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To my Mum and Dad


And to all the essential workers who gave their all for the common good during the COVID crisis










1 Detective Emmaline Taylor



A family was missing. They had been in the town and then they weren’t. What they were even doing there in the first place wasn’t yet known. No one should have been there. No one had for close to fifty years.


It had been a short, choppy flight from Perth on a twin-prop plane into the blood red dirt and streak of tarmac that was Leonora Airport before driving south along Route 49. The Goldfields Highway. An indication of what was out here. Or at least what used to be out here. The good times had long gone.


The relentless desert scrub drifted by the window as Detective Emmaline Taylor rested her arm atop the steering wheel. There was no need to move it. The road was as straight as an arrow. From here to the horizon. The kinds of roads driverless cars were built for. But she had insisted on driving herself rather than be picked up at the airport by one of the local cops. The hundred kilometres would give her time to think. Mainly about why she had been called out here. It was unusual for the Major Crime Squad to get involved in what was technically a misper case but as it involved three members of the same family, someone had classed it as a major case. Hence the need to come out here. Into the dust.


From the file that she had scanned on a plane that seemed to flit up and down through the turbulent air like a hawk swooping for prey, the place that she was looking for was called Kallayee, a town on the edge of the Great Victoria Desert. A name suspected to be Indigenous in nature but as mysterious as the family’s disappearance.


The names of the family had also been in the file. Lorcan Maguire, thirty-one years old, Naiyana (pronounced Nee-Ya-Na, according to the file) Maguire, twenty-eight years old, and Dylan Maguire, six years old. Last known address given as Cannington, Perth. Married for eight years. He had worked in the financial sector and she had been a housewife, charity worker and campaigner. Not the kind of people you would expect to be living in what was essentially a ghost town.


The information she had on Kallayee was that it had been mainly deserted since the 1940s when the goldmines had run dry. The whole region had been briefly popular again in the 1970s when increasing gold prices led people to check out old sites but it was short-lived. Since then it had been abandoned and left to rot. Now it was another spot on the map, never to be returned to. But the Maguire family had returned to it. They had even been living there, according to Lorcan Maguire’s parents. She had skimmed through the facts to get a better idea of the timeline and environment. Surveying the entire pond before diving in. A moment’s peace before disturbing the calm surface.


She nearly missed the turn-off. She had been warned that there was no sign for Kallayee anymore and that the GPS would not direct her to it, but she was still distracted by Seamus and Charlotte Maguire’s statement. They had called the disappearance in because Lorcan had failed to contact them since a Christmas Day phone call. This was apparently unusual as he gave them an update every couple of days. The family – at least on Lorcan’s side – was close knit. There had been less concern from Naiyana’s. Emmaline wondered why. Disappointment at her choice of husband? A past dispute? The file had mentioned nothing about it. She tucked it away for later. It would all mean nothing if she could locate the family. The reasons why Naiyana might not want to talk to her family or vice versa only became a concern if there was a crime. And right now there was no evidence of one.


Just a family who had straight up disappeared. From a town that had itself disappeared long ago.










2 Nowhere



It doesn’t take long for eyes to adjust to absence of light. In fact after a while it just becomes the nature of things. But the craving for daylight remains. For the sun’s rays. For that vitamin D.


What the darkness also brings is loneliness. Not that I am alone down here but right now I cannot hear or see anyone. I miss the sound of other people breathing. Even the wretched snoring, which was apparently all the bed’s fault. I’m going to buy earplugs. If I ever get out of here. At least I can smell and taste the rising smoke, even though the machines aren’t working. But what I miss most of all is the rumbling. The reverberations that signalled life, signalled progress, ingrained into me. Part of my life out here. I can see them for what they are now. Soothing. The white noise that dulled everything else. I’m left with only the clack that reverberates around the walls like time is ticking down. And running out.


A reoccurrence of the victim mentality I’ve always fought against. I am not a victim. In fact it feels fitting, considering what I have done, to be buried underground for eternity. Or until business is complete. Even if part of me still thinks it was a mistake coming here. You can run, but you can’t hide. Even down here.










3 Naiyana Maguire



Hurton had been bad enough. A single street town that the white ute had flashed through in less than thirty seconds, but which at least boasted a general store/post office/bottle shop, a hardware store, a pub and something that resembled a cafe. It was a long way from Perth. Never again would Naiyana complain about living in a dead suburb. Nothing was as dead as this.


Then the black tarmac began to fade, cracking apart, the slivers filling with dust, the black fading to brown then orange, seeming to open beneath the wheels as the road lost all form, the scenery encroaching from both sides welcoming them. By the time they reached Kallayee it had pretty much gone completely.


Her sense of disappointment wasn’t shared by the others. In the back seat her son was giddy with glee, his cooing accompanied by the scurp of his sweaty fingers on the window. In the front seat, her husband was leaning forward, gazing out the window like his son.


‘Look at this place,’ said Lorcan. ‘Home.’


She raised her eyebrows at this. Another thing she would have to do herself out here. An hour every week in front of her mum’s mirror with a thread. Plucking them, trying to keep them neat. Painful. She wondered again why she had agreed to this. It didn’t take long for her to remember. For safety. A temporary solution, but as ever Lorcan had jumped straight into it. He never learned. Act first, ask questions later. Or not at all. And lose all their money.


‘So which one, Dad?’


‘Yeah, which one?’ she said, turning to Lorcan.


Every dwelling looked barely habitable, falling down around themselves as if they had given up the ghost after everyone first left. Forty years ago? Sixty years ago? He had told her but she had forgotten. It looked more like a hundred years ago. There were a few isolated brick structures but mostly the town was constructed of corrugated tin walls and roofs that had rusted to match the colour of the soil as if burying themselves in shame.


Weeds clung to the foot of buildings seeking shelter and whatever moisture collected on the tin at night and rolled down the side like tears. She felt like crying. This was where she found herself.


‘Stop!’ said Naiyana.


Lorcan hit the brakes. The furniture loaded on the flatbed behind – beds, pots, pans and a camping stove – crashed against the rear of the cab, as if jolted from slumber.


‘What is it?’


With her eyes she signalled the crossroads ahead. It was guarded by the skeleton of a long-dead kangaroo, its ribs poking up proudly from the dust.


‘We should move it,’ she whispered.


‘What for?’ said Lorcan.


‘So he doesn’t see it,’ she said, hoping that Dylan hadn’t noticed. Glancing in the rear-view she could see that his attention remained on the collapsed building they had just passed. Already exploring the ruins. Something she would have to watch for. For him this would be the best school holiday ever. Yesterday he had been in Clementine Primary surrounded by concrete, traffic-calming and cleanliness and now he was out here in the middle of a dangerous, unknown land.


‘He’s seen skeletons before, Nee,’ said Lorcan.


‘We don’t need him having nightmares.’


‘We can’t whitewash these things. We live here now. The sooner he gets used to it, the better.’


Before she could say anything to stop him, Lorcan looked over his shoulder and called in back.


‘Heads up, Dylan. Take a look at our new neighbour,’ he said as he hit the accelerator.










4 Lorcan Maguire



Skeletons. A ruined town. The endless possibilities of emptiness. His son was lapping it up. This was what Lorcan wanted. He needed to sell this to Dylan as he was sure Nee was a lost cause. As soon as the Perth carnage had blown over, she would want to return. But he had plans. He had lost their first house but he would build another. Bigger and better. He would make a life out here for them. Until such a time they could return. She had given him six weeks, twelve at the most. He was banking on a lot longer.


She still blamed him. And she was right. He had overstretched on their investments and paid for it, the mortgage on the five-bedroom house bought at the market’s zenith, crippling them. It had always been too big for them. Merely a statement of false affluence. When his career had peaked.


Now they were on this adventure. He knew his parents – and especially hers – saw it as a selfish pursuit. Taking a huge risk with a young child. But they didn’t know the other factors. And Dylan wasn’t that small anymore. Give him a tablet and he could find anything he wanted at the touch of the few buttons. Which was riskier than anything they might meet out here. Plus they had taken plenty of medical supplies, bandages and ointments, an inhaler even though none of them suffered from asthma, numbers for emergency advice, coordinates and directions to the nearest doctor and hospital even if they were an hour away. Plus it was the school holidays. They had six weeks before Dylan was due back and he could teach his son a lot in that time. How to erect a shelter, how to source water, survival techniques he had studied online and built himself a little manual of. He felt prepared. Prepared to show Nee that he knew what he was doing.


‘Are we there yet?’


This wasn’t Dylan of course, but Nee. Another jab for him to prove he was in control.


He peered out the window. None of the buildings looked suitable. Sweat prickled at his hairline despite the air con blasting at full tilt. He had thought that having the choice of any building would be exhilarating, almost an out-of-body experience where he would float above the town and find this rough diamond in the midst of the rubble. It wasn’t proving to be the case. They were all extensive fixer-uppers.


Turning at the far edge of town he drove back to the crossroads and followed the dead boomer’s nod to go right.


‘Have you got an address?’ asked Nee. She wasn’t looking out the window anymore but staring at him as if he could materialize their house from thin air.


‘Pick one,’ he replied.


‘Pick one?’


Her dark eyes narrowed, the delicate Thai features contracting into something vicious. It gave the impression that she was in pain. But Lorcan knew that she was considering all the angles before committing to a response. She avoided long, drawn-out domestics, if possible. One wound, provided it was deep enough, was sufficient.


‘Any one?’


Lorcan was glad of the interruption from the back seat, the childish fervour dispelling the growing mood in the vehicle.


‘Any,’ he replied, turning towards his son who was leaning into the front seat between them like a dog. And just as eager.


‘What do you mean, any?’ asked Naiyana. ‘Which one did you buy?’


‘I didn’t buy any of them.’


‘What—?’


Lorcan jumped on the grenade before it exploded.


‘It’s called adverse possession.’


‘What is?’


‘It’s an old common law right we inherited from the Poms.’ He could see on her face that she was lost so he continued. ‘If a house is abandoned, we can take it, make some improvements and if… when… we meet a series of requirements we gain title to it.’


He smiled at her. It wasn’t returned, her lips drawn tight. Dylan was watching both of them.


She waved her slender hand across the expanse of the front windscreen. ‘There isn’t much to hold onto.’


‘There will be.’


A curl of her lip told him she doubted it very much.


‘So we move in and just take it over? Like an army?’ asked Dylan.


‘Exactly,’ said Lorcan. He kept quiet that they would need to hold onto the property for twelve years before they could claim title. That was a long way down the line. The main thing, according to the law, was to hold exclusive, uninterrupted and adverse possession, meaning that the owner had not given them permission to move in. Which they hadn’t. And there was no one around to dispute with.


In the end the kangaroo gave them a bum steer. Turning around and passing the crossroads once again, he spotted it. The best of a bad bunch, the red brick slap-dashed with white lime or paint that had faded over time but still stood out from the rest. A bungalow with the roof caved in on one side. But there would be time to fix that. Out here it didn’t rain very much. Which, of course, presented a big problem in itself.










5 Naiyana



As he backed the ute close to a front door that was hanging off the bottom hinge and leaning precariously forward like a late-night drunk angling for support, she studied the place she was to call home. That she would be forced to call home. It was nothing like the expansive, five-bedroom, three-bathroom and one fucking great kitchen that she had left behind. One with an island in the middle that she literally couldn’t touch the centre of without standing on the step Dylan had for reaching the toilet when he was younger. The dilapidated state of the house felt intimidating, like it would crash around them at any point.


Dylan, however, was unbound by such worries and rushed off to check it out.


‘Don’t go inside,’ she called out as an arm slid around her shoulder. Whether it was her edginess at the new place or at the dead surroundings, she tensed her shoulders against his grip, almost fighting to get away. She took it as a sign, trusting her body.


‘Well?’ asked Lorcan.


‘Well, you’ve got a lot of work to do,’ she replied.


‘It’ll be worth it.’


‘I’ll reserve judgement. First, check inside. Once I get the all-clear I’ll come in.’


‘Just keep an open mind.’


‘It’s been open since we left Perth. Believe me, if we didn’t have to lie low I wouldn’t be here.’


There was a pause. She knew what Lorcan was thinking. This was punishment for what he had done and for what he had tried to do to rectify it. But she wasn’t entirely innocent herself. He had lost the house but she had made plenty of enemies too.


She watched as he left her side and half-lifted, half-pushed the front door open, some of the blue paint crumbling onto the front step. He stepped inside and took what he had called adverse possession of the house. More adversity they didn’t need.


Grasping Dylan’s hand to prevent him from following his father inside she waited for the assessment.


Dylan fought her grip, pulling strongly against her. She had never been one for exercise. The intensity of the charity and campaigning work kept her naturally slim, working until she realized that she hadn’t eaten. Her genes helped too, her father and mother little pockets of dynamism. People who had suffered more adversity than she could ever dream of; who had survived a long and torturous trip here only to be faced with a wrathful government and suspicious population. But even they wouldn’t speak to her now. Bloody-mindedness was obviously inherited too.


Her mind returned to the present. As did a spark of fear. It entered her body through the right side of her gut where her appendix had been removed when she was eleven, the scar pale and raised against her skin.


‘Lorc?’ she called out at the house.


There was no answer.


‘Shall I go in and get Daddy?’ offered Dylan but Naiyana retained her grip. The house had already taken one. She wasn’t going to lose another.


She licked her lips. They were already beginning to crack in the dry heat. Another thing she missed about Perth. The air around here was like an oven, as if just waiting to reach critical temp, ignite and burn everything to cinders. She couldn’t wait to see a beach again, feel the sea lap at her ankles, dive in.


‘Daddy!’ called out Dylan.


Again no answer.


She began to wonder if he had fallen down a hole in the floor, or if silently some wall on the far side of the house had collapsed on top of him. But surely she would have heard that. Nothing fell in complete silence. The saying about trees falling in woods was bullshit. Everything solid made a sound. Especially if it fell and hit that block of wood Lorcan called his head.


Letting Dylan drag her she approached the front door. Inside was dark, which was both fantastic and forbidding. It meant the roof was still intact, something that her husband could work with. Whenever she found him.


He had carefully rested the door against the inner wall but the wide split in the wood looked like a drunken mouth laughing at her stupidity and growing terror. She would have to go inside.


She pulled Dylan’s hand, yanking him back with all her strength. Another few years and he would be stronger than her. ‘Get into the ute.’


‘I want to—’


‘Wait in the ute. We have to make sure that there are no… animals living in there.’ It was the insects she was more worried about. But Dylan was at the age where he was more afraid of things that were bigger than him than smaller.


‘But I don’t—’


‘There’s a KitKat in the esky,’ she said. That finally broke the resistance, the boy pulling away from her, not in the direction of the house but in the direction of the ute and the ice-cold chocolate bar that awaited in the cooler. It would keep him occupied for a few minutes, enough time for her to figure out what the hell was going on.


She turned back to the doorway. The laughing drunk continued mocking her foolishness. She was reminded of Lorcan’s grandfather, the Irishman who was unable to pronounce her name and took to calling her Neeve, a disrespect she lived with for the sake of family appeasement. He had died not long after their wedding. She had used the excuse of being pregnant to avoid going to the funeral.


‘Lorc?’


She tested the front step. It was solid underfoot, maybe the only solid part of the whole structure. Again a multitude of horrors that could have befallen her husband choked her thoughts. Could she and Dylan drag him out from under a wall if needed? She doubted it. The thought of being without him suddenly seemed real and distressing. Was that a sign she loved and needed him? Or that out here he had suddenly become of use once again, that his physicality – one of the reasons she had been attracted to him in the first place – would be essential to their survival?


Leaning in she went to poke her head around the door. She would call out again before entering. As if asking permission of the previous owners so as to not disturb their ghosts.


‘Lor—?’


A face popped into view.


Stepping back and almost falling off the front step, she screamed.


The face was smiling, and almost demented with glee.


Lorcan came to the front door and looked out. A grin that she thought looked almost evil was stuck on his face.


‘It’s perfect,’ he said.










6 Naiyana



Lorcan led her into the house by the hand. Whereas Dylan couldn’t pull her, her husband certainly could, the loose T-shirt he wore masking a set of broad shoulders and strong arms. The arms of a farmer as Seamus, her father-in-law, often said, though neither of them had been near a farm in their lives. In fact as far as she was aware, this was the closest any of the Maguire family had come to country living.


They left Dylan outside with the job of finishing off his chocolate bar and pulling the weeds that were growing in the crack between the ground and the edge of the building. After first checking for spiders and snakes of course. It didn’t fill her with confidence that the first check was for spiders and snakes. Not a hole in the wall or a major structural defect, just that there was nothing venomous that might incapacitate or kill their only child.


Her bigger child, Lorcan, was bounding around, ultra-keen to get started. Like the obscure law about adverse possession, he had read up about renovating a house; everything from bricklaying to plastering to simple wiring. She didn’t doubt that he had a basic understanding of it all but the house needed a lot of work. More than he could manage. More than both of them could manage. Especially in six weeks. Twelve at the most. However long it took for things to die down.


The living room was covered in dust, anything of value removed. The wooden floor creaked loudly but after a few tentative steps she was confident that it would hold out. As long as they didn’t throw any wild parties. Which out here wasn’t likely. She couldn’t help but think that their crossroads kangaroo might have died from boredom.


The hallway and bedrooms were in a similar condition, the dry air and the roof maintaining them reasonably well. She suddenly found some positivity creeping in. What could be done replaced what needed to be done and where she found herself. This was the get-up-and-go disposition that had proved such a boon when infiltrating animal testing centres, protesting refugee conditions and campaigning for weeks on end. This was the firebrand she had rediscovered in the last couple of years after staying home to raise Dylan. The teenage Naiyana had returned. And then she had overstepped the mark. People had suffered because of it. Even Lorcan.


A final insult was out back, separate from the house. The toilet. Consisting of a tin shed over a hole in the ground. A thunderbox according to her husband. That was what she was reduced to. At least the years of disuse had eliminated any stench. A small mercy. And it had four walls, unlike the worst affected room. The kitchen. There the top part of the gable wall had collapsed, cracked from the effects of frost or extreme heat, Lorcan suggested. With it the roof had sagged losing a few sheets of tin and exposing it to the sun, the moon and the elements. The kitchen would remain semi-outdoors. Until Lorcan could get the wall and roof fixed. After they had cleared and swept the house and laid traps for anything that might have been lurking in the corners.


There was a house in here somewhere. Maybe a home. She could visualize it. And that was the first step. It had to be.










7 Lorcan



‘A book?’


‘Yeah, a book. About us setting up home out here.’


‘For six weeks,’ she reminded him. In return, he gave her a non-committal nod. If he could get the house up and running and Dylan into the local school – wherever that was – he could argue for them to stay until the end of term. Eighteen weeks. Then next term. And the term after that. If they liked it.


‘What sparked this brainwave?’ she continued.


Lorcan watched as she put the plastic crate that was filled with plates and cutlery down. After three hours of sweeping dust and dead insects from all the rooms they were transporting their stuff in from the ute, sheltering from the early afternoon sun. Already Dylan had quit, parking himself behind the wheel of the ute pretending to drive it, the window cranked down to make sure air circled, like he was a dog. It would have been embarrassing. Had anyone been around to see it.


He put his hand on the old table they had dragged from the living room to the kitchen. It would do as a dining table. Once it had been given a good clean. They had brought enough anti-bac to suffocate the whole town. One of Nee’s stipulations in agreeing to come.


‘I was just thinking,’ he started.


‘Thinking got us into this mess.’


He pushed the box with the two-ring camping stove and cooking utensils to the middle of the table. It creaked. He would have to look at tightening the screws. No one wanted it to collapse in the middle of dinner.


‘I’ll take some video too as an add-on exclusive to the book. Extra content.’


This was intended to pique her interest. Vlogging was Naiyana’s thing and she’d had plenty of practice in some challenging situations, recording the raids of testing centres, disrupting companies and corporations. A dangerous occupation. And he should know. He had worked for a vicious crook.


‘What do you know about writing a book? You barely read, never mind write.’


‘It isn’t fiction. I don’t have to make it up. Just tell the truth.’


‘Once you fix this place up so we can live in it,’ she reminded him.


‘As well as.’


Lorcan watched his wife pause, shake her head and then shrug. She hadn’t given up, just realized that there was nowhere to go. No common ground. They would stay at the opposite ends of this argument. But he was determined to have the last word. He had plans. Repairing the house and their family.


‘Come with me,’ he said, holding his hand out.


‘Let’s get this finished,’ she protested but he spread his arms and ushered her out the front door.


Dylan was still behind the wheel of the ute, bouncing up and down as if manoeuvring over particularly bumpy terrain, shouting at imaginary people to get out of the way as he made his urgent delivery.


Turning her around, he pointed to the house that was now in front of them.


‘First I’ll set up the generator so that we have electricity. Then I’ll mend the gable wall and fix the roof. Then I’ll get to work on the inside. Plaster, tile, build furniture.’


‘And water?’


‘We passed a well.’


‘Where?’


‘Close to where Skippy keeled over.’


She tilted her head at him but it forced a smile from her, dragging the sweetness back to a face he had fallen in love with all those years ago that now only briefly returned after accomplishing all the chores an adult had to do. Your love goes to your kid first and what’s left goes to your partner. Or football. Or golf.


‘We can make do with the bottled water for the time being,’ he said, wedging a giant plastic container of water under each arm and hauling them inside.










8 Emmaline



Suddenly the instruction to take a left at the dead kangaroo made sense. Emmaline pulled up outside the bungalow. Although it was in a state of disrepair, it was practically a mansion compared to the rest of the town.


As she exited the 4x4 and stretched legs that cried out with joy after being in a cramped airplane and behind the wheel for the last four hours, a couple of local cops filtered out from their own vehicle. She had been informed their names were Rispoli and Barker. Their crisp, clean shirts indicated they had been basking in the delights of air con while they waited for her.


As a detective from the MCS, she held rank. What she didn’t know was what she would be working with.


As she walked towards them they stayed in formation on either side of the vehicle as if afraid she was going to steal it. Maybe they hadn’t been expecting a dark-skinned police officer. Or maybe that was her own bias talking. Or previous experience, her dad eyed with outright suspicion even when on council business, his authority and presence questioned.


‘Tell me what you know that you think I might not.’


This was a question to gauge competence. If she had been in their shoes she would tell her everything. Always assume that the new entrant doesn’t know what has happened. Half-telling a story provided room for something to be left out. Possibly something major.


The older one, Barker – a senior constable, given the two stripes on his upper arm – glanced at the younger one. His lined face wore years of worry. Someone who didn’t like dealing with superiors. Possibly jealousy, possibly afraid of saying the wrong thing. Or conscious of an upcoming retirement and the lovely safe pension beyond the fence. ‘We have cordoned off the crime scene.’


Emmaline looked at the tape. It was shuffling in the gentle breeze holding back precisely no one from entering. But it was correct protocol. She hoped they had been smart enough not to contaminate the scene. ‘Seal it, log it and step away’ as her staff sergeant had taught her.


‘Anything inside?’


‘No bodies,’ said Barker.


An instant leap to the most severe outcome. He had already made up his mind. Not good practice. Or wise at this early stage.


‘And what do we know about the mispers’ last movements?’


It was Rispoli’s turn to speak. He was maybe a year or two younger than Emmaline and hitched his back a little straighter to answer her. Maybe a military background. Maybe good etiquette. Maybe taking his cue from his more experienced partner. She didn’t get a confident feeling from either. They looked frightened, overwhelmed.


‘The father’s family called it in. Last contact was a phone call on Christmas Day.’


‘So, ten days ago.’


There was a joint nod from the officers.


‘No contact since?’


‘None. The father stated that he and his wife had been scheduled to visit Boxing Day but that his son, Lorcan Maguire, phoned on Christmas Day and cancelled.’


‘Pretty odd.’


‘Agreed.’


‘Anything on how the mispers were acting?’


Rispoli continued. ‘I quote: “I could hear that wife of his in the background. There seemed to be some tension but nothing more than normal.” ’


Which raised the immediate question: what was normal? It meant different things to different people. Her own aunt and uncle in Cape Town fought all the time but that was what they needed to be sure that they were listening to each other. They had been married forty years. And had never once disappeared off the face of the earth.


‘Seamus Maguire also noted that his son asked for a couple of thousand dollars to help pay for some materials for the house. But overall, the impression he got was that the family seemed determined to make a go of it.’


So a family determined to make a go of life out here but with an underlying tension in the air. Emmaline took a deep breath. It was time for action. The last contact with the family had been ten days ago. It was time to uncover something more recent.


‘I want you to dig up any transactions or use of bank cards during the last few weeks. Phone logs too. See if there has been any movement. If they’re somewhere else, we can track them.’


The officers nodded.


Emmaline glanced around. Something important was missing. Transport.


‘Find out what vehicle they own. And put out a KLO4 on the number plate.’


Emmaline studied the house again. It would take a day or two to gather the information. Right now all she had was what was in front of her.










9 Emmaline



Emmaline couldn’t believe that anyone would choose to live here. She had seen more structurally sound – and tidier – crack dens. What had it been like before they started work on it? It probably said a lot about the family. They weren’t afraid of hard work, or afraid of very much at all. Coming all the way out here and building a life. It made their sudden disappearance all the stranger.


In addition it would have taken patience to build a house. A patience she lacked, perfection hard to attain and fleeting when reached. This she blamed on the ballet lessons her parents had pushed her into when she was nine years old. The only black kid in the class, wearing flesh-coloured ballet pumps that didn’t match her skin colour and made it look like she was some burn victim wearing hideous bandages on her feet. Nowadays of course they made pumps for a range of skin tones. As ever, the world was twenty years behind where she needed it to be.


Ballet had been the ‘in’ thing at the time and her parents – new to the country, him Black South African and her English Rose pale – had wanted Emmaline to fit in so that they could develop connections. As a result she had spent four years prancing around, pimped out for the aspiration of middle-class anonymity. But ballet was a tough gig. Where nothing but perfection was acceptable. In other arts and sports results were prized over perfection but a missed step was like murder. It eventually tore her away from ballet and left her with the stanza that achievement was more important than perfection. Which she took into her police work. How the job was done played second fiddle to getting the job done.


Overall, the house was a mess. It looked to have been ransacked, cupboards and drawers scattered across the floor, camp beds flipped onto their sides and the thin mattresses slashed. A wardrobe in what she guessed had been Dylan’s room was torn apart, the contents strewn. Someone had been looking for something. Something not of obvious value either; personal items, pictures, ornaments and even a small box of jewellery untouched. As if the family had left in a hurry. Or been taken without warning.


The kitchen was in a similar state. At the far end the roof sagged, a missing sheet of tin allowing the blue sky to peep through. In the corner was a pile of swept rubble and a collapsed table. Something violent had occurred here. The blood smeared on the pieces of smashed mirror all but confirmed that.


Emmaline turned to Rispoli. He had been following her around the house like a shadow, while Barker called in the details she had requested.


‘Have you bagged and tagged a sample?’


‘Already done.’


Emmaline leaned in closer. The blood was smeared across the glass and ingrained with dust, washing the threatening red to a harmless brown. The quantity wasn’t enough to suggest significant injury but any loss of blood was cause for concern. Especially as no attempt had been made to clean it up. Forensics would check the rest of the house for residue. A visible patch of blood was worrisome, but a larger patch of cleaned-up blood elsewhere in the house might signal something worse.










10 Naiyana



The bed was uncomfortable, the mattress nothing but foam covered in a man-made fibre that stuck to her skin like glue.


In an attempt to foster some marital order Lorcan had pushed the camp beds together but the thick metal poles left a large crevice in the middle.


She lay back and stared at the ceiling. After unloading the ute, sweeping and tidying the house she had expected to be tired but sleep was miles away and not helped by Dylan in the other bedroom. He was complaining of noises, rattling from above and rumblings from below. She put it down to first-night nerves, the adjustment period she had feared. At least there weren’t any neighbours to gripe about the crying.


As a result she was awake as Lorcan read her a bedtime story using the battery-powered lamp. A history of the town. Disappointingly it wasn’t brief.


‘In 1893 they discovered gold and started mining. By 1896 the town site was declared by the government and gazetted a year later. Back then the only way in and out was a bi-weekly coach from Hurton to Wisbech and on south to Kalgoorlie.’


She tried to drift off but Lorcan’s chuckle woke her.


‘They named the first mine “The Dark”. And the second “Rattlesnake” after one of the discoverers apparently. By 1899 both were operating ten-head stamp mills, pounding the rock to extract the ore.’


As she fought for sleep against the sound of his voice, she learned that at its peak in 1905 Kallayee had a population of 1,016 people, including three pubs, a bank, a post office, a small school and two brothels. She wished some were still open. Even the brothel. For company. Someone else Lorcan could bore with this history lesson. She’d even pay the prostitutes at this stage.


‘The well dried up so they capped it and built a rotunda over the top. Dropped another out near some place called Orange Lake and transported the water back to town. I’ll try there first. Then I’ll try uncapping the well in town. The water should be fine for washing clothes at least.’


Naiyana didn’t respond, willing sleep upon herself.


‘Then in 1921 there was a fatal fire at Rattlesnake. Twenty people were killed. Mining halted for three years, so people drifted away to the nickel mines at Leonora and Gwalia. That was it until increasing gold prices in the late seventies made gold mining economically viable again. But not here. So Kallayee faded into a silent existence.’


He paused. The history lesson was over but he wasn’t finished.


‘Do you think that the noises are ghosts?’


She swivelled around to look at him, his face itself ghostly in the pale light.


‘Let’s not mention that in front of Dylan.’


Lorcan nodded. ‘Good idea.’


But as if he had somehow sensed that he was being talked about there was a sharp cry from the other bedroom. Naiyana stared at her husband. Neither of them said anything for a moment.


‘Your turn,’ said Lorcan.


‘You’re closer to the door.’


‘By about a metre.’


She paused to see if chivalry would surmount discomfort. It had in the past. Young love.


‘I’m tired,’ she said.


‘So am I.’


‘You dragged us out here.’


It was the same blunt club she would continue to swing until it became ineffective. As much as Dylan needed time to settle in, so did she. Lorcan believed it was all worth it but she remained unconvinced. Maybe even less so than when they had left late last night to drive all the way out here.


From the other room Dylan began to cry. For Mummy. For Daddy. For anyone.


She glanced at Lorcan in case gallantry won out but his nose was back in the tablet. Reading up on more history. Or better yet, how to install a bloody window.


Wrapping the blanket around her shoulders, she entered the other bedroom, goosebumps on her flesh, her senses heightened.


Dylan was tossing and turning as she perched on the edge of the bed, pulling him close, trying to comfort him.


After half an hour his twisting stopped and she went to leave. If she could get a couple of hours before the sun came up that might get her through tomorrow. Life was to be taken a day at a time at the moment, future plans thrown out of non-existent windows.


As she tried to sneak out of the room Dylan woke again. The deep brown eyes that he had inherited from her spoke of a disquiet, even fear.


‘It’s rumbling again,’ he said, quietly as if afraid to awaken a monster.


‘What is, honey?’


Dylan didn’t answer. But in the silence she heard something too. A rumble like something was stirring in the belly of the earth itself. Hungry to eat. Closing her eyes she tried to identify the source but almost as soon as she did it seemed to disappear, leaving her wondering if she had imagined it entirely.










11 Emmaline



The rest of the house was clean. Of blood or excessive bodily fluid at least. Nothing that random daily existence couldn’t account for.


After that it was a case of inspecting the rest of the town for evidence that something untoward had taken place. At present, the case remained a misper. Times three.


The team had increased by one. Anand, another constable from Leonora, had been dragged in from two days’ leave to help, wearing a sour expression as befitted the rapid change of plans. They spread out like ants, using the Maguire house as the nest.


From what she had read, Kallayee was a goldrush town that had given up a modest few veins. Like a heroin addict’s arm they had been stabbed relentlessly, gold transported out and opiate transported in, something greatly appreciated with nothing else to do in the evening but reminisce about lost opportunities.


Gwalia, a town beside Leonora, had the only real claim to fame. It had once been visited by an American president. Back then Herbert Hoover had simply been a young geologist, sent there to develop his company’s latest find into a working concern. He had eventually become manager of the new mine and shipped in a load of Italian labourers who were hired cheap and laid off just as cheaply. As the Italian immigrants filtered south looking for work, they had eventually crept into Kallayee and for a time the official language became an Italian–Australian mix that was incomprehensible outside the town. It explained the long-dead store with the name ‘The Italian Press’ in fading writing above the door.


She stuck with Rispoli as she scoured the town. Her opinion of it remained the same: no place for a young family to live. The tin shacks that hadn’t fallen over were close to doing so, the wood dwellings frayed and split, all uninhabitable. The few brick constructions had been gutted a long time ago. Around every corner, she expected to fine a lone, wizened stockman resting on a barrel, his feet up watching all the action unfold in his long undisturbed town, waiting to tell his tale to someone. But rarely in this business was everything laid out in one neat polished script. Everything had a dog-ear somewhere, a wrinkle that needed to be smoothed out.


Emmaline had a question to ask. And not about the case.


‘Rispoli. Sounds Italian.’


The young constable turned to her. ‘I can see how you made rank.’


The accompanying smile lifted his cheekbones and involved his whole face. Even his ears seemed to rise. A handsome face, pleasing to her eye. Set free from Barker’s rigid deportment, he was emerging from his shell.


‘Related to anyone who used to live here?’


‘My mum did one of those ancestry trees once.’


‘And?’


‘We came from Leichhardt in New South Wales. And before that Abruzzo in Southern Italy. My great-grandfather moved the family out here to Kalgoorlie. Never made it up to Kallayee. Not officially anyway.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘It means that he might have worked the mines. But not according to any government records. Near impossible to tax his kind of iterant working back then.’


He nodded his head towards her. ‘I guess your family weren’t originally Aussie.’


Emmaline stopped in her tracks and turned to him, sharply at the waist, flicking her head. Her recently shorn locks prevented the whip she desired.


‘Why do you say that?’


The young officer stopped. His lips moved, no words came out. A dash of colour came to his tanned cheeks.


‘I didn’t mean… I… It was…’


He was backtracking rapidly. His eyes flicked this way and that. Trying to get out of the snare he had triggered.


Emmaline tried to hold her glare but failed. A smile eased across her face, basking in the endorphin rush, essential to keep her going through this strung-out day.


‘It’s okay.’


‘I wasn’t saying…’


Emmaline put him out of his misery. ‘My dad’s from Cape Town and my mum’s from London. They moved out here when I was two. She got offered a good job and Dad was happy to try somewhere warmer. Simple as that. No drama. No running away. Just a better job and a better life. Like your great-grandparents.’


‘No,’ chortled Rispoli, shaking his head. ‘They were running away.’


‘From?’


‘A story for later.’


They shared a smile. Emmaline wondered if this could go somewhere, a primal urge taking over. Something that society suggested she should be ashamed of. But she wasn’t. There was nothing wrong with fishing; hunting, catching and letting go.


As they entered yet another shed, the sun poking holes through the tin, allowing dust motes to dance in the brilliant bursts of energy, she asked him what he knew about the town.


‘Dead goldmining town. A few good shoots but mostly famous for the mine collapse in 1921. Killed around twenty people. Then another two in the riot against the mining company after. The government even cordoned off a few houses, in case they sank into the collapsed mine.’


To Emmaline it sounded a lot like what had happened in the family home. Had there been a collapse? Did that explain the roof and wall? Scaring them into leaving in a hurry? But why not collect their valuables? Why not get in contact?


‘There is, of course, also the legend that the town is cursed,’ said Rispoli.


‘Is that your official opinion?’ she asked as they left the shack.


He smiled. ‘Soon it might be our only line of enquiry.’


She smiled back but hoped it didn’t come to that. As a rule she steered away from superstition. Her mother was a superstitious woman, the house decorated with feathers and trinkets, abiding customs that her father obeyed in public and had always encouraged Emmaline to disobey in private.


Indeed, the town itself seemed to exist in some kind of limbo, between what it had once been and vanishing back into dust. Her mother might even have relished the almost spiritual silence. It wasn’t on any map and there were no road signs directing traffic to it. The government had done everything it could to prevent anyone living here. But it was an easy edict to defy. Emmaline looked at the scrub beyond the town, sand dunes and gibber plains, a hard, closely packed surface of pebbles, populated by a few weary eucalyptus trees, mulga shrubs and deep-rooted spinifex grass all adapted to low rainfall and high temperatures. There was nothing but barren land, no government or police keeping watch. And nature abhorred a vacuum.





The first discovery was made by Anand, his energetic cries dragging the four of them behind a house with a roofless coal shed. There they found a quad bike with its tyres slashed. Petrol in the tank. In poor condition, the seat worn, the throttle grip and gear bar rubbed smooth from excessive use and sparkling in the sun, clean unlike the sandy, oily engine.


As Barker issued a request for a check on its origin, a second, more significant discovery was made close by. A patch of reddened earth. Likely blood. In larger quantities than was found in the house. It reminded her of the aftermath of a western. A duel at high noon.


It meant three things.


That Forensics needed to be called. To test if the blood samples matched.


That something had happened here. Something bad.


And that, for a town that had been dead for forty years, a lot of blood had been recently spilled.










12 Lorcan



Dylan didn’t sleep the next night either, again complaining about rumbling. He had wanted to persuade Dylan that it was his imagination but even he felt it. Naiyana too. A rumble that seemed to come and go without rhyme or reason. He had even gone to check the generator a couple of times to make sure it wasn’t automatically switching on at night. Even though it lacked capacity to do so. Nee pushed him to find a reason for the unnerving phenomenon. There was only one explanation he could think of. A water source or aquifer beneath the town. Untapped for decades.


The sleep Dylan failed to get at night was recovered during the day when the rumbles seemed to disappear, which was comforting for the child but less so for him and Nee, slaving all day to try and get the house in order.


With continued dry weather he abandoned mending the roof to drive out to the uncapped well near Orange Lake. This would give him a good idea of the state of the water table. Plus, if he could draw water there it would save having to dig through a century of dirt and uncap the original well.


Orange Lake was about five kilometres south of town, a faded wooden signpost signalling the way. Standing all on its own was a small tin shack. There was no lake. Just dry, scorched land stretching into the distance. Dragging open the door, light filtered through the rusted tin. Inside, a stone wall surrounded the well but it had cracked and partly collapsed down the hole it protected. Above it, the metal bucket attached to the pulley was cracked too, virtually useless for collecting liquid, but Lorcan dropped it anyway.


He fed the rope slowly through his hands waiting for a distant, welcome splash. He wasn’t confident. The whole shack smelled bone dry, no hint of moisture in the air.


After twenty torturous seconds there was a sound. The solid, dry clang of metal hitting rock. Raising the bucket slightly, he lowered it again, faster this time to allow for the bucket to bounce off the offending rock in case it was merely an obstruction. Still no splash. Just the clang of metal on rock. A third time confirmed the insult. The well was dry. Which meant they were currently stuck in the desert without water.


NAIYANA


With Lorcan gone and Dylan fast asleep, she continued to tidy and organize, sweeping each room twice using the small hand-held vacuum that they had packed to get into the corners, having to stop regularly to empty the container. It was frustrating in two ways. In having to vacuum, something she had never enjoyed and which she usually farmed out to Dylan for pocket-money, or Lorcan on the promise of sex, and in the feeling that she was fighting a losing battle.


She was pleased with one thing. The mirror that her mother had passed down to her and which had been passed down from her own mother had survived the journey, wrapped in five layers of bubble wrap and tucked between her knees in the cab. She had never lived anywhere without it hung up. Her family watching over her. A giant eye to keep them safe. The nail on the kitchen wall held firm. Immediately the room felt brighter, more like home. More subconscious than physical. But Naiyana didn’t care. Any sliver of joy was something to cling to at the moment.










13 Lorcan



He pulled the horizontal shutters back and let the well breathe. Not that it had been exactly starved of oxygen given the multiple holes in the wood. Sand and dust had practically filled the old well. The cap would be somewhere underneath. How far underneath he didn’t know.


The winch that would have perched on top like a metal sawhorse was long gone, so he reached down and stabbed a spade into the sand. It was loose, not compacted like he had feared. At the top at least. He started to dig, the sand collapsing in and around each spadeful. He continued his Sisyphean battle, his feet settling into the sand, swamping his trainers.


Footsteps approached from behind him. In the shimmering haze, his wife and son approached.


‘If it isn’t the Irish Mario,’ she laughed.


Lorcan looked down. He smiled too. From her perspective it would look like he was stuck halfway down a pipe trying to exit the level. If only disappearing was that easy.


‘Any water?’ she asked, glancing down the well.


‘I hope so. Orange Lake was a bust.’


‘How far down do you have to go?’


He checked his progress. He had only removed a few inches of material.


‘Your guess is as good as mine.’


The look on her face suggested that she wasn’t keen on her survival relying on guesswork.


‘I’m taking the ute to town,’ she said. ‘See what they have, food-wise.’


The nearest town, Hurton, was ten kilometres as the crow flew. But a crow didn’t have to deal with the treacherous dips, gullies, rises and scrubland of the outback. By road it was a thirty-kilometre round trip. And given the state of the tarmac, speed limits were unlikely to be broken.


Lorcan nodded. ‘You taking Dylan?’


‘Wasn’t planning to. He can help you.’


‘I’ll let him wander around.’


She gave him a hard look. ‘Don’t let him wander too much.’


On cue, he watched his son poke his head into a half-collapsed shack across the road.


‘Dylan, stay out of there!’ he shouted, his voice carrying across the empty street.


The boy turned, guilt smeared across his face, shuffling closer to them but gazing back at the shack. The childish temptation to explore was hard to resist. And it never truly left. Lorcan could attest to that. Moving out here was a chance for them all to explore. And renew.





Naiyana took the ute and left in a cloud of dust. He watched it fade into the cloud like a magic trick. He turned to instruct Dylan to help him with the well but his son was lying in the shade at the front of the shack swooping his Matchbox cars through the sand, flicking them off a ramp. Lorcan left him to it and returned to the well.


After thirty minutes, his sweaty shirt abandoned, he adjudged his progress. He was now four feet down, his hands choked further up the handle as the space became tighter, bucket after bucket of sand and dirt dumped over the side.
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