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      REVIEWS

      Archival Avoidance — Riverside Mysteries Book 4. Readers received a second draft proof copy as a generic epub in exchange for ‘advanced reader’ responses used for developing the final-draft master text.

      

      1. ‘I have been reading crime fiction for thirty years and I cannot remember the last time a novel made me think this hard about what an archive is for. The mystery is real and the solution is satisfying — but what stays with you is Minnie Kickett's letter, read aloud in a boardroom a hundred and eight years after it was written. I closed the book and sat with it for a long time.'

      2. ‘Patrick Maher does something very dif!cult here: he makes institutional suppression feel like genuine suspense. You understand exactly what Gareth Coe did and why, and you still cannot look away from the question of whether it will hold. The answer arrives slowly and earns every page.'

      3. ‘The river geography of Perth is as much a character as any of the humans — everything is ordered by the water, everything “flows in one direction or another, and the novel understands that land and water and history are not separate things. Alex Moreton is becoming one of my favourite investigators in contemporary Australian fiction.'

      4. ‘What I admire most is the restraint. Nadia Carmichael is never sentimentalised. She is precise and stubborn and she trusted the record to outlast her. The novel trusts it too, and so, by the end, does the reader.'

      5. ’The Aboriginal title thread is handled with a care I did not take for granted. Stella Bungala is a fully realised character whose research matters on its own terms, not as a plot device. Her conversation with Rosa, Marco’s mother is compelling. Without being sentimental that Stella-Rosa bond touched my soul. The consultation scenes in the final chapters feel genuinely hard won rather than tidily resolved.'

      6. ’I read it in two sittings because I needed to know what was in the box. Then I read the last three chapters again because I needed to know how the author was going to let it rest. He finds the exactly right note — one that is honest, and rare.'
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      AUTHOR’S NOTE

      Stella is based on a real person — the mother of one of my closest childhood friends. He was the son of a wonderful Aboriginal mother and an Italian immigrant father. Children can be cruel, and he was teased for his colour. I was with him when he asked his mother what one of those names meant, and she told him that next time someone said that to him, he should tell them he was a human being, and he was a Gemini.

      This story is a work of fiction and makes no claim to documentary or factual content. It is more a story of institutional malaise than of injustice to Aboriginal people. Sometimes portrayal is more evocative than description.

      The reader will read into the story what they will. There is no attempt to set out facts of any kind regarding Aboriginal land acquisitions or claims. Just enjoy the wonderful Stella — I enjoyed writing her, and I think she is a Gemini too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter One

          

          
            JANUARY LIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      JANUARY IN PERTH ARRIVED WITHOUT APOLOGY. The light came early and came hard, a white insistence that flattened shadows by eight and made the river look, by ten, like hammered lead. The jacarandas had finished. The frangipani had not yet begun to drop. Everything between was simply hot.

      Alex Moreton found the Swan, at this time of year, both beautiful and relentless. She had grown up with the Mediterranean in her imagination — that other blue, the one her father’s Latin sentences carried inside them — and the Swan was nothing like that. It was wider, paler, more deliberate. It kept its own counsel and offered none. She had lived across from it and beside it long enough to understand that this was not indifference. It could provide sweet relief from the heat. It could kill you

      She was on the veranda at The Scholar’s Table with a tall glass of water and the marking she had told herself she would finish before the new semester arrived in earnest. The river drifted a cool breeze across the deck from the coast at Fremantle. It reached her before it reached the university and the city.

      The mismatched chairs were doing their quiet acoustic work. A third-year essay on Seneca’s letters was going well until the word albeit, after which it became something the student had assembled from search results and thin air with no attribution at all. She had work ahead.

      Marco set an espresso on the table beside her without comment. A small plate he put down had a single dark chocolate with a mint centre.

      She looked at it. ‘It’s forty-one degrees.’

      ‘I know what you drink.’

      ‘I didn’t order it.’

      ‘No,’ he said, and went back inside.

      She did not argue. The coffee was excellent, as it always was, and she drank it carefully and dissolved the chocolate on her tongue and returned to the marking. From the kitchen came the small ordered percussion of a service preparing itself — a knife on a board, the fridge door, water in a pan, Theo’s voice saying something quiet to Theo’s table.

      Her phone rang. Quinn.

      Alex said. ‘You’re working.’

      ‘Always working. Are you at Marco’s?’

      ‘Marking.’

      ‘Right.’ A pause, the kind that meant Quinn was choosing words. ‘I need to ask you something about a woman called Nadia Carmichael. Former chief archivist at the university. Do you know her?’

      Alex set down her pen. ‘I know who she is. I met her three or four times at functions. She found a Carolingian manuscript reference my department had been sitting on wrong for six years. Mentioned it in passing. I thought about it for a week.’

      ‘When did you last see her?’

      ‘The library’s anniversary reception. October. We spoke for ten minutes, perhaps. About finding aids and their discontents.’ She could still see Nadia’s expression when someone had begun a speech — precise, private, mildly sceptical, as though she were reading a document whose margins she trusted more than its text. ‘Why?’

      ‘She was recovered from the river this morning,’ Quinn said. ‘About six o’clock.’

      The veranda. The light. The leaden surface of the water. Alex sat with it for a moment.

      ‘She drowned?’

      ‘That’s what we’re establishing. There was a note at her house. Her neighbour rang it in last night when she couldn’t reach her.’ Another pause. ‘The note says she cannot undo what was done.’

      Alex was quiet.

      ‘What?’ Quinn said.

      ‘That’s not quite right.’

      ‘Tell me.’

      ‘Nadia Carmichael was not the kind of person who wrote sentences like that.’ Alex looked at the river. ‘She was precise. An archivist’s precision. She would have said what the thing was. She would have named it.’ She picked up her pen and set it down again. ‘She wouldn’t have written a note that didn’t contain a record.’

      Quinn said nothing for a moment. Then: ‘How sure are you?’

      ‘I had four conversations with her. I don’t want to overstate it.’

      ‘But?’

      ‘But I’m sure enough to say it doesn’t sound right. It’s not her voice.’

      ‘All right,’ Quinn said. ‘I’m going to need you to come in and look at it. Not today. Tomorrow, once we’ve worked through the scene.’ Her voice was even, but Alex had known Quinn long enough to hear what was underneath. Quinn had already thought this. Quinn had called because she wanted a second opinion from someone who had known the woman. ‘Don’t say anything to anyone yet.’

      ‘Of course not.’

      ‘And eat something. You’re marking in forty-one degree heat on a coffee.’

      ‘Marco’s coffee.’

      ‘Still,’ Quinn said, and ended the call.

      
        
        ⁂

      

      

      She sat with it for ten minutes. The river went on being the river. A pelican landed on the jetty railing with the unhurried authority of something that has always known it belongs there, considered the water below, and lifted off again without committing.

      Marco came out with a small plate — two pieces of bruschetta, tomato and basil, olive oil — and set it beside the coffee.

      ‘I don’t need feeding,’ she said.

      ‘No,’ he said, and sat in the chair across from her.

      He had a talent for sitting that she had never been able to name. Not stillness — Marco was always slightly in motion, aware of the room, aware of who needed what — but a quality of available attention that felt like stillness. He waited. If you ate at The Scholar’s Table you were his family. He cared.

      ‘Unexpected news?’

      ‘A woman I knew from the university,’ Alex said. ‘Retired archivist. They’ve found her in the river.’

      He looked at the water.

      ‘They think she drowned herself. She left a note. The note doesn’t sound like her.’ Alex ate a piece of bruschetta without tasting it. ‘Quinn’s going to want me to look at it.’

      ‘When?’

      ‘Tomorrow.’

      He nodded once. He did not ask if she was all right, because she was clearly not all right and the question would have been politeness rather than attention. ‘Cold or another coffee?’

      ‘Cold,’ she said. ‘Please.’

      He went inside. The river did nothing, which was what it always did, and which had never felt, until now, like anything other than neutrality.

      She watched a black swan come down the reach with its slow, considered serenity, and thought of Nadia’s hands at the reception — small, scrupulous, holding a glass of mineral water she had no intention of drinking.

      When Marco returned with the lemon and soda, he set it on the table and his hand brushed her shoulder, briefly, as he stepped back. The gesture was the kind he made only for her.

      ‘Enjoy the bruschetta,’ he said.

      ‘I will.’

      ‘All of it.’

      ‘All right.’

      He almost smiled. She almost smiled back. Then he was inside again, and the kitchen resumed its quiet preparations, and the river went on being the river, and Alex ate the bruschetta because Marco had asked her to and because she had decided, several years ago, that arguing with Marco about food was a category error.

      
        
        ⁂

      

      

      The note, when she saw it the following morning, was a single page. Handwritten, in ink, in Nadia Carmichael’s careful capitals.

      I cannot undo what was done. I have tried to do what I could. Forgive me.

      Quinn slid it across the table in its evidence sleeve. Alex read it twice.

      She asked, ‘The handwriting is hers?’

      ‘Her neighbour confirms it. Her sister in Hobart confirms it from a letter she received last year. The graphologist is looking at it. We’re not expecting a conclusive result until next week.’

      Alex looked at the note again. I cannot undo what was done. Not: the decision to suppress the Harlow Papers. Not: the 1914 Crown land record. Not even a date, a name, a file number.

      ‘She spent forty-one years making sure things were named,’ Alex said. ‘That was her work. You could look at any document she’d processed and know exactly what it was and where it had come from and who had handled it and in what order.’ She set the sleeve back on the table. ‘This is a sentence with nothing in it. No subject. No object. No record. She would have hated writing something like this.’

      Quinn’s expression was neutral, which meant she was listening carefully. ‘You think someone wrote it for her.’

      ‘I think someone told her what to write. Or something was being held over her that meant she couldn’t put the actual thing on the page. The sentence is structured like a confession and it doesn’t confess anything.’

      ‘She could have been in distress.’

      ‘She could have been.’ Alex folded her hands on the table. ‘But she was an archivist. Even in distress, she would have left a record. Even a partial one. That’s not personality. It’s forty-one years of practice. It becomes instinct.’ She paused. ‘There’s nothing in this note that could be used as evidence. Nothing that names the thing she couldn’t undo. That’s either the writing of a woman too distressed to think, or a woman who was prevented from putting the actual record on the page.’

      Quinn looked at the note. Then at Alex. Then she picked up her pen and wrote something down.

      ‘I’ll need a statement to that effect,’ she said. ‘Formal. We’re not calling it suspicious yet, officially. But I’m not calling it straightforward either.’

      ‘What does the forensic picture say?’

      ‘Waiting on the post-mortem. She’d been in the water several hours before she was found. No obvious signs of struggle on what we’ve recovered so far. But the river’s not generous with detail.’ Quinn closed her notebook. ‘We found her car at Pelican Point off Hackett Drive. Locked, key in her bag. Her bag was beside her on the bank.’

      ‘That’s tidy.’

      ‘Very tidy,’ Quinn said, with a tone that meant she had already thought about how tidy it was.

      
        
        ⁂

      

      

      Sigrid was in her office when Alex got back to the university, which was where Sigrid generally was when the rest of the building was treating January as a reason to disappear. She looked up when Alex knocked.

      ‘You look like you’ve been told something unpleasant,’ Sigrid said.

      ‘Nadia Carmichael.’

      A pause. ‘I saw it in the news this morning. They said drowning.’

      ‘Quinn’s not sure. I’m not sure.’

      Sigrid set down what she was reading and took off her glasses, which was how you knew she was paying full attention. ‘What did the note say?’

      Alex told her. Sigrid listened with the expression she used for arguments that were almost right but not quite.

      ‘That’s not how she wrote,’ Sigrid said. ‘I corresponded with her for six months when we were trying to locate the Tübingen duplicates. She was always exact. If she’d meant the land grant, she would have written the land grant.‘

      ‘The land grant?’

      Sigrid looked at her steadily. ‘I may know what the Harlow Papers are,’ she said. ‘And if I’m right, I know why someone needed them to stay buried.’

      She put her glasses back on and reached for the thing she had been reading. It was not a journal article. It was a printed email, three pages long, from an address Alex did not recognise.

      ‘Someone sent me this two days ago,’ Sigrid said. ‘I was going to bring it to you this week. I thought it was a student grievance that had taken a wrong turn.’ She held it out. ‘I don’t think that any more.’

      Outside the window, the campus held the white weight of the afternoon without comment. A sprinkler on the lawn below ticked through its arc with the cheerful indifference of machinery. Alex took the email and began to read.

      She read standing up. Sigrid did not offer her a chair, which meant Sigrid was watching her read it.

      The email was addressed to Sigrid by name and title. It began without preamble.

      Professor Bane. You are the right person to receive this because you are known to be methodical and because you have no stake in what I am about to describe. I am a retired member of the university’s administrative staff. I am not able to give you my name at this time. What I can give you is a direction.

      She read on. The Harlow Papers. 1914. Whadjuk Noongar country. The 1906 Lands Act. The conservation hold since 2003. The four university secretaries. The current secretary, Mr Jonathan Coe, who had inherited the arrangement and sustained it. The recommendation: find Dr Stella Bungala in the history faculty. She does not yet know the archive holds what it holds.

      Alex lowered the pages. ‘Two days ago.’

      ‘Tuesday night. I read it Wednesday morning.’ Sigrid’s voice was its usual register — precise, unrevealing — but there was something underneath it. ‘I looked up Stella Bungala. I was going to make contact this week.’ She paused. ‘And then the news this morning.’

      ‘You think this is Nadia.’

      ‘She was retired administrative staff. She knew the archive. She knew what was in it.’ Sigrid looked at the email in Alex’s hand. ‘The sentence structure. The refusal of first-person attribution where it might constitute evidence. The precision about the committee process and the record.’ She took the pages back. ‘That is the writing of someone who has spent forty years knowing exactly what a document can and cannot say.’

      Alex sat down, in spite of the chair not having been offered.

      ‘She sent this,’ Alex said, ‘and two days later she was in the river.’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘She told you she’d been prevented. She said she’d tried.’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘And the note at her house says she cannot undo what was done.’

      Sigrid set the email on her desk and aligned it with the edge of the blotter — the kind of thing she did when she was being careful. ‘The note, as you describe it, names nothing. This email names everything. They were not written by the same person in the same circumstances.’

      Alex looked at the window. Outside, the campus was largely empty — January, the dead season between semesters, the buildings patient and sun-bleached and waiting. The sprinkler ticked.

      ‘We need to tell Quinn,’ Alex said.

      ‘Of course we do,’ Sigrid said. ‘I assumed that was where this conversation was going.’ She picked up her phone.

      
        
        ⁂

      

      

      Alex walked home along the river path at half past five, in the quality of light that Perth granted at this hour in summer — the white retreating, the gold not yet committed, the kind of light that arrived only when the day had decided to allow it. The thinking bench above the water was empty. She sat on it and watched the cormorants doing what they did at dusk, which was to consider the water and then to stop considering it and to launch themselves into it with a patience that seemed unrelated to hunger.

      Nadia Carmichael had walked this path. Nadia Carmichael had probably sat on this bench. Nadia Carmichael had spent forty-one years in a building she could see from here, ensuring that things were named.

      Virgil was at the door when Alex got home. He had the expression of someone who had been waiting a reasonable amount of time and considered this worth noting. She let him in and fed him, because the order of operations was non-negotiable, and then she made coffee, because she had not skipped the morning’s coffee and she would not skip the evening’s.

      She drank it on the back step in the warm grey of the garden, with Virgil arranged across her lap in the configuration that suggested negotiations had concluded and could not be reopened, and thought about a woman she had spoken to four times who had, in the way of certain quietly formidable people, been more present in her mind than the number of meetings warranted.

      She was thinking about the note, and the email, and the four years between them, and the gap between a record and the truth that Nadia Carmichael had regarded as a personal affront.

      She intended to make sure of it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            THE NOTE THAT NAMES NOTHING

          

        

      

    

    
      QUINN CAME IN THE AFTERNOON, WHEN THE HEAT HAD REACHED ITS FULL AUTHORITY. She sat in Sigrid’s office and read the email twice with the stillness she brought to things that required it, and then she asked three questions in sequence: when was it received, had Sigrid replied, and had she told anyone else.

      No. No. And no.

      Quinn put the email in an evidence sleeve she produced from her bag with the ease of someone for whom evidence sleeves were a natural feature of daily life. ‘I’m going to need the original device,’ she said. ‘Your computer, or your phone if that’s where you accessed it.’

      ‘My office computer,’ Sigrid said. ‘I can have IT unlock remote access.’

      ‘Thank you. I’ll also need a formal statement from both of you. Alex for the note, Sigrid for this.’ She held up the sleeve. ‘I’m upgrading the inquiry.’

      ‘To?’

      ‘Suspicious death,’ Quinn said. ‘Pending post-mortem. But this — ‘ she looked at the email ‘ — changes the picture.’

      Alex asked what she had been waiting to ask since that morning. ‘Is there CCTV at the foreshore carpark?’

      ‘One camera. It covers the entrance. Her car arrived at eleven seventeen on Tuesday night. No footage of anyone with her.’

      ‘And she wasn’t seen going into the water.’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Her bag was beside her on the bank.’

      Quinn looked at her with the expression that meant yes, I know, I’ve already thought about this. ‘Her bag was within reach of the bank. Whether it was placed there or fell there when she went in, the river moved it. The dive team have been back this morning.’ She closed her notebook. ‘The forensics on the note are what I’m waiting for. If someone guided her hand, or if she was under physical duress when she wrote it, we’ll have something. If not, we’re working on testimony and inference.’ She looked at Alex. ‘Your testimony, in particular. You and Sigrid are the best evidence I have that the note is wrong.’

      ‘It will be challenged,’ Sigrid said. ‘We each met her a handful of times. A defence will say we’re inferring from limited exposure.’

      ‘A defence will do what defences do,’ Quinn said, pleasantly. ‘Right now I’m not worried about a defence. I’m worried about finding out who she was afraid of.’

      
        
        ⁂

      

      

      Alex walked back across campus in the full weight of the afternoon and thought about Nadia Carmichael.

      She had been, in the way of certain quietly formidable people, more present in the mind than the number of meetings warranted. Their first conversation had been at a university function of the kind designed to produce exactly no meaningful exchange — canapés, the vice-chancellor’s remarks, a string quartet placed strategically near the drinks — and Nadia had appeared at Alex’s elbow and said, with no introduction, that the Classics department’s catalogue had the Arator manuscript listed under the wrong century.

      ‘I thought someone should know,’ she had said. ‘I didn’t want to put it in a memo. Memos go to committees.’

      Alex had looked at her. Small, practical, hair cut without vanity, the kind of sensible shoes that suggested someone on her feet often who had made her peace with it. Holding a glass of mineral water with the relaxed grip of someone who had long since stopped pretending to drink at functions.

      ‘Thank you,’ Alex had said. ‘I’ll have it corrected.’

      ‘It’s been wrong for eleven years,’ Nadia said, pleasantly. ‘Another week won’t hurt.’

      They had talked for twenty minutes. Alex had left the function knowing three things about her: she was wry, she was exact, and she regarded the gap between a record and the truth as a personal affront. She could not be flattered or managed. She tolerated ceremony the way she tolerated mineral water — adequately, without pretence.

      The second conversation had been in the archive itself, when Alex had been tracing a donor record that had been misfiled. Nadia had found it in four minutes, from memory, without touching the catalogue. She had set the folder on the reading-room table and waited while Alex looked through it, and when Alex had finished she had said: ‘Someone rehoused it in 2009. They were trying to be helpful. They were not an archivist.’

      The third and fourth conversations Alex could no longer distinguish from each other. They had blurred into the October reception, the precise scepticism at the speeches, the remark about finding aids, and then the river, and the morning, and the note that said nothing in Nadia’s careful hand.

      She was retrieved from the river. She had sent an email no one was meant to trace. She had written a note that contained no record. And somewhere in the university archive, behind a conservation assessment that had been ongoing for twenty-three years, was a collection that someone needed to stay buried.

      
        
        ⁂

      

      

      She rang Stella Bungala from her office, without having planned to do so, and was surprised when the phone was answered on the second ring.

      ‘Dr Bungala. My name is Alex Moreton. I’m in the Classics department. I’m sorry to call without warning — I was given your name by a colleague and I think it may be important that we meet.’

      A pause. Not suspicious, exactly. Assessing. ‘What colleague?’

      ‘I’d rather not say on the phone. I know that sounds — ‘

      ‘It sounds like someone who’s been told something they’re not sure how to say.’ The voice was direct and unhurried, with the quality of someone for whom patience was a tool rather than a disposition. ‘Are you ringing about the Harlow Papers?’

      Alex was quiet for a moment.

      ‘Don’t be alarmed,’ Stella said. ‘I’ve been waiting for someone to ring about the Harlow Papers for about eight months. I’m mildly surprised it’s Classics, but all right.’ Another pause. ‘When did you want to meet?’

      ‘Tomorrow morning, if you’re available.’

      ‘I’m available. Come to my office at nine. I’ll have the coffee on.’ A beat. ‘Do you take milk?’

      ‘Black.’

      ‘Good,’ Stella said, as though this was one correct answer among several she had been prepared to hear, and ended the call.

      
        
        ⁂

      

      

      Sigrid rang at seven, when Alex was on her back step with Virgil in her lap and the day finally, slightly, releasing its grip on the temperature.

      ‘Quinn called,’ Sigrid said. ‘The post-mortem is tomorrow afternoon. There’s bruising on Nadia’s right forearm. Consistent with being gripped.’

      Alex looked at the darkening garden. Virgil, who had been entirely still, turned his head and looked at something in the oleander that he apparently had no intention of explaining.

      ‘Gripped,’ she said.

      ‘Firmly. The shape and depth are consistent with a hand.’ Sigrid’s voice was even. ‘Quinn said it may not be conclusive. She said to tell you she’s telling you anyway.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘Are you all right?’

      It was not a question Sigrid asked often, which meant that when she did, it was not performance. Alex considered it.

      ‘I’m thinking about what it must have taken,’ she said. ‘To send that email and then write that note. To have one clear act left and have it be a direction. Not a name, not a file number. Just find Stella Bungala.‘ She moved her hand along Virgil’s back. He accepted this without comment. ‘She knew we’d find
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