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      We live in the civilization they created, but within us the wilderness still lingers. What they dreamed, we live, and what they lived, we dream.

      
        
        – T.K. WHIPPLE

      

      

      

      The constables were convicts and in later times ex-convicts, generally illiterate, and very poorly paid. There was a huge turnover in personnel as constables were dismissed for drunkenness, corruption and neglect of duty. Given the composition of the colony, it was inevitable that constables should be ex-convicts, but higher wages might have attracted a better type. No one was prepared to pay for this and so the choice had to be made from the dregs.

      
        
        – JOHN  HIRST
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          MONDAY, 27 SEPTEMBER TO TUESDAY, 28 SEPTEMBER, 1982

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            VICTOR

          

        

      

    

    
      In dreams, only the parts make sense. There’s no seeing the whole story, and our interpretation of the fragments offers very little. They’re stitched together and hackneyed. Superstitious. Pseudo-religious. We try to find meaning in our dreams by piecing them back together, but they have no meaning. They’re not a story.

      A dream is about how you live through it. A dream is⁠—

      ‘Sir, your medication.’

      It’s Elda, my nurse. Her footsteps on the rug.

      The blinds of my room are drawn back.

      I open my eyes and sunlight blinds me. I refocus on Elda with her silver tray and her terrible plastic cup. Behind her, a vivid blue sky in the window, the shimmering peaks of palm trees.

      ‘What time is it?’

      ‘Eight o’clock, sir.’

      ‘Was I sleeping?’

      ‘Perhaps. But now it’s time to wake up.’

      ‘I’m old, Elda. Old and rich and sick. I should be allowed to sleep as much as I like.’

      ‘Take your medication and you can do as you please,’ Elda says, like I’m due a quick sip of medicine instead of a dozen pills.

      Within minutes, these meds will run rampant in my blood, rendering me delirious and wired at the same time. It’s been weeks of this. Day after day in a liminal zone between waking life and unconscious dreaming. Fragments and whole.

      I can’t complain.

      It was sitting here, drifting around in my drug haze, that I came up with the plan that set this whole thing in motion.

      Elda clears her throat. ‘Is there anything else, sir?’

      ‘No, you can fuck off now.’

      ‘Very good, sir.’

      ‘Wait. Is there anyone on the books for today?’

      ‘You have a call with Allan Watts at eleven.’

      ‘What does he want?’

      ‘I don’t know, sir. You told me to schedule it yesterday.’

      ‘I did? Maybe we should schedule my reasoning as well.’

      ‘Sir, you don’t tend to enjoy explaining yourself.’

      She’s right.

      I move my wheelchair across to the window. I watch the still water of the canal, the white split-level mansions and empty yards. There are pools beside sea water. Tennis courts by lawns. This is a paradise of my own making. The envy of all.

      When I carved this land from the sea, I sold it as Venice-by-way-of-Miami, but it’s better than that. Venice is a toilet, and while the Americans may have invented our way of life, they didn’t perfect it. The Florida Riviera is a few good beaches and nothing more. The Gold Coast puts it all to shame. We have twenty miles of unbroken soft sand. We have rolling surf and warm winters. We have money and power and support. A place endowed with nature’s blessings and owned by men who can harness such things.

      I am one of them.

      I lived and dreamed.

      I built and conquered.

      And as feeble as I am, I’m far from finished.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            BRUNO

          

          The Pacific Ocean

        

      

    

    
      DETECTIVE BRUNO KARRAS FLOATS in the dark ocean, out past the breakers where the quiet water drifts. It’s just him and another bloke further down, the two of them exchanging a distant nod as they wait for the next set. It’s a couple of minutes past dawn, too early for everyone else.

      Another week in this year.

      The year where nothing matters.

      Bruno turns towards the shoreline: Surfers Paradise lurks in the distance, grey and calm. The city is a jagged line of high-rises, cranes and scaffolding, all in silhouette.

      A place on pause.

      Australia in recession.

      Everything going backwards.

      The sea water swells beneath him. He paddles for a wave and finds himself on the right of the other surfer. Bruno pulls back, lets the other guy have it, then tracks the man’s head and shoulders as he travels the wave and dips away. Bruno tries for another two waves from the set, but none of it breaks the right way.

      He returns to his spot in the quiet.

      He waits.

      He thinks about work—the go-nowhere case load assigned to him— and he’s still thinking about it when he senses movement in the water, some strange current.

      He searches around.

      A long shadow passes beneath his feet.

      Shark.

      Bruno swims, thrashing as the swell comes in behind. He stays prone on his board as the wave crests, desperate to keep his legs out of the sea.

      ‘Shark,’ he screams, searching for the other guy. ‘Shark.’

      The wave carries him like a glacier.

      Bruno paddles, arms burning. He’s still shouting when a dolphin jumps out a few feet away, its glistening black hide slick with water.

      False alarm.

      Bruno keeps swimming, cursing the dolphin all the way to shore. He waits in the shallows and tries, with all his might, to let his pounding heart subside into a crying jag, but the tears won’t come.

      

      The carpark by the beach is a quarter full, despite the hour. Bruno towels off by his ute, gives the carpark a quick scan, drops his togs and pulls on a pair of white cotton jocks. He puts the rest of his work clothes on, except his shoes, then slips behind the steering wheel to wax his hair in the rear-view. That’s when he notices it: paper tucked under the windscreen wiper. He reaches around and yanks it free.

      It’s a white business envelope.

      His name, written in blue biro on the front.

      He holds it up to the light.

      No wires. Nothing sus.

      He opens it and finds a deck of photographs.

      He flicks through them.

      A street.

      A house on that street.

      The same again, but with a car in the foreground.

      It’s a big house, but nothing outrageous. Some new-money mansion with tapered kerbs and a dry lawn out front. Could be one of a dozen new estates cropping up around the coast.

      Bruno keeps moving through the images.

      The same house, from different angles.

      The same street.

      Over and over.

      The final image is facedown in the deck. Bruno turns it over and immediately checks his surroundings. He looks at the photograph again and feels absolute dread for the second time this morning.
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          Surfers Paradise Foreshore

        

      

    

    
      AMY OWENS CHECKS THE girl in the passenger seat, taking a quick look out the side of her sunglasses. No change. The morning glare must be hell on the girl’s eyes, but she still stares out the windscreen, motionless and silent. Gone, Amy thinks. She’s been like this since Amy picked her up from the hospital. Whatever they did to her in there, it didn’t work.

      It’s going to be a long couple of days.

      Across the beachside carpark, a white ute reverses, coming out hard. The ute belongs to a local copper. A young Italian bloke. A minute ago, Amy watched him get dressed out in the open, caught a look at his pert arse. The cop tears out of the carpark without noticing them.

      This prompts the girl to finally speak. ‘What was that all about?’

      ‘The guy?’

      The girl doesn’t turn her face. ‘No, the envelope.’

      Amy hits the ignition. ‘I don’t know. I didn’t look.’ It’s a lie. ‘Put your seatbelt on.’

      ‘How far is it?’

      ‘Pretty far.’ Amy pulls out onto the main drag, glances at the girl again. ‘Hey?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘I said put your belt on.’

      

      The job is pure shit-work: get the girl to Adelaide. She won’t fly, so it’s a two-day drive instead. Amy ends up with it because the girl’s important to Colleen Vinton. Colleen the Queen. Colleen is upriver from everything unholy on the coast. Prostitution, porn, gambling, narcotics, police corruption. If it’s illegal, or bad for the soul, Colleen owns a piece of it. She owns a piece of Amy, as well. A big piece.

      Amy steers them down the coast across the river into New South Wales. The girl doesn’t have luggage or dietary requirements, but she has a request. She wants to go to church. Apparently, it has to be her regular haunt. Saint Andrews, of all places.

      Christ almighty.

      When they get there, Amy sends her in alone, opting to stay by the car and smoke. She’s not worried about losing her. The girl’s moving like she’s underwater. She’s not running anywhere.

      After a time, the girl comes back out with the priest in tow.

      It’s not just any priest. It’s the man himself.

      Father Frank Hanlon.

      Like Colleen Vinton, Frank’s a man with a lot of enemies. Everyone on the coast knows him, especially the people in Colleen’s orbit. The two of them are mortal enemies—a real yin and yang deal—and it’s a mystery to everyone why Frank still draws breath. Colleen has killed men for much less.

      He waves Amy over to the church.

      ‘What the fuck do you want?’ she whispers to herself, jettisoning her smoke. Amy tells the girl to go to the car and wait, then walks across to the church steps. ‘What?’

      ‘I’ve got people in Adelaide,’ says the priest.

      Amy opens her hands. And?

      ‘I’ll know if she doesn’t get there.’

      ‘I think you’ve got me mixed up with someone else.’

      ‘No, I know who you are,’ he says. ‘I knew your father back in the day.’

      Amy starts back across the lawn.

      ‘You really haven’t lived up to your potential, Miss Owens,’ the priest says.

      Fuck this guy.

      ‘Wait,’ he says.

      She stops. Something about his voice.

      ‘If you ever want to take off the leash, my door’s always open. We take all comers down here. I can help you. I’ve helped plenty of people just like you. You don’t have to spend your whole life doing Colleen’s bidding.’

      ‘Is that what I’m doing?’

      The priest looks past her, over at the girl. ‘False idols speak only of false dreams.’

      ‘If you say so, buddy.’

      Amy doesn’t stop a second time.

      

      They drive all day, stopping only to pee and refuel. It’s hard going. The inside of the country is low and dry and monotonous. It’s that thing where you can see too much of it at once: trees and grass all the way to the horizon, with nothing further out. No hills or mountain ranges to provide perspective. No waterfalls or alpine greenery. Just dead grass and dirt, all the way to the centre.

      By nightfall, they reach the town of Nyngan and hole up in a motel. Amy polishes off two bottles of the house red, but the girl won’t drink. Instead, she watches television in the darkened room, getting up every five minutes to change the channel.

      ‘Can you stop that?’ Amy snaps, tired.

      ‘Sorry,’ says the girl. She turns the TV off.

      ‘You didn’t have to do that.’

      ‘It’s fine,’ says the girl, and then, a full two minutes later, just as Amy is drifting off, she says, ‘They wouldn’t let us change the channel in the hospital.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            AMY

          

          Nyngan, New South Wales

        

      

    

    
      SOMEWHERE DEEP IN THE early hours, the girl starts moaning and whimpering. Her words are mangled, almost distorted—emerging from her throat like a wet cough. ‘I see the devil now. I whisper to him . . . The names. Teddy, Eddie, Brian. Violet.’ She keeps repeating the last one. ‘Violet, Violet, Violet . . .’

      There’s no sense in it.

      Amy stands over the girl’s bed, praying she’ll resettle. When she doesn’t, Amy lies down beside her, cuddling the girl from behind, the way her brother Will used to console her back in the bad old days. It seems to work. The girl’s voice drops, and her whispering peters out. Amy wants to tell the girl it’s going to be okay, but for the life of her she can’t remember her name.

      The girl’s murmuring starts up again. ‘Lenny. Joel. Violet, Violet, Violet . . .’

      Amy touches her face, and it’s slick with sweat.

      She stirs. ‘Where . . . what?’

      ‘It’s okay. You were having a nightmare.’

      The girl goes quiet, then she rolls over and touches Amy’s cheek— just as Amy has touched hers. The girl gently kisses her on the mouth.

      ‘Go back to sleep,’ Amy whispers.

      She gets out of the girl’s bed, moves back to her own sweat-drenched sheets and stares into the black void of the ceiling.

      

      The next morning, they’re back in the car and heading south. It’s more of the same. More grass fields and shit towns, all dry as a match and devoid of mystery. Even the radio doesn’t work out here.

      The girl stays quiet for two hours, but Amy knows she’s working up to something. She’s not as zombified today. Whatever they gave her in the mental hospital is wearing off.

      Amy is so bored she gives her a nudge. ‘What’s your name again?’

      The girl says nothing.

      ‘They told me, but I forgot. Do you know my name?’

      ‘Amy Owens.’

      ‘Okay.’

      ‘You work for Colleen Vinton. You take dirty pictures for her. I know who you are. I remember you.’

      Amy keeps her eyes on the road. ‘It’s not all I do.’

      The girl doesn’t comment.

      ‘I do background checks, find people, dig stuff up. It’s not all . . . So we’ve met before?’

      ‘At Tropical Touch,’ says the girl. It’s one of Colleen’s brothels.

      The road bends, but only a little. The landscape stays the same. It looks like fucking Mars out the window. Amy lights a smoke and sucks on it.

      ‘They took my baby away,’ says the girl.

      ‘What?’

      ‘They took my baby. That’s why Colleen is sending me to Adelaide. I had a baby before I went to the hospital. They gave it to some cop. Colleen said it was for my own good, but . . .’

      Amy exhales. ‘You can’t tell me this stuff.’

      ‘Because of Colleen?’

      ‘Fuck yes, because of Colleen.’

      ‘You do whatever she says?’

      ‘I do what she pays me to do.’

      The girl looks over at her. ‘I’ve got money. What if I paid you?’

      ‘To do what, exactly?’

      ‘Find my baby.’

      ‘What are you going to do with a baby? How old are you? Nineteen? Twenty? When you get to Adelaide, you can start over.’

      ‘Start what over?’

      Amy lets it go. She wipes wet hair from her brow.

      ‘What do you reckon?’ says the girl.

      ‘Tell me your name first.’

      ‘Sarah. Sarah Utton.’

      ‘Who’s the father?’ Amy says, but then shakes her head. ‘Fuck. Don’t answer that. Forget I asked.’

      ‘Can you help me?’

      ‘No, I can’t.’

      ‘Just . . . no?’

      ‘That’s right, Sarah. Just no.’
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          Surfers Paradise

        

      

    

    
      MIKE NICHOLS WATCHES THE Gold Coast tilt and turn from the back seat of a helicopter. His stomach churns, but it’s all down there. The dream. The diamond life. Paradise in the making. Seeing it at scale, ranging out from the edge of the ocean, brings a hint of euphoria out of his hangover.

      The pilot puts them down in an airfield in Coolangatta. There’s a car waiting. The car takes him to a tall apartment block on the foreshore of Point Danger. ‘It’s the penthouse,’ says the driver.

      Mike finds the intercom, hits the biggest number on there.

      ‘Who’s that then?’ says a voice.

      It’s a voice Mike has heard in a hundred interviews. The nasal whine of the Queensland north filtered through private schooling.

      He plays it safe and straight. ‘It’s Mike Nichols, sir. I have a ten o’clock appointment with the minister.’

      ‘That’s me. You’ll have to let yourself in when you get upstairs.’

      The gate buzzes open.

      

      The penthouse is all windows, and the windows are filled with the ocean and the sky. Against this backdrop, the minister is sprawled out on a chaise lounge like a long, thick slug. In the backrooms of parliament, they call him the God Minister. The all-knowing one. He has a huge portfolio. He sees all, but he’s no benevolent deity. The God Minister strikes his fist into the earth all the time.

      Today, the minister is dressed for the office, despite the fact his right leg is plastered from the knee down. The Courier Mail reported that he fell from a ladder, but the rumour mill says he took a spill down the back stairs of a brothel up in the city. ‘I’d offer you a cuppa,’ he says, ‘but this fucking thing.’ He waves at his leg. ‘It’s a damned nuisance. Itches like the clap.’

      ‘I’m fine without, sir.’

      ‘Good, good. Sit down, you’re making the place look untidy. Now Roger Pearse tells me you’ve been bringing in a lot of big fish lately.’

      Mike nods. His gazetted role is Public Liaison for the Queensland National Party. It’s a wining and dining gig. Lots of late nights with big business, lots of getting everyone in the mood and greasing the wheels of industry. In reality, he’s a party planner and a bagman for the state government.

      ‘I want you to come work for me,’ says the minister.

      Mike takes a second. ‘I have a few projects for⁠—’

      ‘Fuck Pearse. Do you wanna hang out with the big dicks or not, son?’

      ‘What do you have in mind?’

      ‘Tell me what you know about Fantasyland.’

      Mike clears his throat to give himself a moment. ‘I only know the gossip, sir.’ Fantasyland is a half-built amusement park about half an hour’s drive inland. The place is owned by Noah Winters and his family. Cement magnates from Townsville.

      ‘What might that gossip be, son?’

      The minister looks over his glasses and waits.

      A test.

      ‘It’s behind schedule. Way behind. The talk is that the whole thing is getting shaky. Money trouble left and right. Noah Winters is the one driving it into the ground. They reckon he’s lost his mind.’

      The minister shifts his gaze.

      Passed.

      ‘It is behind schedule,’ the minister says. ‘They keep telling me it’s the bloody recession, but my gut says otherwise. Lots of people I know

      are up to their eyeballs in it, invested to the hilt, so I want you to look after it. The official opening needs to be announced in the next couple of weeks. Make sure it opens on time. You reckon you can handle that?’

      ‘How much discretion do I have?’

      The minister laughs. ‘I think you’re going to have to get your hands dirty on this one, son. Go with the Lord. If you can do this for me, there’s a sizeable drink in it for you.’

      Mike knows enough to make the ask. ‘What sort of drink?’

      ‘Twice what Pearse is paying you, and that’s just the beginning. Show me what you can do and we’ll talk more.’

      ‘When do I start?’

      ‘There’s a site visit tonight. You’re going in my place.’ The minister scratches at his leg with the end of a plastic ruler, then slides it down into his cast.

      ‘That looks painful, sir.’

      The minister grins. ‘It is.’ He scratches some more and says, ‘She wasn’t worth it.’
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          The Paradise Hotel

        

      

    

    
      BRUNO SCANS THE FRONT bar, sorting Criminal Investigation Branch detectives from the lunchtime tradies and bar flies. There’s not much in it. He does the rounds, asking questions about the photos and the mysterious house depicted. No one has any answers. A Homicide bloke asks Bruno why he’s breaking up the session with this bullshit, and Bruno tells him the truth, ‘Because no one is back at the station.’ Giving up, Bruno orders a schooner from the tab and settles in.

      An hour later, his old partner Detective Lana Cohen rolls through with her new workmates, the Robbery Squad. The Robbers, as they’re known, have a full plate at the moment. A local crew is knocking over Gold Coast banks at a rate of one a week and the last two robberies involved fatalities. Now the state media have latched onto it and the pressure has dialled up. Lana slips away from her lot and sidles up to Bruno by the bar. She gives him the once-over. ‘You’re looking more and more like one of the boys, Bruno.’

      ‘If you can’t beat ’em.’ He drains his glass and motions to the barman for two more.

      Lana winks at a passing constable. ‘Fancy a smoke?’

      ‘I’m trying to quit,’ says Bruno.

      ‘Is that a yes or a no?’

      ‘I guess I haven’t quit yet, so there’s no harm in it.’

      They take their beers and cigarettes to a table outside and spark up in the sun. September is hot already, but there’s the whisper of a breeze coming in off the ocean.

      ‘How’s the big time treating you?’ says Bruno, tapping his smoke into a stray glass.

      ‘It’s going,’ says Lana. ‘They have me following up leads with the bank staff. Rank and file work. Pete Reynolds doesn’t give a shit, though. Half the time he’s off doing Christ knows what.’

      Lana is partnered with Reynolds. It’s a punishment posting. Reynolds is an old enemy: a bent copper who used to run the Gold Coast CIB with Ron Bingham and Mark Evans, back in the Strike Force Diablo days. Diablo was a serial homicide case that went pear-shaped a couple of years back. Lana came across the border on secondment for it, and Bruno was the guy helping her get acquainted.

      ‘I thought you’d be old mates with Reynolds by now,’ says Bruno.

      ‘Piss off.’

      ‘Well, let me tell you, things are hotting up in Missing Persons.’ He hands a few of the photographs over. Only the images of the house. ‘Someone popped these under my windscreen wiper yesterday.’

      Lana looks through them. ‘Creepy. Whose house is this?’

      ‘Well—’

      ‘There’s a licence plate in this one.’

      ‘There are actually two different plates visible. I ran both. The first one, that yellow Cortina, belongs to a family in Beenleigh, so that’s a bust.’

      ‘This doesn’t look like Beenleigh,’ says Lana, tapping the image.

      ‘The second one gave me a house here in Southport. Pohlman Drive.’

      Lana shrugs, doesn’t know it. ‘You run the deed?’

      ‘The house belongs to Phillip and Marion O’Grady.’

      ‘Should I know who they are?’

      ‘Phil O’Grady was a magistrate up in Brisbane. I’ve given evidence in front of him. He must have retired down here.’

      ‘What’s the deal? Are the photos a tip-off?’

      ‘I drove past the house a few times yesterday. No one’s home. But the lights were on last night. I don’t know what’s going on.’

      Bruno’s mind flashes to the last photo in the deck, the one he’s not showing her.

      A while back, as everything was going to hell.

      Some strange autumn afternoon.

      The loading dock of a shopping centre.

      He swallows it down.

      Lana hands back the photographs. ‘What did Bingham say?’

      Inspector Ron Bingham is the boss.

      ‘He thought it was a bunch of nonsense but told me to look into it.’ Lana winces and shakes her head. This is their lot at the moment, and they brought it on themselves. At the end of Diablo, Lana and Bruno put Inspector Bingham offside. They went around him to get Lana posted on the Coast, and it wasn’t a clean deal at all. Lana had photos of Gold Coast coppers stepping into a brothel and she had Bruno trade them up the chain for a job. Bingham was the last to know and he wasn’t chuffed. But Bruno and Lana solved a few cases when they hit Homicide together the following year, and that kept the Inspector at bay, until Bruno’s father got sick.

      He needed time off.

      Then his father died and Bruno took a longer stretch.

      Had to.

      And Inspector Bingham was lying in wait the whole time. He took the gift of Bruno’s absence and started meting out the punishment.

      Lana demoted to Robbers, a dead-end at the time.

      Bruno found himself filed in Missing Persons.

      The union stayed mum.

      Everyone knew what was happening.

      Lana holds up her glass. ‘For our sins,’ she says.

      Bruno taps his glass against hers.

      ‘Amen.’
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          Pohlman Drive, Southport

        

      

    

    
      AFTER THE PUB LUNCH, Bruno sits in his car until dusk, watching the house on Pohlman Drive. There’s nothing doing. The street is dead as a doornail.

      Bored, he walks to the payphone box on the corner and drops a coin in the slot.

      The call connects. ‘Hello?’ It’s his brother, Danny.

      ‘It’s me,’ says Bruno. ‘You got a shift tonight?’

      ‘Yeah, I’m on the way out.’

      ‘Can you feed the cat? I’m tied up.’

      ‘I think I can handle that,’ says Danny.

      ‘Did you have someone over last night?’

      ‘Maybe.’

      ‘I thought I heard voices, that’s all.’

      ‘It was just some girl from the bar.’

      ‘Don’t bring sluts back to the house, okay? Go to their house.’

      Danny laughs. ‘Jeez.’

      ‘I’m not joking.’

      ‘I know you’re not. That’s why it’s funny. How are you a bloody copper when you’re this fucking charming?’

      Bruno looks back up the street at the house. ‘Just smart, I guess. Look . . .’ Bruno scratches at something on the phone booth’s glass beside him. ‘Just be careful with who you bring home, okay? There’s a gun in my room.’

      ‘I know there is,’ says Danny.

      They’re both thinking the same thing. But they wait it out.

      ‘Well, brainiac,’ says Danny. ‘I better get going.’

      ‘See you in the morning.’

      ‘Yeah. See you then.’

      His brother hangs up first.

      

      Danny moved home when their father got sick. Danny did the muck work with that, took their father to his appointments and doled out the medication. It didn’t work, but someone had to do it. Their mother was long gone.

      There was five years between them, but with Bruno’s job—seeing what he saw every day—it was more like ten. Danny was still loose and free. Good-looking, easy to talk to. He tended bar down at Seagulls on the border and had no plans for the future. He was still a bit of a kid.

      After the funeral, Danny’s only concession to the grief was moving in with Bruno. He didn’t want to keep on living in their dead father’s house, and Bruno didn’t blame him. Having him around again was the best part of a bad era.

      

      Bruno drops another coin into the slot on the payphone. While the call is going through, he unfolds the photo, the one at the bottom of the deck. He’s still walking around with it.

      A voice answers the call. ‘Yeah?’

      ‘It’s me. Someone took photos of us.’

      ‘Who’s this?’

      ‘Back in April.’

      ‘Back in April? What are you talking about? How’d you get this number?’

      ‘I’m a cop,’ says Bruno.

      The line disconnects.

      

      Back in the car, still brooding, Bruno presses his fingers into his brow, trying to massage out a headache. It’s almost dark now. The house sits across the street. Suddenly the lights blink on inside, upstairs and downstairs at the same moment.

      The exact same moment. They’re on a timer.

      Bruno writes it down, then walks over and hits the doorbell, hearing the chime echo through the interior.

      Futile. No one’s home.

      He stands in the dark alcove of the house and smokes a cigarette. He’s still standing there when a kid comes past on a BMX bike. The kid stops at the house, opens the letterbox and pulls out the mail, then gets back on his bike and rides off.

      Bruno creeps back over to his car, gets in and follows. He finds the kid a minute down the road, riding fast now. They round the corner of Queen Street and head west. Keeping back, Bruno watches as the kid ducks down a side street and winds through the suburbs. Eventually, they come to a park reserve, a place where the creek runs under the street. The kid cuts down a dirt track into the scrub by the water.

      Bruno gets out and jogs after him, down a track that takes him to a part of the exposed creek bed, the water barely a trickle across the sand. It’s shallow enough to ride through and the kid is long gone. Bruno crosses the creek and looks around. There’s another suburban street up on the opposing bank. Litter threaded through the underbrush there: chip packets, shop flyers, a pile of old tyres. Heading back to the car, he notices something. It’s a fresh white rectangle snagged in some creek-side grass. A letter. Bruno makes his way down the creek bed and fishes out the envelope.

      Phillip O’Grady, 15 Pohlman Drive, Southport.

      Bruno walks further downstream and finds more. Thirty envelopes caught in the nearby brush, all of them in varying states of soggy decay. All of them have the same address, all sent to the O’Grady family, and all here because that kid is dumping them in the creek.
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          The Mayfair Hotel, Adelaide

        

      

    

    
      AMY GETS SARAH UTTON to Adelaide. She’s going to be fine. Arrangements are in place. And Amy’s boss Colleen isn’t in the habit of sending people all the way across the country to get knocked. That’s not her style. With her, the bodies tend to wash up where everyone can see what happens when you step out of line.

      Amy checks into her hotel, hits the foyer bar, and waits it out. She has no interest in the city. No plans for dinner.

      Time passes.

      Some businessman buys her drinks.

      Then a tourist.

      Then another business guy. His name is Tony.

      Tony is a rep for a tiling company.

      Tony tells her he’s in shape.

      Tony slips his wedding ring off when he’s in the bathroom and buys three rounds of drinks in a row. He seems absolutely devoid of life or ambition. ‘To Adelaide,’ he says.

      Later, the barman kicks them out as the after-dinner trade files in. They hit Tony’s room and the minibar and then the bed and it’s no good for either of them. Amy experiences the whole thing like a curious bystander. It’s not Tony’s fault. Tony tries a little of everything. And Tony—who is in shape—can’t come either.

      ‘Can’t you tug me off?’ he says.

      Amy holds up her right hand in front of his face and clenches it into a fist.

      The bones creak and pop audibly.

      ‘Bloody hell,’ says Tony, fascinated.

      That’s about it, Colleen Vinton style.

      

      Back in her own room, the night doesn’t get any better. Amy relives old mistakes, sees siblings and parents and funerals, gasps in horror at bad memories arriving for reasons unknown. She paces the room and thinks about Sarah Utton and her missing baby. She thinks about her dead brother.

      It’s a load of shit.

      Start what over?

      Sarah was right. Smarter than Amy ever was.

      But why think about it?

      Amy shouts at herself to stop. She sucks beer and turns on the TV. More sports coverage, more aerial shots of QEII stadium. The Commonwealth Games is about to start back in Brisbane and the entire city is holding its breath. Our moment to shine, says some dickhead on the screen, waving away blowflies. Amy couldn’t care less. Her mind drifts elsewhere.

      She shivers in the aircon.

      Feels the dread building even more.

      Fuck it.

      Amy grabs the gun from her luggage and loads a bullet from the case, spins the barrel, watching herself in the bathroom mirror, half-naked and looking straight-up possessed. With absolutely no ceremony, she puts the gun in her good hand, places it under her chin and pulls the trigger.

      Snap.

      Pulls it again.

      Snap.

      She doesn’t look any different.

      No tears, no emotion, no⁠—

      Snap.

      Not long now. She’s already lost count.

      The phone rings.

      Snap.

      ‘Fuck.’

      It keeps ringing.

      Amy picks it up. ‘Yeah?’

      Colleen’s voice slides out of the receiver. ‘How’s the City of Churches, darl?’

      ‘It’s okay.’

      ‘You get the girl there in one piece?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘That’s good.’ Colleen sparks up a smoke on the other end and waits. Eventually, she says, ‘That’s my good deed done for the year. Did she say anything about the baby?’

      ‘No.’

      A lie, all instinct.

      ‘That’s a relief. If you knew who knocked her up, bloody hell . . . you’d have to stay down there with her.’

      ‘No thanks. Is there something else I can do for you, Col?’

      ‘You in a hurry, darl?’

      ‘No, I just . . .’

      ‘I get tired of this shit sometimes.’

      Amy waits her out.

      On the line, Colleen exhales a lungful and says, ‘I have another little job for you tomorrow. I want you to go and see a copper in Brisbane, on your way back from the airport. Ray Blintiff. Do you know Ray?’

      ‘Only by reputation.’

      ‘Well you know he’s a prick, then. That helps. He’s got some work for you.’

      ‘What’s my end?’

      ‘It’s all yours,’ says Colleen. ‘I just need to stay in the good books with the Licensing boys. You know how it is.’

      Amy knows. She signs off. She finds herself back in the room with the gun in one hand and the phone in the other. Amy looks down and almost laughs.
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