousands. Made good roads, made good cement. But bitumen and bluestone were better, and progress was what was needed and no one complained. There were flush toilets in town, motor cars, steam trains. Radio. Electric power snaking out further and further each year. A field had been cleared outside town and declared an aerodrome. And now they were controlling the river. My dad, he liked the word ‘regulator’ and he liked the word ‘controlled’. It made him proud. He said there would be no more floods, no more droughts. That the forest would be protected for all time, and so would the farms. They were drought-proofing Australia, he said, turning the desert green. It was progress, promising paradise, and we were leading the world. Man taming nature, bending it to his will. It was good and no one questioned it.


We watched the men work. He took me to the Murray to show me. Like it was a great event, one that I needed to witness, our own little bit of history, like building the bridge in Sydney. It affected us, because the lower paddock of our farm was hard up against the forest, so what happened in there was important to us. Back at the start of last century, our land was susceptible to flooding as there was nothing separating the fields from the trees. That’s why they built the levee. It’s still there, still working, still doing the same job, except no one sees it now, because the regulators do the heavy lifting. But that levee, that’s what brought us to the forest, us Waters. My grandfather and his brothers helped build the bank around the perimeter. Have you seen it, the levee? Easy enough to miss, I guess, if you don’t know what you’re looking for. Right around the outside of the whole forest. Runs for miles. Took years to build. All done with picks and shovels and wheelbarrows. No bobcats in those days. No bulldozers, no backhoes. No gelly. Just hard yakka. Backbreaking. The government paid a shilling a yard and whole families came and camped in the bush, building it yard by yard, shilling by shilling, with nothing but their own muscles, men and women and kids all pitching in. You can still go see it. Close on a hundred years and it’s still there. Good as gold. Only knee-high, and easy to miss among the undergrowth, but high enough ’cos the land is so flat. That’s the secret of the forest, how flat it is. Even now, after they blew up those regulators, the levees protected the farms, kept the water in. It was a beautiful sight: the fields on the one side and the forest like a lake on the other. The regulators were the next step.


Dad and me, we got a ride in there in the back of a sleeper splitter’s cart. It was a big thing back then, cutting sleepers. There were loggers in the Barmah-Millewa Forest. It was quite an industry. They’d fell the redgums, the big fellas, haul them to the river with bullocky teams. They’d stack the logs onto the barges, wait until the flow was high enough and then float the logs down to Echuca, to the mills. But the treetops, the large branches that weren’t big enough for milling or had some other flaw, they’d hand-cut them. Sleepers, nine foot long. They exported more than a million of them; the railways of British India had steel tracks forged in Sheffield and sleepers from here. Unbelievably tough wood, river redgum. Naturally water-resistant, doesn’t rot. Lasts forever. Go up to Hume Dam, see the skeletons of the old trees standing in the lake, almost a century after it was flooded. The smaller offcuts went to Melbourne. They paved the streets with them. Still there, under the tar, on Bourke Street and Collins Street, on Spencer Street and Spring Street, right outside the parliament. Not cobblestones underneath the bitumen, underneath the tram tracks—redgum. Still softening the ride, not that anyone down there would ever know it. It’s all been forgotten.


Anyway, this was before the war in the Pacific, so the sleeper splitters were still working flat chat. Hard men they were. People say ‘tough as teak’, but teak is a softwood compared to redgum. Put an axe into a redgum and if the blade’s not hair-splitting sharp, it’ll bounce straight back at you and jar your arms so bad they’ll quiver for a week.


They were still building the access road, so Dad and I walked the last bit to the river. There was water in the forest in those days, shallow lakes and ponds, little creeks winding this way and that, lagoons and bogs. Potentially treacherous, but Dad had grown up there, and he knew the tracks, the way through. When we got to where they were building the regulator, there was a steam shovel, this huge thing belching steam and black smoke, its boiler stoked with redgum and box and whatever other offcuts were lying around. Scared the shit out of me. I’d never seen anything like it. They must have got it there on a barge—towed it up from Echuca or floated it down from Tocumwal. No way could they have hauled it through the forest. It was so big, spewing smoke and leaking steam, but I couldn’t let Dad know I was afraid. He loved it, pointing out to me how it was turning the wood into raw power. That’s what he called it: ‘raw power’. He explained how it worked, steam power, said it was same as the trains. ‘Look, boy, look at it. That is progress, right there.’


I’ve got no idea who blew up the regulator, and I know it was wrong, but part of me is glad they did. I don’t condone it, but to see the water like that, the life returning, the way it used to do when I was a kid, before the regulators, before it was all controlled. Filling the creeks and lapping up against the levee. It took me back.


I wonder what my dad would think of it. Someone blowing it up like that. Horrified, I imagine. Rolling back progress. But, then, he wouldn’t have imagined finding a body like that. A skeleton in the bottom of the regulator. All this time. I couldn’t believe it when I read about it. A skeleton. Who could have known that?









chapter three


NELL AND IVAN STAND BY THE REMAINS OF THE REGULATOR, NOT SPEAKING. Crime scene tape flutters in the breeze. It’s gone five; the sun is starting to drop towards the trees and the temperature has mellowed. A small pump is chugging away, taking water from the bottom of the works and sending it back into the river. The Murray is on one side, moving like green glass. A temporary dam has been constructed of vertical steel plates, allowing repair work on the regulator to proceed. But nothing is proceeding now—the discovery of the body has seen to that. A small tent has been erected at the base of the hole, protecting the site. The empty creek is deep, maybe six metres, the spread of the empty pool maybe twenty metres wide, narrowing where it meets the river and tapering again as it stretches into the forest a good seventy metres or more away, like a distended swimming pool. But just mud now. No one is here; the local police must have called it a day.


‘There’s no doubt that the regulator was destroyed on purpose?’ asks Ivan.


‘None,’ says Nell, pleased her partner is finally focusing on the case. ‘Blown up. Commercial explosives.’


‘Sourced from?’


‘Who knows? Probably stolen from a mine.’


‘Somewhere close?’


‘Nothing obvious. The locals checked quarries, that sort of thing. Nothing reported stolen.’


Ivan frowns.


She knows what he’s thinking: there are thousands of mines and quarries in Australia, maybe tens of thousands, everything from globally significant mega mines to farmers extracting a bit of bluestone.


‘Why would someone blow it up?’


‘Albury thinks it might be environmentalists, wanting more water for the forest.’


‘Any claims of responsibility?’


‘No. But another regulator went up a couple of nights later, over on the Victorian side.’


‘Same M.O.?’


‘Seems like it.’


‘And this was what? Three months ago?’


‘Correct. August. They only found the body in the mud yesterday when the reconstruction work was well underway.’


‘So if the regulator wasn’t destroyed, the body would never have been found?’


‘Probably not.’


Ivan takes his eyes from the hole and looks about, as if expecting the trees to tell him what they know. ‘Where’s the body now?’


‘Most of it’s in the morgue at Hatty.’


‘Most of it?’


‘Skeletal remains. All that’s left. They’re still extracting the last of it.’


‘How do we know it’s murder then?’


Nell frowns. So much for him reading the brief. ‘The skull has a bullet hole. Entry wound and exit wound.’


‘No bullet?’


‘No bullet, no gun. They’ve started going over the site with metal detectors. Finding all sorts of shit, but nothing obviously relevant. Not yet.’


‘Clothing?’


‘Nothing so far. Early days.’


Ivan looks about again. ‘Why dump a body here? Why not in the river?’


Nell shrugs. ‘Maybe they feared the currents, that it might wash up somewhere.’


‘But the pond here, behind the regulator—wouldn’t there be a risk it would dry out altogether, expose the body?’


‘Further up the creek, yes. But it’s pretty deep just here where it meets the river. Maybe it never dries out. Maybe there’s enough leakage through the regulator.’


Ivan looks at her, eyes intent. ‘Not everyone would know that. Is it part of your local knowledge?’


‘No. I’m only guessing.’


‘Why didn’t the body float to the surface?’


‘They think it might have been weighed down.’


‘Think?’


‘There’s a large rock sunk into the mud, right next to the bones.’


‘Rope? Chains?’


‘Not so far. Rope might have rotted away.’


He seems to take that on board. ‘How old is the regulator?’


‘Built in 1938. So the killing must have happened after that.’


‘Well that narrows it down.’


‘Blake will know more.’


They leave the forest, driving first along the dirt access road from the regulator to the fishers’ shacks at Anglers Reach and then along the sealed road out through the trees to Tulong and the highway. The sun is setting by the time they reach Hatheson, half an hour north, the closest town with a hospital, the closest with a morgue. It’s an innocuous-looking building, functional and no fuss, a glorified clinic, good for emergencies and rehabilitation and not much else. They find Blake Ness, forensic pathologist, typing away at his laptop in the reception area. He’s a big man, perpetually friendly, never perturbed. Nell remembers him well, likes him, appreciates that he’s waited here for them.


‘There’s not a lot to tell you so far. It’s a man, mature, between twenty and sixty-five. Bullet hole, straight through the skull and out again. Instant death.’


‘Identity?’


‘Nothing yet. No clothing. Either the body was stripped, or the clothing has rotted away. But we won’t begin searching the surrounds properly until we’ve removed the remains. I only got down at lunchtime. The team from Albury are doing the best they can, but it’s a quagmire.’


‘What happens next?’


‘I’m concentrating on assembling the bones for now, see what they can tell us. I’ve asked for a crime scene investigator. Carole Nguyen’s trying to get down here, bring some proper gear with her.’


‘So we’ve got nothing?’ Ivan summarises.


‘Quite the contrary,’ says Blake with a twinkle in his eye. ‘We’ve got teeth.’


‘Tell me.’


‘Two gold caps. Top-right front, top-left canine. And a gold filling, lower-left wisdom tooth. Very distinctive. Somewhere, there’ll be dental records. Might take a while, but we’ll find him.’


‘Missing persons database?’ Ivan asks.


‘Good place to start. I’ll leave that to you.’


Ivan turns to Nell, raises his eyebrows.


‘Sure,’ she confirms. ‘I’ll ask the Vics as well.’


‘DNA?’ asks Ivan.


‘Probably,’ says Blake. ‘Should be able to extract something useable from the molars. Send it to Sydney. Needs specialist equipment. I’ve brought a portable sequencer, in case we locate a blood relation.’


‘Very good,’ says Ivan, although she can hear the qualification in his voice. DNA is definitive, but only if there’s something to match it with. ‘Any idea how long the body has been there?’


‘More than ten years. Probably more than twenty.’


‘Based on?’


‘How deep in the mud the skeleton was set. The fact that everything except the bones has rotted away. Possibly including clothing and any rope that was used to weigh it down.’


‘Any chance it was buried during the construction of the regulator?’


That gives Blake pause. He stares hard at his computer screen, concentrating before reaching his conclusion. ‘I wouldn’t think so. No. But I suspect it’s been there a very long time.’


‘Suspect?’


‘When the regulator was blown up, the water would have really torn through. The river was high at the time, the creek low, almost empty. The flow through the breach would have been moving very fast that close to the regulator. Lots of energy, lifting a lot of silt. The bones must have been deep. Decades deep.’


‘I see,’ says Ivan, and Nell hears the pique in his voice. She knows why: they’ve driven all this way, on their day off, for nothing. They’re homicide detectives, not archaeologists.









chapter four


1973


TESSA ALMOST MISSED THE SCHOOL BUS. HER ENGLISH TEACHER HAD KEPT HER back, telling her yet again in that smarmy voice of his how smart she was, how she was capable of achieving so much more. Same crap, same excuse. She had barely listened. All she wanted was to get away. If she missed the bus, she’d have to walk across to the highway and stick her finger out. She didn’t like hitchhiking, not in her school uniform. It made her feel such a dag. Who’d want to pick up a schoolgirl? The bus was better, full of fellow dags. Like a sardine can, cheek to jowl, packed with dags.


The teacher finally got sick of the sound of his own voice, tired of stroking her with his eyes, and let her go. Marcus O’Toole. The Tool, they called him. She grabbed her bag and ran from the classroom, down the corridor past the lockers. The bus was still there, the driver loitering by its door, sucking on the last of his cigarette, his eyes lingering as she climbed the stairs. He and the English teacher could have formed a club. The pervy old deadshits’ club. The bus was packed, seats taken, juniors standing in the aisle towards the front, knowing their place. She pushed through, down towards the back, holding on to steel poles and seat backs as she went. The bus was baking in the afternoon sun, hot and fuggy, open windows providing scant relief from the late spring heat, summer already here in every sense except officially. She could smell BO and hair oil and chewing gum. Some tart was wearing 4711 and there was the smell of clandestine cigarettes. Tessa reached her own third form cohort, happy to stand rather than pull rank and evict a junior from their seat closer to the front. A mile or two out of town, after the first few stops, there would be plenty of places to sit.


Gene Buchanan was sitting by a window, showing off his transistor radio, brand-new in its made-to-measure orange vinyl carry case. It was tuned to the local station—Hatty’s only station—2HN. It was so small, he was able to swing it gently back and forth, just one finger through the case’s handle. She couldn’t help but look at it. So tiny, so modern. Battery-operated. She wanted to hear it, hear what was playing, but he was talking over the top of it to the boy next to him. Then, as if by chance, he looked up, caught her eye. ‘Ad break,’ he explained.


The engine kicked over. A cloud of black smoke belched from the back of the bus, drifted along its side, the smell of diesel wafting through the open windows. How old was this rust bucket? Old enough to break down every two or three weeks.


‘Floor it, retard!’ shouted some smart-arse from the back seats. ‘Gun it!’


There was no response from the driver, just the grinding of gears and the bus lurching into motion.


They weren’t even out of town, just heading south on the highway, passing over the irrigation canal, when Gene cranked his trannie up loud as it would go, tinny speaker distorting. ‘Shush!’ hollered the bloke seated behind him. ‘Shut up, you dickheads!’ Voices fell silent, not at the command but at the sound of acoustic guitar, drifting treble and distinctive through the throng followed by the all-too-familiar vocals: ‘Most people I know think that I’m cray-zeee-yee-ee-eee.’


‘Thorpie!’ yelled Larry Doherty—‘Larry the Loser’—who immediately started playing air guitar, head down, long hair swaying from side to side, acne-riven face distorted with passion.


There was a moment of silence, and then, from nowhere, someone started singing. ‘I know at times I act a little hay-zee-yee-ee-ee.’ Then, as if led by some unseen conductor, the whole bus was singing. ‘In every way help me to show-ow ii-ii-ii-it.’ And for a few joyous minutes, the bus was bonded as one as it rumbled along the highway, the out-of-tune and overheated student choir of Hatheson High School. The song ended and a cheer erupted. Gene couldn’t wipe the smile from his face, and Tessa thought it made him look like a dickhead. But she liked Gene, liked his shyness, and felt good for him.


By the time the bus had travelled ten miles out of town, Tessa was sitting next to him, the bus almost empty now, the transistor off. Thorpie had been followed by Neil Diamond, and the howls of derision had silenced the portable radio and moderated Gene’s grin. Soon they passed out of range but Gene kept holding the trannie, not putting it in his rough canvas satchel.


‘I should have asked for a cassette player,’ he said.


‘As if.’


‘Yeah. As if. Have you seen one?’


‘Of course.’ It wasn’t quite true; she had seen ads for them in the Western Explorer. She stole a glance at Gene. He was almost finished fourth form, almost a senior, a year above her despite being only a few months older. She could see the man in him, where he had so recently been a boy. She could smell him as well; she could smell everyone in this baking-dish bus. ‘For your birthday?’


‘Nah. A reward.’


‘For what?’


‘Next year. Staying at school.’


‘You’re going to fifth form?’ She could hear the surprise in her own voice, couldn’t imagine why anyone would voluntarily stay at school.


‘Yeah,’ he replied, almost sheepishly. ‘You?’


‘Nah. But I’ll be back next year, finish fourth form. Seems stupid to drop out before then.’


‘Plenty do.’


‘I know. I’m almost sixteen, I could if I wanted. It’s legal.’


‘Not tempted?’


‘Very tempted.’ She looked beyond him, out the window. From this side of the bus, the right-hand side, there was nothing to see but the wide flat lands of the Riverina, wheat tall and golden, ready for harvest. Some paddocks were already nothing but stubble, grazed by sheep. A willy-willy carved across a newly ploughed field, red dust flying. ‘But Mum reckons I’ll be better off with a School Certificate. Easier to get work. Show I’m not dumb.’


‘But not seniors?’


‘Why would I? Why are you?’


Gene looked down at his transistor, as if to reassure himself, as if embarrassed. ‘They reckon I can go to uni.’


‘Your parents?’


‘Mostly Mum.’


‘Uni? You serious?’


‘Uh-huh.’


‘Fuck. Really? Where?’


‘Dunno. Sydney. Melbourne. They reckon there’s even one in Canberra.’


‘Jeez. Your olds must be loaded.’


‘Nah. It’s going to be free. Gough Whitlam says that from next year anyone can go, now he’s prime minister. It was an election promise.’


‘Bullshit. Really?’


‘The old man wasn’t so sure at first. Says Whitlam’s a commie.’ He smiled, maybe to show he didn’t take his father too seriously. ‘But free is free.’


Tessa pivoted around, spotting Gene’s brother Grainger, up on the back seat with a couple of other seniors, like small emperors on their thrones, legs spread as if they reckoned someone would be interested. There were only about a dozen sixth formers in the whole school. She turned back. ‘What about Grainger?’


‘Yeah, he’s thinking about it too. He reckons Whitlam’s a secular saint.’


‘He does?’ She had no idea what her own parents thought of the Labor leader. Not a lot, she imagined.


‘Sure, ever since Gough canned the draft. Grainger’s nineteen next year.’


Tessa couldn’t help it: she turned and looked again at Grainger and his friends. They seemed so cocky, so confident. She remembered their older brothers. They’d been the same, right up until the lottery, right up until the plane to Vietnam. ‘Good for Whitlam,’ she said.


The bus creaked to a stop. Without looking, she knew where they were—halfway between Hatty and Tulong—and who was getting off: the Thompson twins, their mother waiting in their ritzy Valiant at the farm gate. Lucky them.


‘What about Tycho?’ she asked, referring to the eldest of the Buchanan brothers, almost twenty, the best-looking one; the one all the girls fancied. ‘Will he go to uni?’


‘Nah, no need,’ said Gene. ‘He’s got a job already. Newspaper reporter.’


‘No shit, a reporter? That’s so cool. Where?’


‘Hatty. The Western Explorer.’


‘Wow.’ Her father got the Explorer, but she never read it. Too boring. She just looked at the ads, what was on at the movies. She decided she needed to look out for Tycho’s articles.


Half an hour later, the bus was almost empty: just Gene, Grainger and herself left, plus the end-of-the-liners from Boonlea. The ancient vehicle ground to a stop outside Tulong’s new bus shelter, brakes squealing. She stood and let Gene exit, then sat by the window and watched as he and Grainger slouched away, shirts out and long hair swaying. She could see the distant wrecks of the Buchanan junkyard shimmering under the afternoon sun. As the bus was getting underway again, Gene turned and waved. She didn’t wave back, unsure who he was waving to.


Another six miles, and it was her stop. No one was there to pick her up at the end of the farm drive, no fancy car. There never was. She was grateful for it. It gave her time to herself before having to contend with her mother. Besides, it wasn’t so far, only half a mile, although she could do with a drink after the baked-oven bus. She could see the house in the distance, floating on its slight rise above the wheatfields, glowing in the sunlight, framed by the dark treetops of the forest. She started walking towards it, but was halted by a snake, long and sinuous, writhing its way across the dirt drive. She watched it, fascinated. Looked like a tiger. A big one. Full of field mice, no doubt. Good year, plenty of tucker. She edged closer, watched as it carved into the field. Beautiful, really—all the more so for being so deadly. Maybe that was what gave it such presence. That menace, that venom. She reminded herself to wear boots if she went walking at night.


She kept going, but instead of entering the house she continued past it to the edge of the tilt, towards the treetops, their green edging above the incline. The geological fault was like the edge of the world, sitting just a hundred yards further on from the house: the Cadell Tilt. Beyond it the ground fell away, not sharply, not abruptly, but rather gently, the fracture in the land smoothed by hundreds of years of erosion. The great uplift of land, a hundred miles long, was only twenty or thirty feet high, but it was enough. Enough to dam the Murray, enough to divert it, enough to split it, enough to create the great forest. She stood atop it, on the edge, looking out over the immensity of trees. It stretched as far as the eye could see, out to the horizon, like a promise, like a mystery: Barmah-Millewa, the biggest redgum forest in the world, at her feet. She breathed it in, its wildness, its size. A flock of cockatoos, brilliant white and raucous, swooped in, alighting in a treetop almost at her eye level, screeching away irreverently. She longed to be down in the forest. She knew it would be cooler where there was shade, where there was water, where the colours were darker and more muted, away from the razor sun of the plain. She wished she was deep within it, at the river or, even better, at the regulator, swimming in the lush cool water.


University. She shook her head. Just another school. Only bigger. Full of rich arseholes. What was the point of that, putting yourself through that, sitting on the sidelines watching them with their cars and their clothes and their condescension? She turned and headed towards her home, the weatherboard box in the wheatfields above the forest. Her mother would have chores waiting; she always did.









chapter five


THE REDGUM MOTEL, JUST DOWN THE TILT FROM THE HIGHWAY, IS FULL, a no-vacancy sign illuminated in the twilight. It doesn’t deter Nell. She parks outside reception and leads the way inside, Ivan following. It’s a small room, with no one behind the counter. There’s a bell with a sign: RING IF UNATTENDED. Nell rings; rings again. While they wait, she looks about. There’s a map on one wall showing the Barmah-Millewa Forest, Tulong sitting at its western edge. There are a few brochures in a dusty stand next to the window advertising forest walks, kayak hires, steamboat cruises. All the attractions are located in Echuca or Boonlea or Hatheson or Anglers Reach. Nothing in Tulong itself.


Eventually there’s the sound of a door closing and a crotchety-looking old bloke emerges: unshaven and bleary-eyed and wearing a polo fleece that hasn’t seen the inside of a washing machine anytime lately. He doesn’t bother with small talk.


‘We’re full. Whaddya want?’ His voice is sibilant, his mouth missing teeth.


‘Are you John? The manager?’ asks Nell.


‘What if I am?’


‘I rang this morning. Early. Left a message, booking two rooms. Buchanan and Lucic.’


‘I didn’t get no message.’


‘Did you check?’ It’s been a long day and Nell can feel her ire rising.


‘Why would I? I told you, we’re full,’ the man says, as if talking to an idiot. ‘First time in three years. Contractors working on the regulator, a team from Telstra, a travelling salesman and a gaggle of twitchers.’


‘Twitchers?’ asks Ivan.


Nell glares at him.


‘Birdwatchers,’ says the manager. ‘Wet spring, river spilling. Birds come from all over, attracted by the wetlands. The twitchers follow. Never seen so many.’ He points behind them. ‘See?’ There is a small A4 flyer pinned to a noticeboard beside the door. Reward, it states, above a blurry picture of a seemingly nondescript bird. Painted Snipe. $200 for a sighting leading to photography.


‘Any other accommodation in town?’ asks Ivan.


‘The pub. Pretty rough. You might be better off in Hatty or Boonlea.’


‘You just full tonight, or all week?’ asks Nell.


‘Don’t know. Leave me your number, I’ll let you know if anything comes up.’


‘Does the pub serve food?’ asks Ivan.


‘Yeah, but you want to be quick. Kitchen closes early on Sundays.’


The Foresters Arms sits at one end of the main street, a block back from the Hatheson–Boonlea highway. It’s postcard perfect, a traditional Aussie pub, two storeys with a wraparound verandah. Nell feels her spirits lift; it might prove better than the motel anyway. A bit of country character. There’s a sign promising accommodation, but the door to reception is closed.

ALL INQUIRIES AT BAR, says a printed sign taped inside the glass.


The front bar is quiet, no one staffing it, three rough-looking blokes at a table, the one facing them offering a sneer even while struggling to focus above his half-empty schooner. The only other customer sits at the far end of the room: a solitary man with a beard and glasses, wearing an anorak and nursing a small wineglass, perhaps port, perhaps sherry. But it’s not the customers that seizes Nell’s attention, it’s the decor. There’s a Red Ensign, framed behind glass, hanging upside down above the fireplace, smeared with signatures. A Eureka flag is pinned above the bar, next to a repurposed Solidarity flag from Poland. There’s a television screen mounted above the fireplace: Sky News with the sound turned down, a middle-aged man leaning into the camera, lecturing the world. Elsewhere, among the usual sporting images and brewery merchandise, she can see a STOP THE STEAL sign, a photo of Donald Trump and, behind the bar, a red MAGA baseball cap. There’s a placard, souvenired from a rally—OUR KIDS ARE NOT LAB RATS—and another next to it: TRUST GOD, NOT BURROCRATS. She can sense Ivan on alert; the three men at the table have all turned to look at them now, radiating hostility. She recognises it, that unspoken animosity towards police, familiar to her from her uniform days. She and Ivan are in plain clothes, but the drinkers have clocked them easily enough. In the corner, anorak man raises his sherry glass in a mock welcome, as if amused by their discomfort. Ivan frowns, looking more puzzled than irritated.


‘Help you?’ It’s a large man, appearing behind the bar. He has a face like a slab of marble, white and veined with pink, topped with a strawberry-blond mullet so thickly woven it could be a doormat. His chin has vanished beneath a bright orange beard that has run wild, spreading down and across his barrel chest. He has eyes like blue marbles. Give him horns and he could be a Viking.


‘We’re after a room and a feed,’ says Ivan, apparently deciding Nell is equipped to deal with motel owners but not Eric the Red.


The barman looks at Ivan then Nell, scanning her up and down like he’s at a sales yard. ‘One room or two?’
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