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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      I never imagined knowing a killer, let alone becoming one.

      He lay on the floor facing the light streaming through the broken window. Not that the moon kept him awake; even if it had been pitch black, falling asleep would be a struggle. And he’d soon be woken by nightmares.

      I hate myself.

      He chewed the inside of his cheek. The metallic warmth of blood on his tongue didn’t still the gnawing; a manifestation of self-loathing.

      The voices in the other room grew rowdier. A bottle smashed. Somebody swore and laughed.

      Same shit, different day.

      He rolled onto his side and hitched the scratchy blanket closer. His stomach convulsed. He gasped and turned onto his back again.

      Some days, his stomach merely churned and burned, protesting even the birdlike amounts he ate. Others, he cramped and vomited bloody bile. He suspected a stomach ulcer but couldn’t see a doctor and didn’t care, because he deserved it.

      I deserve much worse.

      A groan. He tensed and listened. Before long came another. He crept across the room and crouched next to his mate. He palmed his brow. Poor bugger was burning up. The man poured water onto a rag and held it to the clammy forehead.

      The kid gripped his wrist. Eyes open wide.

      ‘It’s okay, bud.’

      ‘Hungry,’ his mate whispered.

      ‘Only got cold baked beans. Okay?’

      He forked beans into the younger one’s mouth. His buddy ate five forkfuls before falling back onto the bag that acted as his pillow. He shuddered and fell asleep.

      The man watched him for a while in the moonlight.

      We’ll have to move on from here.

      The ones they’d hooked up with at this squat were hardened crims and risk-takers for the sake of it. They’d bring trouble on him and the kid sooner or later. They’d split tomorrow, he decided. Find a place quieter and warmer. The broken window and half-rotted timber floorboards in this room were making his mate worse, although his buddy enjoyed a few good days among the bad ones.

      He propped against the dank plaster wall and contemplated his half-dead existence. Here but not where he wanted to be. Not dead but not living either. He didn’t have any tears left. Sometimes he tried to cry, wanted to cry, but couldn’t squeeze anything out. Happiness…gone. The only things that mattered now: not getting caught and looking after his mate.

      He thought about that moment, that day constantly, the relative flicker in time in which he decided to take someone’s life. Not just anybody. No, somebody he should have nurtured and protected against bastards like him.

      He added his blanket atop his buddy’s and cocooned the slim form. The kid stirred.

      ‘My head hurts.’

      The man went to his backpack again and retrieved a packet of paracetamol. He tossed it aside with a sheet of empty blisters. A further dig in his bag uncovered a stray tablet. He picked off bits of fluff and fed it to his mate.

      ‘It’s all I’ve got. We’ll have to get some more stuff tomorrow, bud. And we’ll find us a new place to stay, too. We’ve got to get away from those rowdy buggers.’

      His buddy nodded. He gave a weak smile and gripped his hand. ‘You’ll see. I’ll be sweet tomorrow.’ He drifted into an uneasy slumber.

      The man sipped water and his guts blazed.

      No point trying to sleep.

      He hugged his stomach and replayed what he’d done that day – as he would every day for the rest of his miserable life.

      His reasons didn’t justify his actions.

      What made me this monster, the scum of the earth?

      He couldn’t blame a dysfunctional childhood, lack of education, being unloved or unsuccessful.

      All me. All my fault.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      Georgie rubbed her arms, trying to get warm.

      Coming back’s a bitch.

      She lowered her gaze. It’d started drizzling a short while ago. Soft, persistent droplets blurred the inscription. She knelt and trailed her fingertips over the grooves of the epitaph engraved into marble. Her heart twisted with each word. She teared up.

      She lost track of time. She might’ve been there ten minutes or thirty. When she rose, tangled wet hair draped her collarbone, and her joints were stiff.

      Her whispered ‘I gave my evidence at the committal hearing’ was muffled by the breeze. Louder, she said, ‘Why couldn’t that have been enough?’

      A cockatoo screeched as if jeering her.

      ‘Did I really have to come back?’

      Abergeldie, Daylesford, and these graves…she’d revisited them all, but it left her feeling caught in no-man’s land, not quite belonging anywhere, not sure how to move forward.

      She ran her eyes over the modern headstones at her feet, the old part of the Daylesford Cemetery, then the adjoining farms.

      Why the hell am I back here? Because my counsellor suggested these tasks, allegedly as sum parts of ‘closure’. Empty and over-exercised, that word.

      And, it’s not working so far.

      Georgie turned slowly towards cypress pines that swayed as the wind sighed through their waterlogged branches. She faced the direction of the Wombat Arms Hotel, but couldn’t see it from here. In the backdrop, Wombat Hill looked bleak in the misty rain.

      At first, it had struck her as unchanged, except that properties were lush and green, following the glut of rain through winter to now, summer.

      Aside from that, what’s different?

      Me. Maybe eight months is too soon to revisit a war zone.

      She shuffled to her car. The black duco of the 1984 Alfa Spider blended into the shadows of the pine hedge. She felt heavy in her boots, weighed down by the past.

      She slipped into the car telling herself, One last visit with my old friend Pam, and then I’m done with Daylesford. But pulling the door closed brought it back. That less than two hours ago, she’d drawn aside coloured plastic door strips, ready to step into a café, and brushed someone’s hand as they came from inside.

      ‘Georgie? What are you doing here?’

      Same bass voice. Possibly the same well-worn Levis and plain black T-shirt she’d first seen him wearing at the Wombat Arms earlier this year.

      Her heart had done a weird beat, and pinned by the intensity of his gaze, she’d frozen. A blush had crept over his skin, and she’d wondered how he felt about seeing her.

      She and John Franklin had a lot of history from back in autumn, when she was last in Daylesford to check on the welfare of her neighbour’s friend. Much of that history was unhappy, and she’d worked hard over recent months to forget him, but her body had betrayed her the instant he said her name. They’d been close enough that she could smell his sweet yet masculine aftershave. Her pulse thudding in her ears, palms clammy, she’d thought, Bloody hell, he looks good.

      Georgie’s gut had then cramped with conflicted emotions. Guilt was topmost, as she’d blocked the image of her boyfriend AJ’s face.

      Franklin had been at the hearing in Melbourne, too, but she’d avoided him. That hadn’t stopped his stare boring into her whenever they passed in the Magistrates’ Court lobby or hallways, or her covert glances. But at the café, she couldn’t dodge him. Truthfully, she hadn’t wanted to.

      ‘Can I get you a coffee?’ Franklin had jiggled his takeaway beaker.

      ‘Have a catch up?’ After a glance at the moody sky, he’d pointed to an outside table. ‘The rain should hold off.’

      She’d struggled to reply but taken a seat. They’d talked, drank coffees, and she’d smoked, before killing the conversation.

      His eyes had stayed in the forefront of her mind as she’d walked away. They hadn’t masked either what he wanted or his hurt. Her apology had burned in her ears.

      ‘I’m sorry’ doesn’t make it better, for him or me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Are you okay, love?’

      Georgie gasped and jumped. Hot liquid rushed over her hand, and she righted her mug, wiped her hand on her jeans. She shrugged free of her daydream to find a woman leaning towards her. She wore a crisp white apron over street clothes and had an air force-style envelope cap perched on her mop of brown hair. Georgie recalled she’d been served by her earlier from behind the bakery counter.

      ‘You look like shit.’ The woman smiled, revealing buck-teeth which strangely suited her, and her eyes crinkled, taking the edge off her words.

      Georgie returned the smile, hoping the bakery assistant would leave it at that, relieved when she flapped her dishcloth and re-entered the building.

      Alone again with her coffee, her thoughts reverted to Bullock, a tiny hamlet at the base of Mount Starke in Victoria’s north central district. She had no recollection of travelling here, of passing through places like the rambling outer suburb of Lilydale and the vineyards and farms in the Yarra Valley or navigating the constant S-curves of the Black Spur ascending the Great Dividing Range. And she’d taken the turnoff to this town in the same automatic state.

      Her mind had been full of other things.

      This assignment came through last night, and as her first rural-based story for the magazine, it raked up events she still hadn’t put behind her, as yesterday had proven. Even in bed, Georgie couldn’t switch off the memories replayed in an erratic home movie, and she’d moved to the sofa so not to disturb AJ. Her cat, Phoebe, had followed her and nested purring against her chest. It was sweet but didn’t lull her to sleep.

      Georgie sipped her coffee. It had cooled, but the strong caffeine grounded her. She scanned the street, her editor’s instructions echoing in her mind.

      A very special story – no pressure or anything.

      She tried to see the town of Bullock objectively. Hard because she’d been here before. Gut feel of this place? She picked up her pen, rested the nib on her notepad. First impressions?

      As if in answer, clouds that had threatened since her arrival burst. Water pummelled the perspex roof above her and ricocheted off bitumen that steamed with the almost tropical downpour.

      Georgie considered the structures nearby. Signs of rebuilding were significantly less than she’d expected given it was two years on. Portables here and there accommodated struggling businesses; one with the original picket fence marking the front boundary, another sitting beside the large, charcoaled stump of a gumtree.

      Water dripped from the verandah roof onto Georgie’s notepad.

      Where are the animals and birds?

      She couldn’t remember seeing any since she’d pulled into town. Equally hauntingly, several of the original landmark signposts remained. Warped, scorched, and missing a couple of planks, they pointed to ghosts of guest houses, an antique centre, a plant nursery and the ravaged mountain. Those signs were so evocative that Georgie expected smoke to fill her nostrils.

      But that wasn’t the story she’d come to get.

      ‘What day is it, love?’

      Georgie turned towards the voice, skimming over a woman in a wheelchair to take in an old man wearing black Adidas tracksuit pants with red stripes, a lemon polo shirt and runners, which clashed with his snowy hair and wrinkled face yet fit with his lean and spry build.

      ‘He’s always forgetting,’ a boy clad in baker’s whites commented with a laugh. He lugged a sack from the van out front and jumped rivulets of water running too fast for the drains.

      The old man chuckled. ‘It’s true.’ He tapped his skull. ‘Sharp as a tack, except I can’t remember short-term things. Couldn’t tell you what I watched on television last night or what day of the week it is to save my life. But you could fill a set of encyclopaedias with what I recall of Australian and British history.’

      That must suck.

      Georgie said aloud, ‘It’s Thursday.’

      ‘Much obliged,’ the old man replied. He offered his right hand and shook Georgie’s, smiling warmly. ‘Norman Poole and this is my child bride, Dawn.’

      His wife had to be eighty or thereabouts, too, but in contrast to Norman’s contemporary attire wore a drab, old-fashioned floral housecoat that pulled over a plump body and exposed dimply freckled arms. Child bride, good to see he hadn’t lost his sense of humour with his short-term memory.

      The same couldn’t be said for Dawn Poole. She sat rigid in her wheelchair without acknowledging her husband’s introduction or Georgie’s reply and outstretched hand.

      Georgie dropped her hand, unsure if the slight was personal.

      Norman patted his wife’s arm. ‘C’mon, MG. Let’s get you home.’ With a nodded farewell, he raised the golf umbrella attached to her wheelchair, then ambled away.

      Alone again, Georgie wondered where the nickname MG came from. As she lifted her coffee mug, a movement caught her eye. A lone sparrow flitted from paver to paver near her table.

      ‘There you go, sweetie.’ She dropped crumbs from her plate near the little bird. ‘Glad to see you’re not all gone.’ She smiled, spirits boosted.

      But soon she forgot the odd, old couple and the sparrow, lost in dark thoughts filled with bushfires and her assignment.
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      Georgie entered the cavernous tin-walled building as a telephone rang. A woman behind the information desk was the only person in sight and gave a small smile in greeting, then picked up the receiver, allowing Georgie to browse freely.

      Tourism featured in the nearest nook. Bullock used to boast an array of hospitality and seasonal ventures, but it had so little to offer now: one brewery, a yabby farm, basic caravan park, and garden mosaic workshop. ‘Wanted’ flyers seeking help revegetating the historic waterfalls and promos for Alexandra, Healesville and the Yarra Glen winery region outnumbered local attractions and filled the next row of the brochure display.

      ‘Kelly! ’ello!’ a man called.

      Georgie turned to the entranceway and took in the speaker’s long legs, broad shoulders, brown hair in a medium-length shag over a high forehead and equally stretched face. He looked as eccentric as old Mr Poole, and she hid a smile, thinking of the colour these characters would add to her feature.

      ‘Want something from the store?’

      The woman—Kelly—covered the mouthpiece of her phone and replied, ‘The newspaper would be good. Cheers, Clive.’

      He left. Kelly continued her hushed conversation. And Georgie couldn’t ignore the main display in the info centre any longer, although she felt repelled by it too.

      She moved hesitantly to the centre of the room until directly in front of a miniature scale village on stilts. She bent to examine each component inside the glass case.

      There was the bakery, unscathed by the fire, flanked by a row of anonymous structures (unbuilt and unlet, she guessed). She easily recognised the new hostel, positioned across from the rebuilt motel. Not far up, a ski hire business was detailed right down to tiny tyre chains framing the pole sign on the kerb, then yet more unbuilt shops. Next, she inspected a cluster opposite the info centre: the general store with licensed GPO, Teddy Bears Picnic (odds-on a gift shop with lots of bears) and a small library. Adjacent to the info centre were a petrol station and police station on respective sides.

      Colourful plastic buildings, fake water and grass, and masses of pygmy people. The proposed Bullock reconstruction offered promise and revealed desperation at the same time. It was trying too hard. And it brought home to Georgie as a city-dweller that the devastation two years ago went deeper than charred hillsides and ruined houses.

      Her eyes found the historic hotel and caravan park at the end of the shopping strip. Only the bitumen road and fifty metres between them. One untouched, the other had burned to the ground and since been recreated. She shuddered and repositioned to take in the modules behind the main street.

      The sports precinct, primary school and attached kindergarten were all impressive. Off from the town centre were two sprawling properties labelled ‘minimum four-star guest house/conference centre’.

      ‘Can I help you?’

      Georgie jumped; she’d missed Kelly’s approach. She turned the movement into a gesture at the model. ‘How important are these four-star businesses to the Bullock reconstruction?’

      The slender woman shrugged and threaded a ballpoint pen into her wispy bun. ‘We used to have five major accommodation venues, and they pulled most of the tourists to the town. Couples on romantic getaways and corporates well exceeded our snow tourists.’

      She spoke knowledgeably, inside her comfort-zone. Georgie nodded, encouraging her to continue.

      ‘We need two guest houses to commit to rebuilding to move on to the next stage of the works. Council, government and other businesses are all holding back until then. But while it’s crucial for two to get on board without further delay, it’ll take four or more for the town to become viable.’

      Kelly used her thumb to wipe a smudge off the glass case. Her mouth tightened, making Georgie assess the odds that four luxury facilities would gamble again on this high-risk bushfire region. She wanted to believe it’d happen but thought, Poor to none.

      She thanked Kelly and moved into the other nook, which housed a historical society display. The exhibits were overshadowed by a notice soliciting donations of photographs, documents or relics relating to the Bullock heritage before the fire.

      Kelly’s voice startled her again. ‘What’s your interest? Miss, err–?’

      ‘Georgie Harvey.’ She passed over a business card, although she’d intended to stay under the radar a little longer if possible, scoping the town at arm’s length before starting interviews. ‘I’m researching a feature story to mark the two-year anniversary of Red Victoria.’

      The other woman’s face shut down. Clearly, this wasn’t going to be easy, and Georgie had to win her trust. ‘Do you live locally?’

      Kelly scrunched Georgie’s card in her hand and nodded. ‘And you lived here before the bushfire too?’

      Kelly jerked her head again in reply, then corrected, ‘Wildfire.’

      ‘Sorry?’

      ‘Bushfires; they happen every year. No doubt about it, they destroy, can be hard to contain and can kill. But what we had that day right across Victoria were wildfires.’

      She made the word wildfires sound sinister, and Georgie’s gut flipped in response.

      ‘Speed, height, intensity, spread and spotting distance. They were unstoppable.’ Kelly squared her shoulders and stepped backwards.

      Georgie had lost her. She scrambled for something to rescue the interview. She guessed Kelly was in her early thirties, so they were similar in age but not lifestyle. Yet two things generally dissolved barriers: food and drink.

      ‘Could I buy you a coffee?’

      Kelly flicked the edge of Georgie’s card. She hissed, ‘My pain’s private, not for the entertainment of the champagne set in Melbourne.’

      Georgie bristled, embarrassment and pride in competition. ‘Champagne Musings is a monthly magazine with national distribution.’ Because it had such a bloody stupid name, she added her rehearsed blurb, ‘We cover life, culture, politics and style, and feature some hard-hitting journalism.’

      ‘Sorry.’ Kelly stretched the word sarcastically. ‘My pain’s not for the national hard-hitting champagne set.’

      Georgie counted to ten to defuse the emotion, then drew Kelly’s gaze. ‘I’m sorry if it feels intrusive, but people need to know. It’s my job to educate and enlighten as much as to entertain.’

      While the woman processed her comment, Georgie studied her face. Care lines that hadn’t shown minutes ago aged her well beyond her years.

      ‘Well, I’m sorry too.’ Kelly pointed a long finger to her forehead. ‘I see pictures that are from a horror movie. I hear the roar of flames that’s something like ten freight trains bearing down.’ She frowned heavily. ‘It’s impossible to describe. It’s a unique sound. Terrifying. And I hear the death screams of humans and animals.’ Hoarsely, she added, ‘Ever heard that?’

      Not trusting her voice, Georgie shook her head.

      ‘I feel the ghosts of my friends. This is stuff that I wouldn’t believe if it hadn’t happened to me. It keeps me awake at night.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘Hour upon hour, every single night. And the smells…’ Kelly shuddered.

      It felt cruel to want more, but Georgie hung on each word.

      ‘How can your readers understand when it sounds so unreal, so melodramatic? But it’s my living reality. And that of my neighbours – those who lived.’

      Georgie felt hot behind the eyes. She squeezed Kelly’s arm and received a wan smile. ‘Can I ask one more thing for now?’

      At Kelly’s nod, Georgie said, ‘Why did you return after the fire?’

      ‘Because it’s home.’ The words hung for a long moment, then Kelly added, ‘And because no matter where I am, the nightmares are always there.’
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      Georgie left the info centre and slid into the Spider, turned over the motor, but just stared through the windscreen at the feeble sun peeking from behind the clouds.

      This assignment’s going to be a bitch.

      Eventually, she shook off her inertia and pulled the car into the adjacent petrol station. An easel promised full driveway service, so she stayed in the convertible, feeling like an idiot as time ticked by. After two or three minutes, she filled the tank herself and skirted drying puddles to enter the shipping container-turned-shop to pay.

      Someone brushed past and hurried behind the counter, muttering, ‘Sorry!’

      Georgie did a double-take. She blurted, ‘Do you work here too?’

      Kelly laughed grimly. ‘Nah. The guy who normally works at the servo is having one of his bad days.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

        

      

    

    
      ‘It’s always the bloody way,’ Franklin grumbled.

      ‘How’s that?’

      ‘Look forward to a quiet one at the pub and a pair of jokers have to spoil it.’ He set his half-full pot on the table and scanned until he spotted the culprits. So far, they were merely heckling.

      ‘Drink up.’ His mate nudged Franklin’s beer closer. ‘They’ll be right.’

      ‘Maybe.’ Franklin took another draught but kept a watch on the two blueing men.

      ‘We’d play better next year if you make a comeback. Can we talk you into it?’

      Quietly flattered to be begged out of retirement, Franklin knew it reflected more upon the piss-poor talent on the senior footy team than his skills. ‘Nuh, I’ll stick with coaching. The old knee has a hard enough time keeping up with the little tackers.’

      ‘Any future AFL stars coming through?’

      Franklin chuckled. ‘Mate, you always ask me that. It’s off-season and all. Do you really think our Daylesford Under 15s will spawn the next Matty Richardson?’
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      Georgie lay on the bed after phoning AJ. Although exhausted from lack of sleep the night before and the intense afternoon, it would be a mistake to try to sleep now because her mind was in overdrive. But for once what happened in autumn, and other recurring worries, didn’t figure. They’d been sidelined by this new assignment.

      She replayed Kelly’s interview in her mind. The photos she’d taken around town afterwards were on a repeating slideshow on her computer but already burned into her memory. And she couldn’t shake the hostility she’d encountered at the pub tonight.

      After ordering a counter meal, she’d tried to chat with the publican. He’d stared her down. His ‘That’ll be all, then’ hadn’t been a question, and he’d moved off to huddle with a couple of guys who intermittently turned to look at her.

      She’d managed about a quarter of her veal parma when one of the men peeled away from the group. He’d strutted towards Georgie and sat on the stool next to hers.

      Without introduction, he’d said, ‘Instead of writing some poncy story, why don’t you do something useful?’ He’d jabbed a stumpy finger at the counter, making Georgie’s cutlery rattle against her plate. ‘Like find the murdering bastard that did this.’ He’d waved around the virtually empty bar, probably meaning the whole town.

      He’d abruptly risen, overturning his stool. ‘Print that and I’ll shoot you.’

      His raw hurt had ruined her appetite. She’d felt the men talking about her as she left the pub.

      Georgie stared at her photo slideshow. She wouldn’t have a problem finding a story. Everyone here carried a tragic story. The tricky bit was finding the right one. And people who would go on record.
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      Franklin abandoned his beer as the volume of the troublemakers elevated.

      ‘I’ll have you!’

      ‘Yeah, well, come on!’

      Shorty shoved Lanky. Lanky had a good three inches on him in height, but Shorty’s stout build propelled him into the bar.

      Franklin rose as Lanky retaliated with a cruel verbal jab. ‘What would Monica think?’

      ‘Leave me wife out of this!’

      One of Franklin’s companions moaned. ‘You’re off duty. Let them sort it.’

      Franklin threw back, ‘A cop’s never off duty,’ as he closed the gap to the bar.

      He set his shoulders, angled his body in between the men and pried them apart. It worked a treat; they had no leverage to strike him or each other. ‘Cut it out, fellas.’

      Shorty said, ‘Mind your own business. This is between me and that prick.’

      The bloke swatted Franklin’s hands away. He had sodden rings under his arms and whiffed a bit. Might be a stress-sweater.

      Franklin gave him a hard look. Shorty was familiar, a local, although not on their books as far as he knew. Not a habitual hothead then, unless he generally did it behind closed doors.

      ‘It is my business. Senior Constable Franklin.’ He flipped his badge. ‘What’s the problem here?’

      ‘It’s private,’ Shorty retorted, folding his arms.

      Lanky smirked, and Franklin decided the fellow’s attitude matched his slick shirt. He needed to be knocked down a peg or two. ‘Names?’

      ‘Don’t think we have to tell you that.’ Lanky hooked his thumbs through his belt loops.

      I should’ve let Shorty land a knockout punch.

      ‘You’re disturbing the peace, and Manny here could have you up on charges.’

      The barman dipped his head once.

      Shorty said, ‘Neil Hudson.’

      Lanky gave a deep sigh. ‘Marc Jones.’ He held out his hand to shake. Franklin ignored it.

      The mob gathered and jostled for prime position. One knucklehead yelled, ‘Who’yer backing, boys? Five bucks on your favourite.’

      ‘Get back to your drinks, people,’ Franklin called, keeping one eye on the original troublemakers.

      The crowd inched back. Not far enough for his liking.

      He asked Hudson, ‘What’s this about?’

      ‘It’s between me, him and me wife.’

      ‘Well, you blokes sort it out peacefully or I’ll be down on you like a tonne of bricks.’

      Lanky sniggered.

      Franklin pinned him with a glare. ‘What’s your problem, Jones?’

      ‘That’s funny considering he,’ Jones pointed at the other fellow, ‘is a brickie.’

      Onlookers booed or chuckled, depending on which corner they were in, and Jones laughed, egging them on further.

      ‘And what’s funny about that?’ Hudson shot back, attempting to grab his adversary.

      ‘Righto, settle or we’ll take this to the station.’ Franklin eyed the two rivals. No way he’d let them out on the street together. ‘One of you has to leave. And one stays until I say differently.’

      He shook his head at background grumbles from the spectators who wanted blood sport, countered by a sprinkle of applause.

      It didn’t surprise him at all that Jones said, ‘Why should I go?’

      Hudson re-folded his arms.

      ‘Decide who or I will. One of you goes. Now!’

      ‘All right. All right. I’ll go,’ Jones said. ‘She’ll be gagging for it again anyway!’ He grabbed his own groin and bucked.

      Hudson’s punch almost connected. Franklin shoved him against the bar. Even if Jones deserved it, he couldn’t let it happen.

      ‘Keep that up and I’ll take you both in.’

      They dropped their fists but kept bitching under their breaths.

      ‘Okay, people,’ Franklin shooed the crowd, ‘the show’s over. Move away.’

      He waited for the throng to disperse and warned in a low voice, ‘Jones, get out of here. Both of you, remember you’re on notice. Any sniff of trouble, whether I’m on or off duty, and I will take great pleasure in slapping you with charges and then into a cell. You got that?’
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      ‘This is hopeless.’ Georgie rolled out of bed and took a shower. She stayed under the needlepoints of hot water until it turned cold.

      Her head ached. Two days in a row of shitty sleep would mess with anyone. But she’d had the best nights’ sleep in eight months last week and dared to hope that insomnia was finally behind her. Last night proved that was not the case.

      She took a cup of instant coffee outside and curled into the green plastic chair under the verandah, knees tucked against her chest. She drank the bitter coffee, lit a cigarette and took a long drag, feeling an answering kick of energy.

      Georgie got to the end of her smoke and stared as the paper burned towards the filter. Although this summer was unusually wet and green, and they’d just had the wettest winter and spring in years, it only took a discarded ciggie, freak wind gust and some dry material to start a fire. In overkill, she crushed the butt into the sand-filled tub and checked it was out before digging it in deep.

      She went inside and cranked her laptop, but her WiFi wasn’t talking. She then tried both the verandah and leaning on the Spider’s bonnet for wireless access, without luck, and left the motel to walk the streets of Bullock.

      The stories she’d heard yesterday—particularly from Kelly at the info centre—made her notice much more than she had the previous day.

      There was an oversupply of vacant blocks. New builds were few and far between. A handful of plots bore freshly poured concrete slabs and pristine materials sat alongside, ready for the next stage. One place had its frame up, but the timber had greyed and warped, and grass runners crept over the slab and wound up the posts. The site looked forlorn. Perhaps the owners had run out of money. Or lost the heart to rebuild.

      Most shocking were the neighbouring properties with foundations, charred chimneys, buckled water tanks and scorched debris, seemingly abandoned since the fire or a cursory clean-up afterwards.

      Georgie stared at one of these until she imagined how the home used to look and visualised a station wagon in front of the garage and kids with their dog in the garden on a hot summer’s day. She turned away when that picture morphed into a prematurely dark and smoky sky.

      From there, it seemed safer to peer inside the few businesses, including the library.

      Still an hour to kill until opening time.

      At least the bakery is open.
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      Outside the bakery, Georgie sat slumped on the same bench as yesterday, a fresh bread roll and mug of steaming, black, unsweetened coffee her breakfast. Unlike the instant one earlier, the coffee was aromatic and perfectly made. Soon, the caffeine performed its magic mellowing thing. She tore off a chunk of warm bread and let it go sticky on her tongue, then grabbed up her mobile when it rang, smiling broadly when she saw the caller’s name.

      ‘Bron!’

      ‘Guess what, Georgie Girl?’ Her best friend laughed and raced on. ‘The Woomballano has invited me to exhibit.’

      Georgie whistled. The gallery was one of Melbourne’s best and featured only notable Australian female artists. The invitation was a huge deal. ‘Congrats, that’s –’

      Her friend cut in excitedly. ‘They emailed ten minutes ago, Jo’s so proud, I can’t believe it! I’ve already got these ideas; Jo thinks they’ll be good, but she’s my partner, she’s going to say that. I want your honest opinion, GG.’

      From overexcited, run-on sentences, Bron dropped into an almost-whisper as she described a new series of pastels on the theme Belonging.

      ‘And I think I’ll add one oil,’ she mused. ‘Something completely different to the rest of the collection.’

      Georgie looked around the almost-deserted town. ‘You could call it “On the outer”.’

      Bron went silent, and Georgie thought she hated the idea. Then she said, ‘That’s perfect,’ and laughed. The sound mimicked the flute that Bron played beautifully and made Georgie’s muscles even more pliable than the coffee and nicotine had managed.

      ‘You’re a keeper, GG!’

      Georgie replied dryly, ‘Phew,’ and Bron said, ‘Must fly. This collection isn’t going to paint itself!’

      Then her friend was gone, and Georgie picked up her mug just as she heard, ‘What day is it, love?’

      She grinned, turning to face the old couple. ‘Friday.’

      ‘Oh, look, Dawn. It’s that lovely girl from the other day. Er, what’s-her-name?’

      ‘Georgie, Mr Poole.’

      ‘I retired from teaching a decade ago and left Mr Poole in the classroom. Norman is fine. And Dawn.’

      Georgie said hello to the old lady. Dawn turned her eyes, but she didn’t speak and kept her expression sombre.

      ‘Out for a walk again?’

      ‘Uh-huh. That’s the highlight of our days, isn’t it, darl?’ Norman glanced at his wife, who made no sign she’d heard or understood him.

      Today Norman wore blue denim jeans, runners and a T-shirt with the Just do it logo. His wife’s dress matched yesterday’s, except it had blue flowers rather than pink ones, along with a yellow stain front and centre – egg for brekkie?

      ‘Dawn doesn’t enjoy travelling in the car anymore. And she’s stuck in this thing,’ he tapped the wheelchair backrest, ‘so I walk and she rides as we circuit the town after breakfast and lunch and before dinner every day. Rain, hail, shine or snow.’ Norman smoothed a wrinkled hand over his crown, adding, ‘Or squalls.’

      The humid wind had teased the couple’s hair into bouffants, but at least they’d managed their course between showers.

      ‘Would you like a cuppa?’ Georgie offered.

      ‘Oh, no, we just finished one.’ Nonetheless, Norman manoeuvred the wheelchair around the table and sat opposite. ‘We could stop for a natter, though.’ He chuckled as if it’d be the highlight of his day, supposing he remembered it later.

      Georgie’s eyebrows pinched together. Norman had struck her as a sweetie straightaway. But she was on a job, and it’d be remiss to leave him off her interview list.

      As she considered her approach, he brought it to a head. ‘And what brings such a lovely lassie to our humble town?’

      You old flirt.

      Georgie smiled, though she cringed inwardly. Given the adverse reactions from Kelly at the info centre and the men at the pub last night, she hoped Norman still thought well of her after this.

      ‘I’m writing a feature story to mark the two-year anniversary of Red Victoria.’

      A long uncomfortable pause followed.

      ‘Oh,’ Norman eventually muttered.

      Dawn shifted in her wheelchair.

      Another hiatus and the old man added, ‘Terrible thing. Terrible thing.’

      My assignment or the fires?

      Dawn’s fingers gripped the arms on her chair.

      So, she understands some of what goes on.

      ‘Terrible thing,’ the retired teacher repeated. ‘If they catch the murdering fire-raiser, they ought to string him up on a tree and burn him to death.’

      Georgie had heard it before. The court of public opinion held that arson was attempted murder or actual murder depending on fatalities. And she agreed with that. It was the eye for an eye, life for a life sentiment that stuck in her throat.

      ‘That’s fair,’ Norman argued. ‘He lit the fire aware it’d take human lives, arguably intending it. Why should he be spared the same fate?’

      ‘What if he’s mentally ill?’ she countered.

      Dawn emitted a low hum. It made the bread roll in Georgie’s stomach sit heavy.

      The old man rubbed his wife’s arm and shot back, ‘He’d want to be. You couldn’t be sane and live with yourself…having done that. It doesn’t mean he shouldn’t be held to pay, though.’

      ‘Yes, I get that.’ Georgie nodded. Mental illness didn’t excuse arson. And for the victims, their families and the public, the offenders needed to be held accountable, punished or at the very least prevented from repeating the atrocity.

      Norman gulped a breath. Angst still filled his eyes. ‘He killed forty-six of our friends and neighbours.’

      A horrific number out of a town of about six hundred.

      ‘But the human cost is more than that.’ The old man grabbed Georgie’s hands over the table. She squeezed back, to show she felt for him. ‘Don’t you see? It’s more than those who died plus the number who ended up in hospital with physical injuries.’

      He dropped one hand to smack the wheel of Dawn’s chair. ‘It’s also those who’ll never be well again, here,’ he touched his chest, ‘and here,’ he rapped his temple.

      Just as her heart had gone out to Kelly, sympathy and sadness for Norman and Dawn flooded through Georgie.

      Norman’s expression turned from pained to incensed. ‘What’s worse is not knowing who the bastard is. Perhaps he lives here in town, is someone we see all the time.’

      Georgie anticipated his next words.

      ‘What if he’s someone we call a friend?’
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      He hadn’t wanted anything more to do with the other three. But they needed him and the kid as lookouts and promised there was money in it for everyone. At least a few hundred. And they needed food, painkillers, other stuff. But it boiled down to the fact that he was too scared to say no to the others.

      So he stood out the front and the kid took the rear. Watching out for trouble, while the others went into the building.

      His stomach played up as time went on. It seemed to be taking forever, and he hated hearing things smash inside and loud laughter like they were having a ball wrecking things.

      He went inside to check if they were nearly done, and they’d trashed the place. Same as they’d done to their latest squat – it used to be someone’s home; now it was a rubbish tip. And someone cared about this place too; it was their business, their lifeblood.

      It wasn’t supposed to be like this. He tried to tidy up some of the broken glass and Stevo smacked him away. Told him to go back outside. Pull his head in.

      He did, reminding himself that he’d have money for what the kid needed. And when he heard a cheer go up, he figured they’d found a lot more than they’d expected.

      But back at the squat, he and the kid got twenty bucks each. Like that was going to go far. The others reckoned they’d only found a hundred bucks and split it equally, but he didn’t believe it. He didn’t trust them. And he didn’t like what they’d done.
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      Georgie’s foot and shoulder blades rested against the wall as she pulled on a cigarette. She flipped her left wrist and snorted. Even eight months on, she occasionally fell into right-side dominant habits of expecting her watch to be on her left.

      She revolved her left hand and examined the palm, an action she generally avoided. But today she wanted to look at the angry seam from heel to the index finger and watch the nerves quiver. If she fucked up this assignment and couldn’t find the story Sheridan wanted, she’d take one thing away from it already. Compared with some people’s lot, her attack in March and injuries were nothing.

      Georgie lowered her hand and snuck another glance at the little girl who also waited at the library. In profile, she was a pretty redheaded pre-schooler who dimpled as she giggled at whatever her mum just said. But when she turned to gaze at Georgie, the other side of her face was fire-scarred. And yet she smiled brightly.

      As Georgie opened her mouth to converse with the mum-and-daughter pair, Kelly’s friend from the info centre—Clive—arrived with a hearty greeting and unlocked the door. Apparently, he was the Bullock librarian.
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      ‘Are you moping again?’ Constable Scott Hart slapped Franklin’s shoulder en route to his desk.

      Franklin’s face heated, but he ignored the jibe. Then he heard their other mate, Mick Sprague, snigger and couldn’t help taking the bait. ‘Shut up, Slam.’

      The bastard laughed harder.

      The front door squealed. As Harty was prepping for a court attendance and Slam was about to go off shift, Franklin rose.

      Harty just wouldn’t let it go. ‘So Georgie Harvey’s not the one.’

      Franklin threw a balled-up scrap of paper at the back of his neck. The other two kept carrying on as he sauntered down the cramped hallway. He tossed over his shoulder, ‘Shut up.’

      He rounded the corner, caught a glimpse of a blue monkey suit and remembered that Constable-fast-track-wanker-Wells had finally fast-tracked his way back to Melbourne, with his replacement due today.

      Franklin said, ‘G’day, mate.’ Then he viewed the newcomer properly. Shit. ‘Ah, sorry, g’day, ah, pal, buddy.’ Rattled, his face heated again.

      The female officer grinned and held out a hand. ‘Sam Tesorino, probationary constable. I’m starting my on-the-job training here today?’

      ‘John Franklin, senior connie.’

      They shook.

      Sam stared up at him, and he clocked her at about five-foot-one. Her uniform was so new that the blue and white chequered band on her cap glowed, reflecting a bright smile and big, round brown eyes.

      First post after graduating; she seemed so young and far too pretty and small to be a real cop. She made him feel big and awkward and very old-school.
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      ‘So, that’s our grand station, Sam.’ Franklin gestured the newbie to a seat at the lunchroom table. ‘Tea, coffee? How do you take it?’

      Sam jumped to her feet. ‘I’ll do it, sir.’

      ‘Sit. You’ll get enough practice.’ He waved her down.

      ‘Oh, if you’re sure? Coffee, white with none, please.’

      While he prepared their coffees, Franklin saw her squirm on the seat and pluck at the laminate table edge. Her dark blue sleeves dropped halfway over her hands. They were tiny hands and it was hard to imagine them wielding a pistol or baton. She’d definitely stand out in their crew of tall, broad, blokey-blokes.

      Once he sat opposite, she turned the full force of her smile on him again.

      ‘You’re somewhat of a hero at the academy, sir.’

      ‘Drop the sir. We keep it relaxed among ourselves unless the big knobs are down or you’re in trouble. Call me Franklin.’

      ‘Okay.’ Sam drew out the word, showing doubt. ‘Well, our firearms instructor is an old friend of yours?’

      ‘Old Divola? Is he still scaring the crap out of you recruits?’

      ‘Yeah.’ She made it two syllables, a definite yes.

      ‘He’s a good bloke underneath.’ Franklin smiled. They’d shared some good times.

      Sam said, ‘We had worse than him. Anyway, he told us all about your recent stalker and multiple-murder cases?’

      Wide eyes and question marks at the end of her statements. Franklin saw he’d have to knock the awe out of her and more confidence in or she’d be easy prey on the street.

      ‘You saved three lives –’

      He cut her off. ‘Don’t believe everything you hear, Sam. Just doing my job.’

      ‘Oh, I don’t think so, sir, ah, Franklin. You earned a Valour Award.’

      Uncomfortable, he replied, ‘Me, Harty, the rest of the crew, the sarge—and you—same circumstances, I’m sure we’d all do the same thing.’

      The sharp scrape of his chair leg signalled an end to the discussion. ‘Right, let’s see what happened overnight.’
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      Most of the families had dispersed after kids’ story time, although the redhead and her mum lingered in the children’s book area. When Georgie rose, she was immediately pushed back to the chair from behind.

      ‘Leave the little one alone.’ The librarian, Clive, dropped onto the adjacent seat. ‘She and her mum have had enough to bear.’

      Georgie’s ears burned in a mix of embarrassment and annoyance. Then she considered his body language. He had more to say. She itched for the voice recorder in her bag but held still.

      ‘So, Georgie Harvey, from some fancy-dancy magazine. My chum Kelly from across the road told me you’re here to pick off our scabs.’

      A turned-down mouth didn’t mask the crow’s feet creasing with dry humour.

      Even so, Georgie’s stomach clenched. She fixed him with an intense look. ‘I’m not here to hurt anyone or set back their healing.’

      Wide-gazed, Clive said, ‘But surely you realise that an outsider looking in, asking questions, dredging up the past, could well have that effect?’

      Flustered, Georgie had no answer. She thought about Kelly’s comments yesterday. ‘I get that you feel you’re being hung out on the clothesline for public entertainment. I promise you that I’m going to manage this sensitively and write a feature that’ll do your community proud.’

      Clive scratched the stubble above his lip.

      ‘I believe that you believe that. But I have a terrible feeling that your best intentions will play out wrong.’

      Dread banded Georgie’s chest.

      What if he’s right?

      He touched his upper lip again. ‘Even so, you’re here, you’ve a story to write.’ He quit rubbing. With the same finger, he tapped his cheek and nodded in time.

      ‘You won’t be writing this, though.’ He dropped into his story-teller voice on low volume. ‘Mum over there,’ he inclined his head, ‘was at a weekend work conference. Dad, the girl and her older twin brothers were home when the fire-front ripped through. Those two are the only survivors of that family. And God knows how many times the little one has nearly died since. Mum will never forgive herself for letting down the family, though truth be told, what could she have done if she’d been home? You’d understand, she’d fight like a fox to shield her one remaining child from any more pain than what she’s been through and what she’ll go through yet with that scarring?’

      Georgie blinked.

      Clive took it as agreement.

      ‘If you promise to leave the little one and her mum in peace, I’ll be your guinea pig. Fire away.’
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