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        (1921–1979)

      

        

      
        Joel Howard Delaney

        (1942–1980)

      

        

      
        and

        Brian Arthur Amstell

        (1938–1980)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      The natural tension which exists between the community and any powerful group or institution is exacerbated by the nature of police work.

      
        
        —TONY FITZGERALD

      

      

      

      For where God built a church, there the Devil would also build a chapel.

      
        
        —MARTIN LUTHER
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        (SELECTED EXCERPTS)

      

      

      

      No future. No past. Just an endless present rolling on like some locked groove of a broken record, locked on to summer and the new decade on the Gold Coast. I used to be a policeman. Twenty years, I gave it. Fifteen as a detective. Haunted by it now. Haunted and broken. Untethered. Living in my back shed, tormented by daydreams and sweating through the night, seeing the names in my sleep, clawing and moaning in the sheets, trying to draw them back in.

      Ruben, Teddy, Eddie, Barton.

      Henry.

      I see the devil now. Whisper to him . . .

      I see the killer.

      I see the name of the nameless one. He who binds us all together, hidden away, occulted and rotten and vile and⁠—

      The names:

      Violet.

      Lenny.

      Joel.

      Brian.

      The names are like curses.

      Like lightning and promises.

      Like the broken record, turning.
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      DETECTIVE CONSTABLE LANA COHEN doesn’t recognise a soul. All eyes are on her, but it’s not her district, not even her end of the state. Thankfully, the ancient street cop posted to the scene perimeter knows the look, can spot the particulars of her get-up. Her hair pinned back. The neat press of plainclothes worn like a uniform. The cop barely glances at her badge.

      ‘You on your own, luv?’

      ‘Looks like it,’ Lana says. ‘SIB yet?’

      ‘On their way. You’ve got the place to yourself.’

      Seeing the empty street ahead, it feels like she has the whole world to herself.

      ‘Who called it in?’

      The old cop whistles at two uniformed blokes idling nearby. ‘These two.’

      ‘Okay. Thanks.’

      Lana leads the two uniforms down the street. They’re both young. One is fresh out of cadets, and neither is chatty this morning. To loosen them up, she asks after the local beat. It sounds like a snooze: routine break-ins and stolen cars, angry tourists and upset neighbours. ‘Either of you two done something like this before?’ she says, pointing to the crime scene.

      ‘Nah.’

      It doesn’t matter. They’ve taped it off correctly, played it by the regs. ‘We could see the blood from back here,’ says the younger one.

      His partner: ‘A woman spotted him from her car. Just driving past, apparently. She’s back there, waiting.’

      Lana writes it down. ‘Good. You guys did good.’

      Both nod. Chuffed, but containing it.

      ‘What do we do now?’ says one of them.

      Lana tells them to stick around, then ducks under the tape. She takes a deep breath and processes the morning’s torrent: the early pre-dawn call from dispatch, the siren-ride here, the surge of petrol station coffee. She lets herself feel it—the excitement and dread of a new case—before putting it aside.

      She looks around.

      Terranora Creek. Border country. Queensland, just across the water.

      Today, there’s a bright blue sky overhead.

      A wash of wind through the eucalypts.

      Salt in the air.

      Paradise.

      And in the middle of it, a dead body.
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      LANA CREEPS CLOSER. THE body is a white male, in his late thirties or early forties, and in good shape. He’s dressed for running. A grey marl singlet, black nylon shorts, and a pair of black sneakers. Lana kneels by the man’s head. He has brown hair. Brown eyes, open. Clean-shaven. A small black crater on the forehead and another under the left eye. Best guess, someone stepped out of the trees by the shoreline and shot him at close range. A small amount of blood spatter on his shirt front, suggesting he probably fell exactly as he now lay.

      Lana rolls on a pair of latex gloves and pats him down.

      No ID.

      No cash or watch or jewellery.

      No tattoos that she can see.

      A working guy rather than a crim.

      Lana strips the gloves off and steps out a cursory grid search, praying for a discarded wallet, a shell casing or a boot print. She finds none of these. She broadens the radius. The roadside gravel is clear. The sand on the bank of the creek is clear. She can find no scuffed tree bark or discarded cigarettes. By the look of it, the killer played it smart, kept to the grass and used a revolver or collected his casings on the way out.

      It wouldn’t have been much.

      Some rustling footfall behind the victim.

      A flash of panic.

      A loud crack.

      Here, under the trees by the water.

      Not a bad way to go, all things considered.

      

      The morning unfolds quickly. The Scientific Investigation Bureau comes through. A coroner follows. A time of death is estimated between 4 and 6 am. One of the scientists confirms Lana’s assessment of two shots fired—‘Certainly looking that way’—but remains tight-lipped about the rest. An hour later, two local detectives walk through, shaking their heads at the body, deciding on the spot that they’re not strictly involved. Lana plays along.

      She interviews the woman who discovered the body. She’s a seventy- year-old who lives two streets back and spotted the victim from her car. Figuring it for a heart attack or a stroke, she pulled over. ‘I’ve seen him before,’ she says, suggesting she’s been close to the body. ‘I don’t know his name, but he lives around here.’ She has little else to add, and nothing about her feels off. She works in the local newsagency—quickly confirmed—and she has not fired a gun recently. Her hands smell of old lady and potting mix. At worst, she touched the body just to know, or out of sheer panic. Lana sends her to the station to get printed and give a statement.

      As the morning turns, the sun beams down, bringing on a chorus of cicadas. Everyone on scene starts sweating. Brows are mopped. Sunglasses appear. The local blokes don’t seem bothered by it, nor the onlookers gathering, but Lana struggles. It’s like working in a sauna. A humid, hazy dream.

      

      Just on ten thirty, a group of Gold Coast detectives from across the border swan in. Moving like a pack of rangy dogs, they bustle through the scene, shit-talking all and sundry. The medical team is about to move the body when one of the Gold Coast men—a paunchy white- haired bloke in Crimplene trousers, shirt stretched across his gut—pulls them up. ‘You witchdoctors need to take five. Have a bloody smoke or something.’

      The local crew listen to him. They stop and disperse.

      Lana has no idea what’s happening.

      The same paunchy detective points at her and yells, ‘Who the bloody hell let a reporter in here? What the fuck is this? You need to get the hell out of⁠—’
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      DETECTIVE HENRY LOCH STUDIES the body, squatting down beside it in the grass, staring at it with silent intensity. The world seems to quieten around him. The sneering and jostling of his colleagues, all their cursing and disappointment.

      Two shots to the back of the head, like the last one.

      Out jogging, early morning.

      Well planned.

      Simple.

      The chatter fades back in.

      Henry’s partner, Lowell Sennett, leans over Henry’s shoulder and quietly says, ‘Same MO.’

      ‘Shooting people ain’t an MO,’ says Ron Bingham, but it comes out exasperated. Ron’s the boss—or thinks he is—but it doesn’t matter. They all know it’s their case already. It’s in the air.

      Another of the lead detectives arrives. Mark Evans, with his notepad and his steel-frame eyeglasses, looking for all the world like a lost bookkeeper. He nods at Henry and Lowell, then gently looks under the victim’s skull, prising it up with the end of a plastic ruler.

      ‘Did they go through?’ says Henry.

      Evans shrugs. ‘Doesn’t look like it.’

      Same guy.

      Evans looks over at the female detective and says, ‘Any shell casings?’ Her name’s Lana apparently, up from Sydney CIB, something Bingham just learned the hard way, copping a serve after calling her a journalist.

      Lana shakes her head. No.

      ‘Did you look?’ says Bingham, still shitty.

      Lana doesn’t take the bait. She stays silent, the best way to deal with him.

      ‘What was that, dickhead?’ It’s one of the local guys, trying to front for the home team.

      Bingham barely registers it. ‘Calm down, son.’ To the Gold Coast men, he says, ‘Okay, we better bloody decide what we’re doing here. You wanna do this or not, fellas?’

      Evans looks out at the creek. ‘Can’t see how we can let it go. I mean...’ He looks sad, Henry thinks. Sad.

      ‘It’s him,’ says another of them, Pete Reynolds. To punctuate his point, Pete spits on the ground. Pete isn’t much for SIB and their forensics bullshit.

      Bingham doesn’t wait for more bad news. He turns to the New South Wales crew and starts rattling off commands.

      An air of confusion ripples through.

      Henry walks.

      As he passes Lana, she whispers, ‘What is this?’

      ‘A nightmare,’ he says and keeps moving.

      

      Henry drives and broods. Lowell rides shotgun and smokes. They’re very different men. Henry is broad and menacing: a twenty-six-year- old standover cop with a military buzz cut. He’s neatly dressed today, but his frame is not built for subtlety or grace. Lowell, meanwhile, is tall and louche. He’s fit-looking and popular with the ladies. All for show, though. Lowell is rotten on the inside. Midday beers and carton cigarettes, all the way, their branch car like a rolling buffet.

      Henry stays quiet from Terranora Creek to Tweed Heads to Currumbin. And Lowell does too, until he tires of it and yawns, saying, ‘Go on, then.’

      ‘It doesn’t make sense.’

      ‘Yeah, yeah.’

      ‘We’ve got a long way to go and we’re just getting further away,’ says Henry.

      ‘I’ll say,’ says Lowell. ‘I’m starting to forget I’m not actually in Homicide. This fucking thing.’

      The two of them are seconded to Strike Force Diablo from the Gold Coast Consorting Squad. Consorting is agreeable work for Lowell, concerning as it does his three favourite pastimes: prostitutes, illegal casinos and SP bookmaking. Strike Force Diablo, on the other hand, is a sinking ship for everyone involved, a real CV killer. Six murders in two years. All unsolved.

      Seven now.

      The first Diablo victim was Teddy Adams. Teddy managed a massage parlour on the Glitter Strip in Surfers Paradise. When their second victim dropped—brothel bartender Eddie Edgar—Henry and Lowell landed in Diablo to assist, due to the sex industry angle. Then the bodies piled up and there was no escaping it. But unlike Lowell, Henry doesn’t want to escape it. Homicide is Homicide. He’s been chasing it his whole career.

      ‘Emmett still reckons we’re looking for two different blokes,’ Henry says, as they come into Burleigh.

      ‘Emmett? Jesus, don’t start with that shit again,’ says Lowell. ‘I’m begging you.’

      ‘You know he’s right. If you saw that body today, and Teddy Adams back in ’78, would you really think they were linked?’

      Lowell sighs. He lights a fresh smoke off the last. ‘Who gives a shit? We’re not catching this bloke, not you and me. I know that much.’ He rests his hand out the window, feels the air.

      Henry changes lanes. ‘I used to look up to Bingham and Reynolds when I first got here.’

      ‘Some detective you are.’

      ‘And did you see the look on Mark’s face back there? He normally seems okay, but⁠—’

      ‘Evans can’t decide what to eat for lunch these days,’ says Lowell. ‘I mean that literally. Never eat with him. Look, at least that foul weather has pissed off.’

      Henry doesn’t respond.

      Lowell slaps his bicep. ‘Mate, look around. It’s another sunny day in Strike Force Dildo. Come on!’

      Henry grips the wheel.

      ‘With honour we serve,’ says Lowell. ‘With honour we serve.’

      

      Henry’s main worry is sprawl. The first two Diablo victims make sense. Teddy Adams and Eddie Edgar. There are connections: Teddy and Eddie were business partners. They both owned a piece of a suburban knock-shop out in Ashmore. Independent witnesses put them together a fortnight before Teddy’s passing. Reynolds and Evans even interviewed Eddie about Teddy. More importantly, both men were killed the same way. Both snatched off the street at night. Both choked with a rope or sash. And then both dumped on two different residential streets in rolled-up carpeting. ‘Put out like hard rubbish’ is how Bingham described it. An unmissable MO. An outright provocation.

      The third victim, Barton Westerby, was choked and dumped the same way, except his body was banged up beforehand. There was a different tone to it, but it was the same killer. Barton was a fifty-five- year-old alcoholic, flush with cash from a public service severance. He was recently divorced, living alone. He may not have worked with Teddy and Eddie but every atom of Barton’s sad little life screamed regular john, and Henry had booked enough of them to know.

      No, it wasn’t until Lenny Gibbs that the wheels came off. Lenny was a socialite, and his death wasn’t quite like the others. There was no roll of carpeting involved. He was shot in the head on the street and left there. The details were slightly off, which irked Henry, because their guy didn’t do slightly off. He’s precise. A planner. Not that it mattered, not with what came next.

      When the death of Lenny Gibbs hit the press, the higher-ups went berserk. By that stage, the public had cottoned on. The word serial killer started appearing. The Gold Coast Bulletin ran a piece telling people to keep their kids inside. Politicians entered the fray, and the buzz mounted. The overtime flowed. Strike Force Diablo worked round the clock, going nowhere but looking busy.

      An unknown killer.

      No leads.

      No fingerprints.

      No motive, no actual suspects.

      The tip-line introduced pure chaos:

      The killer’s car was red.

      The killer’s van was green.

      The killer’s truck was black.

      Witness accounts gave them tall men and short men; Black men, Asian men and white men.

      They had nothing.

      That’s why the Diablo lead detectives folded the death of Violet Burke into the investigation, despite a string of inconsistencies. She was shot out in the bush behind Tugun a few months before Lenny. That officially made her victim number four and Lenny number five. Overnight, it seemed, the serial killer had changed his MO, forsaking his usual strangulation for handgun assassination. Violet Burke worked as a prostitute—there was that—but the rest of it looked like a stitch-up to anyone paying close attention.

      Then, two days into the new year, Joel Delaney wound up dead the same way. He was some accountant in Surfers Paradise. Shot in the head at close range while out fishing. That gave everyone pause. Maybe the killer really did switch things up? That’s how the politically expedient lie became the official reality.

      Two MOs, one killer.

      Fresh energy pumped into a dying case.

      Back to work.

      They turned the overtime up. Sent the Diablo men out to interview further, canvass harder.

      Then again: re-interviewing, re-canvassing, re-interrogating.

      They all went at it.

      They all prayed.

      Then, as the summer of 1980 hit—the second summer of Diablo— the floor came out from under the whole thing. Rumours circulated. Despite everything, Diablo was going down. Management were going to fire people—Bingham, Reynolds, Evans probably—and the rest of them were headed back to their real jobs, or to early retirement in disgrace.

      Henry couldn’t stand the thought of it.

      He wanted out of Consorting, permanently. There were too many ghosts in Consorting.

      His ticket? Solve the original murders.

      Teddy Adams.

      Eddie Edgar.

      Barton Westerby.

      Stick to the plan.

      Emmett’s plan. His mentor.

      If Henry landed the original cases, he could have any position he wanted. He’d save the day and it would remake him on the Force. Resuscitate him. Because, before all this, Henry was on the shit-heap for life. Diablo was his last gasp.
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      DISPATCH READ OUT THE name of the Terranora Creek victim as Henry parked the car. Victim number seven was Brian Arthur Amstell. Forty- two years old. A doctor with a practice across the border.

      ‘There you go,’ says Lowell, working on a sausage roll.

      ‘I want to stay away from that one.’

      ‘Fine by me, mate.’

      ‘It’s the gun.’

      ‘Bloody hell.’

      ‘Switching up the weapons makes no sense.’

      ‘Maybe he just got sick of choking people?’ says Lowell. ‘I’m sure it’s hard work. Or maybe our bloke got bored? A bit of strange goes a long way.’ Lowell crushes the sausage roll bag in his hand. ‘Speaking of . . .’

      ‘What? Oh yeah, we’re on for tonight. Trina has us booked in for ten thirty.’

      ‘It’s going to be a long day. I don’t mind telling you, Henry, I’m as toey as a Roman sandal.’

      ‘Good to know.’

      ‘Okay, let’s get this over with,’ says Lowell. ‘Hand it over.’

      He means the list. The two of them are following up registration checks on green vans across the Gold Coast. It’s needle-in-a-haystack stuff. Going over old details. Eating cold vomit as Lowell likes to call it.

      Henry shuffles his murder book.

      ‘Is it in there?’ says Lowell.

      ‘I think so.’

      It takes another minute.

      The file is as thick as a telephone directory.
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      THE GOLD COAST DETECTIVES identified the body of Brian Amstell from a photo in his wife’s purse. It was him, all right. The local doctor. A man with three teenaged daughters and a house not far from the crime scene.

      At the Amstell residence, a uniformed cop makes tea and mills about, while Lana waits for the first waves of grief to wash through the house. It’s bad, as always. The daughters are loud, sobbing openly and squabbling with each other because they’re not sure where to put the grief. The wife, Erin, keeps to a back room. After an hour, Lana slips inside and helps her to the en suite for a tab of Valium. With the widow sedated, Lana brings everyone together in the living room for a chat. ‘I’m sorry to have to do this now,’ she says, meaning every word. ‘But the sooner we do it, the better.’

      Erin Amstell can hardly hear it. In the pause that follows, Lana notices how beautiful she is. A delicate nose and mouth. Long, cared- for hair. Her daughters are clones, all of them symmetrical and perfect.

      ‘Mum?’ says the oldest one, ushering her to speak.

      ‘Yes?’ says Erin.

      Lana clicks her pen, trying to draw the woman’s attention. ‘Can I start with your full name and date of birth?’

      Nothing.

      ‘Mum?’

      Erin rattles it off. Maiden name is Donaldson. Thirty-eight years old.

      Lana pushes through the rest.

      Erin is a stay-at-home mum. Her marriage is solid. ‘We had our ups and downs.’ Both are practising Catholics. In terms of money, Brian’s business is thriving. No financial issues.

      Lana turns a page in her notebook. ‘Can you tell me what happened this morning?’

      Erin and her daughters put it together piece by piece. Brian got up early, as he tended to on weekdays, and went for a run. He was not a lifelong jogger, but was in training for a charity half-marathon. He was late this morning, but that wasn’t out of the ordinary.

      ‘You were stopped at the roadblock in your car,’ says Lana. ‘Were you out looking for him?’

      Erin shakes her head. ‘No. I ducked out for milk.’

      ‘Do you own a gun?’

      ‘What? No.’

      ‘Can you think of anyone who might want to hurt him?’

      ‘No.’ To the best of Erin’s knowledge, her husband had no problems with anyone. No vices. He didn’t drink or smoke or do anything particularly hazardous to his health, except work too much. By the sound of it, he was a regular dad, with a nice wife and a nice family. Lana can see that they all loved him. The dawning horror in all their faces is self-evident, the youngest one especially.

      ‘Can I have a proper look around?’ says Lana, getting up.

      Erin gives a silent nod.

      Lana wanders through the house. It feels empty already. She’s done this dozens of times now as a detective, but she notices some slippage today. Her professional veneer isn’t holding tight because she lived in a place like this once, lived through a terrible fork like the one branching off in front of the Amstell family. She remembers the murky days of a traumatic upset, the missing father. She opens Brian Amstell’s closet and his bedside table and looks in the study. They are all painfully neat. Brian isn’t big on objects or clutter. He has two expensive-looking cameras on a shelf. An industry award gathering dust. On his desk, Lana finds a Rolodex full of doctors’ names, and three photos of his kids, all perfectly aligned. She sorts through the bin beside the desk, finding used tissues, a magazine subscription card and a note that reads, Back soon, Maddy called.

      The oldest daughter appears in the doorway. ‘Find anything?’

      Lana holds up the note. ‘Who’s Maddy?’

      ‘She works with Dad.’

      ‘Let’s go back out and wait,’ says Lana. There isn’t much point getting too carried away with the search. The science team will be through soon.

      ‘Are you a good detective?’ says the girl.

      ‘I am, yeah.’

      ‘Have you found many killers?’

      ‘We’re going to do everything we can to find the person who hurt your dad. I promise.’

      ‘Good.’

      Is it?

      The Amstells are standing on the cliff ’s edge, about to plunge over, and there’s nothing Lana can do except her job. She puts her hand on the girl’s back and gently steers her up the hallway, into the living room to the rest of the family as they wait by the phone. To stave off the silence, Lana organises another round of tea, doing it herself this time. But, as the tea bags steep, she notices something: there’s plenty of milk in the fridge. A half-opened carton in the door.
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      LANA’S DAY PASSES WITH rising irritation. The detectives who commandeered the Amstell crime scene leave her stranded at the Amstell house all afternoon, and Queensland SIB doesn’t arrive until dusk. By that point, Lana only has a few hours left to join the neighbourhood canvass, and out there, the detectives treat her with suspicion, even the local blokes. Still, she goes door to door, learning nothing new. By eight o’clock, the whole neighbourhood has turned in, and the strike force with it. There’s no official debrief. No request for Lana’s details or notes. In the end, she drives back to the motel in Murwillumbah, from whence she came. Her dinner is an unwashed apple and a packet of salt and vinegar chips.

      Later that night, Lana wakes to find her room lights burning bright. She’s in her robe, on top of the bedcovers, field notes spread out around her. Across the room, someone’s pounding on the motel room door.

      A rasping voice says, ‘Cohen? Cohen?’

      She opens up on a tall, ghoulish figure. It’s New South Wales Superintendent Dwain Gorst, but it takes her a second to recognise him in the here and now.

      ‘Can I come in?’

      Lana steps aside, tying her robe as he passes.

      Gorst looks around her room with mute distaste, like it’s a crime scene, which it is, in a fashion. Between her court appearances in Murwillumbah, Lana has been reviewing her father’s missing person’s file. The walls are plastered with photos of vacant spaces and anonymous buildings. There are maps and checklists, grim paperwork and diagrams. A bad energy seeps out of the display, and it’s keeping house- keeping away. This on top of the dusty surfaces and severe lighting.

      ‘You want a drink, sir?’

      ‘No. I won’t be staying long. How’s the trial?’

      ‘I’m done. Just seeing it through. He’s going away. There’s nothing to it.’

      ‘Good, good.’ Gorst clears a pile of paperwork from a chair and sits. ‘I want you to brief me on the Amstell matter.’

      He looks tired. It occurs to Lana that he’s probably spent the afternoon in the car just to have this conversation. She straightens her spine, cautious now. ‘Did you put me onto this, sir? I was wondering how the local guys dodged it.’

      ‘We needed someone solid.’

      ‘Right. Well, Amstell was the neighbourhood doctor. Shot in the head while taking his morning jog. It’s not looking great. Evidence is going to be hard to come by. No suspects.’

      ‘What’s your gut telling you?’

      ‘Nothing substantial. The guy seems squeaky clean. The wife might be slightly off. Part of her account doesn’t add up. That’s the extent of it, though.’

      Gorst nods. He’s ex-Homicide and knows that hunches are everything and nothing. ‘I heard the Gold Coast CIB blokes barrelled in and took over. Is that correct?’

      ‘Yes. Look, I⁠—’

      ‘I’m not upset.’

      She tells him the story. At the end, Gorst says, ‘They’re yahoos, all right. The coast is where the Queensland police send their deadwood. It’s a forced retirement spot, or was, until recently. Are you familiar with the ins and outs of Strike Force Diablo?’

      ‘Not really.’ Lana has only heard the gossip.

      Gorst lays it out and the story marries up. Loose cops in trouble.Big trouble. Six bodies and no arrests.

      Seven bodies now.

      Lana takes a moment. ‘I thought Emmett Hades landed on the coast after Brisbane?’

      ‘Emmett’s crook in the head, they say. Diablo got to him, apparently. And now, without his guiding hand, the whole thing is falling apart. They haven’t had a serious suspect in months, and until this morning, the brass was getting ready to pull the plug on the whole thing.’

      ‘What, and write off six murders?’

      ‘Pretty much. Heads were going to roll, of course, but they’re looking to cut their losses. They’re out of options, Cohen. The press is too riled up, and now the premier’s spooked.’

      ‘So why are we handing our case off to them if we know Diablo’s a loser?’

      ‘That’s why I’m here. We’re not handing it off. I’ve spoken to Ron Bingham up in the Surfers Paradise station and he’s given it the okay. I want you to go across the border and work up there as our man on the ground.’ Gorst stops. ‘Our woman on the ground.’

      ‘Okay.’

      ‘It’ll be a collaborative affair. They want the extra resources, and we’ll be seen to be helping out.’

      ‘And?’

      ‘And what?’ Gorst twists his face into what Lana assumes is a smirk.

      ‘What am I actually doing?’

      ‘Diablo is a strange beast. It should have turned something up by now. The talk is, there’s a dirty element. We want you to go over there and work our case and have a look around, up close.’

      ‘Have a look around?’

      ‘Up close,’ he says. ‘We need to do the right thing by the deceased’s family, of course, but we also want to know about any problem areas. There could be lessons there.’

      ‘Respectfully, sir, I⁠—’

      ‘No one’s asking you to step out of line, Cohen. This is purely internal, from God’s lips to my ear. There will be no charges laid, no blame assigned. This is a fact-finding expedition. You go up there, work the case, and report back whatever you turn up along the way. It might be nothing.’

      ‘And you and the State Commissioners use the information to play office politics?’

      ‘Something like that. Just know there will be no blowback for the troops. None.’

      ‘And what do I get?’

      Gorst nods at this, liking the clarity of it. ‘There’s a restructure coming. Management is angling for an inquiry, and if I were a betting man, I’d say a new day is on the horizon. If this thing up in Queensland goes well, someone like you could end up with her own team, Cohen. Things are opening up for your lot. The Force needs efficient women, pragmatic women, people like you.’

      Lana lets it sit for a few seconds. ‘I work the case. I tell you what I notice.’

      ‘An easy assignment.’

      Lana gets up, puts her hand out. ‘No paper reports. I talk to you and you only. If what I’m doing circulates further and causes trouble, I’m out. I don’t care if they are all dickheads over there. They’re still cops.’

      ‘I can live with that.’

      They shake hands.

      ‘You know, I’ve always liked you, Cohen.’

      ‘I should hope so, sir.’
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      ACROSS THE BORDER, ON the outskirts of Surfers Paradise, there’s a brothel called Tropical Touch. Housed above a gaudy tiki bar, the place is even less tasteful than it sounds. Through a haze of iridescent pink lighting and artificial fog, Tropical Touch comes off as sparse and surreal. To Henry, it’s the loneliest of all the Glitter Strip knock-shops. A real eyesore. Of course, his idiot partner Lowell loves every inch of the place.

      The moment Lowell gets there tonight, he orders drinks and disappears to a back room with two girls. Henry lingers at the bar, feigning indecision, then calls over the bartender. ‘Tell Trina I’m here.’

      ‘No date?’ says the bartender.

      ‘Nah, I’m good.’

      Overhearing this, one of the workers leans over on her stool. ‘Do you ever party, Constable? We’re all starting to wonder.’

      ‘Wonder what?’

      ‘Maybe you like boys?’

      The rest of the girls crane their necks.

      ‘He’s too big to be a poof,’ says one of them.

      Another chimes in with, ‘I can be a boy.’

      That gets a laugh.

      ‘I think you lot have missed your calling,’ Henry says, and pushes off. He walks across the pink foyer to the centre hallway, opening a broom closet. There, he reaches for a latch behind a steel cabinet. A soft click and the entire cabinet comes away from the wall, swinging open on a secret hinge, revealing a doorway. Henry steps into a dark room, lit only by a large window. In the room, there’s a leather couch and a marble coffee table, and on the table, a film camera.

      Henry grabs the camera and stands by the window, a two-way mirror. On the other side, Lowell—still half dressed, pants around his ankles—kisses one of the girls, while the other squats down in front. Henry focuses the camera lens, testing it. Lowell’s hung like a racehorse, another instance of his impeccable luck.

      Luck that’s running out, Henry figures.

      He snaps a photo.

      A side door slides open.

      ‘Evening, detective.’ It’s Trina Chalmers, the madam. ‘Everything all right in here?’

      Henry keeps his eye to the camera, keeps clicking. ‘Yep.’

      Trina looks through the window and winces. ‘I’ve heard the girls talking, but bloody hell.’

      They both watch the action. Lowell’s eyes bulge as he ejaculates on the carpet.

      ‘I just had that steam cleaned,’ says Trina.

      Henry pops out the first roll of film and hands it over, then reloads. ‘Who develops these?’

      ‘Some schoolteacher. Uses the school’s art department darkroom.’

      ‘I want to pick these up myself. This teacher have a name?’

      ‘Wesley Bowman. He’s a weird guy.’ Trina moves closer to the glass, studying the scene. Lowell positions both girls spread-eagled on the bed. He kneels down and gets to work with his mouth.

      Henry’s camera clicks and buzzes.

      Trina says, ‘This session is free, by the way.’

      ‘Nothing’s free in here.’

      ‘I’ve got a favour to ask.’

      ‘There it is.’

      ‘You remember Sarah? She was the girl you pretended to fuck last year when you came in with the alderman’s son.’

      Henry shrugs.

      Trina pulls out a photograph. ‘This is her. Sarah Utton. She’s missing.’

      Henry looks. Utton is five foot nothing with bleach-blonde hair and dark eyeliner. He remembers her. They talked that night. She was thinking of buying an apartment in Southport, off the plan. ‘How long has she been missing?’

      ‘About six months.’

      ‘Six months? Sounds like she quit.’

      ‘Oh, she definitely quit,’ says Trina. ‘She emptied the till on the way out of here. Three grand, I’m down. I covered it, thinking she’d pop up again one day, but she hasn’t. If you can get my money back, you can take three hundred as a finder’s fee.’

      ‘Six hundred.’

      ‘Really? Okay, fine.’

      ‘Does Colleen know about this?’

      Colleen Vinton is the owner of Tropical Touch. She runs a bunch of brothels on the Strip, all with an iron fist.

      ‘Christ no,’ says Trina. ‘Are you kidding me?’

      ‘What happens to the girl if I find her?’

      ‘Nothing, if I get my money back. That’s why I’m asking you instead of Colleen.’

      ‘I never took you for the motherly type, Trina.’

      ‘Piss off. But you’re right, I’m getting soft.’

      ‘I’ll give it a go,’ Henry says. ‘Any ideas where to start?’

      ‘Not really. The other girls won’t say a bad word about her. I know she was dating their weed dealer for a minute, Brad Glynn.’

      ‘Here, keep this going.’ Henry passes her the camera.

      Through the glass, Lowell is thrusting away, sweat pouring off him.

      Henry takes out his notebook, writes Sarah Utton. ‘Who’s she friends with?’

      Trina rattles them off, zooming in and tsk-tsking. ‘I’ve got to hook these two up with my wax lady. You hanging around for a drink after this?’

      ‘Nah. Early start in the morning.’

      ‘Thanks for helping me.’

      ‘It’s fine. I could use the money.’

      ‘You’re a strange bloke, Henry. I dig it, but I can’t say I know what makes you tick. I reckon you’ve got a bit more going on up there than people think.’

      ‘I don’t know about that.’

      Trina pokes a finger into Henry’s chest, over his heart. ‘Maybe it’s in there?’

      ‘Look . . . don’t.’

      ‘You’ll tell me your secrets one day, I reckon.’

      Henry forces himself to laugh it off, but when Trina gets like this, it scares the shit out of him. She senses things in him. The hidden stuff. Luckily, Lowell picks this exact moment to bring the visit to an end. Through the mirror-glass, he rips the condom off and ejaculates on the floor a second time.

      Trina rests her head against the cool glass. ‘Please tell me they’re going to fire this dickhead.’
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      HENRY WATCHES LATE-NIGHT Surfers Paradise pan past from the passenger seat of a cab. It’s another Wednesday on the Strip, vacant and dead. He leans into the hot air blowing in through the window. Still twenty-five degrees out.

      ‘There’s rain coming,’ says the driver.

      ‘No one knows what’s coming,’ says Henry.

      ‘That’s true. Maybe God? The Pope?’

      ‘In this mess?’

      The driver laughs at that. On the car radio, the eleven o’clock news carries Diablo as the lead story: The Tweed Heads community tonight mourns the passing of a local doctor, the seventh in a string of recent local homicides. Gold Coast police are actively searching for the perpetrator, claiming an arrest is⁠—

      ‘Pig’s arse,’ spits the cabbie, switching the dial.

      ‘You don’t reckon they’ll get him?’

      ‘It’ll be a cold day in hell.’

      Henry puts his head on the headrest and closes his eyes. He’s tired, but the fatigue just makes it worse. Nights like tonight—with Lowell and Tropical Touch—don’t rinse off like they used to. They take a toll now. Build up. Henry Loch remembers everything.

      

      He came up hard. A wrecked childhood. Alcoholic mum. Violent, alcoholic dad. They lived out in the back streets of Logan, down in the suburbs they call Nappy Valley. He was the oldest of three, or was, until Mum cleared out with the other two.

      But not Henry.

      Henry stayed back with the old man.

      All things considered, it’s a miracle he ever made it onto the Force. He had every opportunity to mess it up, and came close once or twice, but he managed to hold on. When he told his dad about the police academy, his dad said, ‘No son of mine is a fucking dog.’ Henry snapped and started in on the old man right there on the kitchen lino. Caught by surprise, the old man went to water, like all broken bullies. It was Henry’s house from then on, but the elation was short-lived, accompanied as it was by the sensation of too little, too late.

      After graduation, the Queensland Police put him on general duties in Toowoomba, where Henry’s innate aggression and wildness found a willing cohort. Up on the mountain, they quickly recognised the mongrel in him. The higher-ups started calling on him for special work.

      A reputation formed.

      His dad’s reputation.

      Like father, like . . .

      As a reward for his exemplary regional service, they transferred him to Fortitude Valley, down into the bowels of Brisbane City, where policemen like Henry reigned free. But Henry couldn’t settle in the city. The routine street fighting and everyday mayhem started nagging at him. Three months into Brisbane, he was sizing up options. He wanted more.

      A year later, Henry’s youngest brother called, wanted to reach out. Henry met him at the Mount Gravatt Tavern in uniform and the youngest filled him in on lost time. They were all doing better these days. ‘Mum worked as a pro to get the money to leave him,’ his brother told him. ‘That’s how she got us out.’ She had to leave Henry behind because he was too old for the women’s shelter. The church wouldn’t have it.

      Henry tried not to react.

      ‘She wants to see you.’

      ‘It’ll never happen.’

      And it never did. She died of a heart attack three years later. His father died the following winter. Henry passed on both funerals. Didn’t grieve. Didn’t see the bodies.

      He was the body, by that stage.

      A chaotic, violent reproduction.

      Full of rage.

      And in those early years, the Queensland Police Force fed on it, like a tick on the arse of a bull.
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        * * *

      

      Back in the cab, Henry points out the windscreen. ‘Over here, mate. This is me.’

      The cabbie looks the place over. ‘Nice,’ he says.

      ‘It’s a rental.’

      Henry pays the fare and stands out on the bitumen tarmac to watch the cab round the corner at the end of the street. He loosens his tie and looks up at the sky. Clouds are brewing.

      He takes the photo of the missing girl from his shirt pocket and stares at it.

      Sarah Utton.

      Six hundred in cash.

      Why not?

      He could do it. Diablo is probably a bust. A mirage. Years of hustle to get into CIB—years of blood—and then years more to get from Consorting to Homicide, only to land belly-up in this wreck.

      No end to it.

      ‘Shut up, you’re just tired,’ he says to himself.

      But the self-talk does nothing as a light breeze stirs, lifting his hair and rustling the trees above.
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      Names, names like curses, droning on.

      Ghosts echoing around.

      Time in reverse.

      Speeding backwards . . .

      Back to 1960 and back to Brisbane and Rick Graham, my first partner. Rick, the dead man walking, the soon-to-be lonely suicide. But not yet, not in 1960. No, in 1960, Rick is still salty and I’m still new. Fresh meat. We were in the Mobile Patrols together, on the move. Our own jurisdiction.

      ‘This city is an encyclopedia,’ says Rick, and he isn’t wrong. It’s all there, especially at night. A crash course in human behaviour and animal biology. Brisbane, the city that seems only two steps ahead of a country town, sleepy and moralistic, but dark and secretive, also. I wanted it that way. As the city opened itself up to me, I gorged on the darkness inside.

      I saw it all.

      I scraped the bodies from the freeway.

      Wrote reports on corpses of every age, race and gender.

      I stepped into a thousand domestic disputes.

      Drew my gun in anger. Punched people, harassed and suppressed. I met drug dealers, gangsters, thieves, rapists, murderers, paedophiles, pimps, junkies, gamblers, con men, crooks, and every other type of chancer, and all of them took me to the fount of knowledge.

      It was glorious, and it went on for years.

      I was the perfect understudy, lapping at the flow.

      But also . . .

      I was making debt, accruing damage, just like Rick.

      Rick saw the edges of it before I did.

      And that was my big mistake: never expecting a response, always thinking I was riding for free in the city. Never knowing that things can reach back out of that void. I never braced for my mistakes coming back to me, reverberating up. Like a wave . . .
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        * * *

      

      I read about the death of Brian Amstell in the newspaper. They ran it alongside a picture of Ron Bingham, on page five. Ron looked terrified in the pic: his stubby body dissected in two by a line of crime scene tape. In better hands, Diablo would have seen Amstell as an opportunity. Unfortunately, the heart of Diablo is clearly rotten now. The corruption complete. The lack of faith all pervasive. It’s keeping the good men from solving the thing.

      I have my own ideas about what’s really happening, and where it stems from, but they sidelined me before I could act. Put me out to pasture. And yet, and yet . . . the Diablo tree keeps shaking and nothing falls out.

      Bingham at the helm.

      Murkiness everywhere.

      When you’ve got idiots in charge, the laws of physics don’t apply.
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        * * *

      

      I do my chores.

      Take my tablets.

      Go for a run.

      I eat a breakfast of grapefruit juice and toast and re-read the paper, crossing out the eyes of Brian Amstell before hitting the garage to do my work. By two o’clock, I’m thinking of visiting the grocery store, but ditch it in favour of a drive across the border to my church, to see my
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