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With blighted eyes and blistered feet,


With stomachs out of order,


Half mad with flies and dust and heat


We’d crossed the Queensland Border.


I longed to hear a stream go by


And see the circles quiver;


I longed to lay me down and die


That night on Paroo River.


—Henry Lawson, ‘The Paroo’ (1893)
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chapter one


MARTIN




MARTIN IS LAUGHING, MANDY IS LAUGHING, LIAM IS LAUGHING. HE’LL REMEMBER it later, the joy in the car that night, the sense that all was right with the world, that they were on a trajectory safe and true, the frailties of fate not apparent. Now, in the moment, the whole family is celebrating. They’re in the Subaru, heading into Port Silver for the launch of Martin’s latest book, a true-crime exposé: Melbourne Mobster: The Vivid Life and Violent Death of Enzo Marelli.


Martin himself feels a sense of anticipation, the work done, that hiatus between the last edit and publication over at last. It has been a difficult gestation, plagued with lawyers, every sentence checked and double-checked, eliminating anything defamatory, anything actionable, eradicating the risk of sub judice and contempt, purging anything that might betray sources or expose innocents to potential harm. Write an exposé on organised crime and that’s what you can expect. That and the death threats.


‘How you feeling?’ asks Mandy from the driver’s seat, even as she concentrates on navigating their crumbling track of a driveway.


‘Relieved. Wasn’t sure it would see the light of day.’ He recalls other projects, one book in particular, where the threat of legal action was too much, the weight of money too intimidating, when the publisher had buckled. A lot of work wasted, a lot of stress for nothing. Not this time. Enzo Marelli was gone, the godfather, the threat of defamation evaporating with his assassination. His heirs, the younger generation, were intent on moving on, evolving towards the corporate and away from the criminal, presenting a more polished and professional and benign image.


‘It’s already making quite the splash,’ says Mandy, pulling out onto the main road leading into town.


‘Hope so. After all we’ve endured.’ He reaches across, hand lightly brushing her shoulder. ‘Thank you. For everything.’ In the back seat, seven-year-old Liam is listening intently.


Martin basks in the moment, watches the world ease by. Across the bridge, into town, the sunset flaring above the escarpment. No matter the sense of accomplishment the book gives him, he knows it’s nothing compared to what he has found here in Port Silver with Mandy and Liam. This life. Surrounded by family and friends, a community. He thinks back to the man he once was, the anchorless foreign correspondent, the lone wolf, the lost soul. That younger man would have been so impressed by the book, by the other books, but would have been oblivious to the real achievement of this older self.


Having the launch in Port Silver means he has been able to invite some of the locals, the friends he and Mandy have made since moving to the coastal town six years ago—his uncle Vern and family, the lawyer Nick Poulos, their neighbours Bede and Alexander—before he hits the big city events, the TV and radio interviews, the bookshop signings and writers’ festivals.


They park on the roof of the supermarket and walk down towards the surf club, to the small community hall out the back, a converted boatshed sheltering in the lee of the new clubhouse.


Jack Goffing is waiting for them outside the hall, the ASIO man in casual clothes—city casual in neatly pressed trousers and a sports jacket, not the cheesecloth casual of the coast.


He and Martin shake hands. ‘Thanks for coming, Jack. Means a lot.’


‘Wouldn’t miss it.’


Goffing leans across, pats Liam on the head, exchanges an air kiss with Mandy.


She pulls back abruptly, frowning. ‘Jack? Are you armed?’


‘Oh yeah. Sorry about that.’ He pats his jacket to the left of his chest. ‘Regulations.’


Martin’s ingrained scepticism kicks in. ‘Regulations?’


‘I didn’t think ASIO carried weapons,’ Mandy says. ‘All cloak, no dagger.’


‘I’m on secondment. Federal police. We’re required to carry.’


‘On your day off?’ says Mandy.


Martin shares her puzzlement. They’re in a country town, a coastal backwater. Nothing ever happens here. Well, not since the dramatic events when they first arrived. But before Martin can pursue it, they’re joined by Ivan Lucic and Nell Buchanan, the Homicide detectives whose investigations linked the Riverina town of Yuwonderie to the Melbourne underworld, the catalyst for Martin’s book. They all greet each other.


‘Nice to be back,’ says Ivan. ‘Place seems to be booming.’


‘Maybe too much,’ says Mandy. ‘We’ll end up like Byron before we know it.’


Mandy’s tone is light, but Martin recognises her unease. The two Homicide detectives are also wearing jackets despite the warmth of the evening. It’s the New South Wales north coast; no one wears jackets at this time of year. At any time of year.


Instinctively he glances around for Liam, sees him playing chase with another boy his own age. Martin chastises himself: he’s always overthinking. He needs to go with the flow, to enjoy the evening. What the police do is their business.


The guests are gathering inside, a buzz growing as people make their way to the bar for free drinks. The local bookseller, down from Longton, has set up next to the drinks, piles of books on a trestle table. Martin pushes across, thanks her for making the effort, promises to stick around to sign copies afterwards. He picks up the book, holds it for a moment, savours it. The designer has done a great job with the cover: it’s sinister but not too confronting, more intriguing than blood-soaked.


Martin sees his publisher standing by herself, juggling a glass of champagne while making last-minute corrections to her speech. He greets her warmly, appreciative of the fact she has flown from Melbourne.


‘You only want me to speak for five minutes, right?’ she says.


‘Yeah, just an intro, then Nick and I will take over.’


‘Excellent,’ says the publisher. ‘Drinks and dinner afterwards?’


‘All booked,’ says Martin.


It’s still ten minutes to kick-off, but the hall is almost full.


‘Told you so,’ says Mandy, sidling up.


Martin had worried no one would come. ‘No sport on telly,’ he says. ‘Cricket’s washed out.’


‘Excuse me! Excuse me!’


It’s the booming voice of Sergeant Nathaniel Jones, the new policeman in town, still in uniform, standing in front of the bar, arms raised. The murmur fades but doesn’t die completely.


‘Shut the fuck up and listen!’ shouts Jones and suddenly there’s quiet, all eyes on him.


Martin watches the crowd, an old journalistic trait, focusing on the reaction rather than the person speaking. He sees Goffing is doing the same, one hand inside his jacket. Martin swivels: Ivan Lucic and Nell Buchanan are also scanning the audience. He has a bad feeling, hair on his neck rising, some latent nerve switching on. Fight or flight. All he wants to know is that Liam is nearby, that the boy is safe.


‘I’m sorry,’ booms Jones. ‘We’ve had a bomb threat. Nothing to worry about, I’m sure, but I’m going to have to ask everyone to exit quickly and make your way across the road while we check it out.’


There’s a collective groan from the throng.


The lawyer Nick Poulos yells above the muttering: ‘Everyone to the pub. Back here in forty-five minutes.’


People shuffle out, conversation stepping up a notch. Something new to talk about; jokes about Martin being a trouble magnet. He’s relieved to see Mandy has Liam and his friend in tow. ‘I’m going to get them some food,’ she says. ‘I’ll see you back here.’


‘No problem.’ Martin gives Liam a kiss as the seven-year-old squirms.


People wander towards the pub. Martin spies Jack Goffing across the road from the hall, talking with Ivan and Nell.


‘Bit of excitement,’ says Martin, joining them. ‘Lucky you lot are here.’


‘Glad to be of service,’ says Nell, but there is something in her manner that unsettles him. She’s tense, on guard.


‘What is it?’ Martin asks. ‘What do you know?’


Goffing gives him a weary look. ‘Just some chatter. Nothing to worry about.’


‘Jealous local,’ says Nell.


‘Kids,’ says Ivan.


Sergeant Jones and his constable come across the road. ‘All clear,’ he says. ‘No one left inside.’ He looks at his watch. Jack Goffing echoes the gesture.


Martin looks from one face to another, sees the apprehension. ‘Why aren’t you searching the premises?’ he asks.


Jones looks uncertain.


‘Protocol,’ says Goffing, filling the gap.


Martin is about to ask something else, he’s sure he is, when the night is rent by a massive orange flash. He’s facing the other way, his back to the hall, but he feels the heat on his neck, sees the glow reflected from walls and windows lining the opposite side of the street. The blast hits them, a shock wave. Debris begins to rain down and he crouches instinctively, arms above his head. The noise of glass smashing, of car alarms, of dogs barking, fragments of wood and glass clattering down onto the tin roofs of the shopping strip. Somewhere a woman screams.


A second explosion, and Martin looks towards the hall, what’s left of it, flames roaring and smoke pouring skywards. Next to him, he can see Ivan has a cut to his head, hit by wreckage, wiping it off, staring at the red glaze. Martin experiences a sort of flashback: somewhere foreign, the Middle East, the smell of burning, the orange glow of destruction, wonders what it is doing here, in Port Silver. In his home.


He turns to Goffing. The agent has his gun out, tensed.


‘What the hell?’ Martin manages, just as the first bullet ploughs into a road sign behind him.


‘Down,’ Ivan Lucic orders, cut forgotten, dragging Martin behind a parked car, pushing him to the pavement.


‘Up there, above the car park,’ says Nell, crouching beside them, firing off a shot. Actually firing a gun into the night. A small voice in Martin’s mind is protesting: not guns, not here.


‘I see them,’ says Ivan. Another bullet smacks into the side of the car and Ivan returns fire.


‘They’re on the move,’ says Nell. ‘Getting away.’


‘Good,’ says Goffing tersely. ‘Let them go. Not worth getting killed for. Give it three, then get Martin the fuck out of here.’


‘Mandy,’ Martin says. ‘Liam.’


‘We’ll look after them,’ says Ivan.


As he heads off in a crouching run, a Homicide detective on each side of him, Martin looks back at the hall, now reduced to nothing more than a flaming ruin, the night filled with sirens. He can’t make sense of it; it makes no sense. Bombs and bullets in his home town, the world turned awry. He runs, his mind trying desperately to catch up. How can this be? Is this his doing, has he brought this violence down upon his friends and family?
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chapter two


ECCO




I STAND IN MY BRAND-SPANKING APARTMENT, MY EYRIE ABOVE THE BRISBANE River, unable to move, frozen by fate. Unable to believe what has befallen me, the casual cruelty of the world.


This was meant to be the best day of my life. I’d been savouring it for weeks, anticipating it: the launching pad, the pivot upon which my luck would turn, the moment when I shucked off my old skin and replaced it with a newer, shinier, successful me. The moment I would finally leave my ex-husband behind for good, and my old life with him. But I should have known that isn’t how the world works: not for the likes of me. Karma was still after its pound of flesh—insatiable and relentless—no matter how I struggled to free myself from its debt. Foolish to think I could get off so lightly. I was too determined to make the leap, too confident, too focused. I never saw it coming.


The apartment was testament to my resilience, my determination. Smaller than I could have afforded elsewhere, but I wanted it, that view, that elevation, looking down. I no longer dreamt of dilapidated Queenslanders and joyous renovation. This had zero character, nothing worn, nothing tainted: no memories, no legacy; none of mine, none of anyone else’s. It shone with glass and engineered stone, hermetically sealed behind double-glazed windows. The stainless steel on the fridge, the stovetop, the oven, the range hood, the kettle and the toaster: all glowed in uniform splendour. The coffee machine represented a new and better world.


I should have waited for the deposit to lodge in my account, but I was eager. Any delay seemed unnecessary; the money would be there soon enough. I’d submitted the manuscript, the publishers had gushed with gratitude, the deadline met, the book out in time for Christmas. Not my book, of course. Ghostwriters don’t get our names on the cover, or not often. Sometimes we score a mention, the name of the film star or sporting hero or politician in huge letters, with an acknowledgement in a font a fraction of the size: with Ekaterina Boland. I had that once on the autobiography of a female footballer, as generous and humble off the field as she was aggressive and talented on it. Despite my notoriety, she’d insisted I be acknowledged, even though it wasn’t stipulated in the contract. She said no one would believe she could write a book. Which says something, as she was definitely among the smartest and most articulate of my subjects.


There was no way Reilly Sloane would ever make such a concession. He was convinced of his own brilliance; he told me in all seriousness he could have written the book himself, done a better job, in a third of the time, but the task was menial, beneath him. And yet it would be his name on the cover and his alone. And he insisted on the title, My Way, and on the photo, his face, up close and personal, those beautiful eyes of his dancing. Writing the book, I was glad I wouldn’t be credited. Not because I had any inkling of what was about to come down, but because of how he bad-mouthed his fellow actors, how he was forever seeking out mirrors, how he propositioned me. How he groped me, exposed himself, and just laughed when I told him to fuck off, knowing his power, assured in his privilege. The guy was a prick, but that was his problem: I was being paid handsomely to tolerate his ego—more than my last three commissions combined. It was the pay-off, the start of it. I had served my apprenticeship, demonstrated my ability and my discipline, and the publishers were ready to trust me with bigger names, not just the ‘celebrities’ but the ‘icons’. My agent, Emma, had explained it to me: if a publisher pays some dude twenty grand for their autobiography, they don’t care if the guy’s uncle writes it, but if they shell out six or seven figures, they want someone who knows what they’re doing. They’ll pay for an accomplished ghostwriter, a professional they know will deliver. That was me, the professional, and for Reilly Sloane they were paying enough for the deposit on my apartment.


The real estate agent was already here waiting with the paperwork when I arrived, his Audi waxed and gleaming in the sun, as shiny as his product-lathered hair, which he’d elevated into a priapic tuft. He’d brought along a bottle of champagne to celebrate the occasion, but I could see the impression on his ring finger where he’d removed his wedding band. One of those. We signed the papers, and the apartment was all but mine. He left, taking his champagne with him, but I lingered, gazing down at the sparkling river. I’d done it. I was replete with pride, with accomplishment. Euphoric.


It lasted five minutes.


Then came a text came from Emma. She must have been a telegraph operator in another life: she never uses two words when one will do. Reilly Sloane arrested.


I rang.


She answered immediately. ‘Ecco.’


‘How bad?’ I asked.


‘Bad as it gets,’ she answered.


‘Tell me.’


‘Predator. Child abuse. Goes back decades.’


‘Fuck.’


‘There’s no coming back for him. Even if he gets off.’


My heart sat in my throat.


‘I delivered on Monday,’ I said, referring to the manuscript.


‘I’m sorry. The publishers no longer want it.’


‘But I gave them exactly what they asked for.’


‘Ecco, you know they can’t sell it. They won’t even print it.’


‘That’s their problem. We have a contract.’


Silence.


I filled it. ‘Twenty-five per cent on signing, fifty per cent on delivery, twenty-five on publication. They don’t publish, I’ll wear the final twenty-five per cent, but I’ve delivered.’ And then, almost as an afterthought, the apartment wavering before my eyes: ‘I need the money.’


Another silence, then Emma explained, ‘It’s not just delivery. The contract says fifty per cent on delivery and acceptance. You’ve delivered, but they haven’t accepted.’ Trying to sound calm, but I could hear a tremor in her voice I’d never heard before.


And now it was my turn to be silent. Emma was more than an agent; she was my friend, my champion, one of the few who hadn’t deserted me. She wouldn’t hesitate to go into battle for me if she thought we stood a chance. I knew right then that she didn’t.


She waited a beat before speaking again. ‘They might be interested in an exposé. Your name on the cover. Nowhere near the same money, but some. Reveal him as the arsehole that he is.’


Hope flared and died within a breath. ‘How can I? I thought he was a sleaze, not a pedo. I’m not a journalist; the papers will be all over it before the day’s out. They’ll have wrung every drop from the story before the end of the week.’


Emma tried to console me. ‘I’ll get you something else. I promise I will.’


That was twenty minutes ago. And so, here I am. In the apartment that should be mine, knowing I will never live here. Outside, the day is as clear as ever, the sun bouncing off the river, turning it blue. Even if I rent the flat out, I don’t see how I can keep it. I can’t make the numbers stack up. A bridging loan is out of the question; I’ve already borrowed the maximum, and that was dependent on the advance I was due. Now I don’t have a job. I don’t even have a place to live beyond the end of the month. My husband is gone, my parents have disowned me, my friends have abandoned me. I look around one last time; I’ll never get to use those gleaming appliances, smudge the stainless steel.


And then Emma calls back. God bless her.












chapter three


MARTIN




THE SEALED HIGHWAY FINISHES AT BOURKE AND THE DIRT BEGINS, THE OUTBACK proper. Martin drives through town without stopping, crossing the Darling River, an opaque brown gutter, the water motionless. He passes through North Bourke: a pub, an oval, an airstrip, a spattering of houses—the edge of the connected world. The last vestiges of irrigation slip past, leaving only mulga and red dirt. The horizon expands and the surface beneath the Subaru’s wheels turns from dirt to dust. There is no traffic on the road, no clouds in the sky, the world split in half: blue above, red earth below, his car caught between.


Fifty kilometres on, Martin slows, one eye on the rear-view mirror, one on the way ahead. Nothing. No cars, no trucks, no telltale swirl of distant dust, just a willy-willy raising a russet spiral off through the scrub. He watches it pass, sputter into nothing, another taking its place, rising further away, gathering strength before it too loses momentum and wafts into the sun-blasted void. He finds a side track, dead straight, some sort of survey line running off to nowhere, and eases the four-wheel drive down it a kilometre or so. He brings the car to a halt, and climbs out.


The heat hits him, pushes down on him like a physical object. It’s eleven in the morning and the temperature is already in the mid-thirties. Another couple of hours and it will be into the forties. February hot; desert hot, where the air temperature doesn’t come close to explaining the force of the sun. Mad dogs and journalists. And fugitives. The light is too sharp out here, the red dirt road too saturated with colour, the contrast to the blue sky too vibrant. There is no wind, no moisture, no airborne dust to soften the blue, just the sun, bleeding the colour from the firmament as it fades to white at the horizon.


A trickle of sweat descends from his hairline; he wipes his brow, checks again that he’s alone, then sets to work. He removes the fake licence plates with a Phillips head screwdriver, the rear plate still coastal clean, the front caked with the desiccated remains of insects embedded in red dirt. He takes the plates, walks into the scrub, uses a stick to scrape away at the dirt. A pair of feral goats watch curiously, unperturbed by his presence, chewing on a spiky bush. He places the plates in the shallow hole, pushes the earth back over them with his boot, stamps it flat, pulls a dead branch across to disguise the spot. It takes him five minutes, no more, a rough and ready effort, yet his t-shirt is soaked and sticking to his back. He knows it’s not a convincing job, but the chances of the plates being found out here are minimal. This will all be over before anyone finds them. Whatever this is.


Summer. Challenging enough out here in winter, but summer. He cocks an ear. No sound at all. High in the sky, there’s a wedge-tail eagle, and its mate, circling. He’d be lucky to last until nightfall without a car. Without water. Back at the Subaru, he fetches his drinking bottle, drains half of it, pours the rest over his head. It brings scant relief. Then he crouches by the car and screws another set of plates into place: the set Jack Goffing had given him.


Goffing. Protector, enabler, source. And friend, hopefully. The intelligence operative had shepherded them out of Port Silver, driving his rental, Martin and Mandy and their boy Liam following in Mandy’s Subaru, driving through the night, arriving at a hastily arranged safe house west of the coastal divide as dawn was breaking. An Airbnb, booked under a false name, an anonymous account, an untraceable credit card. A converted farmhouse, high on a hill, approaches visible, the key in a lock box.


Goffing had taken them through it, speaking in that low voice of his, honed by years of confidential conversation. He’d explained in dot points; Martin and Mandy struggling to comprehend. It was less than twelve hours since they’d fled Port Silver.


‘There is an app. Encrypted. Anonymous. Used by the worst of the worst. Airtasker for the underworld. Armed robberies. Abductions. Murders.’


‘You’ve hacked it?’ Mandy asked.


‘Unhackable,’ said Goffing. ‘We have human intelligence. A source with access.’


‘You’re saying that attack last night was outsourced?’ asked Martin.


Goffing looked him in the eye, expression hard. ‘Not sure about last night. I’m talking about the next one.’


‘Next one?’ Mandy was on the couch, face alive with trepidation. Liam was asleep, his head on her lap. Martin was glad the boy couldn’t hear their conversation.


The ASIO man’s face was so serious he looked sorrowful. ‘A contract. Taken out on you, Martin. In the early hours.’ Goffing’s tone was professional but his eyes were brimming with disquiet.


‘A contract?’ Mandy gasped, appalled; it was a word from a gangster movie, from Chicago and New York, not rural New South Wales.


Goffing didn’t respond. The word spoke for itself.


‘Who?’ asked Martin, mind reeling. He’d run up against some tough people before. As a correspondent, it had been dangerous at times, always with the risk of becoming collateral damage, caught in the wrong place at the wrong time. Even in Australia, there were plenty of people unhappy with his reporting, who would wish him ill: scumbags and killers and conmen and ruthless tycoons, financial fraudsters and psychopaths. That was the problem with the old journo creed of speaking truth to power: power didn’t always like it. True crime, his stock in trade, was an entertainment, a diversion—until they wanted you dead. And were willing to pay for it.


‘Don’t know,’ Goffing said. ‘That’s the defining characteristic of this app. Total anonymity, people hiding behind fake names. Don’t know who’s commissioning the hit, who’s bid on it, who’s won the contract.’ He let that sink in. ‘All I can tell you, all our sources can tell us, is that the job was advertised, there were bids, and the job was taken by someone calling themselves the B-team. It’s live.’


‘Fuck,’ Martin said.


‘We need to go,’ said Mandy. ‘Hide.’


‘Exactly,’ said Goffing.


‘Protective custody?’ asked Martin. He looked about the farmhouse. Good for a few hours, maybe overnight, but not more than that.


The ASIO man shook his head. ‘Not so easy.’


‘Why not?’ Mandy asked, an edge of confrontation in her tone.


Goffing met her gaze with his steady look. ‘Not my call. Management doesn’t want to risk it.’


‘Risk what?’ asked Martin.


Goffing looked grim. ‘Anyone learning that we have intel on the app.’


‘What? That’s more important than my son’s safety?’ said Mandy, anger flaring. Liam stirred in his sleep.


The agent examined the ceiling, avoiding eye contact. ‘There was a suggestion of using you as bait. Putting you in a safe house, staking out the place. Seeing who turned up. Putting the heat on them.’


Martin could see Mandy was fighting to control her emotions. ‘And were you planning to capture the assassin before or after they’d fulfilled their mission?’


Goffing had smiled then, a wan and fatigued expression. ‘There was some debate.’


But Mandy wasn’t finished. ‘They blew up the community hall. Gunshots in the street. Isn’t that reason enough for protective custody? You don’t need an app to justify it.’


Goffing said nothing, just wore it. Martin wondered if he was sharing all he knew.


‘You’re here now, with us,’ Martin said to him. ‘Thank you.’


Mandy looked from one man to the other, then her shoulders dropped, the fight going out of her. ‘Yes. Thank you, Jack.’ She took another breath. ‘I hope we aren’t putting you in any jeopardy. Career-wise, I mean.’


‘I think that ship sailed long ago.’


‘So are you here as ASIO, or the federal police?’ asked Martin.


‘Might be handy if I’m neither. Not sure any of them want to know me right now.’


Martin laughed at that. The first rule of the bureaucracy: cover your arse. Didn’t matter if it was the town council or counterespionage. ‘So what’s the plan?’


‘Split up. Mandy should take Liam and go somewhere far away.’ The ASIO man looked about, as if searching the shadows, before turning back to her. ‘I doubt you or your son are in any direct danger. But if you are with Martin, there’s always the risk you could get caught in the crossfire. And even if you aren’t with him, there’s the risk someone could abduct you, use you to flush out Martin.’


Martin and Mandy exchanged a long look then. No words were spoken, but Martin nodded his concurrence, and Mandy eventually signalled her own assent.


Goffing spoke directly to Mandy. ‘My suggestion would be overseas. Hawaii would be good. Put it on social media once you’re there, so people know. Then bounce out again. The Americans can help cover your tracks. I’ll request their help. They’re good at that: whisking family members of various tyrants in and out of their country when it suits their diplomatic game.’


‘I hear we’re not too shabby at that ourselves,’ said Martin.


Goffing offered his wan smile again. ‘Is that what you hear?’


‘What about Martin?’ Mandy asked. 


Goffing addressed him directly. ‘Take your car. Leave today. I’ll drive the first little way with you. Mandy can take my rental. We’ll get you a burner phone and fake licence plates in Moree. I’ll take your real phone with me when we split. Leave a false trail.’


‘You’re not telling us everything,’ Mandy said, eyes narrowed. ‘How could they possibly track his phone?’


‘We don’t know if they can or they can’t,’ Goffing said. ‘That’s the point. We don’t know anything about them.’


‘Bullshit,’ said Mandy. ‘It’s obvious. It’s the fucking mafia. Out to punish Martin, retribution for his book.’


‘Maybe, maybe not,’ said Goffing with a shrug.


‘Surely it has to be them,’ Martin said.


‘Not necessarily,’ said Goffing. ‘Think about it. Bombing a community hall, shooting up the main street. Sales of your book will go through the roof. Why would the mafia want that?’


‘A warning against prospective informants, then,’ Mandy suggested.


‘That makes more sense.’


The conversation lagged then as they each considered the implications, Liam snuffling in his sleep.


‘You think they have someone on the inside, in the police, don’t you?’ whispered Mandy.


‘What makes you think that?’ asked Goffing.


‘You said management thought about using us as bait in a safe house. See who turned up. How could assassins possibly learn the location of a safe house?’ Her gaze was unwavering. ‘That’s got nothing to do with any underworld app.’


Martin gave Goffing a sharp look. ‘You think your own organisation has been compromised, Jack?’


Goffing sighed heavily. ‘It’s possible.’


There wasn’t a lot to say to that. Martin turned off his phone, handed it over. ‘All yours.’


‘Thanks.’


Now, a full day later and seven hundred kilometres further west, Martin is back in Mandy’s Subaru, white and ubiquitous, the aircon struggling but arctic cold compared to the burning desert. He negotiates a three-point turn, carefully makes his way back to the main road, weaving through the sandy drifts of the survey line. Back on surer ground, he checks the burner phone. It’s a new iPhone, not a cheap service station throwaway; something to do with encryption and security. Untraceable and untrackable. But despite the latest tech, there’s not a single bar. Nothing. Only spitting distance back to Bourke, and he’s already off-grid. Like a medieval sailor heading off the edge of the world. He opens Signal, types a last message to Mandy, phrasing vague. Safe for now. Love you. He adds a heart emoji, then another, then hits send. Somewhere, sometime, the phone might pick up a connection, send it off through the ether.


He’s about to drive on when he notices a message. It must have arrived as he was passing through Bourke. He thinks it might be Mandy, but it’s from Goffing, the only other person with the number.


Careful. B-team in country.


He stares at the phone. In country. A shiver runs through him despite the heat.


Whoever it is who wants him dead, they’re not mucking about. He sends a thumbs-up emoji, knowing the symbol is an empty gesture, going nowhere. Around him the landscape shimmers: a hellscape of reds and oranges and yellows.












chapter four


PORT PAROO MUST BE SOME SORT OF JOKE, MARTIN THINKS, AS HE DRIVES across a single-lane bridge into the fly-speck settlement. There is no port; there is no water. The Paroo River is a dry bed, bespeckled with intermittent waterholes too choked with dirt and weeds to reflect the sky. There’s a sign next to the bridge warning of once-in-a-hundred-year floods. Maybe it’s a once-in-a-century port.


There’s a pub. Of course there’s a pub, the defining characteristic of every self-respecting outpost. The Port Paroo Hotel. And not much else. There’s no school, no cafe, no stock and station agent. Just the pub, and attached to it, as if unable to stand on its own, a general store cum post office cum petrol station, with one bowser for petrol and another for diesel. The only other buildings of note are a CWA hall opposite the pub; a wooden church, paint peeling, looking more like an oversized kennel than a place of worship; and a shuttered police station, cream weatherboard smeared orange with dust, yard gone to seed behind a steel-framed fence. A smattering of houses gather round in various states of disrepair, placed seemingly at random, outnumbered two to one by vacant blocks, like teeth in a pauper’s jaw. None of the houses are new, none of them pretend at a garden. A stray dog limps past, thinks better of it, turns back, circling to a standstill and slumping down in a rare piece of shade.


Martin thinks yet again of Mandy and Liam, wonders where they might be. Perhaps transiting Hawaii. It doesn’t seem possible that Honolulu shares the same planet as this place. He looks about, seeking green, failing, the colour banished from Port Paroo. He hopes they’re safe, somewhere they can start to relax, where the boy can make friends, where Mandy can stop worrying. He wonders how Goffing is doing, if there is any progress in neutralising the threat. It rankles Martin, his inability to do anything, to be so reliant on others.


He stops the car, considers the town’s location. It sits at a crossroad, where the east–west road between Bourke and Tibooburra meets the Sundowner Track running north–south from nowhere to nowhere, tracking the ephemeral river. A crossroad and a here-again-gone-again river. Barely enough reason to justify a settlement.


But there is a mobile phone tower opposite the pub, evidence that Martin remains in the twenty-first century. He checks his burner phone: nothing. He looks across at the tower. There’s a cherry picker, a worker in a high-vis vest and a hard hat lounging next to it, drinking from a can and smoking a cigarette. Old school. The tower is closed off behind a series of orange witches hats and plastic web fencing. DANGER—NO ENTRY. Martin checks the phone again. Nothing. It’s the reason why Goffing suggested the town: it’s a telecommunications black hole, at least for now. Martin restarts the car, rolls it down to the worker.


He lowers his window, waves his handset. ‘Hi, mate. What’s with the signal?’


‘On the fritz.’


‘Sounds technical.’


The bloke cracks a smile. ‘Cockatoos. Chew through the wiring. Bastards.’


‘How long’s it out?’


‘Another couple of days.’


‘Must be big cockies.’


The worker laughs, sounding grateful for the distraction. ‘Easy enough to fix. Just waiting for the spares.’


‘Thanks, mate.’


‘Pub’s got a landline if it’s urgent.’


Martin thanks him again and drives on. The pub sounds inviting. Goffing had advised him to flee beyond mobile range—not because of his own phone, but because of those of strangers, and the possibility that his pursuers might deploy bots to scrape the internet, married to facial recognition software. All it would take was some tourist’s Insta-moment and the killers would be on to him.


He wonders if cockatoos really are responsible, or whether Goffing has somehow arranged for the tower to be sabotaged. It wouldn’t surprise Martin; his spook mate conjured the licence plates and camping gear and the burner phone and fake IDs in next to no time.


He still has two-thirds of a tank of petrol in the car but decides he should take the opportunity to fill it and pulls in outside the general store. He has the fuel cap open and is reaching for the hose before realising it’s not self-serve. It must be the last full-service bowser in the country. Maybe the southern hemisphere.


An old geezer limps out, a grey beard of spun steel wool speckled with what might be egg or might be congealed nicotine. The man has bleary eyes, a blue singlet struggling to contain rolls of flesh. Small flies cloud about; he seems inured to them, giving a cursory wave of his hand, more of a salute than a discouragement.


‘Fill her up, thanks,’ says Martin. He’s wearing wraparound sunglasses, a baseball cap pulled low, his hair shaved short. Still, he feels vulnerable.


‘Beaut little car,’ says the geezer, nodding at the Subaru as he slips the nozzle into the fuel inlet. ‘All-wheel drive, right?’ He sounds ready for a chat. Given the dearth of customers, Martin can understand why.


‘Yeah. Good for out here.’


‘Good, but not good enough,’ the man says matter-of-factly. ‘Not if you want to go deeper.’


‘Why not?’ asks Martin.


‘Clearance too low, no winch, tyres aren’t suitable. You need two spares out here, not just one.’


Martin smiles. ‘Anything else?’


‘No roo bar.’


‘Lot of roos?’ asks Martin.


‘Roos. Pigs. Goats. A whole fucking menagerie. Camels. Emus. Snakes. Like Noah drank a skinful and rolled the Ark.’


‘Godforsaken place for a God-fearing man,’ says Martin, laughing at the colourful imagery.


The old man looks around the unforgiving vista. ‘I reckon.’ The bowser clicks off, the tank is full. The man rehangs the hose, becoming serious. ‘Where you headed, mate?’


‘West,’ says Martin, on guard.


The old geezer stops moving, looks hard at Martin and shakes his head. ‘Out here, specially this time of year, you need to tell people where you’re going. Give ’em a timetable. Expected arrival times.’ He regards the car, looks back at Martin. ‘West doesn’t cut it. People die.’ He flicks his head in the direction of the Port Paroo Hotel. ‘Publican knew this country like the back of his hand. Didn’t save him.’


Martin feels chastised. ‘Sure. Of course. Heading towards Tibooburra. Camping along the way.’


‘Camping? Out there? What the fuck for?’


‘Night photography. The stars. My hobby.’


The man frowns. ‘Strange timing.’


‘How do you mean?’ asks Martin.


‘Coming into a full moon. Shit for stargazing.’


‘Annual meteorite shower,’ Martin counters, grateful for his research. ‘Next few days. Might get a shot or two in either side of the moon.’


‘You got water? Extra fuel? Food? Enough to last at least a fortnight? A spade, hessian sacks, in case you get bogged?’


Martin can see the old bloke is unsettled, wonders at what he might have witnessed, what corpses discovered too late. Maybe the publican. ‘Yeah. Well supplied.’


‘You got one of them Apple phones? The ones with the emergency satellite messaging?’


‘I do,’ says Martin. He’s not sure the phone Goffing gave him has such a feature, or if it’s been disabled to prevent tracking. ‘And an EPIRB,’ he lies for good measure.


‘All right, your funeral,’ says the geezer. ‘That’ll be forty-three bucks—forty if you have cash.’


‘Suits me,’ says Martin, handing over a couple of twenties, the same colour as the town’s streets.


‘Mind if I give you some advice?’ the old bloke says.


He reminds Martin of the bush flies: persistent. ‘I’m all ears.’


‘Stay in the pub tonight. Heard the cops might be closing the roads.’


‘Why would they do that?’


‘Rain’s forecast. Been coming for a week. The last gasp of a monsoonal front. Floods in the Territory, hit Mount Isa last night. Heading our way.’


Martin squints up at the cloudless sky. Rain seems as likely as a river steamer. ‘The roads are that unreliable?’


‘Too right. Doesn’t take much. A few specks and the bulldust turns into the slipperiest, gooiest, bog-happy sludge you ever saw. Stop a road train, the gnarliest farm trucks, let alone a city crate like this one.’ The old man chews his lip. ‘No one ever told you that?’


‘No. But thanks.’


‘You’ll be right at the pub,’ says the geezer. ‘Always have vacancies there. They’ll be getting updates from the coppers.’


The Port Paroo Hotel is dark and deserted, a couple of ceiling fans turning lethargically, no other movement. There are windows in front, but they’re shuttered against the heat of the day. The bar itself is fronted with corrugated iron, its burgundy laminate top lined with worn wood. Nothing fancy; nothing new. The place has the smell of old bars the world over: stale beer, stale bodies, not enough air. There’s a big open fireplace that looks like it hasn’t been used for months, maybe years.


‘Hello!’ Martin yells. ‘Anyone?’


A woman’s voice responds, dry and nasal. ‘Hold your horses. Give me five.’


While he waits, Martin looks about. Mounted along the walls are a series of framed images, a metre and a half wide, a metre high, not recent. Underneath each image, in separate frames, explanatory notes are printed. Martin walks around, taking them in one by one. There’s a sepia photograph of a camel train, the handlers swathed in exotic robes, the Afghan drivers who carried the wool clip to Bourke before the advent of trucks. There’s a shot of men behind a horse-drawn plough, looking as if they’re ploughing a field, with the portrait of a man inset, his face engulfed in whiskers. Henry Wallace Tollisker, the accompanying note explains, was a visionary, the man who proposed a wharf to gazump Bourke and carry the wool clip south. No wool was ever successfully shipped from Port Paroo, the note ends without further explanation. Martin is beginning to enjoy himself. He wonders if it’s the posters, or the lack of people, or the lack of phone signal. All of the above, he decides.


The next poster in faded Kodachrome shows an opal miner, squinting at the camera, beside his shaft. The Legend of the Hidden Road Hoard, reads the caption. This was an opal seam somewhere to the west, apparently, a treasure rivalling Lasseter’s Reef. Next is an artist’s impression of the min min lights, mysterious hovering illuminations said to have extraterrestrial origins. The description claims that Port Paroo is a hotspot for psychic phenomena and extraterrestrial sightings, an Australian Area 51.


Next is another sepia photo, a group of men, faces shaded by hats, one identified as the bush poet Henry Lawson, face angular, moustachioed, holding a pipe. His poem ‘The Paroo’ is quoted in full. Martin squints in the gloom, the photo too blurry to make out anything much beyond the sparest detail. The next poster is another nineteenth-century image: the doomed explorer Ludwig Leichhardt, lost in the desert without a trace, the explanatory note recounting a rumour the expedition might have travelled south, following the Paroo, instead of west or north-west as originally planned. The posters continue: a colour photo of a Variety Bash rally, then another nineteenth-century image of men on horseback, wielding guns, participants in a cross-border feud sparked by an argument over land claims and accusations of cattle duffing. According to the caption the feud lasted well into the twentieth century, pitting two grazing families against each other. The last poster is the blurry image of a bird: the elusive and much-sought-after Night Parrot. No confirmed sightings, but rumours persist that the call can be heard on a still night. Martin concludes the pub has more wall space than the district has facts to fill it.


‘Sorry about the wait, darl,’ says a cheery-looking woman, hair a messy dark bob, skin tanned. She looks about forty, a few years younger than Martin. He can see evidence of Asian heritage, but the voice is all Australian: the same treble twang as roofing metal. ‘What can I get you? Beer? After a feed?’


‘A room.’


‘The rain?’


‘Yeah, old bloke next door told me. The petrol guy.’


‘Ah, Perry. Good man.’ The woman hauls a huge register out from under the bar, an old-fashioned ledger bound in cloth, leather on the corners and spine, and takes Martin’s details: Jacob Solander says the fake ID Jack Goffing has supplied. ‘Jacob?’ she asks.


‘Jake,’ he replies. ‘How long since it’s rained?’


‘Months. But when it does, it does.’


‘This time?’


‘Dunno. Should hit about midnight, if the bureau’s to be believed. Cops will call through well before then, let us know the situation with the roads, but I reckon they’ll close them in advance. Precautionary.’ She identifies a space in the register. ‘You’re in luck. One of our best rooms is available.’


‘Presidential suite.’


‘Ha,’ she responds. ‘Hope you like it. If it really pisses down, you might be here for a while.’


‘Any other guests?’


‘A couple of grey nomads, the Telstra guys, a bunch of backpackers all jammed into one room. You’ll probably see everyone tonight. We’re putting on a spread. Six o’clock. All welcome. Rain lifts the spirits; gives people something to talk about. We’ll have ’em in from the properties.’


‘Properties? People farm out here?’


She scrutinises him, as if trying to work him out. ‘Not cropping. Graziers. The flood plain. Cattle.’


‘Sounds marginal.’


‘Sounds desperate,’ says the woman. ‘I’m Maureen, darl. Everyone calls me Maz. Maz Gingelly.’ She reaches across and shakes Martin’s hand. ‘What about a beer before I show you the room? On the house. Cut the dust.’


‘Sure,’ says Martin. ‘Not like I’m going anywhere.’












chapter five


ECCO




EVERY KILOMETRE FURTHER WEST FROM BRISBANE IS A KILOMETRE FURTHER from the apartment and the river, and there are a lot of kilometres. There’s probably something profound in that: in order to keep something I love, maybe the only thing I love, I need to remove myself from it completely; the further I go, the safer it is. Without me to tarnish it, the apartment remains a gleaming promise, beckoning from over the horizon, a lighthouse to guide me home.


I fly from Brisbane in a cramped twin-prop plane, hopscotching to Toowoomba, on to St George, and through to Cunnamulla, just three passengers left by the time we arrive, the land having moved from green to brown to bone to red, from ranges to hills to pan-flat, from rainforest to broadacre to semi-desert. And after three hours of flying, on I go, driven into the setting sun, the taciturn farmhand saying nothing, me grateful for his reserve. Hour by hour the sureties of the coast are being stripped away: elevation, vegetation, civilisation. I’d always imagined hell as hot and claustrophobic, but I was only half right. The thermometer on the dash of the twin-cab says thirty-eight degrees; the horizon keeps expanding, as if the fabric of the world is being stretched.


‘Hot,’ I offer, my first word in a hundred kilometres.


‘You reckon?’


The road is good, sealed, but vehicles are rare enough to elicit a raised finger of acknowledgement.


‘What’s your name?’ I ask.


‘Jamie Stubbs.’


‘Hi, Jamie. I’m Ecco.’


‘Yeah. I know who you are.’ And that’s it, end of conversation. Fine by me. Better than being hit on.


My mind drifts back to Emma’s call. She’d explained the deal, and I’d clutched at it like I was drowning, agreeing before knowing what I was agreeing to. I’d tried to sound sceptical, maintaining the pretence that I had a choice when Emma and I both knew that I had none.


‘It’s not vanity publishing, nothing as bad as that,’ she’d said.


‘What then?’ I had no problem with vanity publishing, provided it paid. Reilly Sloane had swamped me with vanity; I could tolerate anything.


‘Bespoke,’ Emma said.


‘Bespoke?’


‘An old man. Wants the history of his family written. A grazing property out west. Way out. Something for his grandkids.’


‘How much?’


‘One hundred and twenty thousand, plus food and board.’


‘How long?’


‘Up to you.’


I’d worked the sums even as we spoke. Food and board meant no out-of-pocket costs, the apartment could be rented. Maybe it was possible to keep it. Emma was offering to take just ten per cent instead of her standard fifteen, leaving me with one hundred and eight thousand. Shit money if it took me two years to write; outstanding money if I knocked it over in six months.


‘I’ll take it,’ I said. ‘An advance?’


‘I reckon I could get you twenty-five per cent up front. I’ll push for forty.’


‘Do your best.’


‘He wants photos included, from the family album. Some documents. A family tree, a timeline. Glossy paper, hardback, full-colour printing. Wants you to curate the images, but he’ll pay for the designer. You just have to choose them and write the captions.’


That sounded promising. ‘How many words?’


‘Sixty thousand. Seventy tops.’


I’d assumed ninety or a hundred; in my mind six months contracted to four. Four months, more than a hundred thousand dollars. Sweet. And stuck in the middle of nowhere, no distractions. Nothing to spend it on except sunscreen, fly spray and booze.


‘Your name will be on the cover. He doesn’t want a ghostwriter; just the opposite. He wants the prestige of a real author. But it’ll never make it into a bookstore; he’ll print enough to get an ISBN and that’s it.’


‘Suits me,’ I said, astounded that my name could be associated with prestige. Maybe the old coot had been out in the sun too long.


Back in the present, Jamie stops the truck unannounced, pulling off the side of the road. We’re in the middle of nowhere, nothing but scrub and a fence line and power poles. He gets out, takes a few steps, turns his back to me, unzips and pisses where he stands. He gets back in. ‘That’s better,’ he says, and then we’re moving once more.


As we head further and further west, I begin to harbour my first doubts. I’m checking my phone, watching the reception drift in and out, and still we drive. We reach Eulo, the last town, the end of the bitumen, nothing more than a pub and a hall and a shop and a petrol bowser, notable for nothing except that it exists. We don’t stop. Instead we turn south, onto the dirt, the Sundowner Track, with a sign warning that the next fuel is at Port Paroo, two hundred and thirty kilometres distant. On and on we go. Jamie is unfazed by the unmade road, steering with one hand even as the truck drifts this way and that on the shifting surface. Rocks kick up, thumping into the floor beneath our feet. To our right is a straggly line of trees, advancing and retreating. The Paroo River, bone-dry. The thermometer hits forty degrees, even with the sun easing towards the horizon. I glance across at Jamie, caught in the glare of the sun, see the bead of sweat on his lip despite the air-conditioning.


It’s taken all day, sustained by airport sandwiches and bad coffee, but finally I arrive at Longchamp Downs, an hour before sunset. The driveway is a track, three kilometres long. The main house and its outbuildings rise out of a mirage, its coterie of trees growing from a green dot to a promise of water. The homestead isn’t as large as I had imagined: single-storey, wide verandah, raked roof of corrugated iron, two brick chimneys and two satellite dishes. The trees, the rosebushes, the glowing green lawn, the wisteria on the verandah are so much more impressive than the house itself.


Jamie pulls up outside the gate. All around is red dust, only inside the steel fence is green, like a portal to another world. I go to collect my suitcase from the back seat, but he stops me. ‘Not for the likes of us,’ he says. ‘This is the boss’s place. He’ll want to meet you, but you can’t stay here.’ He looks almost apologetic as he explains. ‘People would talk.’


I look about the wasteland. ‘What people?’


Jamie cracks a smile, the first in a couple of hundred kilometres. It makes him almost handsome. ‘Come on. He’ll be waiting.’ He opens the gate for me, like a gentleman, but stands back. ‘I’ll wait out here.’


I walk along the path towards the house, and I feel myself intimidated. The homestead, which I initially thought small, now looms much larger. It’s the garden, I think; the display of wealth, water used for ornamentation not production. I swallow nervously as I approach the steps to the verandah. Jamie will be watching me, though; I won’t give him the satisfaction of seeing me hesitate.


As I take the first step, the door to the house opens and an old man emerges, scarecrow-thin. He’s slightly stooped, stomach concave beneath an impressive belt buckle, blue eyes watery. He’s clean-shaven and well dressed: moleskins, a blue linen shirt, socked feet.


‘Here you are,’ he says, running his eyes over me, unabashed. Like I’m livestock. ‘I’m Clayborne Carmichael. Call me Clay.’


‘Ekaterina Boland,’ I say. ‘Ecco. Nice house.’


‘It is. Come in out of the heat.’


Inside, the house is cooler. Darker. The ceilings are high. There’s an absence of noise, the hum of the exterior excluded. Clay shows me into a hallway, twice as wide as seems necessary, the broad floorboards dark and twisted by age. I can smell furniture polish. The light diminishes as he closes the front door behind me then leads me through, opening the first door to the right. It’s a beautiful room, spacious, the light from the verandah filtered through leadlight windows. There is a large fireplace behind a brass screen, already set for a winter still months away. Paintings adorn the walls, original oils of the desert landscape. There are framed photographs on the mantelpiece: family images, kids laughing at a beach, a boy wearing Mickey Mouse ears.


‘Told you’re a good writer,’ Clay says, after showing me to a seat.


‘I am,’ I say.


‘Written some impressive books.’ He reels off some of my titles.


‘That’s me.’


He appraises me again before continuing. ‘I don’t give a shit what you’ve done or haven’t done. Just do a good job.’ And he smiles, as if satisfied he has said what he needs to say.


‘I intend to. Just tell me what you want and I’ll deliver it.’


He squints. ‘I don’t want any bullshit. No gloss, no lies. The truth. Warts and all.’ Then, having settled that, he rises and walks past me, pausing at the door to the hallway. ‘Forgive me. You’ve come a long way. You’ll need a cuppa.’


‘Thanks,’ I say.


While he’s gone, I examine the room. The photos on the mantelpiece tell the story in faded film: he and his wife, a wedding, the two of them with children, a boy and a girl. They look like twins. As children, as teenagers, as young adults. Graduation pictures—the son, not the girl. Unblemished skin. None of the images seem recent.


I hear the sound of something being wheeled down the corridor and hurry back to my seat. Clay is followed into the room by a woman of a similar age. She’s pushing a trolley bearing a bone china teapot with a pair of matching cups and saucers, silver spoons, a milk jug and sugar bowl of cut glass. A plate of homemade slices, a lemon cake.


‘Milk’s long-life, but it’s not so bad,’ Clay says, sitting. ‘This is our housekeeper, Mrs Enright. Don’t get on the wrong side of her.’


‘How do you do?’ I ask, standing up, sounding overly formal, falling into my assigned role.


Mrs Enright grunts. ‘You’re welcome, I’m sure.’


I sit again. She pours the tea without speaking, then leaves.


‘Jolly old stick, isn’t she?’ says Clay, and I’m not sure, but I think I spy a hint of mischief in his watery blue eyes.


I sip some tea, take a slice, compliment him on its quality. Then I cut to the chase. ‘The book. My agent gave me the brief, but best I hear it from you, to avoid misunderstandings.’


He looks relieved that I have spared him the burden of small talk. He considers me a moment over the rim of his cup, before setting it on an occasional table by his side. ‘Hundred and twenty years we’ve been here. My family arrived at the birth of the twentieth century, once the dust had settled. The mob before us were here for forty years; they got it from the original settler. But I’m the last Carmichael. My kids aren’t interested. I’m going to sell. My son lives on the Gold Coast, wants the money, not the land. So I’m moving on. The book’s for them. For their kids. To know where they come from. What has paid for their overseas holidays and private schools and waterside house.’


He says this with no apparent rancour, voice flat and matter-of-fact, but the words themselves suggest some subterranean resentment: that his life’s work, the work of his father and grandfather, will be sold to the highest bidder.


‘Will you move to the coast to be with them?’ I ask, my voice just as neutral.


‘That’s my business,’ he says. Then he shakes his head, as if reprimanding himself. ‘Not the coast. Not for me. Too many people. Too claustrophobic. Too . . .’ He searches for the words, finds them: ‘Too far away.’ And then he stands, rather abruptly. ‘But plenty of time to discuss all of this. You’ll be tired. Want to get settled. Jamie will show you to your quarters.’ And he walks out of the room to the front door, and I have little choice but to follow him, tea and slice left behind.


Jamie is waiting for me in the twin-cab, engine idling, air-conditioning subduing the heat.


‘All good?’ he asks as I climb onto the passenger seat.


‘All good,’ I say.


He drives me towards a group of buildings several hundred metres south of the homestead along the banks of the dry river. Most of them look like storage sheds and silos and machinery sheds. There is one house, a modest dwelling of brick and wood, its yard small and confined by a wire fence. There’s a single tree, a patchy lawn, brown and brittle-looking, a windmill turning slowly behind the house. There’s no wraparound verandah, just a porch big enough for a couple of chairs and a table.


‘This it?’ I ask.


‘Manager’s house,’ says Jamie. ‘Mine now.’


‘Where’s the manager?’


‘Gone. Him and everyone else. Most of the cattle sold. Just Clay, Mrs Enright and me left. Waiting for the sale to come through.’


‘So what’s your job?’ I ask.


‘Manager. Caretaker. Dogsbody. Take your pick.’


Past the manager’s house, we veer west, following a newly made track across the ill-defined riverbed, bereft of water as it is, spreading out from the collection of buildings. It’s a good two hundred metres wide, the land too flat to constrain it within a more defined channel. The shearers’ quarters sit on the western side of the dry waterway. It’s hard to determine where the water might flow: the falling sun is in our eyes as Jamie drives me across. The quarters lie at the end of this track, a half-kilometre from the manager’s house, further from the homestead, sitting beneath a low ridge of red rocks, running north–south, marking the boundary of the flood plain. Further down, near a low point in the ridge, is a shearing shed and animal yards, dilapidated, wood and steel and ancient. Another windmill, blades fallen, no longer working. The shearers’ quarters are made of stone and cement and mud bricks, and next to them is a small, self-contained cottage, no garden but solar panels on the roof. Jamie stops outside.


‘Foreman’s cottage,’ he announces.


‘Foreman gone too?’


‘I told you: everyone’s gone.’ He fetches my bag, drops it on the threshold. ‘There’s food in the fridge. In the cupboards. Let me know if you need anything else.’


‘Shearing shed,’ I say, pointing. ‘Is it still used?’


‘Not for decades,’ he says. ‘It’s all cattle now.’ He looks about him, then takes his leave. ‘Pick you up in the morning,’ he says. ‘Early.’


‘Thanks.’


He doesn’t respond, just gets back in the vehicle and drives off.


I’m alone in the great expanse, the sun dipping behind the ridge. My home. A new tin roof, signs of upkeep. The door is unlocked. Inside, there’s no mains electricity, the place powered by the solar panels, a newly installed battery, instructions on the kitchen bench. There’s an office. A desk, a chair. A lamp. But no phone, no wi-fi, no TV. I check my mobile: no signal. I make myself some pasta and wish I’d brought something to read.




I sleep fitfully this first night. There’s scurrying in the ceiling and I imagine rats, and then I imagine snakes coming to feed on them. I’m not keen on snakes. And then, sometime around midnight, the rain comes through. At first I think I must be imagining it, the tapping on the tin roof: rain out here. But the staccato increases, demanding investigation. Outside, wearing little more than a large t-shirt, I spread my arms, the drops falling fat and ripe and weighted. I can smell it, the approaching storm, the air full of it, bristling with it. Lightning arcs and a peal of thunder cannons across the desert, nature’s fusillade. The drops become a sheet, stinging my face as I scan the sky. I head to the stony ridge, using the torch on my phone, climb up a way. Lightning careens about me: by its strobing revelations, I can make out the plain, the track across to the farm buildings, a light in the manager’s house, nothing at the homestead. The rain moderates, the first wave passing, the wind starting to whip up instead, insisting this is all real, this landscape, my existence within it. It occurs to me I might like it here, out here by myself, on the edge of the great nothing. And for a moment, I think I may have found a new centre, a new balance.
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