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For Cassandra




 


HANGING WITH GLOOM AND SADNESS, THE SKY WAS FULL.


With dark clouds of silver blue, crackles of grey and black, black and grey, heavy across to the horizon, ripples of thunder getting closer, closer, closer, rolling across the ether towards me. Pulsating me, twining me, scaring me. And then –


Maybe dissipating. Maybe not. And the rain, deep in the desert. Coming towards me. To all of us. I see it now. I see it all. I didn’t, not then, not back then, when I was seventeen. When I –


The city waited. We all did.


The flood was coming. A deluge. Brisbane had been cascaded with rain for almost three weeks. The sky, a low ceiling of pulsing bursts, ebbing grey and black, lifting its curtains to sheets of silver water. We haven’t seen a blue sky in three weeks.


Like the city, I was about to go under.


We all were.




PART I


LARA


Oh Mary, don’t you weep, don’t you mourn


Oh Mary, don’t you weep, don’t you mourn


Pharaoh’s army got drownded


Oh Mary don’t you weep


If I could I surely would


Stand on the rock where Moses stood


Pharaoh’s army got drownded


Oh Mary don’t you weep




Wrong Girl


1999


IS THAT A POLICE CAR?


It’s four in the afternoon and I’m upstairs, looking down through my bedroom window. We live on Ascot Hill and the corkscrew of our narrow street winds its way up to the top. Up to us.


The sky has fallen so low that the clouds are touching the surface of the streets and through this wall of shifting black, grey then white, I’m watching the pulse of a red light. Snap. Then blue. Snap.


From down at the base of the hill, the pulsing snap-snaps of an emergency vehicle’s lights have been drawing closer. Towards us. Sometimes the lights, fuzzy through the veil of fog, vanish for a moment, as if the vehicle is lost, then they appear again, on another side of the hill. Making its slow, spiralling journey upwards.


Is that a police car?


Maybe someone has died, up here in the quiet suburb, so still and wet that there are no signs of life outside. We’re all indoors, all waiting for more rain, for the flood and then for the skies to finally open once more returning the sight of a blue sky.


It’s been raining all day. Again.


In the tendrils of mist, white, then grey then black, canopies of trees hang low, as if the rain is pushing them down. Some branches touch the broken concrete footpaths. Purple jacaranda flowers, shaken in the storm that sped across the hill, litter our street, so tight that only one car can edge up or down at a time.


Whatever the vehicle is, if inside are police officers or ambulance workers or maybe even firemen, it comes in silence. There is no siren. Just pulsing, flashing lights of brilliant red and ominous blue.


—


IT WAS A police car. Coming for me.


I heard mum open the front door, a guy saying he was a police officer. He and his partner wanted to ask me some questions and a moment later I heard: ‘Jen!’ being called up the stairs and I walked down, not at all sure why a police officer would want to talk to me.


All the school stuff, that’d been resolved; detentions, mea culpas and onwards we march and anyway – it was just school stuff. So, I was totally bewildered and nervous as I reached the bottom of the staircase.


There were two cops standing in the living room.


She wore tight black jeans and a black t-shirt and he wore a dark blue suit, pale yellow shirt with a blue paisley tie. She wore Doc Martens and he had shiny patent leather brown shoes. She was Asian, tall, at least one-eighty centimetres, with dyed platinum-blonde hair and a gun tucked into a holster tucked into her hip. I couldn’t see his gun but there was a bulge under his jacket. He was a lot older than her. She must have been mid-to-late twenties. He was from that old-guy age which starts to become indefinable after a person turns forty, or so it seems to me at the age of seventeen. Maybe he was in his fifties or sixties. How do you tell? He looked as though he’d been in the navy. He looked weather-beaten. Kind blue eyes but he could smash your head in. Without warning; that’s the impression he gave. He was short, quite a bit shorter than her and wind-swept and had a 1960s crew cut. Barrel chested and massive biceps. They were smiling as if we were all about to go on a picnic. She was pretty, with dark eyes. She had the brisk and efficient thing going on. She looked dangerous. Dangerous-smart, not dangerous-smash-your-head-in. They were trying to lull me with their smiles, disarm me, make me think that there was nothing wrong.


There was a rising fear. I knew I was in trouble, big trouble. My head began to spin in a kaleidoscope of colliding, possible scenarios, me wanting to grab onto a wedge of Oh, this is what it’s about so I could quickly place myself in this sudden and unexpected twist to the thus-far banal journey of me, Jen White, seventeen years old. What are they doing here, staring at me?


Stay in control Jen. Stay on the life raft. It’s a misunderstanding.


‘Hi Jen. It’s Jen, right?’ asked the woman.


Yes.


‘Hi. I’m Detective Constable Lara Ocean, and this is my colleague, his name is Billy Waterson, and we just want to ask you a few questions.’


Okay. I kept staring at the gun tucked into her black leather holster. How heavy is it? I wondered. Has she ever shot it?


‘You want to sit down? Hi, you’re Jen’s mum, right?’ she asked.


Yeah. The woman cop Lara Ocean pointed to the Balinese couches, over-stuffed with white cushions.


Mum just nodded as she went to sit. She was doing her wobbling thing. It’s what me and Anthea call the VX effect. Vodka and Xanax. Breakfast of champions.


‘Great. Good. Do you want to sit next to Jen as we ask her some questions?’


Mum fell backwards into the couch. Turned to me as I sat next to her and smiled, a smile from Jupiter because it’s not Earth.


Lara Ocean and the older cop sat next to one another on the couch opposite. Between us lay a long wooden coffee table, also from Bali. Dad’s art magazines piled up on one side. Mum’s travel magazines on the other.


‘Are you okay for us to ask Jen a couple of questions, Missus White?’


No, I thought.


‘Yes,’ said mum, haltingly.


I sat with my hands clasped in my lap, staring at the Moroccan carpet beneath the coffee table. Dad trades in crafts from the Maghreb but mostly in Aboriginal art. He’s never at home. He used to tell me stories, made-up stories, to get me to sleep. He stopped doing that a long time ago. After I begged him to.


Stay in control Jen, stay on the life raft.


—


‘NO-ONE REMEMBERS WHERE they were on certain days or nights – I mean, who travels with a diary and cross-references that stuff?’ She smiled and laughed. The man cop, Billy, also laughed.


Me too. Funny joke. Anything to make them like me.


‘But Jen, can you tell us where you were on the night of Thursday, November eighteenth?’


No …


Hang on. What’s happening? Why are they here, staring at me? What have I done? I haven’t done anything, have I?


Everything suddenly went very still, like a freeze-frame in a movie. I turned to look outside, at a swift new torrent of rain and I thought that life needed to go into rewind now – press the button Jen – so the rain would be sucked back up into the sky and I would be transported back to my bedroom window, looking down, into the black, grey and white mist, tendrils and gloom, watching as the lights of the police car were receding, that the press-reverse button had worked and life was returning to normal. There. See. The red blue snap-snap of silent warnings going backwards, sucked down into the clouds hovering on the hill of narrow roads, backwards they retreat, into a darkness. There. See. They have gone. The lights, they have returned to another world. Not mine. They came from darkness and that’s where they have returned.


‘Jen?’


I turned back to face them, smiling, like we were all going on that picnic together.


‘Jen, we’re going to ask you to come with us to the station where we can do a formal interview. Missus White, you’ll come down with us. Your daughter is under-age and she needs to have a parent or guardian present as we question her.’


‘What is this about?’ asked mum. Finally.


I was quivering. I thought I was going to pee my pants.


Anthea, who is sixteen going on seventeen, appeared at the crevice of the door to the kitchen. She’d been listening.


She was shaking. More than me. She was staring into me with a: What is happening? There are cops in the house?


I try to give her a reassuring smile – it’s okay, it’s just a weird fuck-up. There were tears rolling down her face because she knew that we were in an alternative universe and it is bad, bad, bad. I dragged my gaze away from her after sending what I hoped was a (but I don’t think it was) look of reassurance; Hey, it’s going to be fine, it’s going to be okay.


She didn’t buy it; she knew I was lying. Because she saw the fear in my face. As I felt the fear in my stomach.


‘Jen is a person of interest in an investigation; aside from that, we can’t really say anything until we get to the station,’ said the old guy, Billy. Speaking for the first time.


Why was it her who’d been doing all the talking? Because she’s not a man and three times my age, I figured. I figured they, the cops, had agreed on a game plan before they walked in. You do the kid because you’re a girl and you’re not that much older than her. She’ll like you, she’ll reach out to you and want to tell you stuff. You and her, Lara and Jen, you’ll connect.


He leaned forward. Billy Waterson. He smelled of something ridiculously sweet. He said in a British accent that reminded me of the actor Michael Caine:


‘Now, Jen, Missus White: there is nought to be alarmed about.’


Which is when I categorically knew for sure that my life would never be the same again.


—


I WAS TAKEN, along with mum, out through the front door and down to the police car at the bottom of the driveway. It had stopped raining. But the sky was still dark with deep blue–grey clouds. The trees in our front garden dripping, the street gleaming wet silver and covered with fallen flowers. Water running down driveways and into the gutters. We lived on the top of Ascot Hill, one of the wealthiest suburbs in the city, where all the houses were big, old wooden Queenslanders with wraparound verandas.


They say the Brisbane River, down at the bottom of the hill, will burst its banks. They say the city will flood.


My new best friend, Detective Constable Lara Ocean, was gripping my arm, guiding me, staring straight ahead like a robocop. I’d almost rather she had her gun stuck into my back; the grip of her tensile fingers was like an animal’s claw. Maybe she was anxious about leading an underage girl to their waiting car. I still had no idea what was going on.


But I knew it was a fucked-up mistake, that I was in big trouble. I was starting to get pissed off.


I’ve been told I need to work on this. Anger. My anger which seems to roll inside me any time I lose control of a situation. Focus Jen. If something happens which is outside of what you’ve planned – and it will Jen, it will; the unexpected happens to us every day, all the time – then do not resort to anger, lashing out. Take it easy and let it roll.


I imagined the neighbours, in all the old houses around us, up here on the hill, were staring at me, through windows, reminding themselves how odd I was, how Goth I was, how I went out at midnight with a skateboard, how violent I was towards their stuck-up daughters at school, how the devil had cursed me with one blue eye and one green, like David Bowie but not like David Bowie because I was a catastrophe, an aberration in the cloistered streets of boring-town. Well, fuck them, I hope they all die, get swept away in the coming flood, down the Brisbane River and out into the ocean.


Lara put her hand on the top of my head and pushed me into the back of the car.


Take it easy Jen and let it roll.


She didn’t speak, Miss Lara. Didn’t say a word. I sat on the back seat. It was an unmarked police car, which looked totally obvious because they are brand new, totally clean and have a clutch of aerials on the back window, like something from My Favorite Martian, an old black and white TV show I used to watch, along with Mr Ed, the talking horse and mum crawled in after me and the door closed on both of us. I reached for mum’s hand but it was soft and damp like a noodle and I took a deep breath as Lara slid into the driver’s seat and Mister Billy with the shiny-shoes slid into the passenger seat and she glanced up at me through the rear-vision mirror and, for the merest of moments, we just stared at one another and I wondered if she really believed I was somehow involved in something to do with the police or had I stumbled down Alice’s hole, into another world.


‘Sorry,’ I said to her, ‘What department are you from? I don’t think you mentioned it.’


‘We’re from Homicide,’ she said, then turned her gaze to the road ahead, put the car into gear and buckled her seat belt.


I thought I could see Anthea standing by the front door.


Wet leaves and purple flowers had stuck to their windscreen. Lara turned on the wipers and they swished, this way and that, as we began to drive off.




The Odd Couple


THREE WEEKS EARLIER


THE TWO CONSTABLES WERE SHUFFLING NERVOUSLY ON THE dark street, looking anywhere but at the body. A woman – Rachael – had almost tripped over the corpse while jogging late through Kangaroo Point, along River Terrace, which traverses a sheer drop of a cliff down to the fast-flowing, swollen Brisbane River below. She was sitting on the ground, cross-legged. Dazed, with a my-life-will-never-be-the-same-again (in-a-very-fucking-bad-way) look in her eyes. A Walkman, clipped to her waist, was still playing Scar Tissue by Red Hot Chili Peppers. She was holding back tears, taking in gulps of air. Not hearing the music. On the other side of the wide and serpentine river, the city with its ribbon lanes of traffic and faraway sirens, lights reflecting onto the black water.


The body was nestled under a towering pink bougainvillea on a grass verge that spanned the length of the street and the cliffs. The heat was intense. Even past midnight, it was over thirty degrees. That, along with the sub-tropical Brisbane humidity, made them all sweat. Beads on their foreheads, droplets coming off their cheeks and wet pools on their chests and backs. Rachael asked one of the cops if either of them had a smoke, and the female constable – Belinda – did, even though she wasn’t meant to because the Force frowned on smoking. She reached into a pocket and pulled out a packet of Marlboro Red and, with shaking hands, lit the cigarette for the woman on the ground and then decided to have one herself and then her partner – Geoff – who had only been in uniform for a couple of months, shipped across from Toowoomba, asked if he could have one as well and she just handed him the packet, which he took with shaking hands and they puffed, all three of them, deep and long, hearing in the far distance the faint sounds of sirens approaching and just get here already and none of them looking at the body of the man, dressed in a charcoal-grey suit, maybe in his fifties – hard to say because his head had been neatly sliced away from the neck but not entirely and then folded sideways, so it was resting on his left shoulder. A thin piece of flesh was all that remained between head and neck. As if he was a gory toy where you could pop his head back on then lift it off again. Adding to the toy analogy, thought the constables, was his mouth.


The killer had cut from the edges of his mouth to the base of his cheek bones, creating an upwards curl of the dead man’s lips. His eyes were wide open, staring at them, his mouth frozen in a smile.


That was all they had seen. That was enough.


There was more.


—


BELINDA, SHE FELT as if she were in a chimera. Rachael didn’t move, sitting on the edge of the footpath, staring at the reflections of the bright city lights on the surface of the swollen river. She wondered how deep it was. How far before you reach the bottom. After a moment, she realised the Chili Peppers were still playing and she pressed stop.


The sirens were getting louder now, a little closer. They smoked in silence, Belinda, her back to the others and the body. She watched as, off to the east, out past where the river mouth spews into the sea, about thirty kilometres away, sheets of lightning ricocheted across the sky, defining the edges of the massive storm clouds at the river’s mouth, flashing with white light, then vanishing. No thunder. Not yet.


Geoff, his eyes closed, was looking back, down the calm streets of Toowoomba watching a kid riding a bike to school, laughing, with Vegemite sangos in his bag, slung around his neck at a time when life had not yet become confusing.


A sheet of drizzle began to wash over them. The lightest of rain. The weather bureau had predicted more storms. A flood was beginning to look inevitable.


‘So,’ Geoff said to Belinda in a contrived effort at making conversation (but look, he’s freaking out, so give him a free pass) ‘what do you reckon about the Y2K bug? You reckon that, like they say, all computers around the world are going to shut down on New Year’s Eve?’


It was November 18, 1999, and there was panic that, at the end of the year, every computer on the planet was going to kill itself because only very recently did programmers consider that there was the next century, the one that starts with 20, and every computer on the planet could only note, see and think about years starting with the prefix 19. Doomsayers were thinking the world was going to end.


Belinda stared at him for a moment. Okay, yep, she thought, he’s just seen his first murder victim, and it’s very gory, and we weren’t told about this shit at the Academy. The Virgin Death was how one of the instructors had referred to the rite of passage of seeing your first homicide. Not every cop gets to see a murder victim but, just in case, be prepared for how your guts will freeze, and the countless hours you will spend wondering about the victim, what their life was all about, their close-to-last moment of realisation, knowing they were about to die. Because that’s what they do to you, the dead, that’s what they make you do – think about their last beat of breath, about your last beat of breath. What the instructor didn’t mention was that The Virgin Death might be so horrific, so hideous and grotesque, that it would be as if the killer wanted not just to kill his victim but to fuck with you, so that you might never erase the image from your mind.


As if the killer had just won a game, and the prize was to remain in your head for the rest of your life.


I have no opinion on Y2K, thought Belinda, I just want to go home.


As the first of the police cars turned the corner and screamed towards them – an unmarked, sirens and lights – she and Geoff quickly crushed out their smokes. They watched as the car pulled up and two cops stepped out.


They knew who the two cops were. Everyone in the Force knew who they were. Even if they hadn’t met them. Homicide’s Odd Couple. Lara, the youngest detective in the Squad, ever, a twenty-something Asian woman with dyed blonde hair and Billy, the oldest detective in the Squad, with the fiercest reputation in the state of Queensland, ever, an old school copper who would smash a suspect over the head, dangle him from a balcony or just forge a confession from him. In the old days. But the old days were long gone, so they said. Not that anyone, least of all Billy, believed that. So they said. And Lara was meant to be one of the new breed. Super smart, a woman, not Anglo. She was meant to have a huge career ahead of her. So they said. She could even be a commissioner one day, one day when people wouldn’t scoff with disbelief and horror at the notion of an Asian woman in that role. So they whispered.


How on earth did these two get paired up and who’s going to kill who first and how come it hasn’t happened already?


—


DRIZZLE WAS TURNING into hard rain. A bolt of sharp lightning, like a dagger, pierced the horizon and then thunder rolled in. The storm was in the east, but closer now. Approaching.


‘Can we put a fucking umbrella over the vic so we don’t lose the crime scene? You!’ Billy shouted to Belinda. ‘Get a fucking umbrella now; it’s about to fucking pour.’


He was wearing a dark green suit and his shoes were shiny black patent-leather; the phosphorus from the streetlight above reflected off his shoes as he sidestepped the puddles.


Every constable was nervous about Billy and hoped never to cross paths with him. Billy would smash you if you got in his way. The word was that Billy had grown up in the East End of London and his hello trademark was a slash across the face with a razor-blade-embedded bicycle chain. Billy was a bad guy, Billy was a good guy – it all depended on who you talked to. He’d been one of the top homicide cops when constables like Belinda and Geoff were still in the womb.


No-one knew very much about Lara, except for the obvious and that she was meant to be really smart. No-one even knew if she was of Chinese descent or Japanese or Korean. Someone said her parents were boat people from Vietnam but that was the extent of the word on Lara, on the street, in the world of police-constable-gossip-land.


As Belinda rushed to get an umbrella, Geoff took a few steps back and watched as Lara moved close to the victim.


‘This is a serial killer,’ she said to Billy.


‘Have there been any other killings like this?’ he shot back as if talking to a student who might have just failed a test.


Geoff watched as Lara turned to the older man and, like a student would talk back to a teacher, said, ‘No.’


Ignoring Geoff, the two Homicide cops spoke to one another, the torn body of the victim on the ground next to them.


‘What did you just do wrong then?’


‘Not think,’ she replied.


Neither one of the Odd Couple seemed to care that this was playing out in front of a rookie constable and a freaked-out witness. They were living in their own world.


Billy moved in close and lowered his voice and spoke in whispers. Geoff could still hear them, just, if he craned in to eavesdrop, so intrigued was he by this odd dynamic and certain a little bit of intel about the Odd Couple would elevate him in the eyes of others. He noticed they were staring intently at one another and, for the first time, he realised that Lara towered over Billy. She must have been about six foot and Billy must have been about five-six. He just carried the gravitas and threat of a giant.


‘How long have you been in Homicide?’


‘Seven months.’


‘And this poor bloke, lyin’ here on the ground, murdered in the most foul of ways, what number murder victim would he be for you, in your seven months?’


‘Number four.’


‘Don’t fuck it up by …’


‘… by starting with a conclusion.’


‘Good. You will get to the top of the class, one day girlie. ’Specially with Billy Waterson being your teacher. Right then, what do you see?’


—


I MUST HAVE been six or seven when I thought to myself: I’m going to be a cop. It had more resonance than being a firefighter or an archaeologist, probably because my mum had been one herself, back in Hong Kong.


It was the uniform that had first caught my attention. Mum, standing in a row of fellow officers, men and women. Staring straight ahead. Looking so serious. A dark blue suit of pants and a four-pocket safari jacket with polished silver buttons over a white shirt and black tie with a wide black leather belt and two-pronged silver buckle. She looked important.


I wanted to be important.


But the thing about being a cop is that people shoot at you. You might go to work and you might get killed. That’s what dad had said. Before he had died. That’s what mum had said. That’s what my little brother who used to blow popcorn at me from out of his mouth, disgusting little prick, that’s what he had said, in a rare moment of thought and care.


‘Your dad is correct. You’re going to put yourself in situations that will, inevitably, put you in the firing line of a crook’s gun,’ said mum.


‘What’s a crook, mum?’


‘A gangster. We used to call them ‘crooks’ in Hong Kong. Lots of English policemen call them crooks. You do not want to be in the firing line, Lara. Listen to what your mother says. A crook is a person who might kill you.’


Oh no, not me, mum. Not me.


As I got older, the more they discouraged me the more I thought: this is my calling. I am going to be a cop and I am going to rise up through the ranks and join the Homicide Squad. Because I knew, even then, that Homicide was the most revered squad, and every time I read about someone being murdered I had an inner shudder of revulsion and kept thinking about who the killer was, and whether the victim would ever find justice.


By the time I was nineteen, after I had clawed out of an inferno of two catastrophically dangerous relationships and a spiral of self-hate, when things finally got clean and twenty/twenty vision returned, I said: Lara, become a cop. Do it. Stop thinking about it, just do it. Make your way from grunt, up the ranks, get to Homicide. It’s where you need to be. In Homicide you will be in control and ruin will no longer be your friend. Duty, responsibility, the search for a killer and the fight for justice, these will be your life jackets.


Billy told me it would pass and I would become inured but it was the banality of murder that got me. People killing people like they were cooking a steak; hey, do you want it rare, medium or well done? That was what I battled, where my darkness lived. I had already seen some bad stuff, but justice or retribution, call it what you will, drove me every day, every night.


I didn’t believe in God and I still don’t but I do believe in the divinity of my job. I am honoured to avenge those who have been murdered.


Seven months in, my experience of murder had been: one, gang-related; two, a jealous husband; and three, a guy who thought killing his wife would lead to financial gain. All three with clean, clear motivations. An easy ride.


Now all of that was about to change.




Cry Me A River


‘THIS IS WHAT I SEE,’ I SAID AS I LEANED DOWN, UNDER THE dripping bougainvillea, its pink petals scattered on the ground, crouching on all fours, ignoring the damp grass, ignoring the dead man’s grin, focusing on the separation of his head from his body.


I shone my small Maglite onto the wound.


‘An extremely sharp-bladed knife. Not serrated or else we’d see jagged flesh. Victim has almost been decapitated. Head folded sideways, onto the left shoulder. There is deliberation here. The killer has created a pose. As if he’s creating a sculpture.’


I moved in closer. I could smell the blood and the slow-rising putridity of the open wound. Staring hard at where the side of the man’s neck was still attached to his shoulder, I thought that a snip from a small pair of scissors would finish the job.


‘Further deliberation in that the head has been cut but not entirely removed. This would eliminate a strike while the victim was standing. Such a strike would be impossible to control and decapitation would almost certainly be the result. It wouldn’t have taken long, cutting most of his head off. The victim is lying on his back. It is extremely unlikely, given the position on the grass here, that the killer made the incision from behind. Most likely cutting from the side, straddling him, looking into his eyes. No signs of a fight, so I’m going to suggest that the killer incapacitated our victim before he proceeded to cut into his neck.’


Billy was walking around the body, listening intently. He and I were in our zone. The two constables and the witness off to one side, watching.


I leaned over the victim. ‘There seems to be another pool of blood under his head. We’ll wait until forensics arrive before we touch or move him, but I’m going to suggest there will be another wound. The incapacitating blow.’


I then stared at the mouth. ‘The killer has incised either side of the mouth with an upwards cut of approximately three centimetres. To make it look like a … a smile?’ I looked up at Billy. ‘It reminds me of the villian character in the old Batman series.’


‘The Joker,’ he said.


‘Yeah. Him.’ I looked back to the face. ‘Who knows what the psychology is behind the mouth-cuts and the horrible-looking grimace, but the killer would appear to have spent some time with the victim. This was not a rapid-fire killing. Once he demobilised the victim, he arranged him.’


I moved in closer.


‘One of his teeth is missing. Third from the middle. I think it’s called a canine something.’ Shining my Maglite around the wide-open mouth, I added, ‘It’s a fresh wound. It’s been pulled out.’


Billy said nothing as he watched me crouching over the dead man without touching him. As I stood, we both looked at my jeans, which from the knees down were soaked in blood. ‘He’s wealthy,’ I said, moving on. ‘Wearing an Italian suit.’


‘How do you know it’s Italian?’


‘I caught a glimpse of a tag on the inside jacket pocket. His shoes also appear to be expensive and …’ I leaned down to his left hand without touching it. ‘He has a Rolex. So,’ I said, turning back to Billy, ‘I guess we can eliminate robbery as a motive.’


‘Do you want to roll him over and see if he has a wallet? Find out his name and address?’


‘I don’t want to touch him,’ I replied. ‘Do you?’


He nodded, as if I had passed a test, not that it was a hard one, even for a rookie in Homicide.


Billy turned and looked in the direction of the main road, about three hundred metres away. ‘Where the fuck are forensics and the science teams? And the Coroner?’




Him


WHEN I WAS A KID, DAD TOOK ME TO THE EKKA.


You go to the showgrounds and eat fairy floss and ride on big rides and get scared in the crappy ghost train ride and eat those revolting hot dogs which are deep fried in batter, a bit like the revolting deep fried Mars Bars, which I once tried when I was in Glasgow.


I love my dad.


He did lots of things for me. When I was a kid.


I guess he would be upset with me if he knew I had just killed a fear, stabbed him in the back of the neck and nearly sliced off his head.


At the Ekka there were cows and horses and fresh strawberries and a massive hall where you’d buy your showbags, as many as you could carry. There were hot dogs or hot chips dripping with cheap tomato sauce which, if you weren’t careful, would splodge onto your clothes. Lots of fairy floss and, even though I was a kid, the vague surety of being sick when you got home, clutching your tummy and spewing into the toilet bowl but, not for a second, with any sense of regret as I munched happily away.


My dad took me on a roller coaster. I was about seven but I was tall for my age. That’s the criteria to take the ride. Not age. Height. Dad freaked out and gripped the edge of the seat and looked as though he was going to have a heart attack, which freaked me right out. But after, as he and I stepped back onto hard land, I felt an extraordinary surge of adrenalin. Later I learnt that it was an endorphin rush.


Rush, rush, rush. I felt as though I could fly. I felt invincible. My eyes were dazzling. A white burst of energy emanated from me, in every which way.


I felt the same when I killed the fear on the edge of the cliff tonight. A starburst of white energy. It felt good. The first fear kill, it felt great. Better than the first kill, the aoife kill.


Fear is His word for man. Aoife is His word for woman.


I am going to do it again. Another fear kill. I am going to do it again. Soon.


—


I WENT HOME and cleaned off the blood and put my clothes in the wash. I’m back now. Back at the crime scene. There is a bit of a crowd, even though it’s the middle of the night. I guess word has spread around the neighbours.


The street is long and thin. It’s a crest. On one side, a little stretch of park with a sheer and long drop of craggy rock face, down to the river. Mountaineers scale the rock face to practise before heading overseas to do the real thing. I’ve watched them. On the other side of the street is another long stretch of grass and stunted trees and bushes; hidden behind them, stepped back in darkness, are old wooden houses that look as though they’ve been there for over a hundred years. Big trees in the front yards. Most likely it’s the people who live in these houses who have come out to gawk. Most of them are wearing pyjamas and holding umbrellas. It’s hot.


I had a shower after I threw my clothes in the washing machine. Well, not all of them because my black jeans were drenched in sticky crimson. Dead fear’s blood congealing with bits of gristle from inside the stem of his neck. The jeans I wrapped in plastic and dumped in a wheelie bin around the corner, on my way back to the place.


To watch and admire. To admire me. I did this. This is my work. Me and Him. My body sculpture. The head fold. In His honour. He watches me. I will reach Him. I will get to Him. I am on the journey. Through the skies.


I returned to the crime scene also to watch the police. And to learn. I have killed before, but this is new.


I am standing deep in the shadows. I’m sweating. After midnight and it feels fucking hot with off-the-charts humidity. And what was drizzle is now turning into rain.


—


IN ONE HAND he carried a bow and in the other, a club.


He was dark-skinned. A gold chain pierced his tongue and behind him were his followers. Each of them staggering to keep up, the gold chain piercing their ears, a chain connected by their ears to his tongue.


They had listened to Him and had chosen to be led by Him, across the rocky height where the Dragon soared and the Phoenix flew aloft. They were searching for the god of thunder who lived in the skies. He was waiting for them. He could hear the footsteps of their slow trek up the mountain path.


The followers gave Him their ears willingly, allowing them to be sliced off with a golden blade so sharp that the softest touch on flesh would cause a deep and fatal wound. Each ear was folded back, hanging to the side of the head by a mere thread, but now part of the chain.


He was malevolent but wore a smile.


I was with Him. Ascending to where the waters joined the sky. His name was Ogmios and we were searching for the god of thunder.


Taranis.




The First Circle


BEFORE WE ALLOW A BODY TO BE REMOVED AND TAKEN INTO the custody of the Coroner, we create a circle, one of many, and the first circle was around the victim. This was, for want of a better phrase, ground zero. Where the killer might have left hairs or a footprint or a fingerprint, where he had interacted with the victim, where he had taken away their life. Collapse, black, darkness falling and fallen. He had been there and we needed to find a trace, any trace, of who he was.


The first circle was three metres wide. We laid it out and no-one, unless they had jurisdiction and were gloved and suited up, could enter. That first circle was hallowed ground because the trace of a hair might lead us to the killer.


The killer hadn’t just nose-dived onto the victim, from the sky. He had walked along the jogging track. He had come from somewhere and he had left a trail – maybe a cigarette butt, spit, dandruff – and so we were going to spread out in concentric circles, spiralling out into the streets and suburbs beyond, closing off the area, our people searching with careful eyes.


Forensics was there. Another crew from Homicide was there. Crime-scene support teams were there. Crowd-control constables were there; a small crowd had gathered. The entire crime scene, in the first circle, was under a tarpaulin. It was the formal management of a killing, after the emergency services had arrived, working to an established set of rules.


The body was photographed in situ. Floodlights had been brought in, the white light beamed into our concentric circles, and there was a man screaming through the wind and rain: ‘This is really dangerous! Electricity and rain do not mix! I gotta turn these lights off or my men are going to get fried!’


There was thunder to the west and the east; all around us, closing in as lightning ripped across the night, charging across a brutal sky.


We all knew the river was rising. We all knew the city was going to flood, but when? How long could the dam hold its banks before they were breached, before a wave engulfed the city? We could hear the banshee sound of wind coming up the river from the ocean mouth, a harbinger sound of the arrival, the deluge of approaching water.


And then we found something.




Splash


AS WE HUDDLED UNDER THE TARP ON THE EDGE OF THE CLIFF-FACE overlooking the Brisbane River, the forensics team scoured the crime scene. Among the McDonald’s wrappers and used condoms and bits of plastic, was an unusual-looking flower which was caught between shards of grass, flapping in the breeze, as if eager to fly away.


‘What’s that?’ asked one of the forensic guys who was on all fours in the first circle.


‘It looks like a daisy,’ said his partner, ‘but not like any daisy I’ve ever seen,’ he said, pulling out his tweezers to bag it.


—


WE CALLED FOR an expert from the Botanic Gardens, and got a woman who called herself Splash. She arrived at the crime scene in the early hours of the morning in lime-green overalls and pink hair with a dog called Bling – she happily told us – which she tied up under a tree about a hundred metres away, well away from the first circle, and strolled towards us holding an umbrella.


She held the evidence bag with the flower close, staring at it for several seconds. With its pale yellow circle at the centre and long thin white fronds, each one a distance from the next, it resembled blades of a fan.


Surrounded by an audience of intrigued cops and forensic cops, Splash said, ‘It’s olearia hygrophila. A swamp daisy. It doesn’t belong here, in Brisbane. In fact, it only grows in one place in the world: North Stradbroke Island.’


Which didn’t mean the killer had come from the island or had even visited it. The rare flower might have had nothing to do with the murder; maybe it was dropped by a passing jogger or maybe it drifted on the wind to this resting place. But it was our first potential lead.


We had to check out every person who lived on the sleepy little island just off the mainland, and log everyone who might have visited it over the past few days – an almost impossible task because the only way to get there was by ferry, and while CCTV had been used as a crime tool since the late sixties, there weren’t too many cameras in Queensland and I knew there wouldn’t be any at the two ferry ports on the mainland or on the island. Nor would there be any record of who had travelled there or of number plates; you just rolled up, paid for the ticket and drove on board. Checking out the residents would be the easy bit. Checking out the visitors and tourists would be tricky.


—


BILLY HAD WANDERED away and was on the edge of the cliffs. Once part of an old stonemason’s quarry, they were about twenty metres high and ran alongside the river’s edge below. At night they were lit up from below creating an eerie bright yellow wall to this side of the city. Billy was gazing across the fast-flowing river. He’d left the cover of the tarpaulins over the crime scene and the body, crossed the closed-off street and stood in wet grass while rain fell on him. I joined him, followed his look upstream.


‘You would have been a kid,’ he said.


‘I was sixteen,’ I replied, knowing exactly what he was referring to. ‘She scared the crap out of me.’


‘You and all else. Especially us blokes in Homicide. Shivered us right out. At least she confessed. Saved the poor geezer’s family all the details.’


Tracey Wigginton. She was twenty-five, close to the same age as me when, in a demented, drunken rage, she killed a middle-aged man she had picked up along with three other girls, in their car, cruising, looking for a target. Tracey stabbed him twenty-seven times and almost severed his head. She was later accused of drinking his blood. She was called the Lesbian Vampire Killer. It was 1989, on the other side of the river, in a West End park. The judge sentenced her to Life.


‘Do you think it’s a copy-cat?’ I asked.


He shrugged. ‘Anything is possible. No conclusions until we gather what we can.’


Like any teenage girl, Tracey’s vampire killing had an indelible effect on me. One night, twenty-seven stabbings. She brought fear to the city. A fear that took a long time to dissipate.




Walk on the Wild Side


LARA’S FIRST MEMORY IS HARD TO FIND.


Was it when she and her dickhead brother and her mum and dad went to the beach? When she might have been four or five and they all lolled by the edge of the water, as baby waves washed on to the sand, before dad cooked chops on his barbecue, which he would proudly load and unload from the back of their sky-blue Holden station wagon as her mum floated in the shallows like a starfish, slowly drifting away from shore, carried by a gentle swell, her eyes closed, arms outstretched and fingers dappling into the surface of the warm water, no-one really paying much attention to her until Lara noticed she was being swept, slowly, away, as if lured to an unimaginable doom on the other side of the horizon.


Imagining wraith-like sea monsters, submerged, trailing along the ocean floor, carrying her mother to oblivion.


—


MY MOTHER, WANG Ouyang, originally came from Beijing, growing up in a hutong near the Drum Tower. She and her family left mainland China in 1949, for Taipei, the capital of Taiwan, the small island off the south-east coast of China and the subject of an identity crisis ever since, when the Nationalists, fighting Mao and the sweep of Communism, fled the mainland, slaughtered many of the island locals and set up a rebel country or, as they say, a new and free country.


Mum was twenty when her version of China collapsed, when Mao took over and her mum, in her forties, took flight from Beijing to Taiwan, to escape, among almost two million other fleeing Chinese. One suitcase, hurriedly packed, for a family of seven.


Soon after, mum went to Hong Kong, where she got a job as a police officer working in Missing Persons, which she didn’t enjoy because most of the missing they searched for were rarely found and if they were, they were usually found dead and then Fraud, which she did enjoy because the crooks were charming, most of them anyway. While holidaying in Queensland she met a guy called Richard, who was a vet; they clicked, went on hikes together, fell in love and mum made another ocean crossing, this time from her beloved Hong Kong to Cairns, a quiet town in the far north of the state, where they lived in a tumble-down wooden Queenslander not far from the beach. There were palm trees in the back yard and a slow, warm breeze every afternoon.


Dad was a Catholic so, to mum’s bemusement, every Friday night they would go to the local (dreadful) seafood restaurant overlooking the water and she would say: I hate it here. And he would say: I love it here.


And they would laugh, she told me, and she would lean across the table, she told me, as he also leaned across the table, careful not to spill his beer and they would kiss, she told me, and through all of this I was born.


—


I WAS NINETEEN when I made the application to join the police force; the wild years of running away, tatts, drugs, booze and bad boyfriends had ebbed into the not-so-distant past. Another country.


Being a cop was like a series of hills. You climb to the top of one and right in front of you, is another. And another. And on it went. As I figured out early on, and as I had been told by mum, after she had come to terms with my choice of career, it was hard for any woman who wanted to break into an historically masculine society.


You have to be alert, observant, smart, you have to follow the rules and be a ‘team player’. That last bit was not my forte; I often whacked out my basketball teammates if they got in my way and would be reprimanded by the coach whose name was Lizzie, for being selfish, which I was and, according to my mum, still am and occasionally I trampled on those same teammates if they fell to the floor, my foot on their head or arm or leg, whatever, with a: ‘Fuck you bitch,’ which, afterwards, late at night, as I contemplated my actions, I would regret and, even though I was not religious, I would look out into the sky through the bedroom window, the dark, the stars and ask Him for atonement. It never came.


It never will. That’s me, seeking a place of contentment, asking the Lord and the Stars for a place to be at one with the universe, knowing with every slice of the ask, that it is futile.


This, the ever-present threat of collapsing into futility, is one of the dangerous potholes I remind myself to avoid. In the dark, when it’s just me. Me alone. After my two brutally destructive relationships, one after the other, an erasure of self-esteem and too many dark thoughts, I work on staying afloat.


—


ANOTHER BURDEN: SHE was, is, pretty. Part Asian, almost-black eyes with dyed platinum-blonde hair and, to make the statement just a little more strident, with a thin strip of original jet black in her part, tied back in a pony-tail, her hair colour being the last outward display from the rebel-yell of the past. She was, is, the type of woman who makes guys pause for a beat and do the stare. But you know, a long time ago, she thought to herself: that’s their problem, not mine. I am who I am. Should I scar my face with acid? Would that make it easier? Her beauty made her self-conscious. Until she became a cop, she was downcast, her head bowed. Nils and Guido didn’t help that journey. As she expected, putting on the uniform for the first time helped. Call it a disguise, call it a badge, call it a whatever.


Another burden: she was, is, tall. Lara stands over most men and, as she learned at the time, the lack of self-esteem kicks in like a horse, that most men or boys do not like to look up to a woman, a girl. Subsequently she did the hunched-shoulder thing, as if to compensate for her height. A walking apology, she would angrily berate herself at times of dark night. Putting on the uniform for the first time helped. Call it a disguise, call it a badge, call it a whatever.


Lara now holds herself with shoulders erect, walks as if the first footfall carries the purpose of her journey. The second carrying the remnants of self-doubt, the not-so-distant past. One step, two step, a cycle. Lara, in her moments of dark, wondering with which footfall the journey will end.


—


YET AGAIN LOOKING down at the grinning face, frozen on the dead body of a man in his fifties whose head has almost been sawn off.


By what? she wondered. A machete? A long carving knife?


And why?


Let’s start with the why. Why do you want to kill this middle-aged man? In this way? Why, killer, did you do this? Questions.


—


TO WHICH:


The answer would remain frustratingly elusive for almost two decades.


To which:


Motivation, the cornerstone of almost every murder conviction, would be deemed of secondary importance in the case of The Slayer.


To which:


A journey of twenty years would be like a snap of a millisecond, a thousandth of a second, through time, guilt, remorse and revenge.


To which:


Lara, at the age of seventeen, adrift on a sea-green lake, surrounded by mists of doubt and uncertainty, would coalesce with another girl, also seventeen, also lost; one finding an anchor, one not, instead being dragged under the surface of the lake, as if tentacles had reached up to claim her, to take her into a morass of dark.


To which:


A killer was laughing.




Hi, Look, We Just
Need to Come Inside
and Talk to You


I DROVE. BILLY WAS NOT A BIG DRIVING GUY. HE WAS BIG ON directions, though.


He had said, all swagger and chest: ‘I’ve done this a million times, so let me lead it, all right girlie?’ Totally. Because I had only done it once; this was my second time and it scared me.


The haunting part of the job, was what mum would say from her memories of Hong Kong. The moment you are indelibly memorised, your face, your demeanour, your clothes, your choice of words, by the person you’re breaking the news to, as their lives come apart in a sudden wreckage of grief.


You have destroyed their life and they will have forever freeze-framed you and every detail of you, down to a dimple on your cheek and the smell of your breath and the crease of your furrowed brow, forever. Right through, mum would say, right through to their last dying beat, as they clasped the journey to that loved one who died before them, as they recall, as they have done every day since you turned up on the doorstep, remembered, in way-too exquisite detail, your face. Face of doom.


Mum, the Missing Persons’ messenger of death, before she fled to Fraud.


Billy, however, seemed to relish passing on tragedy, as if it emboldened him. I saw it the first time I accompanied him to an apartment in the Valley, where we had to inform a young woman that her gang boyfriend had just been killed.


Billy told me, though I’m not sure I believe him, that the first time he broke the news of a death to a family member was at the age of nine, back in the East End of London, where he grew up in squalor, grime and blood. ‘I bang-shot a geezer by the name of Cricket McKinty and went around to his mum’s place and said, “Your son is dead.” And I walked off, leaving her on the door stoop, all boo-hoo in tears.’


Like I said, I wasn’t sure I believed him.


—


WE CROSSED OVER the Story Bridge as the rain intensified, sheeting the car from my side. I glanced out through the window as we cruised through the Valley. The neon was off, the bars and strip joints closed, some deadbeats slumbering in door stoops. Then over the river at Breakfast Creek, the creek itself looking about to burst its banks, and up the hill.


Ascot: a wealthy suburb of quiet streets lined with jacarandas of purple riot and poinsettias with their leaves of vibrant red clinging to the edge of roads, tree trunks, old and gnarled, pulling up chunks of footpath. Massive old Queenslanders, houses built of wood and raised off the ground with thick round wooden poles painted white, had stood in these streets since the previous century, and it was in front of one of these we pulled up. A two-storey with a Lexus parked in the driveway and two bikes tossed easily by the front door.


—


BOOTS ON THE ground. It was raining hard now, harder, so we ran because neither Billy nor I had an umbrella.


‘Hello!’ Billy shouted as he rapped on the door, and I said to him: ‘Actually, maybe not quite so loud; we’re not here to arrest anyone.’


And he stopped and said: ‘Yeah, sorry.’


—


ON MY FIRST day as a police officer, as I was heading off in my freshly ironed new uniform, as mum berated me for the thousandth time about my dyed hair, she passed on some advice:


Don’t be presumptuous. Listen and learn. Smile in deference when they mention your height, your appearance and any part of your anatomy but never be deferential. Pee whenever you get the chance because sometimes you’ll be in the middle of nowhere for eight hours straight. This was after she vainly tried to elicit from me an assurance that, despite being a police officer now, I would not forsake every Chinese girl’s duty to get married by the age of thirty and provide her with a grandchild. In no way, ever, did she contemplate that I would end up in Homicide.


Billy’s advice, on my first day with him, was simple: Always have a second and third change of clothes in the boot of your car. Just in case.


Just in case you have been kneeling on sodden ground, hovering over a dead man, soaking up his blood and gristle into your jeans.


There is a reason I wear only black.


I had changed before we left the crime scene.


—


WE ALREADY KNEW her name. Her name was Lynne Gibney and she was born in Ararat, in Victoria, in 1968 and she went to La Trobe University and majored in Sociology and then got married and had kids, and the man she married, James … well, he was the man whose head I could have snipped free with a small pair of scissors. Now on his way to the morgue.


The door creaked open. It was just before nine am. Lynne was still in a dressing gown, silk and pink, expensive, and her nails were immaculate crimson but no make-up and her hair was a little unkempt. She wasn’t expecting visitors. She held a bowl of corn flakes in one hand, a spoon in the other.


‘Yes?’ she asked.


‘Hello. My name is Detective Inspector William Waterson and this here is Detective Constable Lara Ocean. Can we come in?’


‘Yes,’ she said in a very hesitant way. ‘What’s this about?’


‘When did you last see your husband?’ asked Billy as we walked into the house.


She began to cry. She knew it. He hadn’t been answering his phone this morning. He hadn’t come home last night, and when she’d called Nick, his mate, who James said he was going to have a few beers with, Nick told her that James had left before midnight. He’d been pretty drunk, is what Nick said, and so maybe he had crashed in one of the cheap motels on the side of the highway, just up the hill from the Gabba, the cricket and football oval, close to the Story Bridge, is what Nick had said.


And now there were police officers in the house. She had watched this scene in movies and on TV a hundred times. She just didn’t think it would come to her and she’d have a starring role in real life.


We didn’t need to say a word. We could do it all in silence. Lynne could look the question, Billy would nod, sadly. Lynne would cry. Billy and Lara would look apologetic and take on the undertaker’s demeanour, shuffling out backwards, heads down.


Slow dissolve to black, credits up.


‘Darlin’. We’re here to help you. You got the kids in the house? There’s Matt, yeah? And there is Diane, right? Where are they?’


He had reached out and taken her hand and was holding it tightly. At the same time, he had taken her bowl of corn flakes and passed it to me. And she was staring into his eyes, and his eyes were dark but they spoke the truth.


‘Where are the kids?’ he asked.


‘They’re at school.’


‘Let’s get ’em back home, eh?’


—


LYNNE CALLED THE school and told them there was a family emergency and that her next-door neighbour was on her way to pick up Matt and Diane.


The school wasn’t far. They arrived about fifteen minutes later. By that time Lynne’s mother and father had arrived and were consoling her. Other members of the family were also arriving. There was a priest. He looked uncertain, not knowing what to do.


Because we had done our duty, there were looks of curiosity. Why were we still there?


Because Lynne had asked Billy to do it, because she didn’t want to. Nor did her parents. Nor did the other family members or the priest. Only Billy. He was ready for it.


It was November 19. Five weeks before Christmas. Their house had a Santa Claus cut-out on the front window. Great present they’re about to receive.


We were waiting out the front as the neighbour pulled up and two frightened teenagers climbed out. They didn’t know what to make of us.


Billy reached out and took Diane’s hand and held it like a vice, like he had her mother’s. I saw her wince as she looked up into his eyes, then to me, then back to him. Her brother was shaking. He began to cry. Not Diane. She was steadfast, as if daring Billy to say what she already suspected. If dad didn’t come home and mum had been on the phone before you went to school, frantically searching for him and then there were police at the house and grandpa’s car in the driveway, you would know. She knew.


‘Diane. Matt. I ain’t gonna lie to you: dad is dead. He got killed last night. It wasn’t a happy killing; as if there ever was. Matt, you hold my hand too, and grip it tight, all right?’


Yes, sir.


‘You, Diane, you keep holding my other hand real tight, yeah?’


Yes, sir.


Into their eyes, he said:


‘All I can do is find the cunt – ’scuse my French – and kill him. Trust me on that. Yeah?’


Yeah.


‘And I will,’ he says. ‘I will find him. And then I will kill him.’




I Will


THAT WAS FRIDAY MORNING. BY THE END OF THE DAY WE had asked Lynne if there was anyone who might have had a grudge against her husband: no. We had spoken to his work colleagues to see if there was a problem at work: no. We had checked his bank accounts for any suspicious deposits or withdrawals: no. We had tracked down his movements from working late in the office, to calling his wife to say he was going to Nick’s place for a few end-of-the-week drinks and not to wait up for him. At about ten-thirty p.m., he left Nick, telling him he wanted to walk along the cliff top, which was just around the corner, before hailing a cab on Main Street to take him back across the Story Bridge, through the Valley and up the hill, back to Ascot. Nick, a mid-forties primary-school headmaster who lived alone, thought James was a nut for going out into the night, which was about to be hit by yet another torrential outburst. But that was James, Nick told us, also shattered by the news; James loved to embrace the elements. Nick told us he gave James an umbrella. We didn’t find it. There was no umbrella at the crime scene. Maybe it blew away.


We checked out Nick but he stood in line with everyone else we had already eliminated. As well as profiling the killer, Homicide Squads had also begun to profile the victim. It was called Victimology. James didn’t fit the profile of a premeditated target.


He was fitting into the profile of a man who was randomly chosen in one of the great and unfortunate hurly-burlys of life that doesn’t make sense or conform to a satisfying explanation. His death was, we were starting to think, random. Like a Los Angeles drive-by shooting. Wrong time, wrong place.


The ‘meteor moment’, as mum would say.


—


MIDNIGHT SATURDAY, TWENTY-FOUR hours after Billy and I had arrived at the crime scene, I got to sleep. In my little wooden house in working-class Hendra, at the edge of the Brisbane racecourse. I slept right through the rain and the noisy click-clack of the horses as their trainers led them down the street.


Sunday dawn brought a brief reprieve from the wet. And the discovery of a second body. Two in three days.


—


BRIAN WAS THIRTY-SEVEN and, as he did every morning before dawn, was jogging through the Botanic Gardens. He lived with his wife and kids on the edge of the city, not far away, in Spring Hill. His body was found on one of the pathways that spanned the edge of the river. He was discovered by an early-morning shift worker from the nearby Stamford Plaza hotel, on their way to the kitchen before the restaurant started serving breakfast at six. The hotel was directly across from where Brian lay, his neck sliced open with a deep cut, severing all but a thin flap at the side of his head, which had been folded onto his shoulder, his mouth slit and opened to create the grotesque smile. A tooth was missing, pulled out. By now we knew this tooth was called a maxillary canine, the longest in the mouth. It looked as though it belonged to a sabre-toothed cat.


Across the water, on the other side of the river, were the cliffs of Kangaroo Point. Where, on Friday, James Gibney had also met the sharp force of a killer’s face.


As I walked briskly through the park towards the crime scene, my phone rang.


‘Where are you?’ Billy asked.


‘Thirty seconds away.’


‘Turn around. Meet me on the street at the main gate. The Coroner needs to see us.’




Taranis


THE FIRST TIME I STEPPED INTO THE MORGUE I TOLD MYSELF: You were the one who wanted Homicide, you better get used to the territory.


My brother, who had been making tons of money selling used cars, had already said: You will never survive an autopsy. He had been watching too much TV, the bane of a Homicide detective’s life with friends and family.


I’ve yet to attend an actual autopsy and, frankly, the need to do so is limited. The Coroner determines the cause of death, and when there are blatantly suspicious elements, as there were with James and now Brian, the Coroner will give us a detailed brief which provides us with much of the science to plot our investigation.


We drove to the John Tonge Centre, the mortuary for all of Queensland, south of the city, passing close to the suburb of Sunnybank where mum lives, in a brick home with a lot of concrete instead of lawn but also, weirdly, a side garden of topiary. Sunnybank is the hub of the Chinese community in Queensland. Everyone thinks it’s Fortitude Valley with its Chinese street signs and endless rows of yum cha restaurants, but that’s surface glitter. Mandarin and Cantonese are as common as English on the streets of Sunnybank.


Memories returned. This was the landscape I ran away from. The flatlands of suburbia, strip malls, big malls, acres of brick houses built in the 1970s and few trees. The landscape of a tormented teenage girl.


Rainwater gushed along the edges of the footpaths, too much water, moving too fast. The drains were overflowing and pedestrians ran like they were tap dancing, in order to keep their shoes and clothes dry. The sky was dark. These days it’s always dark. We haven’t seen blue sky since October. Most people were driving with their headlights on, even though it was morning.
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